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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

Back and There Again

Dare skidded to a halt as he zoomed past Lily when she stopped abruptly on the rise overlooking Nirim Manor. He was moving at his long distance traveling pace of over 25 miles an hour, at least when Cheetah's Dash was up, so he had to backtrack a bit to rejoin her.

His preference would've been to keep right on going to reunite with their family, since he'd seen this view countless times before and they'd been away from home for over three weeks. Also he always chafed a bit if he had to stop when Cheetah's Dash was active, even though its cooldown was only 5 minutes.

But he could understand Lily's joy at the sight of Nirim Manor. Their home, which they may have purchased as a complete mansion but had since improved and grown to fit their family and provide the best possible life for them. Not to mention the Avenging Wolf village not far below them, and farther to the northeast Melarawn village and all the refugees they'd taken in from the trouble along the northern border.

His tenants.

It was a beautiful sight. Crops beginning to grow, animals out to pasture, buildings under construction. To the north of the Avenging Wolf village he saw evidence of a new manor being marked out and foundation work done.

Ireni must've gone ahead and begun construction on the future home of Dare's new adventuring companion, Horold. Which meant she'd gotten in touch with Horold's wives to make arrangements for leasing the land and beginning the work, recognizing the small family's eagerness to start their new life.

Or at least, small compared to Dare's own family. Which sometimes felt like it was growing by the day.

“Dare, look!” Lily said, eagerly pointing. “The Prancing Brony is all done except for the roof!”

So it was. The inn he'd been excited to construct a few hundred yards from the manor grounds, along the steadily widening road leading to the town of Terana, had been nothing but a foundation and a few posts when they'd left. But now the walls were up and the beams that would hold up the roof had been put in place.

Of course, “all done” was a bit generous, since the interior work would be just as much if not more labor than the construction itself. Still, he was happy to see the progress; his dream of evenings in the common room knocking back a mug with companions, while a bard played and people laughed and danced, was coming closer to fruition.

Also he was going to hire catgirls and other beastkin for the staff, since there were plenty seeking work in Melarawn village and it would be awesome. And he'd definitely have them wear cute maid uniforms because why not?

It was his inn, he could turn it into a catgirl/maid cafe/tavern if he wanted.

Although Dare was more interested in how the eastern wall of the manor had been torn down, with extensive enlargements under works to enclose a space that was further enclosed by wooden walls and covered by a tarp.

That would be the pool, hot tub, and bath house. Ireni must've brought Morwal in to do the digging, then work with Leilanna to create hardened clay to make the pools watertight. The project was doubtless still underway after only three weeks, but he was excited to see the progress.

He was going to need to give his bookish redheaded fiancee the biggest kiss when he saw her. Not to mention all the most outrageous pampering he could think of and hours of cuddling.

Speaking of his beloved, he spotted a stream of coppery hair whipping in the wind like a banner as she emerged from the tunnel leading into the manor yard; she always knew when he was coming home thanks to Sia, of course, and was usually the first to greet him.

Unfortunately, a lot of the time it was because there was some urgent matter. Which turned out to be the case here as well.

Although urgent in a pleasant way; following Ireni was a familiar elderly man with long snowy hair and beard.

Dare stiffened in surprise, then bowed politely. “Lord Hormot,” he said. “Good of you to travel all the way from Redoubt to visit Nirim Manor. To what do we owe this pleasure?”
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The Level 56 Phasewarper grinned. “Not such a long travel. Fifteen minutes to craft a spell to take me here. I could even cast it to come right to your estate, since I'd been here before when it was owned by Baron Arral's adventuring companion.”

He waved vaguely. “As for the purpose of my visit, I was just checking in on Carilina. Her letters suggested she'd gained levels with remarkable swiftness while with you, and had been planning to undertake a raid dungeon at your side. I wanted to make sure everything had gone smoothly and she remained in good health.”

“She's doing very well, actually,” Dare said. “I hesitate to speak of her past troubles, but she seems to be recovering in spirit. I think, or at least hope, a fresh start here has been good for her.”

Hormot nodded sadly. “So do I. Although I know she pines for news of her children. I recently visited them to check on their health and welfare, and thought I'd deliver the good news about them in person.”

“I'm sure she'd be delighted to hear that.” Dare motioned southwards. “Unfortunately, she went south with me to deal with a mega spawn point near Lone Ox, in southern Kovana. It had actually spawned two full strength raid bosses and other similar strength monsters, although they didn't offer much for us besides loot since we far out-leveled them.”

“A pity, but I'm glad to hear you were willing to help the poor villagers there.” The earl nodded politely to Ireni. “Of course High Priestess Ireni has already informed me of the situation. If you could tell me where you think Carilina and the rest of your party is, we can go and fetch them.”

Dare blinked. “You'd do that?”

Hormot laughed. “It's no trouble at all, lad. It's what I've devoted my life to. And your lovely fiancee has told me you've had to postpone your wedding, and would need to delay it further to wait for the rest of your party to arrive so they can attend.”

Dare rubbed his chin. “Well, I'd guess they're probably a bit past Kov by this point. Can you go that far?”

The old man's eyes twinkled merrily. “Lad, I could travel across Shalin continent by this point. And have. A max level Phasewarper can go anywhere on Collisa, and even gets scrying at the higher levels to aid their explorations. But at my level I can at least travel across a continent, or skip over an ocean to another continent from the right locations.”

That was seriously badass. Dare wondered if he could convince Hormot to take him to the Lepid Flower Fields, or at least Marogia, the enlightened kingdom bordering it. He'd hoped for a chance to visit Enellia and see their child, and was eagerly anticipating her promised visit to Nirim Manor.

“I'll go as well,” Ireni said. “I settled all my affairs in Kov before finding you, of course, but if there's an opportunity to travel there quickly I'd like to take it.”

“By all means, High Priestess.” The old man briskly clapped his hands. “As for you and Miss Lily, lad, you can also accompany me to Kov. One of you can run north along the road and the other south, find your companions, and bring them so we can all return here.”

“Thank you, my Lord,” Dare said. “We're greatly in your debt.”

“Ah, yes, my portals generally fetch a high price,” Hormot said solemnly, eyes twinkling above his snowy beard. “Phasewarpers my level are rare, and are highly prized for both trade and military logistics.” He offered his hand. “But in this case I'd settle for an invitation to your wedding, Sir Darren.”

“You would have that in any case,” Dare said, shaking his hand warmly.

“Then let's be off!” The old man sat down on a patch of grass near the wall and began to cast, bushy brows furrowed in concentration.

Dare glanced longingly at the house. “I want to at least see my new son, while he's casting,” he murmured. “And say hi to everyone, after being gone so long.”

Lily nodded. “So do I.”

Ireni briskly shooed them towards the manor. “Go, then. According to Lord Hormot you have about 17 minutes, but I'd take no more than 15.”

He and his bunny girl fiancee took off for the house. “Let me know when it's been fifteen minutes,” she said as the burst through the door; his loved ones knew that his internal clock was close to perfect, even for things like waking up when he wanted when he made the effort.

To their delight they found the entire family waiting in the entry room for them, all except Trissela and Soli, which was a disappointment but not a surprise; newborn merfolk needed to stay underwater for the first few months while their lungs finished developing for air, and Trissela wouldn't want to leave her son if she could avoid it.

Which left Zuri and their daughter Gelaa, Pella and their twins Nic and Rellia, Leilanna, Se'weir and their daughter Es'wesa, his daughter Melinia, and Marigold.

After three weeks all the babies were noticeably bigger. Gelaa had more of her teeth and smiled big enough for him to see them all at the sight of him and Lily, the twins' fluffy little tails could wag and did so furiously, Melinia giggled adorably with delight at all the excitement, and Es'wesa's brown hair had grown long enough to be a soft fuzz, and her big yellow eyes followed him as he held her.

Dare hastily kissed all the women in his harem and held them briefly, held his babies for longer and made a fuss over how they'd grown while he was gone, and promised he'd be back soon to spend more time with everyone.

Then, leaving Lily to continue her reunion with the others, he rushed down the hall to Trissela's room and quietly opened the door.

The mermaid's pool was over 20 feet deep, which had been quite the effort of engineering to get made in the corner of the manor house. But she was more comfortable at that depth, and more importantly it was the best depth for Soli.

Looking into those depths he could see Trissela lounging in the netting she used for a bed, cradling a tiny figure in her arms. She looked like a dream with her seafoam green hair drifting around her face, pale and beautiful with a long, elegant dark blue tail.

She looked up at the surface and saw him through the water, and her face lit up with joy. With a flick of her tail she shot up towards him, still cradling the baby, although she slowed so only her face broke the surface.

“Dare!” she said eagerly. “You're finally back!”

Dare felt a moment of regret as he checked his internal clock. He had just over six minutes left to be with his newest consort and newborn son. “For a few minutes only, then I need to be gone for a bit longer and I'll hopefully be back by tonight.”

“In that case there's no time to waste.” His gorgeous mermaid consort held up their son, although she kept him beneath the surface. “Get in, you can hold him underwater.”

Dare had never seen a mermaid baby, and marveled at Soli's small round face, chubby body, and adorable little tail. His son had a fuzz of dark blue hair, big dark blue eyes, and a tail such a deep midnight blue it was almost black.

“He's beautiful,” he murmured in awe. That was no surprise considering the boy's mother, and Dare instantly loved him with all his heart.

He quickly stripped down to his undershorts and climbed into the water, Trissela pressing close as he gently cradled his son in his arms. The baby's skin was smooth and slightly clammy, which he'd been told was normal; adapted to living underwater, it got softer with age. The little tail was even smoother, the tiny scales shimmering slightly in the light.

Dare ducked his face under the water. “Hello, Soli,” he said, bubbles forming around his mouth. “I'm your daddy. It's so wonderful to finally meet you.”

He knew mermaids had a special way of communicating underwater, a language with sounds that traveled farther through the water. Although raised in captivity his consort had never learned more than a few phrases from her mother, and lamented that she wouldn't be able to pass that knowledge on to her son.

Hopefully they could find mermaids to teach both of them sometime in the future.

The newborn baby didn't respond to his words, no surprise. But he lay peaceful in Dare's arms, contented and cuddly, and Dare treasured the chance to finally hold him.

Three minutes. And he still needed to dress and get back to the garden and hopefully say a few words to Eloise.

He reluctantly hugged Trissela closer, kissing her softly. “I have to go now, but I'll come straight here when I get back and spend more time with you and the baby.”

“All right, my love. I'll see you soon.” She held him tight for a moment longer, then pressed her mouth to his a final time before reluctantly letting go. Cradling Soli in her arms, she twisted gracefully in the water and flicked her tail again, gliding back down to her bed to recline with the baby.

Dare's heart felt heavy as he hastily dried off with a towel from the shelf by the door, then dressed as quickly as possible. He wished he could stay.

Rushing back through the house, he collected Lily, gave his loved ones a few final parting words and some hasty hugs and kisses, and they ran back out to the garden.

Hormot was still casting his portal spell near the gate, with a bit more than a minute left, so Dare veered over to the garden and paused to kneel beside Eloise.

Her thick green shoot was pushing up to the sky, visibly taller now and with more leaves. Objectively the growing plant girl looked like a giant tulip stalk, but in his unbiased opinion his daughter was the most beautiful plant he'd ever seen. He was sure her flower would be enchanting.

He couldn't wait for it to grow and open in a few years so he could meet her, and she could finally talk to him.

“Look at you grow, baby girl,” he murmured, gently brushing her leaves. “Daddy can only stay for a few seconds, but I'll be back soon. I'll spend more time with you and we can have a proper conversation.” He smiled fondly. “I got to spend some time with your mother on the way north from Portsmouth village, and let her know you're healthy and growing big and strong. She's doing well too, and wanted me to let you know she loves you with all her heart. And so do I.”

Lily knelt to also murmur a few words to the little floran, then it was time to go. Dare reluctantly stood, taking his fiancee's hand, and they rushed to where the Phasewarper had the portal nearly completed near the manor's front gate.

Dare stared in fascination at the swirling sphere of mana, slowly setting into a smooth edge as the portal became stable. His cover story was that he'd come to Haraldar by a portal accident from Elysin continent on the other side of the world, but apparently portal failures were all but unheard of.

He hoped that was the case.

Johar had joined the earl and Ireni there, leading a saddled horse for the pregnant redhead. The saddlebags bulged with whatever was inside them, and jingled with the telltale clink of coins as the mare stamped her hoof.

Dare didn't ask; his beloved fiancee knew what she was doing when it came to finances, and she'd tell him if he needed to know.

Ireni turned at his and Lily's approach, and he swept her into his arms, as always marveling at her delicate beauty. She was about two and a half months away from giving birth to their son, who they'd decided to name Corian, and her little body was so adorably round with the baby he just wanted to hold her for the next few months.

Her eyes softened as she melted into his embrace. “I missed you,” she murmured. “The others at least got to see you for a night after the raid, but for me it's been over a month.”

“I missed you too,” he said, stroking her silky auburn hair. “But thanks to your foresight in checking for news about Lone Ox, we were able to protect my sons and Lily's family.”

Lily nodded, hugging the petite Priestess with him. “I don't know what we'd do without you, Ireni.”

Hormot cleared his throat apologetically, interrupting the moment. “The portal will collapse in a minute.”

The hug broke up and Dare led the way through the portal. He was wary as he went, ready to unlimber his bow in case of an unexpected threat.

Instead he found himself in an unfamiliar courtyard, behind a large warehouse with a sign showing a coin purse spilling over with roses. Probably a trade guild Hormot did business with.

Ireni and Lily emerged behind him, then Johar leading the horse, and finally Hormot. The Phasewarper turned and began to cast again, and a moment later the portal winked out of existence.

The old man noticed Dare watching curiously and grinned, stroking his long snowy beard. “I get back mana for closing a portal before it dissipates. Generally doesn't make a difference one way or another, but I like to do things properly . . . do it perfect when it doesn't matter to be perfect when it does.”

“A sentiment I can get behind,” Dare agreed.

A man in rich cloth-of-gold clothes hurried out of the warehouse, and and Hormot stepped forward to intercept him. “We can return to Nirim Manor whenever you're ready,” he told them before starting a quiet conversation with the merchant.

Dare hugged Ireni and Lily. “I'll go south,” he said. “Run for an hour at the most, then turn back.” It was late afternoon now, but if they found the party in an hour it would still take their companions 3 hours to ride back with them, and by then it would be nightfall.

“I've got north,” his bunny girl fiancee agreed. “Whoever finds our party wins!”

He couldn't help but grin. She loved making things a competition, which added fun to everything they did. “You're on!” He didn't ask what the winner got; she'd tell him when the competition was over, and the reward was usually something they'd both enjoy.

“I'm going to visit the slave markets and free as many people as I can,” Ireni said, which explained the jingling saddlebags.

Dare nodded in approval. Now that they had land at Nirim Manor, enough wealth to help others, and an infrastructure to provide a new start for settlers there, they'd planned to begin stepping up their efforts to free slaves and offer them new lives.

Not all of the people they helped would take that offer, but that was fine. They'd have a chance to live free again in whatever way they chose.

Lily bounced up and down eagerly. “Okay then. Ready, steady, go!” She took off in a flash with a flick of her fluffy white cottontail, waist-length silver pigtails streaming behind her and a delighted laugh drifting back to them as she left the courtyard and vanished down the street.

She'd grown so much from when he'd first met her, when she'd jumped in fright at every person they'd passed and feared to enter even a friendly town like Terana. With good reason given how bunny girls were prized as pleasure slaves in Haraldar, in spite of the fact that they languished and swiftly perished in captivity.

Dare hoped if Ireni found any at the slave market she'd be able to free them.

And in spite of how Lily had grown, he was more than a bit worried for her at the moment. This was Kovana, where there were almost no free nonhumans. And even among her kind she stood out for her otherworldly beauty and enchanting silver hair, making her a tempting target.

Hopefully his fears were unfounded. She had her documents showing she was free, and more importantly she was a Level 38. Also it helped that at the speed she was going she'd be out of the region capitol in no time.

Still, maybe living in Bastion where nonhumans were given more freedom had made them too complacent. So rather than taking off south, Dare took off north after his fiancee, following her using Adventurer's Eye.

Their competition would boil down to where the party was anyway, so it wasn't like he was throwing it by making sure she got safely out of the city.

He heard surprised shouts as Lily passed, although that was par for the course whenever they ran around populated areas at two or three times the speed most people could move at their fastest sprint. He also heard some insults, more than a few lewd offers, and even some shouts to take up pursuit as if people thought she was a fugitive.

Dare finally caught up to her at the north gate, where the guards had called her to a halt. She was showing them her documents, and they were holding out their hands and saying something. She gave them a few silver, and that seemed to satisfy them; they stepped back and let her leave the city.

Right, he'd forgotten that Kovana was a lot harsher when it came to taxes. Particularly for nonhuman travelers.

Confident that his bunny girl fiancee would be safe now that she was out on the road, he turned and ran south in his own search for their party.

The real possibility was that at the pace their party was traveling, on fast horseback with frequent remounts that would've been impressively speedy to anyone else but felt like a crawl to him and Lily, even if he guessed they were somewhere near Kov they might be a day's ride to the north or south.

That was several hours of running, even for him and his bunny girl fiancee.

Which was why he slowed to listen to gossip, trying to hear anything about a group of passing adventurers. Most of their party was in the high 30s or low 40s, and that would draw notice even in a region capitol.

He also stopped at the gates to flash the guards a gold and ask a few questions.

Given that he had the brooch clasp of the Order of the Northern Wall to prove his knighthood, had the public achievement Protector of Bastion, and was Level 43, the guards were very courteous. And the gold didn't hurt.

As far as they knew no party of high level adventurers had passed through the south gate, and they hadn't heard any gossip suggesting otherwise. “Seem to recall a party like that passing through the city a couple weeks back, if that's what you're looking for,” one of the guards said, rubbing his jaw.

That would be when their companions came south. It was possible the party had passed through during a different guard shift, but Dare felt more like this wasn't a wild goose chase as he left the guards behind to squabble over splitting the gold and bolted south along the road.

A half hour later he found the others, pushing hard to reach Kovana before dark so they could sleep in an inn.

His core party consisted of Bradis the Fighter as tank, Carilina the Healer as heals, Estellis the Invigorator, Bradis's lover, as buffs and minor heals, Veressa the Lifetangler as crowd control, Horold the Spellwarder as hybrid damage and damage mitigation support, and of course Dare and Lily as pure damage.

They'd recently cleared a spawn point of full strength Level 25ish raid rated monsters, and while that didn't seem so impressive when they were around 15 levels higher than those enemies, usually it would take around 50 people of the same level to manage the feat.

It was a solid party and he was proud of them. They'd cleared a raid dungeon before coming south with him, and were now working towards leveling up enough to tackle a party rated dungeon in the low 50s.

His companions reacted with surprise when he ran up. “Dare?” Bradis called, reining in. “What are you doing here? Did something go wrong?”

Dare grinned. “More like right. Lord Hormot Valarins volunteered to take you back to Nirim Manor by portal. He's waiting for us in Kov.”

“Mot?” Carilina blurted, surprised. “What was he doing at Nirim Manor?”

He inclined his head to her. “He wanted to pay you a visit.”

Their Healer, haunted and often bitter about what she'd suffered, softened at that. “He's a good friend,” she murmured.

“I'll say,” Horold said, looking delighted. As well he should; Hormot's portal would shave over a week off their journey home. “Handy to have a Phasewarper as a friend.”

Bradis clapped his hands. “So what're we doing lounging in the road? Let's get to that portal!”

The party pushed their horses even harder than before, in the knowledge that they didn't have to worry about saving their strength for the next day's ride since they'd be home tonight.

Even so it took over an hour, closer to an hour and a half, to reach the city. Then about another fifteen minutes to find the others at the trading guild's warehouse.

Lily had returned by that point, having run out for an hour then run back. She pouted at the sight of the party with him. “I guess you win,” she said, bounding forward to greet their companions and hug Veressa, Estellis, and Carilina.

“It was a coin toss,” Dare replied with a shrug.

She grinned as she hugged him too, leaning close so her full lips tickled his ear. “Still, I'll need to reward you.”

He was pretty sure most of her motivation for suggesting these competitions with him was so that she'd have excuses to do naughty and inventive things with him. Not that she needed any excuse.

Ireni and Johar hadn't returned, and Hormot took the opportunity to step aside for a private discussion with Carilina. Whatever news the old man gave her caused her to throw her arms around him, tears in her eyes.

Good news about her children, he'd mentioned. Dare was glad for her.

Ireni and Johar finally made their appearance fifteen or so minutes later, leading almost fifty men, women, and children dressed in slave's rags, some humans but mostly other races. Especially goblins. They were all gaunt and sickly, which might've explained how she was able to purchase so many with their available funds.

Dare and the others hurried to provide what aid they could, his party giving out the remainder of their provisions to the starving people. Although Hormot had already begun casting the portal, and soon they'd be back at Nirim Manor where the freed slaves could be properly cared for.

Ireni spoke to Dare as they worked, reporting on the results of her efforts. It turned out she'd actually freed almost 70 people, spending a little over 1,500 gold. 20 had opted to go their own way after she took the entire group to the regional offices, securing the papers confirming their freedom. They either had family to return to or were wary of a trick and decided they'd be better off fending for themselves.

The rest had accepted the invitation to return to Nirim Manor and start a new life.

His petite fiancee had done her best to find and reunite family members among the slaves at the market, especially parents and children. The freed slaves were so fervently grateful it was a bit embarrassing, taking his, Ireni's, and their companions' hands and offering profuse thanks.

Although more than a few sat listlessly, broken by their experiences. Doubtless it would take time to nurture them back to health, in the hopes they'd be able to fully recover from their ordeal.

It was to one of these, a shriveled goblin woman in her middle years, that Ireni led Dare and Lily. Her expression was excited but also solemn, and more than a little sad. “She was in the breeding pens for years,” his redheaded fiancee whispered. “But her masters judged her too old and broken, so they tossed her back in the market hoping to make a pittance selling her as menial labor.”

He felt a surge of pity for the poor woman, but before he could go to her Ireni caught his arm and continued quietly. “Her name is Ee'wena.”

Dare stiffened in shock, and Lily gasped. “You mean . . .”

The petite woman nodded, smiling. “Zuri's mother.”

While Zuri didn't dwell on her own time as a slave, preferring to focus on the wonderful life she had now, she had two things from her past that continued to cause her grief: being taken from her son Tarin, and not knowing the fate of her mother and worrying for her welfare.

He pulled Ireni into his arms, breath catching as he whispered, “Thank you.” He was speaking to her and Sia both, since he was sure the goddess had intervened to help them be here at the right time to save Ee'wena.

Sia hugged him back, voice gentle. “We do what we can for those we love.”

“Have you talked to her?” Dare asked, looking at the gaunt goblin woman.

The goddess sighed. “As much as she could hear. Hopefully when she sees Zuri it'll jolt her out of her catatonia.”

Hormot stopped chanting, and they turned to see the clear, sharp magical lines of a stable portal. “Everyone in,” Ireni called, clapping briskly. She began ushering freed slaves towards the portal, speaking over her shoulder to Lily. “Could you help Ee'wena through?”

The bunny girl quickly took the old goblin woman by the hand and gently led her forward, while Dare and the others busied themselves getting all the freed slaves, the party's and Ireni's horses, and themselves through.

It took a bit of rushing to manage it in less than a minute, but he didn't want Hormot to have to cast another portal. They got everyone through, although it was close enough that the Phasewarper wasn't able to close the portal early to reclaim any mana this time.

Marigold bustled out at the sight of the milling crowd, the maids and servants of Nirim Manor as well as several volunteers getting to work handing out hot food and drinks, clean clothes, and blankets. Ireni exchanged a few words with the Head Maid, and the pink-haired gnome began leading everyone towards the fenced in area where the pool, hot tub, and bath house were under construction.

Dare started to follow to help, but Ireni caught his hand, nudging him towards where his fiancees and consorts were waiting by the house with their children. “Come on,” she said with a gentle smile. “Marigold will look after our new tenants. Let's reunite Zuri with her mother.”

He nodded and joined her and Lily, who still held the shrunken woman's hand and was leading her towards their family.

Halfway there Zuri cried out, then hastily handed a squirming Gelaa, who'd spotted her daddy and was holding her arms out to him, to Leilanna. Then his goblin fiancee rushed forward, tears streaming down her cheeks.

“Mother!” she cried as she wrapped her arms around the gaunt woman. She hugged her gently, eyes shining as she looked at Ireni. “Thank you. You and Sia. I don't know how you did this, but thank you.”

Ee'wena stirred. “Ge'welu?” she whispered in a hoarse voice, looking up at her daughter in blank incomprehension. She only came up to Zuri's shoulder, tiny even by goblin standards.

She was using Zuri's given name, which his fiancee had elected to set aside when she began her new life with Dare. Not because she was ashamed of it, but because it made her happy to use the name he'd fallen in love with her by. And because she liked the idea of being called “Healer”, which was what Zuri meant in Goblin; it fit her gentle nature.

“It's me, Mother,” Zuri said, kissing the frail woman's cheeks. “I'm here, and I'm free and safe. And now you're free too.”

Ee'wena slumped in her daughter's embrace, sobbing. “Ge'welu,” she said brokenly, stroking Zuri's fine black hair. “My sweet girl. Can this be a dream?”

Dare took Gelaa, cuddling his daughter close as she wrapped her little arms around his neck and hugged him tight. He started to bring her over to Zuri, but his fiancee shook her head.

Right, her mother had had enough shocks this evening, when her mind was already so frail. She could meet her granddaughter later.

“Come on, Mother,” Zuri said, gently guiding her towards the manor. “Let's get you washed up and fed, and then there's a nice soft bed waiting for you. Won't that be nice?”

The shrunken woman balked. “Oh, but we can't go in the front entrance of your master's manor. I don't want to get you in trouble.”

“Shh,” her daughter said, patting her shoulder. “I told you Mother, I'm free and so are you. This is my home, and now yours as well.” She led Ee'wena inside.


Chapter One

Leisure

Dare woke up the next morning to an unusual event: The enormous harem bed around him was empty, looking even bigger with only him in it.

He judged it was dawn, the time he usually woke up, and his fiancees and consorts should've still been sleeping soundly. Especially the mothers, who needed every bit of sleep they could get.

But they seemed to be awake now.

Was he wrong about the time, and he'd slept in longer than he thought? They'd had a pretty late night last night, starting with getting the freed slaves fed, healed and cared for with Ireni's, Zuri's, and Carilina's help, and finally settled. As well as discussing whether they wanted to move to one of the previously existing villages or found their own.

Some had different preferences, including staying on at Nirim Manor as servants, but most decided to found their own village in the southeast corner of the land Dare and his family owned. They'd discuss construction, tenant leases, and employment at a later date, but for now the formerly downtrodden people were excited at the prospect of starting new lives as free people.

They'd asked to name their new village in honor of their benefactor, and thus Ireni village was born.

After that the family and their friends had a late dinner, getting the excited babies to bed past their bedtime. Then they gathered in the parlor to talk about everything that had happened in Lone Ox, or Portsmouth village now, with meeting Lily's family and the other bunny girls of Brighthill Warren, and with the mega spawn point.

Zuri, still with her mother, didn't get a chance to hear about her son's fate, but he'd tell her as soon as he could; hopefully it would further ease her burdens to know Tarin was healthy and his parents seemed to adore him and doted on him.

The big surprise there had been when talk turned to the weddings, Ilin's and Amalisa's as well as Dare's to his fiancees, and he learned that Ireni had arranged the postponed date for five days from last night, with Ilin's and Amalisa's to take place the day before.

“Will there even be time to notify all the guests and give them a chance to travel here?” he asked; the guest list was surprisingly large, and included a lot more people than he'd expected. Family and friends of his fiancees and consorts, friends he'd made along the way, dignitaries, and even just people wanting to pay their respects.

Including over a dozen Adherents of the Outsider who'd be traveling from around Terana Province to celebrate the marriage of a High Priestess of the Outsider.

Then there were the tenants and residents on Nirim Manor lands. That would be over five hundred people all on their own, between the manor residents, goblins, refugees, and now the freed people.

Needless to say, the ceremony would have to be held where they could potentially fit up to a thousand people.

Ireni's eyes had twinkled at that question. “I may have calculated the time you'd take to get there, solve the problem, and get back. And with a bit of divine inspiration to confirm it, sent out the invitations a while ago. Our guests are either already on their way or will be soon.”

As she said that she glanced at Hormot, and Dare wondered if she'd managed to charm the Phasewarper into helping with portals for the farther away people.

By the time Dare and his fiancees and consorts had finally said goodnight, including a brief visit to Trissela and Soli, and headed up to bed, it was late and they were all exhausted from the day's excitement. Even so, he still would've expected some of them to be in the mood to get frisky after being apart for weeks.

He could admit he certainly was.

But while there was plenty of kissing and cuddling as they settled down to sleep, nobody seemed to want to make love. Considering how long he'd been gone for and how horny some of the women were, that was more than a little surprising. He wondered if his fiancees were holding off until the wedding to make the wedding night more special.

Or, considering the bed was empty now, if they had something different in mind.

The door creaked as it opened a crack and a pair of big green eyes peeked in. When Ireni saw him awake her delicate, doll-like face lit up with excitement and she threw the door wide with a grin. “You're up!” she said. “Quick, get dressed . . . we have a surprise for you!”

Dare liked the sound of that. He quickly threw on some clothes, then stepped forward and wrapped his arms around his fiancee, kissing her softly. “Good morning, my love,” he murmured, resting his hand on her big pregnant tummy. “How are you and the little one today?”

She looked up at him lovingly. “Happy for the attention, but there's no time for it now . . . the entire harem's waiting for you.”

Ireni took his hand and eagerly tugged him along, leading the way through a manor bustling with servants and laborers. They were doing deep cleaning, scrubbing every surface, polishing all the metal, and mending small nicks, dents, and cracks. They all bowed or curtsied to him and his fiancee as they passed, but kept working.

Getting ready for the big wedding. Or weddings, including Ilin's and Amalisa's. Which would herald their move to Terana to take over running the orphanage, a thought that filled Dare with a brief pang of melancholy. Although also happiness for them starting their new life together and doing what they loved.

Out in the yard people were equally busy cleaning, pruning, planting, or arranging decorative flowers in pots along paths and along the beginnings of a driveway leading to where a new gate would be installed; laborers were already tearing down the wall for it, and the gate itself rested on the lawn nearby.

The wall was certainly getting its share of improvements, like the rest of the manor. Dare would have to think of new security measures if the current gate and tunnel system would no longer be in use.

“At the rate we're going we should probably think about approaching Marona to buy some land in the surrounding wilds,” he said, looking ahead to where the wall had been torn down entirely to be expanded for the new pool, hot tub, bath house, changing rooms, and shed for their pink slime girl pool attendant.

Which seemed to be where Ireni was leading him; was the surprise that one of those new fixtures was already finished, after only three weeks?

“I've already contacted her and Norril about the matter,” his bookish fiancee said. “They're in the process of surveying a 10,000 acre plot to the east. Tentative estimates are 11,230 gold for the plot, to be paid over a period of 10 years.”

So pretty much the same deal as Nirim Manor, except nearly twice as much land at almost half the cost. Which was to be expected for unclaimed wildlands.

Although with all the people gathering on the estate, in the various villages and the manor itself, it wouldn't be long before the world system converted the nearby spawn points to beginner level ones, or removed them entirely.

In fact, now that Dare stopped to think about it Nirim Manor had become a larger settlement than Terana itself, and was rapidly growing and expanding. He wondered how Marona felt about that.

Speaking of which . . . “Do we-” he started to ask.

Showing her talent for reading his mind, sometimes literally with Sia's help, Ireni cut in. “We have guards on our payroll and are training them up. Linia has volunteered to lead them until she returns to her duties with the Irregulars, at which point we'll revisit the issue. Maybe Rek can take the position.”

He opened his mouth and she grinned and continued. “And we're hiring healers for emergency response, public works employees, mediators to resolve disputes that don't warrant yours or Marona's attention, and other necessary positions.”

Dare shook his head, pleased but also bemused, and his redheaded fiancee laughed outright and said, “We've become a town almost without realizing it, haven't we? Or at least a cluster of villages close enough to make a growing settlement that'll soon be a town.”

“Good thing we've got the inn under construction,” he said, leaning down to kiss her softly. “Thanks for that. For everything . . . you're the heart of this place.” He lifted her hand to rest on his chest. “And my heart, you and the others we love.”

Her eyes softened. “My heart as well, my love.” She briskly tugged on his hand. “Come on, the others are waiting!”

The wooden fence surrounding the pool was seven feet tall and obscured his view of it. At the gate leading inside a sign had been hung that read: “Nirim Manor pools and bathhouses. Open for use.”

Grinning at him, Ireni flipped the sign, showing the opposite side: “Reserved for use by the Master of the House.”

Dare liked where this was going. “So the pools will usually be open to everyone?”

She nodded. “For residents of the manor, with public hours for the rest of the territory. If it gets too disruptive we can discuss constructing another pool elsewhere for public use.” Her eyes danced. “As the others have pointed out, it'll be a great place to pick up chicks.”

He laughed. He could just imagine Zuri and Sia, and Marigold for that matter, arranging for him to encounter beautiful women there to potentially add to the harem.

But for now he was looking forward to the beautiful, incredible women already waiting for him.

The pool, complete with a slide and diving board he saw, and more importantly a large wading area for young children, was complete and full of sparkling clear water, steaming slightly in the chill morning air. Probably heated up by Leilanna's fire magic.

The tiled poolside area was littered with waterproof tanning chairs, tables and more conventional waterproof chairs shaded by umbrellas, and open expanses for laying down towels. Of which there were dozens, clean and white, folded on a set of shelves nearby. Along with pool flip flops and an assortment of pool toys.

The place looked ready to go but was currently empty, no one in sight.

Ireni saw his disappointment and laughed. “Remember when we first talked about bikinis, and I mentioned the girls would probably want to compete to see who could design the most scandalous swimsuit to wear?” Her eyes danced. “Well, the girls competed to see who could design the most scandalous swimsuit to wear.”

Sia took the fore, face lighting up eagerly. “Including me!” she ran her hands over her small, hugely pregnant body. “And believe me, it's going to make your eyes pop.”

Oh hell yes.

She produced a Prevent Conception scroll and cast it on him, which was definitely a good sign. Then she ushered him towards a building fronting the pool, the changing rooms, and pushed him into the one reserved for men. “Okay, we've already got your swimsuit waiting for you. Get showered and changed and wait in the pool . . . we'll come out when you're ready, and you decide whose swimsuit is the best!”

The goddess waggled an admonishing finger in his face. “And no wussing out by saying you like them all equally or anything like that . . . we won't be disappointed if you like someone else's more, it'll just give us a better idea of what you prefer.”

Dare shook his head and made his way into the changing room, pleased to see the tiled floor, wooden benches, shower stalls, cubbies for clothes and towels, and even a couple toilet stalls and a sink for washing hands.

It looked surprisingly modern; he wondered if it used water from the manor's water tanks, or if Ireni had commissioned a new pump system and larger tanks to support the pools and bathhouse.

Come to think of it, he should probably have a water tower built at some point. The manor was growing large enough to need it, and it could potentially provide water for the surrounding villages, too.

He'd have to talk it over with her later.

In the meantime, his swimsuit had been laid out on the nearest bench. Although “swimsuit” was a bit generous, because it was plain and simple a banana hammock. Or even just a cock sock with a couple strings to hold it on.

On Earth he never would've dreamed of wearing that. But it was obvious the girls wanted him to give them a show just as much as they wanted to give him one, and he couldn't deny them that.

What's good for the goose is good for the gander, he thought wryly as he put it on. Still, he felt a bit ridiculous as he made his way back out to the pool, flopping with every step.

The pool was still empty, so he tested the water with his foot, confirming it was comfortably warm in the cool morning air, then with a whoop dove into the eight foot deep end.

And promptly lost the banana hammock.

Dare spluttered to the surface, feeling his cheeks heat as he ducked back beneath the surface and looked around for the tiny scrap of cloth flapping in the pool's undercurrents. He snagged it and pulled it on beneath the water, resolving not to do anything too athletic to avoid an embarrassing repeat.

When his head broke the surface he heard stifled giggles, and turned to see Leilanna standing at the end of the pool closest to the changing rooms, wearing a thick bathrobe.

When he looked her way her face became studiously neutral, although her rose pink eyes danced with merriment. “Don't worry, I didn't see you lose your swimsuit and go floundering around after it like a bear cub trying to catch a fish,” she teased. “And you looked very handsome and suave and not silly at all.”

Before he could think of a witty comeback her face lit up with excitement and she eagerly beckoned. “Anyway come over here and take the judge's seat, my love!”

The “judge's seat” turned out to be the elevated lifeguard's seat near the slide and diving board. Dare settled into it, trying to sit so his package wasn't on full display, as his dusk elf fiancee took up a position facing both him and entrance to the women's changing room.

“Welcome to the first annual Harem Swimsuit Competition!” Leilanna called in an orator's voice, using her minor air attunement to help amplify her words. “Darren Portsmouth judging!”

First annual?

“We have a lovely group of ladies here this morning, eager to show their inventive swimsuit designs. Our first contestant, 21 years old and standing at 3 feet, 11 inches, mother of two Zuri!”

Dare leaned forward eagerly as his goblin fiancee stepped into view, grinning in delight; she looked absolutely adorable.

She was wearing a yellow bikini, the top a star pattern that struggled to hold in her disproportionately large breasts, the bottom a triangle that tried and failed to cover her plump pussy, so the top of it peeked over the cloth. She'd also taken the effort to arrange her hair in a mass of raven curls falling halfway down her back, and her pale green skin was flushed with excitement.

Zuri gave him a dazzling smile as she stepped up to a marked tile, twirled to let him see her curvy backside and struck a few poses, then swayed over to the spot Leilanna indicated.

“Absolutely lovely,” the dusk elf said. “Our next contestant, 27 years old and standing at 5 feet, 9 inches, mother of two Pella!”

Pella practically bounded out of the dressing room, her swimsuit straining to contain her eagerness. She'd cleverly used the base of her fluffy tail as an anchor to hold her swimsuit, which was a bikini with top and bottom connected by strings tied to her tail. Strings that were now askew, giving him a clear view of her left nipple and most of her labia.

Her golden hair hung loose in ringlets around her shoulders, and she gave him a dazzling smile as she stepped up to the tile and twirled, furiously wagging tail further throwing her swimsuit askew; maybe anchoring it there hadn't been the best idea after all.

Not that Dare was complaining as he stared at his gorgeous dog girl fiancee in awe.

“What a fun contestant!” Leilanna said, obviously struggling not to crack up as Pella bounded over to stand next to Zuri. “Our next contestant . . . me!” She gracefully strode over to the tile, working the ties to her bathrobe. “18 years old and standing at 5 feet, 8 inches, expectant mother Leilanna Aleneladris!”

She pulled the robe off and held it out away from her body as she cocked her hip, showing herself off with an eager smile.

His gorgeous dusk elf fiancee was over halfway through her year long pregnancy and starting to show, and the gentle swell of her belly only accentuated her lush curves. Which were barely concealed at all by the narrow strip of white silk that bound her large breasts, barely covering her charcoal gray areolas, and the thick white silk string that was her bottoms, which had been pulled up into her crack and between her plump labia so it hid almost nothing of her ashen gray skin.

She twirled, posed, and blew him a kiss before swaying back to her announcer's position, tossing her bathrobe aside as she continued. “Our next contestant, 18 years old and standing at 4 feet, 10 inches, mother of one Se'weir'u'gar!”

The beautiful hobgoblin sashayed out of the changing room, hips moving almost obscenely with every step. Dare had been interested to see how a swimsuit hugged her plump curves, but she'd gone a different direction and was wearing a loose, gauzy semi-transparent white piece that covered her from shoulders to ankles and hid absolutely nothing of her pale green skin.

Her long brown hair had been pulled up into an elegant braided circlet, and her lovely features were flushed with excitement as she took her place on the tile. Although in lieu of twirling or striking poses she got straight to the point, bending over to give him a perfect view of her round ass and pussy, which was glistening with arousal so the sheer cloth of her “swimsuit” clung to it tantalizingly.

Se'weir straightened and winked at him, then sashayed over to stand beside Pella.

“What a go-getter!” Leilanna said with a grin. “Our next contestant, 25 years old and standing at 5 feet, 1 inch, expectant mother High Priestess Ireni of the Outsider!” She paused, then mouthed to Dare, “Actually Sia.”

That was fairly obvious given the way the goddess slinked out of the changing room, oozing sensuality with every step. She'd chosen a more standard bikini, the same emerald green color as her eyes, and with a complicated arrangement of strings to make beautiful patterns over her chest and back.

Her auburn hair had been curled into ringlets and pulled up into a high ponytail, fanning out around her shoulders. Her pale skin made her practically glow in the sunlight, her small breasts, hugely pregnant belly, and pert little ass tantalizing as she danced for him.

Dare remembered that dance from when she'd come to him in his dreams as a shadow, and it was even more erotic now.

Sia blew him a kiss, then swayed over to hug Zuri from behind, resting her chin on the top of the tiny goblin's head.

“What a firecracker!” Leilanna said. “Our next contestant, 23 years old and standing at 3 feet, 10 inches, expectant mother Marigold!”

Giggling, the plump gnome twirled out of the changing room, coming to a stop vaguely near the tile she'd been aiming for and leaping up with her arms out as if to say, “Ta da!”

Her ankle-length pink hair was pulled into pigtails, swaying and flying out as she twirled and posed. It provided about the only cover for her, since her “string bikini” was literally just a few pieces of the thinnest and most invisible pink string she could manage, which rather than covering anything had been artfully arranged to press against her full breasts and plump labia in strategic ways to make them stand out even more tantalizingly.

She was more than halfway through her pregnancy and visibly showing, and the gentle swell of her belly combined with her plump curves and erotically presented assets made him want to pick up his naughty little Head Maid and carry her someplace private for some fun.

Dare supposed if the purpose of the competition was to make him the most aroused, she probably would've won. But this was a swimsuit competition, and he wasn't even sure if her strategically arranged strings qualified.

“Wow, what a show!” Leilanna said as Marigold made her way over to stand beside Ireni. “Our next contestant, 18 years old and standing at 5 feet, 7 inches, adventurer Lily!”

His bunny girl fiancee leapt out the entrance, covering the distance to the tile in a single bound. Then she did a ballerina twirl, one of those ones where she started out going slowly and pulled her limbs in, going faster and faster until she was almost a blur. Then she stopped in a perfect pose facing him, gray eyes shining behind her big wire frame glasses.

Her waist-length silver hair was in the customary pigtails he loved, and she was wearing a simple silver one-piece, made of painted on cloth that hugged her curves so closely she could've been wearing nothing. Including a cameltoe that perfectly molded her plump pussy and a hint of her erect clit peeking out.

As always Dare was momentarily stunned by the otherworldly beauty of his fiancee. Then she winked at him with a playful smile, and he smiled back as she leapt over to stand beside Marigold.

“What a beauty,” Leilanna said. “Our next contestant, 23 years old and standing at 4 feet, 4 inches, 7 feet long from head to tail, mother of one Trissela!”

The gorgeous mermaid glided out on her slender tail, moving like a naga. Her seafoam green hair made a silky waterfall down her back, and her pale skin shone in the sunlight. Her swimsuit was a square of silk covering her front from her breasts to just below the long slit on her tail, the four strings on each corner pulled into a tie in the center of her back.

The cloth was thin and clingy enough to highlight her large breasts and tummy, which was still a bit soft from her recent pregnancy. It had slits artistically cut into it to show off her pale skin beneath without revealing too much.

Trissela curled her tail up into a circle and gracefully spun. Then, after sliding over to Sia and hugging her, exchanging a few words, she blew a kiss to Dare and disappeared back into the changing room.

He assumed she had a servant watching Soli in her room, but was eager to get back to their newborn son. Although his fears that she'd be basically moping around in her pool for the next few months, until Soli could breathe air, had been dispelled last night when she'd come in to visit with them, carrying their son in a little tub of water.

It wasn't as comfortable for the baby as deeper water, but he was fine for an hour or so at a time. And once he could breathe air he'd be comfortable at any depth or out of the water entirely.

Dare looked at the beautiful women lined up on the tiles. It blew his mind that in just a few days he'd be marrying seven of them. He'd be their husband, and call them his wives. He wasn't sure what he'd done to earn such good fortune, happiness he never thought he'd have on Earth.

He meant to savor every moment of it.

He stood, ignoring the giggles from his fiancees and consorts as he fully displayed his banana hammock. Although he appreciated their admiring looks. “All of you are absolutely beautiful, and your swimsuits suit you perfectly,” he called, starting to climb down. “It's going to be hard to ch-”

“We're not done yet, Master,” Marigold interrupted, eyes dancing. At his surprised look she giggled. “Remember how we talked about courtesan stipends for maids interested in servicing you?”

Dare bit back a groan, imagining the pink-haired gnome brazenly discussing that subject with the staff. “You went ahead with that?”

“Of course,” she said primly. “As your Head Maid it's my job to see your needs are met.” She dismissed that with an eager wave. “Anyway, four of the maids have eagerly accepted the stipend. As well as one of the serving girls we've been interviewing for the Prancing Brony, who we also offered courtesan stipends to. They've all designed suits for you, too, and are eager to show them off as their introduction to their courtesan service.”

“All right!” Leilanna said, and he hastily returned to his seat as she turned to the changing room. “Our next contestant, 19 years old and standing at 6 feet, 2 inches, nursemaid and courtesan Clovis!”

The cow girl stepped outside, blushing slightly but looking at him with eager eyes. She had white skin with black spots, a white cow's tail with a thick fluffy black tuft, and black hair fading to white at the tips, and cute black cow ears. Her face was round and friendly, features broad and cute in a down to earth way, and she had a thick body, as much muscle as fat.

The black bikini she wore was so similar in design to Sia's it was nearly a copy. And while it covered her decently, Dare had trouble taking his eyes from her absolutely enormous breasts and huge yet still shapely ass straining against the cloth. He could admit he was interested in her, especially after Marigold had told him she was interested in him. He found himself glad she'd decided to take the courtesan stipend.

Clovis smiled at him, bit her lip, then with a minimum of posing hurried over to stand beside Lily.

The next woman must've been a new hire, and he became a lot more interested when he realized she was from a race he'd only heard of but had never seen before.

“Our next contestant!” Leilanna called, “24 years old and standing at 5 feet, 5 inches, maid and courtesan Zeliz!” A woman emerged, and Dare sat forward intently when he saw she was an apid, or bee girl.

From what he'd heard of them only the queens gave birth, while the workers were sterile and went out into the world to earn money for the hive. Often as courtesans or mistresses; they made popular lovers because they couldn't get pregnant but had high fertility and loved sex.

Zeliz's skin was gold with bands of black, and that coloring continued in her black and gold hair. Like Enellia she had antennae, as well as regular ears. Her face was dominated by large, round black eyes, and her features were delicate and lovely.

Her body was on the plump side, lush and curvy, and he could see why they were so popular as courtesans. Her tail was a plump fuzzy bee tail, but he didn't see a stinger; retractable, maybe?

The bee girl was wearing a black and gold swimsuit that blended in with her skin so seamlessly she looked naked, although it hid the contours of her nipples and sex. She smiled at him boldly, eager for his response as she twirled and posed.

Dare couldn't help but smile back. He was liking Marigold's idea of a courtesan stipend more and more.

“What a cutie,” Leilanna said as Zeliz moved to stand beside Clovis. “Next contestant, 21 years old and standing at 4 feet, 5 inches, cook, serving girl, and courtesan Buttercup!”

Dare leaned forward, interested to see who'd be working at the Prancing Brony.

She turned out to be another race he'd only heard of but had been eager to meet: a mouse girl, or musid. Dare had known they existed, but they were just as reclusive as bunny girls. Except without the raging horniness and carefree willingness to fuck strangers, so they were almost never seen.

Buttercup immediately stood out to him for multiple reasons. First, while most other beastkin only had fur on their tails and ears, and maybe on their feet like fox girls, her entire body was covered in short, fine tan fur, along with waist-length hair on her head of the same color.

The fur looked so sleek and soft he had a strong urge to touch it, only strengthened by her slender curves. Conversely, her tail was thin and hairless and showed the soft, silky skin he assumed could be found hiding under her fur. He would've thought a mouse tail would be off-putting, even on a cute mouse girl, but hers looked surprisingly adorable.

He wanted to touch it, too.

She was tiny and sweet, and seemed very timid. An impression that was only highlighted by the modest swimsuit she'd chosen to wear and the fact that she shyly did her best to cover herself even so as she took her place on the marked tile.

The second reason she stood out was the swimsuit. Which was, to his amused disbelief, an honest to gods regulation swimsuit from Earth, like you'd see on any competitive swimmer. He had a feeling Sia had put the timid mouse girl up to designing and wearing it, probably to the shy woman's relief that it covered more than the others.

In spite of her timidity Buttercup looked at him hopefully, biting her lip as she did her best to strike sexy poses. And in spite of her bashfulness and modest swimsuit she looked very appealing.

Or maybe because of it.

The final two women, both maids, were Le'nim, a goblin, and Misini, a catgirl. Le'nim was a member of Se'weir's extended family, a distant cousin he thought, and had been working at the manor for a while. She'd showed clear signs she was interested in him, so it was no surprise she'd taken the courtesan stipend. She was a few inches shorter and more slender than Zuri and had darker green skin, and he could admit he shared her interest.

Especially since the bathing suit she wore was nothing but stamp-sized patches she'd somehow attached to her nipples and slit, showing off her sexy body.

Misini had tiger-striped dark and light gray fur on her ears and tail, and long hair of the same colors and striping that had almost a metallic sheen. She was a few inches taller than Ireni, with the graceful figure of a dancer. Her skin was tanned dark, as was obvious by the paler tan lines that suggested she'd been sunning in her underwear. Although he wasn't sure where or when she'd found the opportunity in late Ber, Collisa's equivalent to April.

Her swimsuit was a one-piece in the broadest definition of the term, but she'd cut away so much of the cloth that it was basically a bunch of straps crisscrossing her lithe body. Not quite as obscene as Marigold's, but the straps were definitely positioned to highlight her perky breasts, graceful hips, and firm ass.

The catgirl's tail lashed boldly as she posed, as if she was on the verge of pouncing on him right then and there. Her wide smile and smoky gray eyes suggested she was tempted.

“And that concludes our first annual Harem Swimsuit Competition,” Leilanna said as Misini slinked over to join the others. The curvy dusk elf swayed her way over to stand between Pella and Se'weir as she turned to him expectantly. “And now, we turn proceedings over to Sir Darren Portsmouth to judge best swimsuit, and any other special mentions!”

Dare stood, ignoring the fresh storm of giggles at his attire, and gave all the women in their swimsuits a solemn inspection, trying to pay attention to the suit designs and not the tantalizing bodies on display.

He wanted to give them a fair judging, but honestly the winner was clear. “I like Ireni's suit the most.”

Sia, who of course wasn't revealing her secret to all the servants and other residents of Nirim Manor, and so had to pretend to be Ireni around others, squealed in delight and pumped her fist. “Yes!”

“Hey, no fair!” Leilanna complained, hands on her lush hips. “Of course she's going to know exactly what you like, she's a godde-” She cut off, glancing at the maids and serving girl with chagrin, then hastily changed what she'd been about to say, “sses's High Priestess. She's probably getting divine inspiration.”

Clovis giggled. “That's why I chose a similar design,” she said proudly.

“But that's no fun!” Lily said. “This entire competition is about showing off what we can think of and trying to be the most sexy. It would be no fun if we were all just wearing different versions of Ireni's suit.”

“Besides,” Marigold pointed out, playfully nudging the buxom cow girl, “you copied Ireni's suit and still lost, so you didn't even get to use your own design.”

Zuri shifted impatiently. “Well the competition's over now, and I don't want to be away from Gelaa too long even with the nursemaids watching her.” She motioned to the pool. “So why don't we jump in and swim already?”

“You're right!” Se'weir with a grin. “Last one in's a troll snot rag. Ready-steady-go!”

The girls all squealed with delight and leapt into the water at once, making a giant splash. At which point hilarity ensued.

To Dare, still up in the lifeguard's seat, the problem was quickly obvious: everyone had designed their swimsuits to be as sexy as possible, but hadn't given any thought to how they'd actually do in water. A problem only compounded by the fact that the usual materials used for swimsuits weren't available on Collisa.

Some material shrank and became uncomfortably tight and constricting, more material became loose and baggy or just fell off entirely, and just about every suit became sodden and bunched in every crevice.

Marigold's fancy assortment of strings, which had barely been staying on anyway, disappeared the moment she touched the water.

Unsurprisingly, the only suits that served their purpose were Sia's, with her literally godly design, and Clovis's, who'd copied her. The fabric clung to them like a second skin in a way that would probably get them in trouble at most swimming pools on Earth, but the fit remained good.

It didn't take long before the girls, by unanimous agreement, simply peeled out of their swimsuits and set them on the tiles to dry, then leapt back into the water naked to swim and splash and play. Dare joined them, playfully tucking into a cannonball that splashed into their midst.

Within moments of surfacing he found himself in a press of warm, wet bodies, his banana hammock peeled to free his raging erection.

He was surprised to see some of the maids also squirming to rub themselves against him: Clovis, of course, and Le'nim, but also Zeliz the bee girl. The three women showed zero bashfulness about grinding their bodies on him, giggling and looking at him with big grins and sparkling eyes.

Misini seemed content to play with the girls at the outside of the press, clearly not comfortable trying to shove her way in. As for timid Buttercup, she dog-paddled at the periphery, too shy to even approach.

Under the relentless press of sexy girls Dare soon found himself pushed against the wall in the shallow end. He was eager to slip inside one of the beauties tantalizing him with their soft skin and sexy bodies, but he quickly confirmed his earlier suspicion that none of his fiancees were going to sleep with him until the wedding, building their anticipation for the wedding night. And while the maids and serving girl seemed eager to fuck him, they seemed shy about doing it in public in front of so many people.

So even though Ireni had used a Prevent Conception scroll on him, he didn't get a chance to need it.

Which wasn't to say he didn't get off. The women around him seemed determined to tease him and arouse him by rubbing lewdly against every part of his skin they could reach. Especially his cock. Eventually everyone had joined the fun, even the bashful mouse girl.

She'd been timidly hanging back, but finally swam forward and began shyly rubbing her small, furry breasts against his back, sleek as an otter and (he assumed given he'd never pet an otter) infinitely softer.

In the midst of that pleasurable siege Dare got to the point where he had to grit his teeth to keep from spurting as they took turns grinding against him, although he knew it was a losing battle because they obviously weren't going to stop until he did.

It became its own sort of competition, one he enjoyed even more.

He would've happily shot his load for any of the beautiful women around him, especially the women he loved. But novelty won out, and he found himself reflexively humping the crack of Clovis's majestic ass as she backed it into him. Then just as frantically thrusting between Zeliz's silky thighs and running his hands over her plump bulbous tail as she looked at him boldly with her big, round black eyes.

But it was when Buttercup, the mouse girl, timidly but eagerly pressed herself against his throbbing erection that he gave in.

The tiny woman's short, fine fur was plastered to her skin, soft and slick and pleasing to the touch, and her thin silky tail showed how soft her skin would be beneath her fur as she rubbed it against his inner thighs.

Blushing furiously, the serving girl pressed her small furry ass to his cock. He slid easily between her pillowy cheeks, and the unfamiliar but incredibly pleasurable and erotic sensation of fur on his sensitive skin did it for him.

With a groan Dare emptied his balls into the water. At the feel of it the mouse girl squealed with surprised delight, wiggling triumphantly. She ground against him harder and grabbed his hand, pulling it between her legs to rub her soft fuzzy labia and sink his fingers into the warm, slick heat between them.

“Aww, Dare likes Buttercup!” Marigold said, clapping her hands. “Maybe we should start calling her Cup'er'butt!”

“P-please don't call me that!” the timid mouse girl said, whimpering and squirming against his questing fingers as he found her erect bud and began to stroke it. “R-right there, Master Dare! Right theeeeeere!”

Her small, tight pussy winked around his fingers in climax, her arousal flowing out to dissipate in the water with his seed. Zuri quickly cast Cleanse Target on the water around them, keeping the pool pristine.

Dare finally slumped back against the side of the pool, cradling the small mouse girl in his arms and stroking the sleek fur along her hips and waist. At least until she giggled shyly and pulled free, swimming over to Clovis to have a furious whispered conversation with the cow girl, both giggling and shooting speculative looks his way.

“Okay, we've had enough fun,” Ireni announced. “Let's open the pool so our friends and the other residents of Nirim Manor can join us, and also so we can bring the babies to play in the wading area.”

He frowned and looked around at the naked group, then at their skimpy swimsuits drying on the tiles. “Are we going to be decent?”

The girls all giggled. “Of course, silly,” Pella said, the water churning behind her as her tail wagged. “This is Collisa, remember. Swimming for leisure isn't really a thing, and in Haraldar even group bathing is reserved for lovers. We could hardly use the pool without preparing for public view.”

The maids hurried into the changing room, returning moments later with armfuls of almost overly modest swimsuits. They seemed to know which fit who without needing to think about it, calling out names and tossing the wadded up garments to them.

Including Dare, who was given a normal set of swim trunks and a loose short-sleeved shirt.

The swimsuits for the girls were even more proper, going down to the knees and with a high collar, short sleeves, thigh-length skirts, and ruffled bosoms so their figures didn't stand out too prominently.

In spite of that they'd still taken pains to make their individual swimsuits look cute with different colors, including accent colors for the ruffles and frills, subtly different cuts, and different patterns for the ruffles.

Ireni ran to turn the sign around to public use, and soon enough Ilin and Amalisa strode in from their respective changing rooms, both fully covered in swimwear that looked like it could've come from 19th century England. Even so the young noblewoman blushed a bit and was quick to slip into the water.

More maids, laborers, and guests trickled in, most simply wearing their clothes into the pool since they didn't have swimsuits. The maids brought the babies with them, all in their own adorable swimming clothes and swim diapers, and Trissela brought Soli in his tub, and the family gravitated to the wading pool.

Dare settled down beside Zuri as she sat Gelaa up in the shallow water, their daughter splashing and shrieking in delight as water flew everywhere. “How's your mother doing?” he asked quietly.

She sighed and leaned against him. “Resting. I think I'm going to move her to Avenging Wolf village for a while, though. I think she'll be more comfortable there as she recovers. I talked about it with Se'weir and she agreed to approach Rek and their mom about it.”

“I think that's a good idea.” He played with Gelaa's feet beneath the water, making her squeal in surprise before breaking down in giggles. “Has she had a chance to meet Gelaa yet?”

“For a few minutes this morning.” His fiancee smiled fondly. “She came to life as she held her. We'll have to visit her often.” She looked up at him, sobering. “Lily told me about your visit to check on Tarin. Thank you . . . I'm glad to know he's doing well with a loving family.”

“I hope someday we'll find a way for you to see him again.” He hugged his fiancee close, kissing her softly. “Is there anything you'd like to know about him?”

She smiled tremulously. “Everything. What he looks like, what he sounds like, everything he did.”

Dare settled back against the wall of the wading pool. “Well first off, the way he looked around at things reminded me so much of you. He's a smart little guy, just like his mommy, I could tell that right off. And very curious about the world. And he was cheerful the entire time I saw him . . .”


Chapter Two

Wedding Guests

After the fun of swimming came a long day of busy wedding preparations. Which left them all so tired that they again collapsed in bed together late that night to fall asleep, with the minimum of hanky panky.

The next day started early and was just as busy. Not only were there the wedding preparations, but Dare wanted to catch up on everything that had changed in Nirim Manor over the last month or so he'd been gone, between the raid and then the trip to Kovana.

Ireni had taken care of it all perfectly in his absence, of course, but there were some projects he wanted to check up on, and some things he'd been doing on his own to surprise his family that he needed to get back to.

One of those, under the guise of installing the rough finishing touches to the interior of the Prancing Brony building, and adding beds and other necessary furnishings to house guests for the wedding, was checking the new inn out.

Dare eagerly stepped into the large common room that dominated the first floor. It was bare aside from a wood floor, four large fireplaces, and a long bar against one wall, the shelves behind it empty. It didn't look like much now but he could imagine what it would be someday soon.

Ilin stepped into the room after him, whistling. “You built big. This'll be a gathering place for the whole Nirim Manor territory.”

“And a good reason for you to visit every now and again,” Dare joked, clapping the shorter Monk on the shoulder.

His friend grinned; he'd come along claiming it was too chaotic in the manor to properly meditate, what with all the wedding preparations. Which was saying something, since the man's focus was honed to such a level that he'd never had any problem meditating through Dare and his lovers having noisy sex ten feet away.

Dare could admit he'd been eager for an excuse to escape the noise and confusion too.

A slightly uncomfortable silence settled as they wandered around the empty room inspecting the construction, then moved back into the kitchen and storerooms and finally upstairs to the second and then third floors, inspecting the modest sized rooms.

Dare still considered Ilin his best guy friend, but after the man had mostly retired from adventuring to settle down with Amalisa, start a family, and run the orphanage in Terana, they'd sort of drifted apart. Or as the Monk would put it, had “chosen different paths”. So while they still spent time together, especially with the family and friends, they didn't have that shared purpose to bind them together.

That, plus the fact that between the push to level for the raid, then the raid itself, and then running down to Lone Ox to deal with the mega spawn point, it had been almost two months since he'd had a real one on one conversation with his friend.

“Just a couple days until you're a married man,” Dare finally said as they returned to the common room.

Ilin grinned. “I could say the same for you, my friend. Seven times over.”

Dare laughed, conceding the point. “How are you feeling about it? Leaving behind the life of an ascetic to have a family.”

His friend hesitated. “Well let me put it this way . . . most of the time I can meditate through workmen building a house all around me if necessary, but today I couldn't meditate in a quiet garden beside a trickling brook.”

The man's admission was genuinely surprising. “You're the last person I'd expect to be feeling nerves, even with your marriage just around the corner.”

Ilin smiled tightly. “I'm only human, my friend.” He shifted uncomfortably, which was completely unlike him. “But perhaps you could ease my nerves. It's an embarrassing matter to speak of, but I could use some advice about the, ah, wedding night.”

“Of course, anything you want to-” Dare cut off, staring at the Monk in shock. “Wait, you and Amalisa haven't . . .”

He would've sworn his friend's cheeks turned pink. “We resolved to wait until we were joined in marriage before we joined in body.”

Holy cow, that meant they'd been waiting, what, almost half a year? Dare could admire the discipline, but damn. “Okay, then we'll need to give you the beginner's course on sex.” He paused, grinning. “First off, you know how babies are made, right?”

Ilin laughed richly. “I was raised in a monastery as an ascetic, my friend, but I haven't been completely cut off from the world.”

“Okay, but you do know which hole the penis goes in, right?”

His friend laughed again and clapped him on the back. “Knowing you, I get the feeling your answer is going to be “all of them.”

“Well I suppose that's up to your lady wife.” Dare looped an arm around Ilin's shoulders. “But maybe getting you ready won't take as long as I'd feared. Although most importantly, and I can't stress this enough considering your fiancee is as inexperienced as you are, is something called foreplay.”

◆◆◆

Around noon the chaos of the wedding preparations ratcheted up a notch as close to two hundred guests arrived from Terana.

Their numbers included the adventurers and camp followers who'd joined Dare on his raid of the ruins of Eldarin'lesinal, Helima and the other town guards who could be spared from their duties, friends from town, most of the merchants, craftsmen, and laborers who'd helped with projects around Nirim Manor, and people they'd fought beside against the monster horde.

And most importantly, Marona and her maids as special guests.

There were also a score or so children from the Terana orphanage and a few dozen of Ilin's and Amalisa's friends, who'd come for their wedding and would be staying for Dare's with his seven fiancees. Or six as far as most people knew; he'd have to marry Sia in a more private ceremony.

The servants and helpers brought in from the villages bustled frantically getting everyone settled, many people staying in tents but otherwise being hosted with the luxuries Nirim Manor had to offer. Including the pool, which was an unfamiliar novelty to most people.

Although Dare was sure they'd quickly become fans, because who didn't like swimming?

That was just the beginning of the guests, too. There was also Se'weir's father, Chieftain Gar, and dignitaries from the Avenging Wolf tribe in the mountains. And Adherents of the Outsider from around the province come to pay their respects to Ireni, and surprisingly Elder Nirol and other members of the dusk elf convoy who'd taken Leilanna in like a second family; apparently weddings trumped Lifesworn Oaths in their eyes.

Then there were the friends and family of his adventuring companions, who he'd invited to bring their significant others. And of course everyone from the Avenging Wolf, Melarawn, and Ireni villages were invited to attend.

In the bustle of greeting the new arrivals Dare missed Marona herself, who surprised him by not being part of the group when he went out to welcome them to the manor. The mystery was solved when her Head Maid, Miss Garena, sought him out to inform him she was waiting in the garden.

His noble lover obviously wanted a more private reunion, and he eagerly left Marigold and Ireni to organize things with their new guests and went to greet her.

He found the mature noblewoman and her maids waiting in the picnic area deep in the gardens, surrounded by hedges for privacy. In spite of the long trip she'd just made her sturdy traveling dress was pristine, and she wore an elegant sunhat, every hair in place.

“Marona!” Dare said, starting forward with his arms outstretched, excited to hold his beloved close. Then he noticed a boy, maybe fifteen and dressed in noble's finery and wearing a pristine set of chainmail armor, among the baroness's maids.

He stumbled slightly, realizing he and Marona weren't in private and free to be informal, and turned his outstretched arms into a flourish as he bowed. “My Lady,” he corrected, showing her proper deference. “Welcome to Nirim Manor.”

She grinned at him and glanced back at the teenager. “You're free to be informal, my paramour. Lyan is my ward.”

“Although not for much longer, I pray!” Lyan said hastily, stepping forward and bowing low. “Sir Darren, it's an honor.”

Dare stared between them, confused. The boy's words were borderline insulting, but spoken with earnest goodwill, and Marona didn't seem offended.

His noble lover smiled at his expression and held out her hand, Garena settling a sealed letter into it as if she'd known it would be requested. Which, for the efficient Head Maid, was likely. “Here, my paramour. I was asked to pass this along to you on behalf of a mutual acquaintance, Sir Lorkar Ralia.”

“My uncle!” Lyan said helpfully.

Dare cracked the seal and unfolded the letter, reading:

“To Sir Darren Portsmouth,

Does it fill you with the same thrill to hear your new title written in correspondence? I'll admit I wrote a few friends for spurious reasons just to see it on their replies, if you can pardon me for admitting to such vanity.

My apologies, that is neither here nor there. I hope you will find this missive accompanied by my nephew Lyan Ralia, son of my eldest sister. I write from the front lines, only a scant few miles from Ralia Estate, in a losing battle to hold back the relentless incursions of monsters and wild tribes from the north.

For that reason I beg your pardon for the imposition if I ask you to take the lad as your ward. I like to believe you and I bonded in the Trials and in single combat and can claim some friendship, but mostly I ask out of desperation. I would see my nephew safe, and you dwell in the safest corner of the region. Moreover I have high esteem for your character.

I would consider myself in your debt, our friendship cemented. We can discuss stipends and such when the opportunity allows.

But I have another reason for asking you in particular, my friend. Doubtless Baroness Arral would take the lad in if asked, for our houses have ever been amiable, and she would make a peerless guardian.

But I have some ulterior motive, I confess. Lyan is a great admirer of yours, having witnessed your exploits in the Trials and been much impressed by your skill and inventiveness. Knowing we had some acquaintanceship, he begged me to ask on his behalf if you would consider taking him as your squire.

So I ask. He's a worthy lad, honest and diligent and clever. Although it makes me laugh to think of him as a lad when he's only a few years younger than you, and I consider you a peer and constantly have to remind myself of your own startling youth, given how much you've accomplished.

It would please me greatly if Lyan could have those same opportunities. He has great potential, and I'm confident you'd have no cause to complain of him should you give him a chance. And you would forge a fast bond with House Ralia.

Assuming it still exists in a month's time.

With greatest gratitude and kindest regards,

Sir Lorkar Ralia of House Ralia, Knight of the Northern Wall.”

Dare folded the letter and tucked it into his belt pouch, thoughtfully inspecting Lyan.

The lad was already tall, and while lean now he would likely be big like his uncle when he filled out. Although maybe not quite as hulking. His blond hair had a martial cut and his fine clothes were tailored to give the impression of a uniform, but that severity was tempered by the keen curiosity in his dark blue eyes and his ready smile.
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He seemed a good lad, and Dare had no reason to doubt Lorkar's assessment of him.

On the other hand he'd never thought he'd want or need a squire. He had no heavy armor he needed assistance donning, didn't need someone fetching things for him or doing other menial chores, and on top of everything else taking responsibility for the teenager was a bit daunting.

Although if he considered it in the context of educating a good lad, and a relative of a friend, he saw it in a new light. A chance to help someone have a brighter future.

The question was, did he want to take Lyan specifically as his squire? To take responsibility for his education, for helping him level up and become strong and self-sufficient?

The teenager was a Level 11 Flanker, a versatile tank class that was sturdy enough to take hits from even a full strength raid rated monster with the right gear and abilities, especially with the right support from other classes, but was more mobile and useful in group fights.

And Dare was a big fan of mobility.

Lyan was doing his best not to fidget, expression hopeful. He looked so youthful and unsure of himself it was hard to believe he was only four years younger.

“So you want to be my squire,” Dare finally said.

The teenager nodded fiercely. “I would consider it a great honor, Sir Darren. I give my word I'll work hard and balk at no task, no matter how onerous.”

“You're Level 11. How did you get your experience?”

Lyan looked a bit indignant. “If you're asking if I was an experience sponge, I assure you my family didn't coddle me. I may have had an attendant to protect me in case of disaster, and provide me barriers and heal me as necessary, but I stood face to face against every monster I fought.”

Admirable, although Dare wasn't sure how he felt about a kid being sent out to get hit at by monsters. Even if he had the best gear possible and a support class protecting him.

Collisa was a harsh world.

He looked to Marona for her opinion, and she subtly nodded; her approval counted for a lot, which made the decision easier. “Okay, draw your sword.”

The boy blinked, then clumsily drew his side sword. Although he was awkward from haste and nervousness, not lack of skill.

That was to be determined. “Okay,” Dare said, taking off his fancy jacket and tossing it to Belinda, Marona's dragon girl maid and his frequent lover. He stepped over to the center of the picnic area and rolled his shoulders. “Hit me without using abilities. If you can.”

Lyan's eyes widened. “With my sword?” he asked doubtfully. It was a Level 11 Journeyman quality blade, undamaged and sharp. Which meant at Dare's level it might pierce his skin or bruise him.

Although it would definitely slash up his nice clothes, at which point Zuri and Ireni would be mad at him. Which was why he wasn't about to get hit.

“If you can,” Dare repeated with a grin. “And don't be timid about it . . . I'm judging your worthiness to be my squire here.”

The teenager's expression became determined, and he set his feet and darted forward with a well executed slash.

Dare barely even had to sway to the side. “If you can,” he goaded; it wasn't just the kid's skill he was testing.

Lyan growled and moved faster, a series of quick cuts and jabs meant to be used against a nimble enemy, reseting smoothly and flowing competently into the next.

Good. One of the biggest problems Dare had seen with a lot of adventurers was that they didn't have formal training for their class. They picked it, got the weapons they needed, then relied on the ability system to use those weapons. That, or the most basic moves that didn't require any practice or athleticism, wielding swords like baseball bats and daggers like steak knives.

Which did well enough against other people with a similar lack of training, but those who actually had formal instruction in the sword, or whatever other weapon they used, had a clear advantage.

Even more than that, Dare was looking to see if the boy used his head. That he hadn't just learned practiced moves but knew when to use them, and how to use them to get the results he wanted.

Lyan impressed him there, too. When he realized just going after Dare wouldn't work he switched things up and tried different tactics. Tried to make Dare move to tire him out. To use his mobility to get at Dare's weak spots. To use the terrain around them to trip Dare up.

The young man was quick, not just on his feet and with his weapon but with his wits. And he'd clearly received formal instruction from a competent teacher. Although he still didn't hit Dare.

It wasn't really fair. The stat boosts from leveling and Power Up at 30, combined with Fleetfoot and over a year of combat experience, meant that the young Flanker seemed slow and feeble in comparison. Dare didn't want to humiliate Lyan, just test his skill, so once he was sure the prospective squire wouldn't lose his temper or become frustrated he began encouraging his effort.

He also wanted to test Lyan's persistence, among other qualities like stamina, so he kept the test going as his sparring partner grew more and more exhausted. Until finally the teenager was panting like a bellows, stumbling with every swing, and seemed barely able to lift his sword.

Dare finally caught the weapon mid-swing. “Good,” he said. “Get some water and sit down.”

Lyan didn't hesitate to slump down on the grass in relief, arms splayed out as his chest heaved. Zeliz, standing by with refreshments, poured him a cup of water that he sat up to gratefully gulp down.

“So,” he panted, looking up at Dare. “Am I worthy to be your squire, Sir Darren?”

“Dare, except in formal settings,” Dare said, settling down on the grass nearby. He accepted his own cup of water and took a gulp. “I'm leaning that way. But let's talk about specific details.”

The teenager perked up. “Thank you, sir! Yes, any questions you have for me.”

“It's more along the lines of what you can expect as my squire, and what I'll be expecting of you. First off, I'm assuming you intend to join me in adventuring.”

Lyan did his best to suppress an eager grin. “Yes, sir! That is a squire's duty. And it would be my honor.”

“As my squire you'd ride out with the party,” Dare said. “I wouldn't always be with you, though . . . be forewarned that me and my soon to be wife and companion Miss Lily are both capable of moving much faster than the rest of the party, and we'll often leave you and the others behind to catch up.”

Lyan leaned forward eagerly. “Is it true you're really as fast as a cunid? I mean I saw your performance at the trials, but that was without abilities and I never really got to see you run full out.”

Dare laughed. “Nowhere near as fast, but fast enough.” He continued briskly. “I'm glad you take pride in not being an experience sponge, and I have no doubt about your valor in combat. But I won't send a kid to get beat on by monsters. Until you reach manhood I won't put you in danger, so your options are to either get experience as I or others aid you, or wait until you turn 18 and can do as you like.”

The teenager looked a bit sour about that, but nodded. Then he took a breath as if about to say something, seemed to think better of it, and let it out in a whoosh.

“Something you want to ask?” Dare asked.

Lyan hesitated. “Lady Marona told me you selected your party based on their desire to reach high levels and be your companions for a long time. If I can catch up to your level, would you invite me to your party and let me adventure with you, even to high levels? I know leveling quickly isn't impossible because from what I hear, you've done it.”

Perhaps Dare shouldn't have been surprised by that, but he was. “Wouldn't your family want you to rejoin them?”

The teenager grimaced. “I have a minor standing in my house, Sir Darren. My chances of inheriting are all but nonexistent. My family will give me opportunities, I'm sure, maybe in one of their business ventures, or as a glorified household guard. But I'd rather earn opportunities myself.”

He looked around Nirim Manor, expression awed. “As you have, pardon my saying so.”

“Speaking of Nirim Manor,” Dare said, “whenever we're here, every other day you'll spend a half day working in the Avenging Wolf, Melarawn, or Ireni villages, in whatever work is required. Whether it be spreading manure, plowing fields, tending livestock, or stacking stones for fences.”

Lyan's face fell. “You want me to do menial work for peasants?”

“I want you to improve the territory of Nirim Manor on behalf of your knight,” Dare said sternly. “And I'll be watching to make sure you're diligent and polite, as befits your position as my squire.”

The youth swallowed. “All right, Sir Darren,” he said resolutely.

Marona was grinning, and Dare had to suppress his own grin; he could practically see Lyan's thoughts on his open face. “You're thinking this is a test, and if you prove your determination I'll relent. Or that I'll send you out for a few days to confirm you're willing to do the work, then judge you worthy and end it.”

Now the baroness laughed softly.

“I, ah, no, Sir Darren,” Lyan said. Dare could practically see the teenager's heart sinking, although he put on a brave face.

“Good, because the work will build character as well as muscles. But more importantly it'll introduce you to the people of my territory. My tenants, and in many cases my friends. As my squire you'll often be my representative to them, and I need you to be liked by them and like them in turn.”

His prospective squire nodded grudgingly. “I understand.” Obviously he didn't, not fully, but what teenager ever did when it came to the value of learning useful skills and being independent and hardworking?

“For the other half of that day you'll be tutored by High Priestess Ireni and Lady Leilanna. Linia Melarawn will be responsible for your martial training when we're at home, and preparing you for the intricacies of your class. Out in the field Miss Lily and I will instruct you, with help from Miss Carilina and Miss Veressa, and Master Bradis will instruct you on your duties as a tank.”

“A what?” Lyan asked, frowning.

“A heavily armored defender.” Dare gave him no time for followup questions; if the boy became his squire he'd learn the terms the party used quickly enough. “I have no doubt you've received an excellent education, but my standards are high. I expect you to study hard.”

If anything, the boy looked almost as sour about that as about the hard manual labor. “If that's what you require, Sir Darren.” He perked up. “Is it true you invented the running water and heating for Nirim Manor?”

“Not invented, but made use of what others had already made. As you might be able to do, if you're well educated and hone your mind . . . in truth it was High Priestess Ireni and Lady Leilanna who developed the heating system.”

“All right, sir. I'll work hard and learn all I can.”

“Good.” Dare pushed to his feet, offering the boy a hand up. Lyan waved it away and scrambled up on his own. Dare still held out his hand, though. “In that case I formally accept you as my squire, Lyan Ralia.”

The boy's face lit up, and he returned the handshake enthusiastically. “Thank you, Sir D-that is, Dare.”

Marona cleared her throat. “That will be all for now, Lyan. How about you ask Sir Darren's Head Maid, Marigold, what you can do to help with the wedding preparations. Doubtless she'll have plenty of work for you.”

Lyan nodded and ran out of the garden, chainmail jingling.

The baroness's maids withdrew to give their lady privacy, and Marona finally stepped into Dare's arms with a contented sound, round belly pressing into him as she embraced him. “I've been looking forward to this the entire ride,” she admitted with a soft laugh, pressing her lips to his.

“I've been looking forward to you finally having a chance to visit Nirim Manor,” he replied, returning her kiss for several seconds.

“I'm eager to see all the improvements you've made. There seem to be no end to them.” She grinned up at him. “And a good thing, for your family grows by the day. Congratulations on your new son Soli. And the upcoming nuptials . . . I imagine seeing you married to six women at once will be quite the event.”

Aside from Sia, who he'd be marrying later with Ireni officiating the ceremony. Which would make for some interesting quirks to the proceedings.

“An event I'm beyond excited about.” Dare rested a gentle hand on her belly. “How was the trip? Not too taxing?”

“Tiring,” Marona admitted. She laughed. “Although the baby's as full of energy as ever . . . I'd be inclined to believe it's a boy just from how active the little darling is. In fact, if you keep your hand there you'll likely feel him kick before long.”

He was more than happy to, gently caressing her roundness through the thick but fine cloth of her riding gown. And sure enough, soon he felt the baby move, and shared a delighted look with his lover.

She clung to him again, making a weary sound. “I've missed you. You've been so busy these last months I've barely seen you. Even that brief glimpse before you had to run off to Lone Ox was welcome.”

“I'll make more of an effort now that the raid's over with, and of course once the honeymoon is done.” Dare rested a hand on her belly again. “I'll certainly be there for the birth, barring some calamity conspiring to keep me away.”

“Don't tempt fate, my love.” His noble lover sighed, stroking his back. “Do you have a few minutes for me today? It's selfish, when you're all so busy preparing for this blessed event. But if an old woman can be allowed to be selfish, I want to spend some time with you.”

“It's not selfish, I want to spend time with you too.” He gave her a lopsided grin. “And I'm starting to think you insist on calling yourself old just so you can tease compliments out of me. Which is hardly needed . . . I could spend hours praising your beauty.”

Her eyes softened, but they were also sad. “I know you don't see me thus, my love, but it's a fact we should accept . . . in a few short years I'll be 50. It's very possible I might not be alive to see our child grown.”

Dare knew she was right. But he didn't want to think about that, and didn't want to her to dwell on such grim thoughts either. He kissed her gently, then slipped his arm through hers. “Come, let's get you inside and into a hot bath.”

Marona's melancholy vanished in a flash. “Oh, that sounds heavenly.” She smiled up at him. “And you can show me this plumbing and hot and cold running water I've heard so much about. And of course I'm eager to meet all the babies . . . aside from Gelaa when you brought her to Terana, I haven't had a chance to see any of them.” She rested a hand on her round belly. “We'll have to make more of an effort after our baby's born. He needs to know his brothers and sisters.”

He led Marona up to the upstairs bathroom, where they left the maids behind to help with the wedding preparations while he personally attended his lover.

He got the hot water running in the tub and undressed the mature baroness, unable to help his hands lingering on her soft curves; she was as beautiful as ever, and her pregnant belly, huge with their child soon to be born, only made her more desirable to him.

The tub was big enough for two, and he undressed as well to climb in with her, pulling her back against his stomach as he soaped her up and massaged her weary muscles at the same time. The rising level of hot water became sudsy, making their bodies warm and slippery against each other.

Soon Marona was rubbing against him with soft little moans, and he swiftly stiffened until his full nine inches was pressed between them, stimulated by her silky, soapy skin. She tried to lift herself, clumsy with her big belly in the slippery tub, and he helped her up enough for her to push his cock down between her legs, pressed between her smooth thighs with the heat of her sex pressed against the top side.

She began to grind on him, and he reflexively moved his hips to fuck her thighs. Especially when her soft hands disappeared beneath the water to stroke what emerged from between her thighs, which was still enough for her to grip with both hands.

Dare played with her swollen breasts with one hand while his other joined hers at their joined crotches, finding her pearl and playing with it while she gasped and squirmed. Before long she slumped back against him with a moan, quivering in gentle orgasm, and he kissed her flushed cheek as he held her.

His noble lover turned her head enough to press her lips to his, soft tongue slipping into his mouth. Then she pulled back, a trail of their mingled saliva briefly connecting them before snapping, and her dark eyes shone with happiness.

“Lift me up again, my love,” she moaned, rolling her hips to slide her softness against his shaft. “I need you inside me.”

He gently took her by the hips and lifted her, and her hands moved his tip to her warm, infinitely soft entrance. Then he gently lowered her, parting her folds and stretching her tight walls, and she whimpered in pleasure as inch after inch of his length sank into her.

Until finally he bottomed out with inches to spare, and they were fully joined.

Marona lay peaceful in his arms, seeming to savor the feeling of his girth filling her and content to just enjoy it. So Dare continued to hold her, luxuriating in the feel of her furnace hot, tight tunnel embracing him as the warm water lapped around them.

He began caressing her shoulders, her arms, her sides, her hips. Her thighs, then back to her hips and up over her pregnant belly, and finally to her breasts.

His efforts slowly stoked his mature lover's fires, until finally she was panting and undulating her hips, grinding his tip against her core in a delightful sensation. Her tight walls began to massage him as she built up to another climax, then clamped down as she whimpered and pressed her head back against his shoulder, body tense and trembling in his arms.

Dare groaned, twitched his hips, and released inside her in powerful spurts.

They lay in each other's arms in the water, climaxing together, then afterwards continued to cuddle and caress each other as his erection went down and finally slipped free of her. He pulled out the stopper to let the water out, and as the tub drained continued to luxuriate in holding this beautiful, warm, remarkable woman he'd been lucky enough to find.

Finally the tub was empty. He stood, rinsed and helped her rinse with the shower head he'd created, then helped her out of the tub and dried her off with a big soft towel, playfully slipping his hands beneath the cloth to grope her as he did so while she squirmed and giggled.

Usually Marona was content to make love once and then cuddle for a while, or if they were with others watch the fun. And after her long journey she was clearly tired.

But she must've missed him every bit as much as she said, because she surprised him by pulling the towel out of his hands and tossing it aside, then grinding her soft ass back against him with needy moans.

Dare had missed her too, and was eager for more if she was. He was soon rock hard, and held her gently to support some of her weight as she bent over, soft hands taking his shaft and pushing it down until it found her entrance and slipped inside.

“Goddess, I'll never get tired of this,” she moaned, grinding back against his shaft as he pushed into her. “I treasure the relationship we have and the love we've grown together, but I'm a woman and I have my needs. And what I need right now is your big cock stretching me wide open.”

His elegant lover didn't usually talk like this, and it excited him as he pushed into her more insistently, making her moan and quiver in his arms.

In spite of her eagerness he could feel her growing weary, so he pulled out, gently laid her on the floor on some towels, and plunged back into her while her legs wrapped around him and she rolled her hips to move with him. He caressed her pregnant belly, played with her swollen breasts and pinched her rubbery nipples, and finally she squealed and squirted all over his cock.

Marona wasn't usually a squirter, so she must've really been enjoying herself. In the surprise of feeling her arousal drenching him Dare groaned and released inside her again, filling her with his seed.

He finally collapsed beside her, both of them panting, and gathered her in his arms in the spoon position and held her close. “I love you,” he murmured, kissing her shoulder, then her neck. “I missed you so much.”

“So did I.” She pressed back against him with a contented sigh. “I might need to borrow the Home Ward . . . I could probably get away with taking a day away from my duties every now and then for a quick trip here then a ride back home.”

“I can think of few better uses for it than a chance to see more of you.” He kissed her shoulder again. “I need to get back to the preparations, but would you like me to carry you to bed? The girls usually go in there for a nap, or to feed the babies, so you shouldn't be lonely as you rest from the trip.”

“That would be lovely.” His noble lover laughed softly. “Besides, I'm not sure I have the energy to stand right now . . . that was quite the ride you gave me. I felt like a young woman again for a few minutes.”

“You squirted like one too,” he teased, playfully rubbing her sodden folds. She laughed and squirmed against his fingers.

Giving her swanlike neck one last lingering kiss, he got up to fetch a wet cloth and cleaned them both again. Then he dressed, wrapped Marona in a soft bathrobe, and lifted her in his arms to carry her to the master bedroom.

Pella was there nursing Nic, while Rellia cooed and waved her little arms and legs on the covers nearby. His dog girl fiancee wagged her tail happily at the sight of them, as did their daughter when she spotted her daddy, although Nic was too intent on his meal.

“Come join me!” Pella whispered.

That was an offer too appealing to pass up, so Dare gently set Marona down cuddled up with Pella, lifted Rellia into his arms, and settled down pressed to his fiancee's other side as he held his daughter.

Marona made a fuss over the babies, instantly falling in love, although soon her weariness won out and she sank back into the pillows, settling into contented sleep to the sound of babies cooing.

“Zuri's been looking for you to resize your jacket again,” Pella whispered, nuzzling his cheek with her soft floppy ears. She looked up at him, warm brown eyes mischievous. “Although I won't complain if you want to keep me company for a bit longer.”

Dare grinned and kissed her softly, looking down at their beautiful children. “I must be in a dream,” he murmured. “In just a few days I'll be your husband. I'm the luckiest man in the world.” He laughed. “In two worlds.” He quickly glanced at Marona, but her features remained slack and peaceful in sleep.

His beautiful fiancee giggled, golden fluffy tail thumping against his back as it wagged furiously. Then she sighed and rested her head on his shoulder. “And I'll be your wife.” She looked down at their children with adoration. “Me and our children will have your name.”

He chuckled and kissed her adorable floppy ears. “Pella Portsmouth. My beautiful superhero.”

His dog girl fiancee shivered in delight. “I don't know what that means, but I love hearing you call me by the last name we'll soon share!”

Dare didn't bother interrupting the contented mood with a pedantic explanation about how comic book heroes on Earth often had alliterative names. He just held her and their children close for a few more precious moments.

Eventually Clovis came in carrying Melinia. “Aww, cute cuddle party!” the cow girl maid whispered with a warm smile, glancing at Marona. “Master Dare, Mistress Leilanna is looking for you to help direct the gardeners. She says they're driving her crazy with their incompetence, although her standards might be too high . . . we can't all be elves with a gift for growing things.”

Dare sighed, kissed the twins and Pella, then Melinia, and headed outside to continue helping with the preparations.


Chapter Three

More Guests

“This area remains untouched,” Dare said firmly, motioning to the mound where Eloise's sprout stretched towards the sun. “Expand the lawn as instructed, but nobody goes near here.”

“Of course, Sir Darren,” the gnarled old farmer leading the team of gardeners said, a bit impatiently. “We're not going to uproot a tree obviously planted with intent . . . we're not fools.”

“She's not a tree, she's my floran daughter Eloise.” Dare looked around at the surprised gardeners. “I don't want to even risk that in the confusion some idiot mixes up instructions and tries to dig her up. As a father, I don't need to tell you what I'd do to anyone who put my daughter at risk.”

The men nodded in realization. “We'll look out for her with the utmost care, Sir Darren,” the old farmer said solemnly. “Even beyond what we owe you and High Priestess Ireni, anyone who tried to hurt a plant girl is scum.”

“We'll warn all the other workers, too,” another of the gardeners said earnestly. Now that they knew the importance of his instructions, they seemed almost as protective of Eloise as he was. “And we'll put up a fence around her area for now, so there are no mistakes in the confusion. And always have someone keeping an eye on her, just to be certain.”

“Good, thank you,” Dare said, going around to clasp each man on the shoulder. “I'll leave things in your capable hands, then.”

He'd gotten antsy the moment he stepped outside and saw a dozen men busily digging up the yard with shovels and moving blocks of sod. Some of them working uncomfortably close to where Eloise grew.

With her out here he didn't like the thought of people besides his family fucking around with things in the yard. She was utterly defenseless, and couldn't even cry out for help if she was threatened. At least not yet.

He found Leilanna, Marigold, and Ireni to express his concerns, and after expressing their own concern they agreed to make it a special point to warn everyone; easy for things to be missed in the confusion, and the possibility of a tragedy wasn't one any of them wanted to risk.

“All the maids and servants know about Eloise, of course,” his Head Maid said, “but we've brought in a lot of laborers from the villages and from Terana. I'll make up a list of things people should know to avoid, areas that are off limits.”

“And I'll shove a fireball up the ass of anyone who gets within ten feet of her,” Leilanna said. “I'll be working near there anyway.”

“Good.” Reassured that his daughter would be safe in the confusion, he kissed his three lovers and continued with the list of tasks Ireni had given him to see to.

Although on his way to the icehouse to do an inventory on all the food they'd ordered brought in from Terana, he was intercepted by Jurrin, who'd arrived with Marona's group.

“Sir Dare,” the Priest said, bowing. “Thank you for the invitation to your wedding. Or, ah, weddings. Congratulations on your upcoming nuptials.”
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“Thank you,” Dare said, shaking his hand warmly. “And thank you for coming. Are you comfortable with your sleeping arrangements?”

“Very.” The older man shifted uncomfortably. “I was wondering if I could have a moment of your time. I know it's a terrible time what with the preparations, and you have a million things to do. But it's a long trip out here, and with you always rushing about at breakneck speeds I have a devil of a time catching you in Terana. Just a few moments, if I could.”

Dare bit back a sigh and motioned towards the gardens, which was about the only part of the yard not crowded with busy people at the moment. Although there were guests wandering around admiring Leilanna's skillful work.

They made their way to the secluded corner where the walls met, and he waited patiently to hear whatever this was about.

Jurrin started to fidget, then seemed to realize hesitation was a poor idea at the moment and just came straight out with it. “It's about your party. You must realize that its composition is passing strange; it's only two slots from being full, and somehow it's light on healing, damage mitigation, and an auxiliary tank.”

Ah, so that's where this was going. “Are you asking to join the party?” Dare asked.

The older man flushed. “I am. I think it would be a mutually beneficial arrangement, if you'll have me.”

Mutually beneficial his ass. Dare helped his party members level at a rate unheard of in Haraldar, and also offered an even split on the loot. Which was also unheard of for party leaders.

Still, it wasn't the worst idea. With his class Jurrin solved both the healing and damage mitigation problems, as well as offering a minor buff to defense and a form of crowd control. Which was why Priests were so popular in parties and raids, and were so common in general, especially in religious positions.

If Dare had to choose a new addition to the party, a Priest would actually be his first choice. If Ireni hadn't settled down to have and raise their child and manage the estate, he would've joyfully included her and been over the moon about it.

But while a Priest would be nice, he wasn't so sure about Jurrin himself. “Pardon me for being blunt, but I'm a bit surprised by your offer. You never seemed to like me or think much of me.”

The older man shifted uncomfortably again. “Granted, I don't approve of your relationship with Lady Marona, and I've made no secret of that. And at the first I had doubts about your experience and ability. Doubts which have since been utterly dispelled.”

What a heartwarming sentiment. “I'll admit the party could use a Priest,” Dare admitted. “But I have some reservations about you.”

“I'm lower level,” Jurrin said with a nod. “But that's not as much of an issue for healers and support, and in any case I wouldn't be the first you'd helped level swiftly to catch up to you.”

“Your level is not one of my reservations.”

“Oh.” The Priest pursed his lips. “Please, elaborate.”

“First off, I'm looking for party members who intend to push for the highest levels with me. I understand that life can be unpredictable and plans might change, but I want people who are determined to make it a long term commitment.”

The older man snorted. “No worries there, lad. My wife died long ago, and I'll never love another aside from-” He cut off sharply with a cough, glowering at Dare before continuing. “Anyway, we had no children, and any other family is long gone or far off. Aside from some minor service I provide to Terana, I'm whiling away my time in retirement. And I'm tired of it. I miss the old days adventuring with Orin and I want to have them again.”

He jerked a thumb at his chest. “I may be getting long in the tooth, but I've got a few good decades of adventuring left in me. My family's got elvish blood, so I've been told, and we're longer lived than some.”

A few good decades was a lot of time to make progress, true enough.

“Besides,” Jurrin added offhand, “if I can hit 50 soon I'll be 10 years younger and able to go for that much longer.”

Dare stiffened. “You'll what now?”

The man paused, surprised, then chuckled. “Ah, so you don't know everything. I was beginning to wonder. Although people tend to jealously guard secrets that should be public knowledge, and you haven't been active with Adventurer's Guilds or other adventuring organizations.”

He tapped the wall thoughtfully. “From what I've heard it's an ability called Forever Young offered to all classes at Level 50. When you gain it you instantly become 10 years younger, with no other changes aside from the usual benefits of having a younger body. If you're younger than 28 years old it instead halts your aging for 10 years.”

Holy shit, seriously? That was fucking huge.

Dare might be able to gain Level 50 by the end of the year, which meant that with less than 2 years of effort he'd gain 10 years of time. Not to mention he'd basically be 20 for a decade, which was badass.

Also it would be a huge help with the problem that people flat out couldn't believe he'd reached his level at his age. He could just say he'd already gotten the ability and become 10 years younger, which would make it within the realm of possibility.

Or at least not quite as unbelievable.

And ten extra years to live. That was priceless. To the point where he'd have to push everyone in his family to get it, if he could. Ten more years to live with the women he loved. With his children.

Jurrin cleared his throat, interrupting his musing. “Did you have any other reservations, Sir Dare?”

“One other.” Dare paused to gather his thoughts. “Let me put it this way. I used to work for a merchant guild, going to potential customers and trying to convince them to buy our wares.”

That was close to the truth, although it left out some details like the existence of phones and the internet.

“I worked closely with a team of other salespeople,” he continued. “Well one day a new employee was hired and brought in. He had a terrible attitude, complained constantly and was endlessly resentful about the job and our employers. Working with him was miserable, but even worse his attitude infected the rest of the team like poison, destroying our morale and making us resentful and dissatisfied as well.”

He shook his head at the memory. “When the guild leaders discovered the man was such a bad hireling they dismissed him immediately, but by then it was too late. The team's morale had been poisoned to the point that no one was getting any work done, and anyone new brought in was similarly becoming lazy and bitter. Employing us was useless.

“I quit when I realized things weren't going to get better with that first employee gone, and like to think I wasn't one of the problem members of the team. I went on to find a better job and did well in it.” Dare paused pointedly. “However, I later found out that not long after I left, the guild leaders dismissed the entire team, and went to the extreme effort and cost of hiring an entirely new team because there was no other option.”

Jurrin frowned, clearly offended. “You think I'm going to poison the party's morale and eventually destroy us from within?”

“Let's just say we've had our disagreements in the past,” Dare said carefully. “And you tend to be more on the . . . dour side. If I saw the risk of your presence disrupting the party I might have to dismiss you.”

“No worries on that count.” The older man crossed his arms. “I may be cantankerous, but I'm loyal to my companions. And I recognize the importance of morale in a party.” He paused, shifting uncomfortably. “As for our disagreements, professionally speaking I've found you to be calm, competent, careful, and charismatic, the four “c”s needed in a good leader. I'll follow your lead, and be glad to do so.”

He scowled. “Although you told me during the raid that you valued people challenging your decisions and offering their input, as long as they don't undermine your authority. Expect that if it's needed.”

Dare stared at him thoughtfully for a time, then bit back a curse at the clamor of what sounded like a heated argument in the yard; that was his cue he needed to get back to the wedding preparations. “All right, Master Jurrin,” he said, offering his hand. “Welcome to the party. Would you consider moving to Nirim Manor?”

The Priest firmly returned his handshake. “That would probably be best. I could consider building a home in Melarawn village . . . I've always liked the energy of beastkin.”

“Until then you're welcome to stay in a guest house. You can go let the rest of the party know you're joining, and we can talk about plans for adventuring in the future once all the business with the wedding is done with.” He paused. “Although I'll probably be spending the next few weeks with my new wives.”

“Fair enough. That'll give me time to get back to Terana, settle my affairs, and make arrangements to move.” Jurrin paused. “And, ah, thank you lad. I was always at my best adventuring, and rubbish at life any other time. Your raid on the elvish ruins reminded me of that.”

“Then let's discover just how much more there is to find in the world, and how powerful we can become.” Dare winced as the shouting started up again. “Excuse me, I should probably go see what that's all about.”

“Aye, I've taken enough of your time,” the older man agreed. “And congratulations again, Sir Dare . . . you're a beyond lucky man.”

“Don't I know it.” Dare clapped his new companion on the shoulder, then hurried in the direction of the shouting.

As it turned out the workers bringing in chairs had been trampling all over the newly placed and watered sod, destroying it and getting mud everywhere, including on the chairs themselves. Marigold, in a rare break of professionalism, was shouting furiously, round little face red as an apple, while Miss Garena quietly sorted things out.

He left it in the older woman's hands and gathered up his upset Head Maid, leading her to a secluded spot. Thankfully the overworked little gnome was more than happy to let him distract her from her stress and irritability with a bit of naughty fun.

After fucking Marigold to half a dozen orgasms and finally emptying himself down her eagerly swallowing throat, she wiped them both down with a frilly white handkerchief and rearranged her skirts with a contented smile. Then she held up her arms for him to pick her up so she could kiss him soundly.

“Thanks,” she murmured, nuzzling his neck. “I really, really needed that. I haven't been this tense since the time I faked jumping out a window to my death, and I think having you gone so long was most of it . . . I've missed you more than I expected. More than I ever thought I'd come to care for anyone.”

Dare blinked. “You faked your own death?”

His plump lover looked momentarily flustered before smirking. “As far as you know.” She pressed her face back into his neck, voice muffled against his skin. “Now shut up and give me a back rub while we cuddle for a bit.”

Curious as he was to know exactly what that was all about, he knew the woman he loved well enough not to press her. She'd tell him in time, and if it was a past she found painful he didn't want to force her to dredge it up.

So he shut up and massaged her back as he held her, face buried in her long pink hair breathing in her familiar scent, savoring these moments together after their long time apart. He felt her gradually relax in his arms, until she was limp as a noodle and breathing peacefully.

After a bit more pampering she gave him a final kiss and bustled off to get back to work, and he did the same.

◆◆◆

A few busy hours later Dare made his way upstairs, hoping the next task on the list would be a bit quieter than the last several: reporting to Zuri so she could do a refit on his jacket. He nodded at Clovis as he passed her in the hall carrying a stack of clean linens, and she curtsied as he ducked into the master bedroom.

His goblin fiancee was standing by some clothing stands, fussing with pins and bits of cloth. Her Tailoring ability let her resize clothes to fit people, but the fit was never perfect and to get better results a Tailor had to do it the usual way, with measurements and cutting and sewing.

Which was one of the reasons why top end, custom fit clothing was so expensive, because so few Tailors actually bothered to learn how to do it and just let the ability do it for them.

Most of the time it didn't matter enough to go to the effort, but for the wedding Zuri insisted on everyone looking their best.

Marona was still resting on the bed, cuddling Es'wesa while Gelaa played in her lap. The two babies seemed to have taken to the mature noblewoman, and she seemed delighted by it. Meanwhile Se'weir was seated on the bed nearby folding baby clothes; there was a large stack of them, most of it made up of cloth diapers.

Thank the gods for Zuri's Cleanse Target to completely clean the linens to their pristine, sparkling white state.

Gelaa squealed in joy and crawled across the bed to Dare, and he swept her up in his arms and blew on her tummy while she squirmed and giggled in delight. Although his nose wrinkled as he caught a familiar smell coming from her diaper.

“Oop, good thing you just did the laundry,” he said with a laugh as he cradled his daughter in his arms. “We've got a stinky diaper here.”

“I've got it,” Se'weir said with a grin, taking Gelaa from him and carrying her to the changing table. “Come on, little one, let's get you changed.”

Dare leaned in to kiss Marona and hold Es'wesa for a moment, his chubby baby girl smiling and content in his arms. Then he handed her back to the baroness and made his way over to kneel beside Zuri and kiss her, although she was distracted in her affection, intent on the creative design for a mermaid she'd been working on.

“I hear you wanted to do another fitting?” he asked, nuzzling her silky raven hair as she worked.

“I'm still busy with Trissela's consort dress,” Zuri said absently, reaching up to pat his cheek. “Come back in a half hour, okay?”

“Okay.” Dare gathered her in his arms and kissed her softly, looking deep into her big yellow eyes. “You know how excited I am to be your husband?”

She giggled, giving him a butterfly kiss with her cute little pointy nose. “As excited as I am to be your wife?”

“That sounds like a challenge,” he teased. “Maybe we can find an unused room and see.”

His goblin fiancee giggled again. “Show me your excitement on our wedding night, my love.” She kissed him briefly then squirmed free, returning to her work.

Dare left her to it, saying brief goodbyes to Marona and Se'weir and his daughters and wishing he could linger. But there were a million things to do, so he slipped out of the room and closed the door behind him, turning to go find Ireni and check off the next task on the seemingly endless list.

Then he stopped short at the sight in front of him.

Clovis was bent over a doorknob a bit farther down the hallway, possibly more than was strictly necessary, polishing it with a cloth. Which meant her enormous ass was displayed majestically in front of him, straining in the confines of her maid's skirt and wiggling slightly as she worked.
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What man wouldn't be in awe of the sight?

Now that Dare thought about it, if he headed out to another task it would probably end up taking longer than thirty minutes, and then he'd be wasting Zuri's time. So since he he had a half hour to burn . . .

Grinning, he made his way down the hallway. “Busy, Miss Clovis?”

The cow girl courtesan made a convincing show of jumping in flustered surprise and turned to him. “Just polishing these doorknobs, Master Dare,” she said, tucking a strand of black and white hair back. “I'm good at polishing knobs.”

Hint hint. “Then I'm glad I caught you, because I have a knob that needs polishing if now's a convenient time.”

She brightened. “Of course, Master Dare!” She bit her lip, rubbing her thick thighs together. “Even if you need to interrupt me at a task, I'm at your disposal day or night.”

Dare felt himself begin to stiffen as he turned away. “Come with me, then.”

As Clovis followed he heard her murmur under her breath, “Oh, I'm sure I will.”

He led the way to a room tucked away at the least used end of the manor. Ireni had insisted he have a study, as a personal workspace should he need it, and had elegantly furnished it with bookshelves full of books he needed to get around to reading, ledgers and blank books, quills and ink pots, loose paper, and other paraphernalia.

It was all neatly tucked away since he'd only needed to use the room a few times, his huge oak desk clear and shining as if freshly polished. Ironically, the drafting table in the corner had seen far more use, as he used it to sketch designs or plot out space on Nirim Manor's land.

The desk got use now, however, as the cow girl courtesan made a beeline for it and wasted no time stretching across it, flicking up her maid skirt and petticoat and pulling down her stockings and panties to reveal her flushed sex.

It was hairless and obscenely plump, glistening with arousal and with another milky drop slipping free of her labia as he watched.

Clovis looked at him over her shoulder with her big brown eyes; she had the most beautiful eyelashes, so long and thick he would've thought they were fake if that was a thing on Collisa. “Oh dear,” she said innocently. “I seem to have misplaced my polishing cloth.” She wiggled her glorious ass in his direction. “Can you think of some other way to polish your knob, Master Dare?”

Dare laughed. “I think I see one.” He pulled a Prevent Conception scroll from his pouch and cast it, then stepped forward as he worked on the laces of his pants. His massive cock sprang free, and he rubbed it up and down between her plump folds as he grabbed her huge ass.

But rather than plunge right in he spent a while caressing and squeezing her pillowy cheeks. Her spotted white and black skin was smooth and warm, fingers sinking into softness but also finding a satisfying firmness.

Finally the cow girl made an impatient sound and wiggled her ass against his cock pressed to her labia. “Could you assist me, Master Dare? This knob isn't going to polish itself.”

He grinned and lined up at her entrance, then plunged inside.

“Oh!” she gasped as he sank inch after inch into her. “What an unexpectedly large knob. I fear it will take a great deal of polishing before I'm satisfied the task is complete.” She paused, then continued in a more regular voice. “Seriously, I've seen bovid cocks smaller than yours. And thanks to the ##### ###### adjusting our size differences you feel even bigger, like a large-cocked bovid.”

Dare was finding a different experience. In the same way that for a goblin or gnome pussy he could sink in as if he was the same size as her, but he still felt her crushing tightness, with the cow girl he felt as if he had all the room in the world to move inside her.

It wasn't that she was loose, exactly. Her silken walls still gripped his shaft enjoyably. But she felt more . . . sloppy, if that was the right word. Like he had a lot more room to explore in her furnace-hot depths.

Speaking of which he went balls deep in her, which was always enjoyable. And with no hint of her cervix, either.

He began to thrust vigorously, watching her glorious ass ripple every time his thighs slapped her cheeks with a satisfying smack. He also reached forward to play with her giant breasts.

Clovis obligingly pulled her bodice down to free them, giving him more than a handful; actually, he could get two hands around one of her enormous jugs and have plenty of room to squeeze. Her skin was soft and yielding and felt incredible, and when he found her erect nipples they were absolutely enormous, the size of his thumb.

He had a sudden urge to suck on them, so strong he almost pulled out and flipped her over to fuck her on her back so he could wrap his lips around one. He began squeezing and pulling on them instead, and with a whimper the cow girl's pussy began doing some sucking of its own, milking his shaft as her arousal poured out to soak his pants in an intense climax.

“Oh, oh!” she whimpered. “This knob needs quite a deal of polishing, Master Dare. Perhaps you should work more vigorously.”

The cow girl was no fragile flower (not that he'd found plant girls to be particularly fragile), and he wasn't as worried about causing her discomfort with his massive cock. So he was more than happy to thrust harder, changing angles and swaying from side to side to test the boundaries of her sloppy pussy for several enjoyable minutes.

Clovis came two more times, each more intense than the last, and as Dare felt his own orgasm approaching he determinedly held out, trying to push her to another climax before he came with her. He could tell she was getting close by how she'd begun to quiver and claw at the desk, crying out in pleasure and pushing back at him frantically as-

A sharp knock on the door made them both jump. The cow girl's pussy clamped down on his cock in surprise, and that plus his own surprise made his orgasm sweep over him, pumping his seed into her hungry pussy as she did her best to milk him dry.

“Dare?” he heard Ireni say urgently. “Are you in there? Can I come in?”

He groaned, stumbling back and shooting a couple last jets over the maid's glorious ass. “As long as you're not with anyone who'd be embarrassed,” he called.

His redheaded fiancee shoved the door open, taking in the scene of Clovis splayed over his desk, their mingled juices dripping out of her gaping pussy, and his wilting cock glistening with her arousal. Normally she would say something, or Sia would take the fore to make a joke, but at the moment she was all business.

“Miss Clovis,” she said as the maid hurriedly pulled up her panties and stockings and rearranged her skirts, “could I trouble you to help Master Dare clean up and get dressed in formal clothes?”

“Of course, Mistress Ireni,” the cow girl said, smoothing a few wrinkles out of her uniform.

“Thank you.” Ireni turned to him. “Hurry please, my love. The dwarvish delegation from Gador's Workings has arrived for the records.” In spite of her rush she scowled. “And at the worst possible time, too.”

“What does their delegation look like?” Dare asked. Who the dwarves had sent would determine a lot in the following negotiations.

She shook her head grimly. “It's huge. A dozen Elders, several representatives from the dwarvish contingent of the Irregulars, and perhaps fifty Miners, Stonemasons, and fighters.”

Fuck, the dwarves hadn't just arrived they'd come in force. On the plus side that meant they probably believed his message about having found a store of their ancient records. And if that many Elders had come they were obviously serious about getting it back.

The question was if they were going to be jerks about it.

“Levels?” he asked.

“Nothing too worrying.” She turned away. “I need to supervise getting the records all packed up and make sure nothing is damaged. Lily's gathering the party to go out and greet them, and Ilin's accompanying them to help with mediation. The quicker you can get out there, the better.”

Dare closed his pants with his hand and followed his fiancee out into the hall, Clovis hurrying behind them. Ireni continued on down the stairs while he and the maid ducked into the master bedroom.

Zuri was in there nursing and chatting with Marona, but perked up at the sight of him and the cow girl. “Oooh!” his goblin fiancee said with a delighted grin. “Did you two have fun?”

“Tell you later,” he said as he stripped out of his pants and shirt, Clovis throwing open drawers looking through his clothes. “The bottom left one, Miss Clovis.” He turned his attention back to his lovers. “The dwarves are here for the records.”

Zuri hurriedly climbed off the bed, cuddling the baby close, and Marona was quick to follow her. “As the Baroness of this province I need to be there,” his noble lover said firmly. “Gods, what a terrible time for them to arrive.”

“I'm going too,” Zuri said, laying Gelaa down in a bassinet. “Clovis, could you take care of Gelaa?”

The maid looked up from using a cloth and soap to clean Dare's crotch and legs. “Of course, Mistress Zuri.”

Dare pulled on a formal shirt and coat as Clovis finished drying him off, then yanked on a clean pair of undershorts and the matching slacks. Then he, Marona, and Zuri headed downstairs.

The manor was in an uproar at the new arrivals, Marigold organizing everyone in preparing for esteemed company. “Clovis is up with Gelaa,” Dare told her. “We interrupted her in the middle of nursing, so one of the others might need to finish feeding her.”

The tiny Head Maid gave him an odd look. “Clovis can handle that.”

He blinked. “I didn't know she had a baby.”

A few of the women around them snickered, including Zuri. Marigold laughed outright. “You didn't know? Cow girls are always lactating. Only small amounts most of the time, but they can produce more quickly if needed and start producing fully if they're nursing. Clovis could feed all the babies if there was ever a need . . . it's one of the reasons we hired her, so she could serve as a wet nurse.”

Huh. He learned something new every day. Also it provided some interesting possibilities.

Marigold hustled to his side as they hurried out of the manor, others joining them along the way. Including Linia, who looked serious.

"Are there any Irregulars with them?" she asked tensely.

Dare nodded. "Ireni said there were."

She swore. "Let me help you negotiate."

He hesitated, then motioned for her to join them. "Thanks."

"What are friends for?" The catgirl fell in beside Marigold.

By the time they joined Ilin and the rest of Dare's party at the end of the mostly completed drive, where the recently demolished wall was still being cleared away, they had a few dozen people following behind.

Including Lyan, he noticed. Dare motioned and the lad brightened and eagerly hurried to catch up. “As my squire it's your duty to attend me during formal events like this,” he said as they continued down the drive. “Stand behind me during the negotiations and silently observe. Later you can tell me what you learned, and any insights you had.”

The lad all but burst at the seams with pride at the honor. “Of course, Sir Darren.” He hesitated. “What, um, is going on, exactly?”

Dare grinned. “We're delivering the dwarves ancient priceless records of one of their lost cities, and negotiating our right to conquer the dungeon we found there.” He raised a hand as Lyan opened his mouth to ask a question, motioning to the party just ahead. “Later, we're here. Stay close.”

Around 70 dwarves leading saddled ponies and goats with packsaddles made a mob on the path, not far from the nearly completed inn. Most of them were lower than Level 20, aside from a few over Level 30.

Not much of a threat, as Ireni had said.

Lily, Ilin, Veressa, and Horold had gone out to meet thirteen dwarves with iron gray or snowy beards, all wearing what looked like chainmail robes and holding staffs. Aside from one, that was, a dwarf Dare recognized who wore leather armor and had a crossbow slung on his back.

“Lad!” Gorfram said as Dare, Marona, Zuri, Linia, and Lyan joined them, a broad smile splitting his thick snowy beard. “It's good to see y-” He froze when he paused to look at Dare's information and saw his level. “How the absolute fuck?” he spluttered.

Dare grinned ruefully. “Not the first time I've heard that.”

“I can well believe that, laddie,” the old dwarf said, shaking his head in disbelief. “Last time I saw you I was half a dozen levels higher, and now you're more than half a dozen levels higher than me! Whatever dark god you've sworn yourself to, point me his way.”

Dare laughed and clapped the Marksman's shoulder. “Only the gods of hard work and careful planning, my friend.”

“A good, pragmatic answer,” Gorfram said with a nod of approval. “Although it doesn't explain the impossible.” He turned to Linia. “Come here, girl!” he bellowed, holding out his arms and stepping forward to embrace the petite catgirl, who still stood a few inches taller than him. “Skinny as ever, I see, so you must've popped the baby out.”

“Don't pretend you aren't dying to see her.” Linia grinned and kissed the dwarf full on the mouth, not romantically but affectionately. “How are you, you old fart?”

A loud harrumph sounded from one of the dwarves behind Gorfram, and he winced in chagrin. “Your pardon, Elders.”

He bowed and stepped aside, leaving Dare facing the twelve even more elderly dwarves.

He bowed low to the Elders in the dwarvish fashion. “I am Sir Darren Portsmouth, Knight of the Northern Wall, Protector of Bastion, Raid Leader of the defeated Ruins of Eldarin'Lesinal, Master of Nirim Manor, Swiftfoot and Far Strider, Inventor of Automated Mechanical Plumbing.” Marigold had stressed he should pile on the titles to impress them. “Be welcome to my hall, honored guests. Can I offer you any comforts? Baths, refreshments?”

“You can offer us these records you claim to have found,” an Elder said grumpily, tugging on his thinning beard.

The dwarf beside the first Elder sharply elbowed him, then cleared his throat and stepped forward, sweeping his beard out to one side to keep it from touching the ground as he bowed low. “Well met, Darren Portsmouth. I am Garahk Stonehewer, Deepdelver, Longwalker, Manyfather, Kobold Slayer and He Who Makes Light of Great Burdens.”

Dare hoped he wouldn't have to remember all that. Although with his Sia-gifted memory he probably could.

The other Elders stepped forward and bowed in turn, giving their own names and long lists of titles/achievements/nicknames. Including the grumpy dwarf, who sadly wasn't called that; his name was Jokoln.

Although one of the titles he claimed was Drunken Brawler, as if he was proud of it. And who knew, maybe for dwarves that was a great achievement.

“We're here because you spoke of Gurzan's Last Hold,” Garahk said once the introductions were done, failing to hide his eagerness. “A name only referenced in our oldest records. We'd thought it lost forever.”

“Not lost, merely hidden,” Dare replied. “I think the door I found was concealed and finally collapsed to reveal the opening, some time not too long ago. I was just the first to stumble across it.”

“How lucky for you,” Jokoln said with a sneer. “No doubt you've exploited your good fortune as far as you could.”

Every group had an asshole.

Dare ignored the insult and bowed again, motioning. “Please come with me. We've treated the records with utmost care, and my fiancee is setting them out for display so you can inspect them.”

“Better to have left that to us to do properly, to avoid you doing any more damage,” another of the Elders snapped. The twelve dwarves, accompanied by Gorfram, almost didn't wait for Dare and his companions to join them as they stalked up the drive.

The crowd of curious onlookers hastily parted to let them through, and the dwarves entered the manor without so much as a “by your leave” and stormed into the dining room, where Ireni and her small team of clerks had laid out the records on the huge table.

They were arranged by type rather than in chronological order, which his fiancee also could've done after months of studying them. First the wax tablets, then the hardened clay ones, then the plates of brass, bronze, and gold, and in its own place of honor the precious truesilver plates.

The Elders roared in unison at the sight, voices full of wonder as they crammed around the table, eagerly inspecting the records but avoiding touching anything. One of them began reading them out aloud, and while the translation stone only caught half of the words it was obvious the Elder knew the ancient dwarvish language written here.

Dare would've loved to hire the old dwarf to translate all the records for him, since while he had transcriptions of everything copied into books for Nirim Manor's library, he still hadn't found anyone who could read the ancient language.

“They're genuine, no doubt,” Garakh said in awe, hovering his fingers reverently over the truesilver plates. “Gods of the Deeps bless us, they're a treasure beyond value.” He shot a hasty look Dare's way, as if realizing he'd just handed him a huge bargaining chip.

“How long have you had them?” another Elder demanded. “Where were they found?”

Dare hesitated; this was where things might get dicey. “For some months now. I wanted to ensure that such priceless relics went to those who had the proper claim to them.”

Jokoln snorted. “More like you sat on them to buy time to plunder the ancient halls of our fathers.”

Godsdamnit. Dare took a breath. “There is a dungeon in the ruins of Gurzan's Last Hold, yes. One I mean to clear before I divulge its location, as the laws and the system created by the deities allows me.”

The Elder sneered. “Convenient how the gods' laws always justify people stealing our shit.”

Okay, Dare was going to have to challenge this. He puffed out his chest like Marigold had suggested, shoulders back and belly forward. “Your pardon, Elders, I must've been misinformed about dwarvish courtesy. I delivered to you priceless artifacts because I recognized your right to them, motivated by goodwill and a desire for friendship. You return my gesture with insults in my own hall.”

Garakh huffed irritably and nudged the grumpy Elder. “Take a step back, Jokoln.”

Jokoln practically steamed out his ears as he moved to the back of the group, furiously tugging his beard.

The dwarvish leader turned back to Dare. “We are very grateful for your service to our people. The lost records of Gurzan's Last Hold are beyond price, and delivering them to us names you and your house friends of the dwarves forever.”

He paused. “That said, we are but poor travelers, exiles from our ancestral home. We cannot dispute your right to explore it and take what you will according to loot rules, but neither can we reward you for your service at this time.”

There it was. Marigold, Ireni, and Sia had warned him that by holding back the underground city's location so they could clear the dungeon, the dwarves would view the gifted records as an even trade at best. If they didn't go to war over it.

“I understand. I look forward to the day when dwarvenkind will again fill the halls of Gurzan's Last Hold, and may our friendship last through the ages.” He bowed low. “As soon as I've cleared the dungeon and made it safe for you, I'll personally lead you there.”

Jokoln snorted derisively, but didn't say anything.

Dare had expected long negotiations, but apparently that was it. The dwarves packed up the records with the utmost care and prepared to depart, refusing his offer for them to stay to attend the wedding, or even enjoy the comforts of food, drink, or lodgings.

Finally they lined up before Dare and his family in the yard outside and bowed, each in turn to him and each of his fiancees and lovers, obliging them to bow in return each time. Which became a bit onerous for Ireni, Marona, Leilanna, and Marigold with their pregnant bellies, to the point that he got behind his redheaded fiancee and supported her as she bowed.

The dwarves, ever courteous, didn't get the hint.

Once the bearded delegation was finally on their way, riding their ponies with the pack goats trailing behind, Gorfram lingered. “I think I'll take you up on your hospitality, laddie, if you'll have me,” he said with a wink for Linia. “Better company here, and I've made it a rule to never miss a party. Especially when your wedding sounds like it's going to be a hell of a shindig. In any case the Marshal would be wanting me to check on the welfare of the refugees since I'm here anyway. And the Elders won't be missing me . . . I did my part making the introductions, and they'll be too busy wanking over the records to notice I'm even gone.”

“Literally?” Marigold asked with wide-eyed innocence, prompting a few snickers.

The old dwarf grinned at her; dwarves and gnomes tended to have a good relationship compared to other races, and even a fair amount of intermarriage. “For some I wouldn't be surprised.” He glanced over his shoulder to make sure the Elders were gone, but still lowered his tone conspiratorially. “I shouldn't be telling you this, but they were soiling themselves with glee at this gift of yours.”

He winked at Marigold. “Including literally.”

Dare laughed along with his family. “So I take it the dwarves won't be going to war over me holding back the location of Gurzan's Last Hold for a while?”

“Nah, we count you a friend now,” Gorfram said, clapping his shoulder hard enough to make him stumble. “Although pay close mind to the specifics.”

Dare frowned at that, thinking back through the conversation with the Elders. Was the mercenary suggesting that . . . shit, were the dwarves going to be scouring the area looking for the entrance so they could claim it out from under him?

He'd have to warn the undermountain goblins. And maybe talk to Lily about hiding the door, since bunny girls had a talent for that. Not quite as subtle or timeless as dwarves, but effective in a more short term and natural way, using plants and earth.

From the old Marksman's expression he doubted he'd get more than that hint, and he supposed he couldn't expect the man to act against his own race. The fact that he'd said anything at all was a show of his regard.

So he clapped Gorfram on the shoulder to turn him towards the manor. “How's Ulma by the way, if I could ask?”

“Well enough. Fighting desperately up north, same as most of the company.” The mercenary smirked. “Why you asking, laddie? Dreaming of little hairy women?”

His wives and consorts laughed. “As long as she's got the right hole, Dare would fuck a yeti,” Lily teased.

“Could I fuck a yeti?” he asked, prompting more laughter.

“If you went far enough north, or found a spawn point with the corrupted monster version of them,” Gorfram said. “Anyway they're a bit scrawny beneath all that fur, trust me.”

Hard to guess what a dwarf would consider scrawny.


Chapter Four

Brief Jaunt

Once Gorfram was squared away with a mug of ale, swapping banter and stories with Linia in the parlor, Dare pulled Lily, Ireni, Marona, and Marigold aside to speak in private.

“I think me and Lily should run and conceal the entrance to Gurzan's Last Hold,” he murmured. “And we need to warn the undermountain goblins of the danger; if the dwarves do find the place and reclaim it, they might evict or even attack anyone they find there.”

Especially since goblins were generally disliked by most races and might be killed or enslaved on sight.

“Probably wise,” Marona said. “Whenever Orin had to deal with dwarves he'd say they were prickly about their honor, sticklers for verbal contracts they try to make as ironclad as possible in their favor. Quick to take offense at the slightest insult, while at the same time intolerably rude and looking for the slightest opportunity to get one over on you within the bounds of their agreements. Which they take pains to word so they can.”

“Sounds like a fun bunch,” Lily said, making a face. “Although my sister Orchid says they're great at rough sex.”

“Interesting, but probably not pertinent at the moment,” Ireni said wryly.

Marigold giggled. “But true from what I've heard.”

Dare cut in, staying on point. “If the dwarves might find the place and cause trouble about it we need to go right away.”

Lily frowned and looked towards the laborers working busily all around them, preparing for the wedding. “Right away like right away?”

Dare sighed. “It's not the ideal time, but the dwarvish contingent is in the area. And cool as it is to have Gurzan's Last Hold close enough to Nirim Manor for a day trip by horseback, it makes it too likely that they might discover it with a little poking around. Especially since we've kept the mountains around us cleared of roaming monsters and dangerous predators, so they're probably safe to explore at will.”

His bunny girl fiancee sighed. “You're right.” She stamped her feet, not in anger but stretching her leg muscles for the run. “Thankfully we can get up there pretty fast with just the two of us, and since we don't have to worry about tiring ourselves out with carrying heavy packs or going on a long journey we can set a hard pace.”

“Will we be able to conceal the entrance on our own?” Dare asked, doing a bit of stretching of his own; when Lily actually bothered to make preparations for a run it meant she was serious, which meant he was in for an exhausting pace.

“Sure,” she assured him. “We just need shovels and picks. And twine.”

With all the work going on in the yard those things were conveniently right at hand, so Dare slung them onto his back. Marigold sent Zeliz to fetch their weapons, since they agreed they probably wouldn't need their armor and didn't want to draw too much attention to what they were doing.

Then they were off, tearing down the drive and out the hole in the wall, then looping around to head south. Dare had the feeling of eyes on his back as they went, and looked to see the entire dwarvish contingent headed southwest across the plains, as if they were headed for Jarn's Holdout or the goblin ravine.

Which would be interesting, since they'd come from the north and should be in a hurry to head back that way. Unless of course they were trying to find an innocent excuse to head towards the mountains.

Lily looked towards the dwarves nervously as they ran past. “What if there are Stealthed dwarves spying to follow us right to Gurzan's Last Hold?”

“I didn't see any Stealth classes among them,” Dare replied. “Although in case anyone's spying that's why we're going southwest instead of southeast. We'll loop back around once we're out of sight on the other side of the foothills.”

“What if they follow us, though?” she pressed.

He couldn't help but laugh. “Who's going to be able to follow us?” To demonstrate he activated Cheetah's Dash and burst forward in a sprint, speeding up to nearly 40 miles an hour across the plains.

His fiancee shouted in delight and sped up as well, soon pulling ahead of him with ease in that familiar bunny girl bound that meant she was pushing herself. Dare couldn't complain about not being able to keep up as he watched her pure grace and speed, grinning at the view.

He loved watching her run.

With their speed, and running full out at a pace that would get them to the secluded gully where the entrance to the dwarven city was hidden, it took about two hours to get there. Then, after a rest to catch their breath, Lily put Dare to work digging with his higher strength stat and began doing her own work concealing the open doorway leading into the mountains by transplanting bushes and hanging vines.

She was good. Seriously good, like it was almost second nature. She might not have been able to carve stone to make a doorway in a cliff that blended in perfectly with the surrounding rock, like dwarves could, but she had her own methods of concealment that worked just as well.

As Dare took a breather from shoveling and watched her he couldn't help but whistle in admiration. “The other races should be happy cunids aren't warlike.”

His fiancee looked at him with a confused laugh. “What?”

He grinned. “Seriously. With your speed enemies wouldn't be able to run from you or chase you down. And with your skill at concealment they'd never be able to find your outposts, and you could ambush them at will. You're the ultimate guerrilla fighters.”

“Don't gorillas fight by overpowering enemies with pure strength?” she asked, wrinkling her nose.

“It's a different word. It means people who fight through harassment or ambushes instead of pitched battles or sieges.”

“Oh.” Lily's long ears drooped. “I wouldn't want to fight anyone, though. Not unless there was no other choice. Monsters are different, they're part of the ##### ######. But I'd hate to hurt thinking beings.”

“Me too,” Dare agreed, wrapping an arm around her. “I hope we don't have to, but the world is rarely that merciful.”

She nodded grimly. “Like when you had to fight the slavers to help Se'weir's people. Or the bandits to save the girls from Lone Ox.” Her ears drooped some more, almost covering her eyes. “When we're high level, I mean even more high level than we are now, we'll probably be the ones called to stop evil people like that, won't we?”

“Maybe. And if I have the power to I'd feel terrible about not saving people who need it.” He kissed her head. “But if it's not something you can bring yourself to do you don't have to.”

“And leave you to face that threat, and the burden for what comes with it, on your own?” She shivered and pulled away. “I'll make that choice when the time comes, but I'd rather not think about it right now. Not when we have happy things to think about like the wedding!”

Her ears perked up and she grinned at him. “Come on, let's finish up here. If we hurry we'll have time to visit Seris and Selis on the way home!”

Dare perked up too at the prospect of a visit to the adorable fox girl twins. That was definitely good motivation, especially since it had been so long since he'd seen them.

With a few hours of work they got the entrance covered, blending so seamlessly with the hillside that you could practically lean against it. There was still an opening, but you had to walk right up to the cliff and then edge sideways behind the transplanted undergrowth, and even from there you couldn't see the entrance until you were in front of it.

Last of all they made their way inside, calling out in the vast echoing cavern that might possibly be just the entryway to Gurzan's Last Hold.

It took a few minutes, but finally a couple raggedly dressed goblins, the smallest he'd seen and with huge eyes, slinked into the light provided by Dare's torch. “Abovegrounder,” the one in front said in a neutral voice.

“Haz,” Dare said politely. “How did your last trading run to the Avenging Wolf village go?”

“Good,” the spokesman of the undermountain goblins said in the same neutral voice; Dare had never seen him show the slightest hint of excitement about anything. “We traded treasure, marble chunks, and raw ore for food and mining implements. They will help us greatly in our labors.”

“I'm glad to hear it.” Dare felt a pang of guilt. “You remember I warned you the dwarves might be coming?”

The goblins tensed and exchanged wary looks. “Yes,” Haz said. “We have explored into Molzog's Delvings for a new home, and think we have found one . . . if you will clear the monster spawn point blocking our path onward when the time comes. Then we will collapse the tunnel behind us if the dwarves invade, which will buy us time to move on.” His voice turned bitter. “Ever goblins flee from dwarves beneath the ground.”

“Until we run into dark elves,” Haz's scoutmaster, who'd never given his name, said dourly. “Then we hope they let us pass by instead of enslaving us.”

“Still better than dwarves,” the goblin spokesman said.

Dare sighed, exchanging looks with Lily. “Well I haven't told them where to find this place, but they may begin searching for it. We've concealed the entrance and advise you not destroy the concealment, but they might still discover it.”

The goblins exchanged resigned looks. “Then might we ask you to clear the spawn for us now, and we will go?” Haz asked. “We have little treasure, but perhaps we could offer you a nubile maiden or laborers?”

Goblins tended to be quick to offer their people as mates or slaves, at least the ones Dare had met in the wilds. Although the Avenging Wolves had abandoned the practice, thankfully.

He sighed. “That's not necessary, we're happy to help. We brought this trouble on you in the first place.”

“But you don't need to leave just yet, do you?” Lily said, dismayed. “We hid this place really well . . . the dwarves probably won't find it for years, if ever.”

“We will go,” Haz repeated firmly. “It is never too soon to begin running from dwarves.”

“Maybe then we can avoid the dark elves, too,” the scoutmaster added glumly.

Dare felt another pang. “Are you sure you don't want to move onto my lands? I'd offer you my protection.”

The goblins shook their heads in unison. “The sun hurts our eyes,” Haz said. “And we're too easily seen by those who'd harm us.”

Since the spokesman seemed adamant, Dare followed him to where the spawn point waited within the beginning of Molzog's Delvings. It contained Level 33 Behemoth Ants and had twice as many monsters as most usual spawn points, as if on the verge of overflowing with roamers.

The ants also came in pulls of six and spat formic acid, which sucked. It didn't burn the skin, but was irritating and caused an allergic reaction that steadily built up until it was lethal.

Although more lethal were Dare's arrows, loosed from his Ironstone Greatbow that added armor penetration to his attacks. He easily one-shot them, plowing through the spawn point at ridiculous speeds.

Lily could kill them stupidly fast too with her Triple Shot against multiple targets, and since they came in groups of six Dare would kill three, then finish off one of the other ones while she killed two. He also tanked the formic acid attacks, since at his level they barely itched.

Ironically, it was the first experience they'd gotten since Eldarin'lesinal. Aside from the Lone Ox quest turn in, although that had been a relatively humble amount. Killing monsters ten levels below him and five levels below Lily wasn't great either, but it was something.

By the time they finished clearing the spawn point the sixty or so undermountain goblins had gathered, dragging crude sleds with all their possessions. With the last of the ants dead Dare scouted ahead to make sure there were no more spawn points blocking their path, feeling his skin crawl as he peered into the darkness. He wondered if he was going to inadvertently run into dark elves, piss them off, and trigger an invasion of the surface.

Thankfully he didn't, as far as he knew, and it wasn't far to the chamber the goblins had found. He was pleased to see it had running water, glowing fungus and lichen on the high ceiling to provide light, and edible mushrooms and moss blanketed the stone.

He even heard the skittering of small creatures that could be hunted for food.

Dare poked ahead a bit farther to make sure there were no roaming monsters or dangerous animals, then headed back to give the goblins the all clear. Haz seemed relieved at the news and sent the scoutmaster forward to confirm, while he led his people through the spawn point around the scattered ant corpses

Dare and Lily insisted the goblins take the loot, explaining that they were in a hurry and didn't have their packs, so they would probably just leave it behind anyway. The goblins seemed happy enough to accept the offer and got to work looting the monsters.

The dog-sized red ants dropped acid that was a crafting material, as well as chitin, also for crafting, and ant meat. The goblins couldn't use the acid or chitin, but they agreed to take it to maybe trade in the future. And of course they were happy for the meat.

“I suppose that's it,” Dare said, offering his hand to Haz before remembering the goblin was too wary to accept the gesture. He turned it into a wave instead. “We'll visit with news and clear the spawn point again when we can.”

“Until then, human,” Haz said. “If you can bring more food and mining tools, we will trade whatever we have.”

Doubtful they'd be able to scrounge enough to pay for what they needed, but Dare would bring the supplies and tools even so. In the meantime he and Lily said their farewells and bolted back outside, edging along the new concealed entrance out into blessed sunlight.

Eager to visit the fox girl twins, they again pushed themselves on the run back. They reached the sisters' den as the sun was sinking below the horizon, and found Seris and Selis outside hanging laundry.

“Dare, Lily!” the fox girls shouted, practically in unison in that odd way of twins. “We've missed you!” They ran to greet him and his bunny girl fiancee.

Or more accurately they waddled; vulpid pregnancies lasted 6 months, and the fox girl sisters were already 5 months into theirs. Selis, lean and athletic, had a very prominent round belly beneath the leathers she wore, but it was Seris who stood out.

The petite midnight fox girl was about Ireni's height, if more lush and curvy, but her own baby bump was so startlingly huge the two girls were convinced it was a babies bump, and she was carrying at least twins.

It had been almost a month and a half since Dare had last had a chance to visit the twins, but even back then the sight of Seris's adorably big tummy had made her incredibly appealing. Now she was nothing short of irresistible.

Needless to say they both looked sexy as hell, and beyond that both glowed with happiness; motherhood suited them.

He found himself pressed between two round tummies as the twins hugged him, reaching out to drag Lily into the embrace and then wrapping them both in their midnight and arctic tails. He luxuriated in their affection; he'd missed them too, and not just for the incredibly hot and naughty sex.

“Are you still planning to come to the wedding?” he asked.

“Yes!” Selis said, pulling Lily in to kiss her cheek. “We'll be coming tomorrow night so we can attend Ilin's and Amalisa's wedding in the morning, like we arranged with Ireni.”

Seris nodded. “We've never been to a wedding before, and with you we get to attend two in a row! It sounds really fun!”

“Vulpids don't usually do anything so formal,” her sister agreed. “We just mate with passing males and sometimes settle down with them long term.”

Dare had to resist the urge to use that as a segue to inviting them to come live at Nirim Manor. He'd made the offer before, wanting to make sure they and the babies were safe and comfortable, and also so he'd be closer to them.

But the midnight and arctic fox girls were content in their cozy den, and more than able to fend for themselves, even with young children. Although they'd relented to his urging to help them level up to 25, closer to the monsters in the area, and accepted his offer to level them up even more after the babies were born.

The reason he'd met the twins in the first place was because Seris had been captured by a firbolg roamer from a nearby spawn point and taken into the middle of the monster camp. It was pure good luck that he'd happened to be in the camp in time to save her, and the twins saw the value of getting strong enough to defend themselves and their babies in case something like that happened again.

And they hadn't complained when he'd gone to great pains to clear the area of animal predators who might be a threat to them, either. And when he dried the meat to give to them, and cured the hides to make useful items for them and the babies, they'd accepted the gifts.

Which was good, because he meant to visit them as often as he could, and bring them more things to make their lives comfortable. He might even see if he could convince them to let him install plumbing in their den.

The few times they'd visited Nirim Manor they'd loved the running water. Especially the toilets and bathtubs.

“Come in and play,” Seris said, tugging on his hand to guide him towards their den, while at the same time teasingly rubbing her fluffy sable tail against his chest. “We can show you how we rearranged the den for the baby cradles!”

“Yeah, come play!” Selis agreed, wrapping Lily in her twin arctic tails and pulling her along while the bunny girl giggled and allowed herself to be captured. “It's been so long, and we've barely had a chance to fuck Lily at all!”

Dare could already feel himself stiffening at the prospect. But they'd taken so long concealing the entrance to Gurzan's Last Hold and helping the undermountain goblins, and there were a million things to do back home to prepare for the wedding.

Not to mention guests had already arrived, including Marona, and more would probably be arriving this evening after the day-long trip from Terana to Nirim Manor. He should be there to greet them.

So he hesitated. “How about you come back with us right now, instead of waiting? You can sleep in the big bed tonight and we can all have fun together.”

“Yes!” Lily said, clapping her hands excitedly and hugging both the fox girls. “Let's do that! More time to have fun together!”

Seris pouted. “Maybe we could do that, but can't you fuck us now, too? I've gotten so horny waiting for you to visit again.”

“I'm sorry,” Dare said, hugging her close and stroking her big velvety fox ears. “After the raid there was an emergency to the south, and me and Lily had to run right there. We were gone for three weeks and only returned a few days ago.”

“That wasn't a no, big sister,” Selis whispered. “I bet if we present to him he wouldn't be able to resist.”

“Good idea!” The petite midnight fox girl shimmied out of her soft fur dress, revealing she was naked underneath. He couldn't help but stare in admiration at her soft curves, her breasts swollen and heavy and her hugely pregnant belly absolutely breathtaking on her petite body.

“Come on, Dare,” she said, eagerly dropping onto all fours facing away from him and lifting her shapely ass high in the air, sable tail raised to present her glistening pussy. She looked over her shoulder at him, big golden eyes gleaming playfully. “You don't have to hold out for our sake. Just take us as fast as you like and come in a few minutes.”

“Yeah, Dare,” Selis teased, shimmying out of her fighting leathers to reveal her how her athletic body had rounded and softened with impending motherhood, offering tantalizing curves. She dropped down beside her twin in the same position to present her dripping sex, two arctic tails curling into a heart shape above her back, through which she looked at him with her big golden eyes. “It's just a few minutes.”

“Yeah, Dare!” Lily said with a giggle, dropping to her knees between the fox girl sisters. She boldly reached between both their legs and rubbed their plump hairless labia, eliciting moans in unison that sounded so similar they harmonized. Then she parted both women's glistening lips with her fingers to reveal their soft pink interiors. “How can you say no when they ask so nicely?”

Dare had already freed his cock, which throbbed urgently at the lewd sight the three women made. He stepped behind Seris, grabbed her curvy hips, and pushed his cock between his bunny girl fiancee's fingers to sink into the fox girl's velvety depths.

“Yesss!” his petite lover said excitedly. “You went for me first!”

“I can't blame him big sister, when you're so beautiful carrying twins in your adorable tummy,” Selis said, watching eagerly. She moaned as Lily began rubbing her clit.

He hadn't forgotten the midnight fox girl's sexy tummy, and as he began thrusting into her with long, slow strokes, savoring the heat of her tight walls, he reached around her and began running his hands over her belly, then up to her heavy breasts swinging pendulously below her.

Dare wouldn't really have hurried, even though they needed to get home. He'd missed the adorable, fun loving twins and wanted to enjoy making love to them. And more importantly, wanted to make sure they enjoyed it too.

Seris certainly seemed to be, because after less than a minute of his huge cock opening her up she whimpered and her pussy began massaging his shaft in a powerful orgasm, arousal flooding down his length. Her arms gave out from the strength of her pleasure, and he had to take her shoulders and hold her up as he moved inside her.

Even with her huge pregnant belly the petite fox girl still felt light in his arms, and he lifted her a bit higher for a better angle as he continued thrusting, pushing her into another intense climax as Lily got beneath them and began licking her clit.

With a whimper Seris squirted all over the horny bunny girl's face, and Selis let out a throaty moan as she enjoyed her own climax on her furiously working fingers.

The sexy sights combined pushed Dare over the edge, and with a groan he plunged into his petite lover one last time, sinking deep into her core, and released his seed in several powerful spurts.

As his orgasm ended he pulled out of the midnight fox girl, leaving her and Lily to kiss and cuddle, and stepped behind Selis, biting back another groan of pleasure as his sensitive tip parted her velvety folds and pushed into her furnace hot tunnel. She was sopping wet, and even though he stretched her until her lips formed a white ring that strained around his girth, he slid right in.

“Worth the wait,” the arctic fox girl moaned, eagerly pushing back against him. She timed her movements with his thrusts, and soon they were moving in sync as he thrust into her.

Dare reached forward to rub Selis's pregnant belly, excited by the thought of his baby growing inside her, then slid his hands up to her swollen breasts. They were smaller than Seris's but still made a perfect handful, and she moaned in delight as he rolled her rubbery nipples in his fingers, feeling them get slippery as milk leaked out.

He wasn't the only one who noticed. Lily kissed Seris a final time then scooted beneath the arctic fox girl, lovingly kissing her breasts.

Then, as he watched in amazement, his bunny girl fiancee took Selis's nipple in her mouth and sucked firmly.

The arctic fox girl jumped in Dare's arms, pussy clenching tight around his thrusting cock in surprise. “Nature's bounty, sister!” she squealed. “She's suckling me!”

Seris didn't answer, too busy furiously fingering her gaping pussy as she whimpered her way through another climax.

Lily pulled off Selis's nipple and grinned up at him, opening her mouth wide to show it full of the fox girl's milk. Then, as he groaned and felt his balls churning with another orgasm at the sight, his fiancee scrambled up to her feet and and stepped up to him, pressing her lips to his and pushing her mouthful of milk into his with a soft tongue.

The fox girl's milk tasted creamy and sweet, with a wild flavor. As Dare eagerly swallowed he exploded inside Selis, pumping her full of his seed as his knees threatened to buckle at the sheer intensity of his pleasure.

“That was so fucking hot,” Seris moaned, sprawled languidly on the ground with her huge belly pointing proudly at the sky. She idly rubbed her drenched folds as she looked up at them with a contented grin, their mingled juices flowing between her fingers.

“So hot,” Selis gasped, pushing to her feet on wobbly legs. “Come on, big sister, let's gather our things and go visit their mansion. Then we can see what other naughty things they'll do with us.”


Chapter Five

Blessed Events

Dare smoothed out the elaborate dress robes Ilin wore. The formal attire of his people on a distant continent, worn alike by nobles, members of his monastic order, and in simpler form commoners.

His friend's freshly shaven head gleamed, his familiar tattoo of an ancient mystic pattern fully visible, inked along his left cheek and stretching up across his forehead and disappearing over the crown of his head. On his feet he wore simple cloth shoes, bound with strings in a complex pattern.

“You look ready to meet your bride, my friend,” Dare said, stepping back. “Shall we?”

Ilin gave him a strained smile. “Is it strange that I'm tempted to sneak out and find Amalisa, and convince her to just run away with me and say our vows in private?”

Dare laughed. “Unsurprising, when you're about to bare your deepest feelings to several hundred onlookers. That's not pre-wedding jitters, that's just good old-fashioned fear of public speaking.”

“I've never been troubled much by such fears,” his friend said. “But you're right, I've never bared my heart to the woman I love before an audience, either.”

“Well, on the plus side after this everyone in the province will be certain of your commitment to her.”

Ilin grimaced. “Are you trying to reassure me or put me even more on edge?”

Dare just grinned and guided his friend to the door.

Outside in the hall Lyan, Bradis, Jurrin, Rek, Morwal, and a felid named Haro who'd accepted leadership of Melarawn village were waiting. They all murmured their approval and offered handshakes and backslaps to the groom.

The wedding ceremony was different in Haraldar than Dare was used to, but some things were similar. Among them that the groom and his attendants took their places first, waiting to witness as the bride made her appearance with her maids.

So they made their way outside, Dare keenly aware of hundreds of eyes watching in expectant silence from the seated and standing crowd. Ilin led the way to the elevated platform where the ceremony would take place, built near where Eloise was planted so she could witness the events too, and they climbed the stairs and took their places on the left side.

Ireni, dressed fully in black robes speckled with silver like a starry night, the formal robes of a Priestess of the Outsider, sat in a seat at the back of the stage, ready to stand to officiate. Her lovely face was serene as she stared out into the crowd, although her eyes briefly darted to Dare and her lips twitched warmly.

A deep, sonorous gong sounded, and the already quiet wedding guests hushed to near absolute silence as the front door of the manor opened and a crowd of women emerged.

Attending Amalisa were all of Dare's fiancees and consorts, along with Marona and several friends from Terana and the villages. They were dressed in pale green, and those near the center held poles with fluttering green cloths hanging from them to obscure the view of the bride in their midst.

The procession made their way to the right side of the platform, where Pella, Zuri, Marona, Leilanna, Carilina, Veressa, and Se'weir led Amalisa up the stairs to stand across from Ilin. The hanging cloths were finally lifted away, and the crowd all gasped in admiration as the bride was revealed.

Although nobody looked as awed as the groom, who seemed dumbstruck.

The tall, slender young noblewoman was dressed in a plain white gown, the customary color on Collisa same as on Earth. Her soft brown hair hung loose down to her waist, held by a net of fine silver wire connected to a silver circlet set with pearls adorning her brow.

She looked shy and nervous at first, but when her eyes fell on Ilin her face lit up with a radiant smile.

Dare, acting in his capacity as her guardian as she'd requested, stepped over and took her hand, giving her a warm smile as he escorted her to Ilin. His friend held out his hand, and Dare gently placed Amalisa's hand in it.

“I, Sir Darren Portsmouth,” he called in a clear voice to be heard at the back of the crowd, “acting in my capacity as her guardian, deliver Lady Amalisa Kinnran, heir to the barony of Yurin Province, to her betrothed to be wed. May she have joy in her new life.”

He stepped back to join Ilin's attendants.
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Ireni rested her small hand on those of the bride and groom, looking between them solemnly. Then Sia took the fore, and Ilin and Amalisa both quietly gasped as they realized the goddess was going to officiate their wedding.

“Ilin, of the Order of the Flowing Palm, you stand before us prepared to take this woman to wife. Speak your heart.”

The bald Monk held Amalisa's eyes, and if he felt any nervousness it was washed away by the depth of his feeling. “Amalisa Kinnran, from the moment I met you, I knew my heart belonged to you. I look forward with joy to the life we'll spend together.”

Sia turned to Amalisa. “Amalisa Kinnran, heir to the barony of Yurin Province, you stand before us prepared to take this man as your husband. Speak your heart.”

The young noblewoman spoke so quietly the crowd leaned forward to hear. “You are my home, Ilin, father to all the children I will bear you. My heart is yours, for all our lives, and I will love no other.”

The goddess moved her hand to rest underneath theirs. “Ilin, Amalisa, will you be joined as husband and wife?”

“Yea!” they both cried out with surprising volume, voices ringing over the crowd.

“Yay!” Pella squealed, unable to contain her excitement. Then she blushed furiously as eyes turned to her and there was some goodnatured laughter.

Sia beamed as she lifted the joined hands high. “Collisa, recognize this man and woman as husband and wife!”

Dare joined his voice with the crowd as they roared in acknowledgement, the sound having an almost physical force that reverberated through them.

The new married couple descended the platform, their attendants and Ireni mingling behind them. There was a long table set up in front of the manor, and the wedding party all sat around it. Dare ended up seated beside Ilin with Marona on his other side, his fiancees and consorts dominating most of the table on his side. On the other side the children from the orphanage Ilin and Amalisa would be taking charge of were seated, looking excited but also a bit intimidated to be in places of honor. The couple's friends from Terana were also seated there, filling out the final spots.

Meanwhile folding chairs were brought out for the guests, although many simply seated themselves on the lawn. Then the maids and dozens of helpers poured from the manor with trays heaped with food, stacked cups, and pitchers of drinks, alcohol and non-alcoholic both.

There were dishes of all types, from roasted and grilled meats to elaborate desserts. Enough for even the close to a thousand guests, crowded into the expansive yard and spilling out into the garden and drive, to eat their fill.

As everyone finished eating and were reduced to picking over favorite tidbits and desserts, the babies were brought out to join the fun. They all reacted differently to the noise and confusion.

Melinia, always shy around crowds and easily startled by loud noises, almost immediately began fussing and couldn't be calmed, until Linia finally excused herself to take her inside. Nic and Rellia had a huge amount of fun with the laughing and happy talking, but eventually it was too much for them and Pella carried them in for a nap. Gelaa, shy with all the strangers, spent her time in Zuri's or Dare's lap, hiding her little face until finally she began fussing as well and her mommy carried her inside.

Soli was so young he didn't really notice the celebration, and the pool he floated in provided another buffer to the noise. But before long he needed to be fed, and Trissela took him back to her pool.

Which left Es'wesa, peaceful and unflappably cheerful, watching the fun from her mommy's arms, or Dare's, or Marona's and even Amalisa's.

After the meal came the toasts. Dare kicked it off, standing and tapping his glass with his spoon. Which apparently wasn't a thing, so those who noticed what he was doing just gave him odd looks until he used Snap to produce bright lights and get the crowd's attention.

“To the newlyweds!” he called, raising his glass. “Ilin was one of the first friends I found when I came to Haraldar, a man I could immediately trust in an uncertain world. And one whose kindness quickly won me and Zuri over. He's been the truest friend a man could hope for, whose vigilance has kept my family safe through hard times. Not to mention saving my life on more than one occasion, a debt I can never repay.

“And Amalisa has won everyone at Nirim Manor over with her sweetness and gentle spirit. This place won't be the same without her. Without either of them.”

He looked down at the smiling couple, voice catching. “While I'll miss them when they leave to begin their new lives, my sadness is far exceeded by my joy at the happiness they've found together.” He raised his glass higher. “May they have the joy deserving of two of the most wonderful people I know.”

Glasses were lifted as others echoed the sentiment, drinking deep. Ilin stood to embrace him, then they sat as Pella stood for her own toast, longer and far more heartfelt, and culminating in her and Amalisa bawling in each other's arms.

Marona followed her, praising the couple's efforts in Terana and likening them to the children she had yet to have herself. Then Zuri, whose toast was short and sweet and ended with her hugging Ilin tight; he was one of the first people to be kind to her after she and Dare found each other, and their friend would always have a special place in her heart for that.

Other toasts followed, a few dozen in all. Then there was dancing, which after all the toasting was particularly boisterous. Dare was exhausted on the dance floor as he took turns with all his fiancees and lovers, then most of the maids and what seemed like an endless line of other women young and old hoping for a dance.

People finally settled down, grateful for the reprieve, as the couple accepted their gifts. Of which there were many.

Dare's gift was already given; he'd arranged for the orphanage to have full plumbing, including a septic tank and drainfield, and overseen its installation the few times he'd been able to visit Terana in the last few months. While they didn't have a legendary chest to power an automatic system and had to do their own pumping, it would still make the lives of the new couple and the orphans under their charge more comfortable.

The women of Nirim Manor worked together to gather or create a broad assortment of useful items. Normally a mother spent her daughter's entire young life helping her gather the things she and her husband would need for a comfortable married life. But Amalisa, exiled from her home without much more than the clothes on her back, had been forced to leave it all behind.

With these items, though, the new couple would be able to live more than comfortably, they'd live luxuriously. And his fiancees had gathered a lot of basic items for the orphans as well. They'd also purchased or made a lot of fine clothes for the couple and the children they'd be caring for.

Most of the other gifts were practical as well, although Marona gave Amalisa several beautiful pieces of jewelry. Another thing the young noblewoman had been forced to leave behind or sell after being disinherited and cast out by her brother.

Finally, with the last gifts open, it was time for the couple to retire. The guests clattered silverware on dishes, stomped their feet, or whistled as Ilin and Amalisa were ushered towards the small house reserved for their wedding night, in the midst of their attendants.

The blushing bride and groom disappeared inside and closed the door, and with a final cheer the wedding party left them to their wedding night and continued the celebration with more drinks and dancing.

The party finally wound down well after midnight. Dare was drunk enough that he only vaguely remembered staggering upstairs supported between Pella and Lily. Then he had a dim recollection of the two playing some sort of game of tag in the bedroom, while the rest of them snuggled on the bed, including Marona, Belinda, Celise, and the fox girls.

Of course, most games of tag weren't played naked, and didn't end up with the caught girl pinned down and fingered until she squirted, while she squirmed and squealed. The dog girl was nursing and hadn't been drinking, which was the only reason she was able to catch a more than a little tipsy Lily.

Which she did over and over, while the beautiful bunny girl had an absolute blast and made a mess everywhere with her arousal, until finally she was quivering and giggling on the floor, limp and satisfied.

Dare's fiancees were still holding off for their wedding night, but that didn't stop the fox girl twins from playing with him as they watched the erotic show. They took turns with their mouths, adorable asses waving in his face and tails lovingly caressing him as he watched the continuing game of tag over their heads.

Although they never let him come, and they didn't let him join the game of tag, either. “You need to have full reserves for your wedding night,” they teased, pushing him down whenever he tried to sit up.

Marigold, fingering herself nearby, nodded happily. “It's our job to get you all super horny so you have lots of fun as man and wives.”

He couldn't argue with that logic, possibly because forming a coherent thought was a bit hard at the moment, so he settled back to watch the girls play and enjoy the constant edging.

At some point, he wasn't sure when or how, Buttercup joined in the game. The timid mouse girl squeaked and giggled and darted around, furry body sleek and shining, as Pella did her best to corner her. Even Lily stumbled drunkenly to her feet and joined the chase, and finally the two women bore the little courtesan to the ground and played with her while she squirmed in pure enjoyment.

Dare especially would've liked to join the game for that.

It took a while to get Buttercup to squirt, and she loved every minute of it. Although after that she and Lily seemed to be done, cuddling on the floor as the bunny girl stroked the quivering mouse girl's velvety round ears and kissed her tenderly.

Seris finally went too far with the edging and Dare ended up erupting in her little mouth, shooting what felt like an endless wave of his seed down her eagerly swallowing throat. The girls all booed at that, ribbing him and the midnight fox girl.

“I hope you can hold out better than that tomorrow,” Zuri teased, stroking Seris's fluffy tail as she came up for air.

“I don't know, I certainly don't plan to do any edging,” Leilanna said, pulling the petite fox girl in to lick a trickle of his seed from the corner of her mouth, then kiss her.

That seemed to signal an end to the fun, and Dare drifted off in a warm haze, the warm soft bodies of the women he loved piled around and atop him.

He needed Carilina to cast Extract Poison to remove his pounding hangover the morning of his wedding. And he wasn't the only one.

◆◆◆

Dare had never been married, of course. Back in his old life on Earth he'd never even had a relationship serious enough where it would be a possibility.

He'd also never been close enough to the bride or groom, a close friend or family member, to take a major part in the proceedings, either. His main experience with weddings was as a guest watching the happy occasion from the periphery, or of course what he'd seen on TV.

So he almost felt like he was in a daze as he checked himself in the mirror one last time, Marigold busily buffing his shoes until he could see his reflection in them.

He'd had a haircut and shave, then been bathed and dabbed with cologne. His clothes fit to perfection, pristine and with not a thread out of place.

The face looking back at him from the mirror was no longer unfamiliar. It was now his own, to the point that he couldn't really remember what he'd looked like before he died in his first life.

And damn, he looked good. He wasn't embarrassed to admit it, either, because he was looking good for the women he loved.

Marigold seemed to agree, because she sighed dreamily as she made a few final adjustments to his suit. “Nothing like a wedding to make a girl reconsider her position on settling down herself.”

Dare gave her a surprised look. “Did you change your mind about getting married?”

She giggled. “Not quite yet. Let's just say it's gone from an unlikelihood to a possibility, assuming I was selfish enough to saddle you and the family with my troubles.” She looked glum for a moment, then in a flash recovered her high spirits and playfully slapped his ass. “Okay you're ready, bridegroom. Go out there and make the women we love the happiest girls in the world.”

That was certainly his goal. For the rest of their long, wonderful lives together.

Although he hesitated, gently lifting the tiny gnome's chin to look into her big blue eyes. “I haven't pressed you on your past,” he said carefully. “But if there's anything you want to talk about, you know I'm here. Or if not me then Ireni or Marona.”

His Head Maid looked annoyed, although it seemed directed at herself. “I shouldn't be saying stuff like that on your wedding day,” she said. “I guess I'm as gnome as the next smitten girl, although I should know better.”

She gave him a tender smile and patted his hand. “My trouble is well in my past and good riddance to it, Master Dare. I love my life here, and I love you . . . whatever our future brings, I'm eager to look towards it.”

Dare nodded in acceptance and went to one knee to wrap his arms around her, kissing her softly. “I love you too, Marigold, and married or not you're a precious part of our family.” His voice turned teasing. “And one of these days if you decide you're ready, I'd be honored to be your husband.”

Marigold shook her head wryly and slapped his ass again. “Go on now, Master. Save some of that heart-melting mushiness for your wives on their wedding day. And congratulations.”

With her ushering he stepped outside, where his attendants waited: Ilin, Bradis, Lyan, Horold, Rek, and Morwal.

Dare clapped Ilin on the shoulder. “Survive your wedding night? The lady wife didn't tire you out too much?”

His friend's almost goofy grin seemed answer enough. “It wouldn't be proper to discuss it.”

“From the look of you I'd say it went well, congratulations.” Dare shook the hands of his other attendants in turn, exchanged a few words, and then they headed outside to where the platform had been.

The crowd was even bigger today. More guests had arrived last night and this morning, and more members of the villages had showed up. They all crowded to see, those in back standing on boxes or with children or even women sitting on men's shoulders for a better view.

Their visibility would be poorer for the ceremony today, since at the family's insistence they'd torn the platform down so they could perform the ceremony closer to where Eloise grew so she could be part of the festivities. Which meant the crowd would have to strain to see, but, well, tough shit.

They wanted their children to be able to witness the wedding. Which was why up on the front row, among the honored guests, the maids held the babies so they could see everything.

The babies were all wearing pale green clothes today, and looked so cute that Dare had to fight the urge to go hold them all and kiss their little cheeks. Aside from Es'wesa and Soli, the youngest, they all perked up when they saw him, making happy sounds and holding out their arms. He grinned and waved, then let himself be ushered to his spot near Eloise.

Marona was performing the ceremony in her capacity as Lady of Terana Province, dressed in her finest and smiling warmly. She, too, had a seat so she could rest until it was time.

As was customary in Haraldar, men with flutes began playing a wild, cheerful song, reminiscent of spring, to usher in the brides. Who appeared with a veritable mob of attendants, making their way to stand opposite Dare and his attendants, where their escorts waited.

Among Dare's fiancees only Se'weir had a father to escort her, but the others had all found close friends they were honored to accompany.

They'd agreed to step forward in the order they joined the family. Zuri was first, breathtaking and adorable in her simple white gown, with her black hair held up in a fine net of sheer white cloth. Ilin escorted her, beaming proudly as he rested the tiny goblin's hand in Dare's. He loudly proclaimed Zuri's name and heritage, then stepped back to join Lily, who'd also asked him to escort her.

Pella was next, golden hair done up like a princess and hanging down her back in ringlets, held by two thin braids that joined in the center. She bounded forward with her usual enthusiasm, fluffy tail wagging furiously.

She'd bucked convention by insisting Amalisa escort her, and the young noblewoman was practically dragged along to place Pella's hand atop Dare's and Zuri's. Amalisa called out Pella's name and heritage as best she could given the dog girl's birth in a breeding pen, then withdrew to join the attendants.

Then Leilanna, escorted by Elder Nirol from her old caravan. She looked every inch an elvish lady, her white gown more elaborate than the others, with a gauzy over-layer that made her seem to float. Rather than trying to hide her pregnant belly it emphasized it, motherhood adding its own glow to the blushing bride.

Dare lifted his second hand to support the growing stack as Nirol placed Leilanna's hand atop Pella's, gave Leilanna's full name and titles as he delivered her to be married, and stepped back.

Se'weir's gown might've been designed to highlight her lush curves, or it might've just been a natural result on the plump hobgoblin. Her brown hair was pulled into twin braids hanging over her shoulders, her round cheeks flushed with excitement.

Gar, a head shorter than his daughter in spite of being huge for a goblin, looked proud but also a bit uncomfortable with the large crowd as he set Se'weir's hand atop Leilanna's, proclaimed himself her father and delivered her to marriage, then gratefully retreated.

Ireni also bucked convention, as far as the crowd was concerned, by stepping forward alone. Only the family and Ilin and Amalisa knew that Sia was escorting the bookish redhead, taking the fore to place her hand atop Se'weir's, announce Ireni's name and heritage, then receding so Ireni could take the fore.

His petite fiancee looked breathtaking in her white gown, by far the simplest in design and yet somehow at the same time the most elegant. It hadn't been made to emphasize her pregnant belly like Leilanna's, it simply presented the round bulge as part of the perfection of the beautiful woman.

While the crowd had been respectfully quiet with the other women, aside from dreamy sighs and a few oohs and aahs, when Lily stepped forward a gasp swept over the guests, individually quiet but audible when joined with a thousand other sharp inhalations.

Lily wasn't dressed any more elaborately than the others and wore no jewelry. In fact, her gown was the plainest of them, practically a summer dress that fell innocently to her knees over her perfect curves. But her ethereal beauty was plain even from a distance, while her big wire frame glasses and adorable pigtails made her seem more cute and down to earth.

At all the attention his bunny girl fiancee's milky pale skin turned rosy in one of her characteristic highly visible blushes, which drew a few “awwws” from a charmed crowd.

Ilin looked proud and solemn as he guided her forward to set her hand on Ireni's, introduced her with her name and heritage, then rejoined the other escorts and attendants of the brides.

Marona stood and placed her hand atop those of Dare and his brides. “Sir Darren Portsmouth of Nirim Manor. You stand before us prepared to take these women to wife. Speak your heart.”

Dare completely forgot the crowd as he looked down at Zuri, who looked back with shining eyes. “Zuri, my first companion in this kingdom, my first friend, my first love. It's with great joy I begin my life with you. I will ever be a loving husband, and a loving father to our children.”
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His eyes turned to Pella, whose tail wagged furiously. “Pella, my beloved. You have been a joy to me from the moment I met you, and I love you beyond words. I will ever be a loving husband, and a loving father to our children.”
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His eyes turned to Leilanna, serene but whose eyes burned with feeling. “Leilanna, my fire, my passion. My dream come true. I can't wait to see what joys our life together will bring. I will ever be a loving husband, and a loving father to our children.”
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A delighted giggle escaped Se'weir as he turned to her, and she bit her lip in eager anticipation. “Se'weir, my joy. Heart of our home. It is my honor to share my life and my love with you. I will ever be a loving husband, and a loving father to our children.”

[image: ]

Ireni, usually so calm and in charge, looked more quietly excited than he'd ever seen her. “Ireni,” he said tenderly. “As we all have cause to say often, I don't know what I'd do without you. You're the light in my life, and I'm eager to grow old beside you. I will ever be a loving husband, and a loving father to our children.”
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Finally Lily, who practically bounced in excitement. “Lily, my companion, my love. You bring excitement to every day, and I can't wait for the many adventures we'll share. I will ever be a loving husband, and a loving father to our children.”
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Marona gravely turned to his brides. “Zuri, Pella, Leilanna Aleneladris, Se'weir'u'gar, High Priestess Ireni of the Outsider, Lily, you stand before us ready to take this man as your husband. Speak your heart.”

There were tears in Zuri's eyes as she spoke quietly. “Dare. You found me with nothing and you gave me everything, but most incredibly your love and the opportunity to be your wife and equal companion. My life has been joy since I met you. I will love you and no other til the day I die, and bear you many children.”

Pella's tail had stilled with the intensity of her feelings, face glowing. “Dare. You lured me away from a life of grief and guilt, and with you I found joy again. But what's more, I found family. I will be loyal to you and the family until the day I die. Your loving wife, your eager companion, excited to bear you many children.”

Leilanna's cheeks were flushed with excitement, eyes shining. “Dare. I thought my life was over when you found me, but it was just beginning. And it's more wonderful than I ever could've imagined. If I'm the woman of your dreams then you're the man of mine. Our love will be a thing for stories, and our lives together long and joyous.” She rested a hand on her pregnant belly. “I can't wait to bear you many children.”

Se'weir giggled again as all eyes turned to her, round face blushing. “Dare, my mate, my love. You've given me a home and love I couldn't even have dreamed of, because I didn't know it was possible. I will work tirelessly to make our home welcoming and joyfully bear you many children.”

Ireni's voice was quiet and intense. “Excepting only the Goddess herself, you are the best thing that has happened in my life. You have given me a love and a life I'd stopped believing was possible, and a home and family that fills me with joy and purpose. I will be a loving wife to you and a loving mother to our children, and look forward to growing old with you.”

Lily briefly covered her eyes with her long white ears as everyone's attention turned to her, and her characteristic plainly visible blush suffused her whole body. But then her eyes met his and everything else fell away, her love scent so strong it nearly bowled him over.

“Dare. You've given me the romance I dreamed of all my life, except no story could've done justice to the joy I've found with you. This is the most perfect day of my life, one I'll treasure all my days. As I treasure you and the opportunity to fight by your side. I will be your loving wife, in good time bear you many children, and when we are old together will desire you every bit as much as I do now.”

That was an interesting twist, but since her body wouldn't show the ravages of age it made sense; she'd look young and ethereally beautiful all her life, while he'd grow old and decrepit beside her.

Marona moved her hand to rest underneath theirs. “Dare, Zuri, Pella, Leilanna, Se'weir, Ireni, Lily, will you be joined as husband and wives?”

“Yea!” they all cried out together, voices ringing through the yard and out over the lands of Nirim Manor.

Marona's eyes shone with happiness for them as she lifted their joined hands high. “Collisa, recognize this man and women as husband and wives!”

The crowd's roar was even louder, to the point that the children in the crowd covered their ears even while screaming at the top of their lungs, and the maids covered the ears of the babies as they began to cry in surprise.

Dare pulled his new wives into a gentle but fierce hug, exchanging kisses with all of them. Then, as the roars died down and the babies' crying continued, they made their way over to take the little ones in their arms and soothe them.

Friends and well wishers mobbed them as they made their way to the huge tables, by necessity requiring three to seat all the guests of honor. That included all their family and friends, Dare's and Lily's adventuring party, Marona and all her maids, Lyan, many of the adventurers from the Eldarin'lesinal raid and some of the camp followers, many of Terana's crafters who'd helped with so much of the work at Nirim Manor, dignitaries from the province and outlying areas, and Adherents of the Outsider.

They'd even invited the staff at Nirim Manor, leaving the workers from the outlying villages to bring the chairs for the crowd and serve food and all the other tasks to make the wedding run smoothly.

If anything, rather than the previous day's festivities tiring everyone out, today's wedding celebration was even more boisterous. The dancing began almost immediately, even as an endless line of family and friends offered congratulations and well wishes. The toasting went on for hours, and the gifts went on for nearly as long.

Dare went first with a collection of family pictures, which all his new wives immediately went nuts over, exclaiming at the adorable depictions of the babies.

He had found a woman with the Painter class in Terana and secretly brought her out to the Manor to draw portraits of all the babies and all his fiancees and lovers, and then also combine the portraits into a large family picture, and smaller laminated copies they could all carry with them.

It had been expensive but worth every gold. As well as the effort of shipping them in secret to Terana, so craftsman could laminate the portable ones and make wood and glass frames for the others.

Dare was pleased by how the painter he'd commissioned had not only accurately depicted his loved ones, but also listened to his feelings about them and added those impressions into the paintings.

So he could see Zuri's gentle warmth, Pella's happy enthusiasm, Leilanna's fiery passion, Se'weir's sheltering kindness, Ireni's gentleness and devotion, and Lily's dreamy romanticism and playfulness.

Marona gifted them a Durese stallion, which made a normal horse look like a pony. Apparently it was reputed to be as fast as a cunid over long distances, and would allow a companion to keep up with them.

“He'll also make an excellent stud,” the baroness said with a broad smile, stroking the surprisingly gentle stallion's nose. “Which I'm sure your companions will appreciate, if you can breed a herd of Durese so they have mounts that can keep up with you.”

“You mean we can make trips in days instead of weeks and not feel like we're being dragged around like baggage?” Bradis said, looking delighted.

It could take years to breed a herd, particularly since there wasn't always the chance that normal mares would breed a Durese of the same quality. But it was something to look forward to.

There were many other lavish and beautiful gifts: fine clothes, jewelry, crafting materials, a set of masterfully worked silver drinking goblets, and more.

Ilin and Morwal had worked together to create a large circle of sand in the garden. Although the Monk was bemused when everyone immediately concluded it was a sand box for the children to play in. “I'd been thinking more along the lines of sand art, a popular tradition in my homeland,” he said with a rueful laugh, pointing to the side where a rake and bags of colored sand rested. “But in truth the thought of the children playing here is even better.”

Dare actually wouldn't mind trying his hand at sand art, too. “No reason it can't be both,” he said, clapping his friend on the shoulder. “Thank you.”

His wives had all gotten gifts for him and each other, small thoughtful things based on what the ones they loved needed or liked. Everyone had a good laugh when Zuri unveiled what looked like a lifetime supply of Prevent Conception scrolls, and laughed again when Bradis joked, probably accurately, that they might last Dare a month.

Along with their other gifts the girls, thinking along the same lines of him with his laminated pictures of the family they could carry with them, had made him and Lily lockets with mingled strands of their hair, to take with them on adventures as a reminder of their loved ones.

Dare intended to keep the picture and locket with him wherever he went.

When the toasts and gift giving were finally done the sun was setting, and after another feast Dare and his new wives headed out onto the dance floor for their first dances as brides and groom. Dare would fondly remember those dances along with the ceremony itself as highlights of the day, and lingered in each dance, holding the women he loved close.

Afterwards he danced with his daughters, holding his babies and going through the steps. Gelaa and Melinia seemed to love it, Rellia just wanted to spin faster judging by how she squealed with laughter whenever he twirled, and Es'wesa, drowsy and cuddly, just buried her face in his chest and fell asleep.

Dare had no doubt the celebration would continue long into the night, as it had the evening before. But like Ilin and Amalisa yesterday, he and his new wives wouldn't be around for it.

Their wedding attendants gathered around the groom and brides to roars of approval from the crowd, ushering them through the front door and up the stairs, before returning to the party as Dare and his wives piled into the master bedroom with much laughter and eager anticipation.

The other women who'd usually occupy their bed, Marona, her maids, Marigold, the courtesans, and the fox girl twins, were offered a choice between their own rooms or sharing a nearby guest room. All but the baroness elected to share a bed, the mature noblewoman bowing out insisting she was tired out and could use a quiet night.

And of course Trissela slept in her pool with Soli; she'd slept with them every now and again before the birth, but now she spent her nights with the baby.

So it was just Dare and his new wives to enjoy their first night as a married man and women.


Chapter Six

Shared Feelings

Before anything else, of course, came the final ceremony to marry Dare and Sia. Which they'd planned to do as soon as they left the party.

They weren't the only ones who were eager for the final wedding, it turned out.

As they closed the bedroom door behind them a dozen glowing lights flickered into existence in the room, of various colors and ranging in intensity from barely visible to almost painful to look at, making them all jump in surprise, a few of the girls squeaking.

“Oh don't mind them,” Sia said as she ushered them into position. “That's just some guests come to watch the proceedings . . . it's not every day a goddess marries a mortal.”

That drew shocked gasps from just about everyone. “Those are deities?” Se'weir whispered, hiding behind Leilanna and covering her face. “In our bedroom?”

“Not all of them,” the petite redhead said airily. “There's also some powerful totem spirits, ancient primals, and demigods and demigoddesses.” She laughed as they shrank back. “Don't worry, most of them are barely even aware of your existence. And not much more aware of Dare's, for that matter . . . their eyes are on me.”

Not much more. Gulp.

Once everyone was in place Sia placed her hand in his. Then Ireni took the fore, smiling at him. “It's a bit odd to be leading the ceremony and then switching to Sia so she can participate in it, but bear with us.” Her face and voice became solemn. “Dare Portsmouth of Earth, you stand before us prepared to take this goddess to wife. Speak your heart.”

Sia took the fore, and Dare stared into the ancient, unfathomable depths of her sparkling green eyes.

A goddess. How arrogant was he to think he could win the love of a being he barely even knew, and was likely incapable of fully comprehending? Someone so much greater than him in power and understanding?

Then his fiancee smiled at him, knowing his thoughts and loving him, and his doubts faded. “Sia,” he said softly. “My benefactor, my love. It fills me with wonder that you've offered me your heart, and become a part of my life. Our family. While my existence may be but a blip to your infinity, I'm honored to share that blip with you. I will ever be a loving husband, and a loving father to our children.”

Sia gave him another soft smile, then Ireni took the fore. “Merellesia, called Outsider. You stand before us ready to take this man as your husband. Speak your heart.”

The goddess took the fore, smiling gently. “How can I speak of infinite love?” She closed her eyes.

The air slammed out of Dare in a breathless rush, and his knees nearly buckled as the gates of eternity briefly opened.

He felt an incomprehensible presence, vast and ancient beyond knowing, to which he was a faint spark amongst a universe of other sparks. And yet as the curtains of that presence parted he saw he was at the center of it, engulfed in its warmth. And not him alone but all their family.

Sia pulled him back gently. “I limit myself to a trickle to be with you, my love,” she whispered. “To be with our family. And I savor every drop . . . sometimes we spread ourselves so far we touch everything but lightly, and lose perspective of the finite in the infinite. You anchor me to this place, this time, so I can experience it more fully with you.”

Ireni took the fore, moving her free hand underneath their joined ones. “Dare, Sia, will you be joined as husband and wife?”

“Yea!” Dare cried, Sia taking the fore in time to join her voice to his.

Ireni returned and smiled at them both, lifting their joined hands high with her hand beneath them. “Collisa, recognize this man and goddess as husband and wife!”

Their wives shouted for joy and mobbed them in the midst of a group hug. The observing lights around them winked once, blindingly bright, then vanished.

Dare kissed Sia fiercely, feeling her press her small body and the round bulge of her pregnant belly against him.

“Come on!” Pella said when they broke the kiss, eagerly tugging on their hands. “It's time for our first night as husband and wives . . . let's go to bed!”

Dare joined his new wives in stripping down to their underwear and clambering onto the huge bed. He hadn't made any plans going into the wedding night, but apparently the women he loved had; he could understand them wanting to make the evening special.

They all had different ideas for what would make their wedding night perfect, and apparently hadn't been able to reach an agreement on which one to go with. So they presented them all to Dare to see what he thought.

Zuri wanted everyone to recreate their first times, sort of a way of making a new first time now that they were married. Which was sweet and appealing.

Leilanna wanted everyone to try something they hadn't done before, so the night would be memorable for the new experience.

Lily wanted everyone to compete to see who could orgasm the most. Which was soundly shot down by the others, who rightly pointed out that with her fertility she had an unfair advantage. Besides, a competition might be fun but it wasn't very romantic.

Pouting, the adorable bunny girl's second suggestion was that they make love in the most slow and intimate way possible, like Ireni preferred. Dare would've expected his bookish wife to jump on that suggestion, but surprisingly she didn't express an opinion on any of the suggestions.

Pella wanted to do something super naughty, her suggestion being that they all pee on Dare together. Which was again shot down, because some of the girls found it embarrassing and everyone agreed it wasn't very romantic for a wedding night.

Although they shelved it as a possibility for a later night.

Se'weir was just eager to get to the fun, and kept getting on all fours on the bed with her ass raised to him, hoping he'd mount her and get the party started. Dare probably would've, too, unable to resist that tempting sight, but the other girls kept pulling the pouting hobgoblin back into a sitting position until they could make a decision.

Until finally Sia ended the debate by chiming in with her suggestion. “I haven't given you all my gift yet, my loves.” They all paused, staring at her in surprise as her smile widened. “I want to give you something you may only experience once in your lives, if you want it . . . for your marriage night, until dawn tomorrow, the chance to feel the sensations of your partner as you make love.”

They stared at her, amazed. “You're giving us a chance to experience whatever's making Dare feel so good that he makes those goofy faces?” Leilanna asked. “Fuck yes, I want it. Let's do it!”

That seemed to be the general consensus. And Dare could admit he was excited to know how the women he loved felt being with him. He'd always been kind of curious about what multiple orgasms were like.

Also then he'd have a better idea of what would make them happy.

Sia grinned. “All right then. You'll all feel what Dare feels, and he'll feel what the woman he's currently focused on is feeling. Although the sensations you feel from each other won't be passed on in turn . . . that would cause a feedback loop that would quickly leave you all drooling vegetables.”

“I don't know what that means but let's definitely not do that,” Pella said. “Just the fun stuff, please!”

“Okay,” the goddess said. “I'm going to let Ireni take over for this . . . she's not as interested in the physical aspects, but she wants to feel what you feel, Dare.”

Ireni took the fore, looking around at them with the same eager anticipation they all showed.

Then they all gasped in unison, freezing in place as unfamiliar sensations swept through them. Assuming they were all feeling what Dare was as he experienced Zuri's sensations, since he was currently focused on her.

He felt . . . it was like a warm glow, a flush all through his body, with the heat flowing into a pleasant knot in his lower belly and then from there between his legs. He could also feel dampness on unfamiliar parts, different but no less sensitive.

Zuri's pussy, flush with her arousal. He could feel it as if it was part of his own body.

“Wow!” Lily breathed, eyes huge behind her glasses. “It's so heavy.”

Pella nodded, trembling slightly. “It's like a constant weight between my legs, always drawing attention to it. Not like . . .” She vaguely pointed at her cameltoe outlined by her sodden panties. “No wonder you can't get your mind off sex for two minutes, Dare.”

“Touch it!” Se'weir urged eagerly. “Play with it so we can feel!”

So far they'd all sat practically frozen, reluctant to overwhelm each other with unfamiliar sensations. But as his new wives took up the plea Dare reached down and freed his throbbing cock.

“Oh!” Zuri gasped, starting to reach between her legs then freezing. “I can feel it moving! How is it not super distracting, how it flops around with every motion you make?”

“Shh!” Leilanna urged, leaning forward eagerly, dark pink eyes bright. “Jack it off, Dare!”

Dare took his raging cock in both hands, and his wives all whimpered and clamped their thighs together. Which in turn made the sensation of heat he felt between his legs from Leilanna, his current focus, become the feeling of soft skin rubbing on soft skin, pressing against a super sensitive spot.

His cock throbbed urgently at even that mild stimulus.

“Oh sheltering ancestors,” Se'weir moaned. “You feel that good just from touching it?”

“Imagine how good he must feel when he's inside us,” Zuri agreed, biting her lip with her pointy little teeth.

“Especially since it always feels better when someone else is touching you than when you're touching yourself,” Lily agreed. “Like how you can't tickle yourself.”

Pella bounced on the bed; to Dare's amusement he could feel her tail wagging as he focused on her sensations. “Don't stop, Dare, rub yourself!”

He grinned and began jacking himself off with both hands, and his wives all whimpered and slumped back on the bed, eyes closed and bodies writhing as they enjoyed the sensations. “Beloved ancestors, I could get used to this,” Se'weir moaned. “It's like a giant clit you can stimulate in specific places.”

Lily broke down and jammed a hand into her panties with a plaintive cry of need, and as Dare focused on her with the sudden movement he felt the sensation of slender fingers rubbing warm flesh slick with arousal, slipping inside an opening he didn't have and so had never felt before.

Then the horny bunny girl's fingers grazed her clit, and it was like fireworks going off.

“Oh gods!” he yelped as his cock lurched, hips involuntarily humping into his double-fisted grip in a surge of pleasure.

“Oh goddess!” his new wives whimpered almost in unison, hands slipping into their own panties to rub themselves.

“Careful, girls,” Ireni warned; she was the only one not jilling off, although she was biting her lip hard and her big green eyes were a bit glassy. “We're going to make him shoot off.”

“I want to feel him shoot off!” Lily moaned. “I can't even imagine how that feels.” She mashed a thumb into her clit.

Dare, who'd been focused on her, dropped to his knees with a gasp as warm surges of pleasure rippled through his body.

He'd known the clitoris was very sensitive, and he was always careful with it, but holy shit. Now he knew.

“If we make him shoot off too many times on the less fun stuff, we won't get to feel what it's like for him when he puts it inside us,” Se'weir argued, taking her hand from her panties.

Leilanna skinned off her panties and tossed them aside, spreading her legs. “Lick me, Dare! I want you to feel how much I love it when you make me feel good down there.”

That drew a chorus of agreement from the others, who scrambled to strip off their own sodden panties and spread their legs. Even Ireni, who was still biting her lip, face flushed and small chest rising and falling in passion.

He found himself looking at six glistening pussies, labia pouting open to reveal tantalizing pink interiors. His cock lurched.

“Wow!” Pella whined, legs trembling. “Did you feel that, girls? That's just from looking at us.”

“I didn't realize just how much desire he felt for me,” Zuri agreed, squirming on the mattress. She giggled a bit giddily. “I mean obviously I knew, he doesn't exactly keep it a secret, but to feel it . . .”

Leilanna had asked first, but Dare had to go to his goblin wife. He knelt in front of her, and as she looked at him eagerly he kissed his way up her thighs, feeling the pleasant sensation she felt of his lips brushing her skin.

He hadn't realized how much she enjoyed that. And apparently he wasn't the only one.

“Ooh, he really likes your skin, Zuri,” Se'weir said. “I mean I don't blame him, it's so soft and slippery. He likes the way you smell and taste, too.”

“I'm feeling the same things you are,” Zuri said with a whimper, reaching down to grab his head and run her little fingers through his hair; he hadn't realized how much she enjoyed that, either. And from his wives' reactions they were getting a new appreciation for how much he enjoyed their touch.

Then he reached his goblin wife's sex, kissing her velvety folds, and things went from 1 to 10 in a hurry.

Gods, she felt incredible. As in his lips down there felt good for her, and for him. It was almost an overload of pleasurable sensations, similar to when Lily's love scent had walloped him like a battering ram their first time, but even more specific and intense.

He savored her nectar, lapped it up while his wives went nuts about how much he enjoyed the taste of their arousal, and eagerly swallowed before slipping his tongue into Zuri's tight entrance for more.

Ireni clambered off the bed and got underneath him, clamping her thumb and forefinger around the base of his cock just moments before Zuri squealed and squirted all over his face, her pussy winking as she sank into a powerful orgasm.

Dare felt his entire body engulfed in warmth like a bath of hot oil, dizzying surges of pleasure rippling languidly from his sex to rush through him, muscles tensing and relaxing throughout his body. And holy shit, his goblin wife's climax felt good. Maybe not as intense as his orgasms, but more sustained and felt everywhere.

Speaking of orgasms, he would've shot off too as Zuri's pleasure overwhelmed him if Ireni hadn't been there closing him off.

His surging pleasure held in check was passed on to his wives, who all moaned and squirmed, furiously rubbing themselves as they enjoyed their own climaxes. Even Ireni, focused on keeping him from coming, whimpered and clamped her thighs together, arousal dripping onto the floor.

Dare, panting as the overwhelming urge to shoot gradually receded, took turns focusing on each of the women he loved in turn, feeling their pleasure. No two were the same, of course, but the sensations were all similar and wonderful.

Although he noticed that Zuri's and especially Lily's were the most intense, probably thanks to their high fertility.

Ireni finally released him, and he pulled his petite wife into his arms, kissing her softly. “Thanks for looking out for me, like always,” he said, nuzzling her auburn hair.

“Ooh, kissing feels nice.” Se'weir sighed. “I want to feel him kiss me.”

“And lick me!” Pella said; he could feel her tail wagging against the bedspread beneath her. “Come on, husband, keep going!”

The girls all sighed happily. “Husband,” Leilanna repeated. “I love the sound of that.”

Zuri nodded. “Yes, husband, make love to us. Show us how it feels to touch us, taste us, be inside us.”

“And call us wife!” Ireni urged, kissing his neck; he could feel how she loved being held, the intimacy of making love, and knowing she was making him feel good. Although her own desire for pleasure didn't seem very strong.

Dare grinned. “All right, wife. Want to go next?” He gently lifted her onto the bed, spread her legs, and tenderly kissed her nether lips.

His other wives sighed. “Oh, that's so sweet,” Se'weir murmured.

Ireni was sweet. Her arousal had a light and delicate taste, with a hint of ambrosia he'd first tasted from Sia when she'd visited him in mannequin form in a dream. He couldn't get enough of it, and gently kissed and licked her silky folds while she sighed and ran her hands through his hair.

Finally her slender legs closed around his head, and her arousal flowed faster for a few moments as she had a gentle climax that left Dare shaking with satisfaction and enjoyment. His wives had their own orgasms, also more gentle but none the less enjoyable.

To his quiet delight, he realized that the restrained lack of interest in pleasure he felt from Ireni had loosened slightly. As if sharing their intimacy from his perspective had awakened her own. He kissed her softly, and she held him close as her eyes shone with tears of joy.

Dare licked at each of his wives' fonts of love in turn, enjoying being able to feel the pleasure he gave them with his lips and tongue. Happy to show them how much he loved the smell and taste of their arousal and the feel of their velvety folds.

Their climaxes tended to come at the same time, because when he felt one of his wives go off it sent the same surges of pleasure through him, and Ireni was usually forced to pinch off his cock before he shot everywhere. At which point his pent up pleasure sent the others into their own quivering orgasms.

By the time Dare finished licking Se'weir to a series of rolling climaxes, gasping in delight at the intense and nonstop ripples of pleasure through his body, his wives were all begging Ireni to let him come already.

“It's too intense,” Pella whined, squirming on her fingers. “I can't stand it anymore, I need to feel it!”

But the petite redhead firmly kept him pinched off until the urge to come faded. At which point his wives regained some clarity. “Okay, he should fuck one of us and come inside!” Leilanna said. “Then we'll get to feel what he feels when he fucks us, and what he feels when he comes.”

It didn't take long to settle on Zuri as first. Not only was she his first love, if they wanted to go in order, but she was also the first of them he'd gone down on so it had come back around to her.

Dare felt himself shaking with anticipation as he positioned himself over his beloved goblin wife. He couldn't wait to feel what she felt when he made love to her.

She looked up at him with her big yellow eyes, trembling with desire. “I love you, husband,” she whispered. “Take me.”

He kissed her softly, lining up to her entrance.

He could feel what Zuri felt as his large tip rubbed her small lips, the sensation of them being parted and stretched as he began to push inside. The feelings that swept through her, then through him, were so intense his knees buckled. Which meant that instead of pushing inside her slowly he slid into her a few inches before he caught himself.

He wasn't the only one in the room who cried out in pleasure at the sensation.

“Goddess, Zuri, you're so tight!” Leilanna whimpered.

“This is how we feel for him when he's inside us?” Ireni moaned.

Dare grit his teeth around his own groan. The feel of having a pussy, of being stretched by a huge cock, of feeling stimulated by it in all the best places, was indescribable.

Thanks to the world system there was no discomfort, or at least no more than his goblin wife would feel if she was a human woman taking such a huge cock. But all the sensations of having such a tiny pussy were still there.

His cock felt huge. He felt like he was being stretched gloriously, opening up that body part he didn't have, filling it wonderfully. A sense of rightness with it there, as if it belonged. Of wanting it to stay there.

His own feelings, but mirrored. Accepting rather than giving.

And his own feelings seemed to fill his wives with wonder. “No wonder you never last long inside me,” Zuri gasped, beaming with delight. “I'm so happy I make you feel this good.” She reached down and grabbed his ass, pulling him into her. “Keep going! I want to feel how my pussy massages you when you're moving inside me.”

Dare continued thrusting until he bottomed out, moving slowly, almost delicately, so the sensations he felt from Zuri didn't overwhelm him, and the pleasure he felt didn't overwhelm everyone.

He was in heaven. Of course he was more than satisfied with having a cock, and wasn't at all interested in being fucked by one. But he still savored the opportunity to know what it felt like for the woman he loved as he made love to her, pulling out and then thrusting in again while they both gasped.

It felt incredible, it was sexy as hell, and it made him feel closer to his wife.

If he didn't normally last long in Zuri's vise-tight tunnel, he lasted even less time when he felt how she felt. And she came even sooner than usual, whimpering as her pink walls clamped down on him with enough force to begin to push him out. Milking his shaft urgently as she shook with pleasure and her arousal flooded where they were joined.

Dare rode her earth-shattering climax with her and fought heroically to hold out, to keep going and drive her to a higher peak. But it was a losing battle.

“Here it comes!” Se'weir squeaked, furiously rubbing herself. “Oh sheltering ancestors, it's like an unstoppable flood!”

Lily nodded, eyes wide. “Seriously, this is what he has to hold back to make sure we're satisfied before having his own release?”

“I feel bad for every time I teased him,” Leilanna agreed. She whimpered. “Oh gods, he's going over! It hasn't even started and it already feels amazing. This is going to be incr-”

Dare's orgasm swept over him like a raging tsunami, his cock spurting against Zuri's cervix with glorious intensity. As it began his wives all squealed and squirted in unison, limp on the bed in the throes of their own overpowering orgasms.

“That, that, oh gods, Dare!” Ireni whimpered as his orgasm continued in pulsing surges of pleasure. “How do you not go blind, feeling that every time?”

Dare was lost in a haze of pleasure as he felt Zuri's sensations of his huge cock pulsing inside her, filling her with his incredibly hot seed. His orgasm lasted longer than he could ever remember in the throes of the powerful waves of warmth rippling through his goblin wife, making her muscles feel weak and trembly from the pure intensity of her peak.

He shot one last time and his strength gave out, rolling to one side while still inside Zuri and bringing her with him to cuddle in his arms. She felt small and soft and sweet, and he got the sensations from her of him feeling big and strong and comforting.

“No wonder you make such goofy faces,” Leilanna moaned, flopping weakly as she finally came down from her climax. “It's like every orgasm you give us balled up into one and happening at the same time.”

“Maybe not quite that much,” Lily panted, still squirming in pleasure. “But nature's bounty, that was intense.”

Dare rolled onto his back as his wives gathered around him, making a warm cuddly pile of kisses and caresses.

Leilanna abruptly giggled. “He likes the feel of your pussy pressed against his hip, Lily.”

His bunny girl wife giggled too. “I know. Especially when I do this.” She began rubbing her velvety folds against him, warm arousal sliding down his skin, and his cock lurched inside Zuri and stiffened to full hardness again.

“Oooh, he really likes the feel of that,” Se'weir said, kissing his forehead from above. “Careful, Zuri, you're going to make him shoot again.”

“Yeah, get off him so Pella can take her turn,” Leilanna agreed. “I want to feel what it's like inside her.”

Pella shook her head. “Ireni should go next. I want to feel him making sweet love to her the way they always do. And he'll last longer with her.”

His redheaded wife bit her lip, eyes full of longing. “I do want to feel what he feels with me,” she agreed quietly. “But we should go in order and it's Pella's turn.”

“Well too bad, because I'm giving you my turn.” His dog girl wife rolled away, gently pushing Ireni in where she'd been pressed against him.

The other girls all agreed, so Dare began tenderly kissing and caressing his beautiful petite wife, running his hands over her big pregnant belly.

“Oooh, our baby bumps really turn him on,” Leilanna said with a giggle. “He's so happy his children are growing inside us.”

“It almost makes me want to have another one,” Se'weir said with a dreamy sigh. “But there's no rush. Maybe when Es'wesa's a few months older, so she'll be weaned by the time the new baby's born.”

A few months? And that wasn't rushing?

Soon enough Dare knelt over Ireni, pressing his tip against her velvet folds. He and the other wives all sucked in a delighted breath at the feel of her against his sensitive tip.

“We're much too rough on you during your refractory period,” Se'weir said, kissing his shoulder. “You're amazing for fucking right through like you do.”

“Thank Sia,” Dare joked, looking into Ireni's eyes. He leaned down and kissed her as he gently slid inside.

His wives all gasped again at the quiet pleasure of her welcoming warmth, the beautiful redhead most of all. “This is how I make you feel?” she whispered, eyes shining. “I'm so happy.”

He kissed her again and began making slow, gentle love to her, expressing the depth of his feelings with every tender motion, lingering kiss, and light caress. And thanks to Sia she could feel them too.

And he could feel hers. How at peace she felt when he was inside her, how connected with him. The feeling that they were one, that they belonged. That she was loved and accepted and desired for all of her, and not just for her body like for so much of her life. At least before Sia saved her and helped her heal and start anew, rekindling a hope for true happiness she thought long dead.

That she was safe with someone she could trust everything of herself to, not just her body but her heart.

As always Dare's pleasure was quiet but deep with Ireni, tender rather than urgent. They moved for a few minutes in perfect harmony, not to increase the sensation of their coupling but the intimacy of it.

“I love you, wife,” he said, kissing her slender neck.

“I love you, husband,” she replied, stroking his back. Then he felt it.

Deep within her, restrained but swiftly building in intensity. The desire for pleasure she usually wasn't interested in, the need to be satisfied. Not just emotionally but physically.

His beloved wife was horny. And getting hornier by the second.

“Ireni!” he gasped, cock twitching at the unexpectedness of it.

Ireni gasped too, eyes widening in surprise. “I don't usually feel this,” she whispered in awe. “Sometimes I feel like I've lost the ability to.” Her hands slid down to his ass and grabbed hard, and she whimpered. “Gods, you're sexy. Take me, husband. Take me as your wife. Let's make the most of this.”

Dare began moving inside her again. Still gently, but with more urgency. Her silken walls rippled as they caressed him, and the surge of pleasure he felt made her groan and grip his ass tighter.

Her slender legs wrapped around him, her huge pregnant belly pressed against his, and she began whimpering in enjoyment. Her arousal flowed more intensely than usual, warm and slick, bringing the hint of ambrosia scent that filled his mind with a pleasant haze.

He'd brought her to orgasm before, but those had been the gentlest and most loving sort of climaxes, the pinnacle of their joining. Now she cried out in pleasure, clawed at his back, and surged up against him, welcoming walls milking him desperately.

His wives cried out with her at the pleasure Dare felt, not only in her but from her. He didn't even try to hold back as his orgasm surged and he filled her with his seed. They all came together, trembling at the intensity of it.

“Oh!” Ireni whimpered, urgently pushing her hips against him as her pink walls eagerly caressed his length. “I love feeling this from you. Knowing you feel this way for me.”

Dare loved it too. Knowing how he made the woman he loved feel, the joy and the closeness and pleasure. It was a gift he'd treasure for the rest of his life. For all of his wives as he made love to them.

Finally Dare pulled out of his delicate wife and flopped down beside her, gathering her in his arms and holding her close. Although they only cuddled for a few moments.

His other wives, excited by Ireni's unexpected horniness, practically shoved him on top of Se'weir, who happily assumed her favorite pose with her head down and her ass high, ready to be mounted. And mount her he did.

Egged on by the others, he plunged into his plump little hobgoblin wife's soft depths, luxuriating in the joy she felt at feeling him inside her. The pleasure she felt at being stretched and filled was a joy in itself, heightening the glorious feel of eagerly hammering her into the mattress while she squealed, soft little body jiggling delightfully.

His wives thrashed on the bed around him, sunk in their own enjoyment as they experienced his pleasure. Since he lasted longer than with Zuri, and with more intensity than Ireni even when she got horny, the sensations were much more powerful and lasting for them.

Combined with their ability to enjoy multiple orgasms, they were soon clawing to higher and higher peaks as they squirmed against each other, bringing each other even more pleasure with their fingers and tongues.

Whenever Dare looked at his wives he felt their orgasms, so intense he had to fight not to erupt himself. Even after coming twice he wasn't sure how long he could last, but he did his best as he savored the pleasure he was feeling with the women he loved.

Finally Se'weir squealed and collapsed to the mattress, limp after her own multiple orgasms. He rode her down and thrust in a few final times, then as his wives all begged him to come he released inside his hobgoblin wife, pumping his seed deep into her fertile womb.

Around him he heard the girls all cry out in their own towering climaxes, before finally slumping as he came down from his own orgasm.

They were all exhausted after that, to the point that in spite of their excitement at their wedding night and the wonder of the gift Sia had given them, they cuddled together for a nap.

Dare and his wives woke a few hours later gasping and arching their backs in unison, all of them feeling Pella's soft flat tongue wrapped around his cock, sliding up and down it as she took him into her warm mouth.

Humming happily, his dog girl wife worked him with her lips and tongue until he was hard as a rock, then playfully sat down on his cock in the reverse cowgirl position, fluffy tail wagging in his face. And the fun started all over again.

Pella, then Lily, then Leilanna, and finally Sia. Cherishing all of them as his wives, wondering in their pleasure at the feel of him inside them, as they got to enjoy his own pleasure at feeling their silky pussies wrapped around his length.

His wives enjoyed so many orgasms that by the time he finally erupted inside Sia, with enough intensity he saw stars, they were all completely wrung out and fully satisfied. They flopped over to cuddle together, giggling a bit at how all of them were weak as kittens.

“Goodnight, wives,” Dare said, eyes drooping. “I love you.”

“Good night, husband,” each of the women he loved said in turn, to giddy giggles of delight.

They drifted off together, full of the wonder of what they'd just shared and the joy of being married.


Chapter Seven

Bliss

The next two weeks were some of the most blissful of Dare's time on Collisa.

After spending so much time away from home, or home but focused on leveling up and preparing for the raid, it was a luxury beyond words to be able to just spend time with each of his new wives. Not just naughty fun, although there was as much of that as you'd expect for a honeymoon, but also cuddling, talking, laughing, playing, and working together on projects the women he loved were passionate about.

He got to fall in love with them all over again. Cooking with Se'weir, bantering with Leilanna, playing tag with Pella and Lily, managing the estate with Ireni, carrying Zuri on runs around Nirim Manor, and deep discussions with Sia where she challenged his knowledge of Collisa without telling him anything.

And playing games, and going for walks, and swimming, and spending time with the babies every minute they were awake. It was wonderful.

After the first night their other lovers rejoined the fun, and his wives began including the courtesans as well, giving him and the rest of the harem a chance to fuck them all. The horny maids even began occasionally spending the night in bed with them. Which Dare could admit he especially enjoyed for the chance to hold Buttercup the mouse girl's furry little body close, stroking her soft fur as he drifted off.

Marona had to leave on the third day of the honeymoon, regretfully insisting she'd taken as much time away from her duties as she could spare. Ilin and Amalisa departed with her entourage, a bittersweet farewell with much hugging and more than a few tears. Jurrin also went with them to make arrangements to move to Nirim Manor and join Dare's party.

The other guests had long since returned home. Including Seris and Selis, who Dare promised to visit in a month so he could be there for the birth and see his new children. Zuri and Clovis also promised to go and help out.

With the baroness's departure Dare firmly closed the manor grounds to everyone but the family, their long term guests, and the staff. With the exception of laborers working on the endless improvements to their home, that is.

Then he and his loved ones settled back to enjoy the honeymoon and spend time with each other and their children. And time to actually live at Nirim Manor, after all their work to make the place a comfortable and beautiful home for their family.

They also had time to tackle major projects.

Working together they got the hot tub and bathhouse finished, which became new places for them to play. And everyone who used the large public baths, separated into one for men, one for women, and one for Dare and his wives and consorts, agreed that they were an amazing luxury that soon came to feel like a necessity.

They were all pruny for a large part of the few days after the official opening of the hot tub and bath house, which became favorite leisure spots. Even the babies, young as they were, absolutely loved the shallow wading area of the pool.

They also made the final arrangements to purchase the 10,000 acres of land in the wilds to the east of them, since at the speed Nirim Manor territory was growing it would be needed sooner rather than later.

Dare also oversaw Lyan's education, with the help of his wives, consorts, and adventuring companions.

True to his word he sent the lad to the outlying villages every other day, using it as an opportunity to teach civic management and what communities needed to prosper. As well as how they could continue to be improved with public works, which the young squire took part in, and which would be most beneficial depending on the village's needs.

To Lyan's credit, once he realized the value of the education, especially if he ever inherited property or purchased land he could lease to tenants, he became enthusiastic and threw himself into the work. He didn't balk at any task, no matter how difficult or onerous, and he was quick to befriend the villagers and listen to their issues.

He even accepted Dare's challenge to try to think of new ways to improve the villages and increase the prosperity of the villagers, and thus all of Nirim Manor territory as a whole.

Now that Dare had the time, he was able to focus more on helping the villages himself. Mainly one of the most important things he could think of that would improve their lives: education.

Just about everyone on Collisa could read, due to needing to be able to use the world system's information screens. But while he would've thought that would overall improve people's level of education, and in some ways it certainly did, for most their schooling stopped there.

They'd learn basic adding and subtracting, and the knowledge needed for their specific careers, but that was about it. In many cases that was because the class they chose gave abilities that in part replaced the need for knowledge, but it left a huge gap in their skills. A lack that often caused them hardship and made it difficult for them to improve their circumstances.

Ireni had already started finding teachers and begun construction on elementary schools, but Dare was happy to step in personally. He handed out his maps and journals from his adventuring, giving his knowledge of the areas he'd traveled through and the monsters he'd fought. They provided a monster compendium for common low to midrange level monsters in Haraldar, and would help people safely level up.

Dare also spoke to Ireni, Lily, and Marigold about a more advanced school for gifted children and adults. Not to mention mentorship programs and apprenticeships, so the more skilled and educated experts could take children under their wings and get them trained to lead productive lives.

He wanted Nirim Manor territory to move above basic agrarian living, and education was key to that.

On the subject of moving above subsistence living, a major part of what he wanted to achieve with his schools was encouraging children nearing the age where they'd pick their class to choose one that would give them better prospects, not to mention contribute needed skills to the community.

As it was most people chose a class like Tiller, Rancher, Herbalist, Archer, Marksman, Fisher, or Forager. Ones that would let them get food in the direst circumstances, which for many had been most of their lives.

That seemed incredible to Dare, given how forgiving Collisa was when it came to food, as with so many other things. Crops grew faster, especially with abilities, animals produced more young which grew to adulthood faster, and the wilds teemed with edible plants and fungi.

There was no reason why people shouldn't be able to easily produce enough food to feed several people. As Dare had done for his loved ones in their wandering before they purchased Nirim Manor.

There were some reasons for that, of course. First off the wilds were dangerous, with roaming monsters and animal predators. Most people didn't have Adventurer's Eye, and they took their life in their hands every time they faced an enemy in the wild, not knowing if it would be weak enough to kill or up to 10 levels higher than them. Granted, at 11 levels higher they got an innate warning sense of danger that urged them to flee, but a 10 level higher enemy could kill them in one hit anyway, so the limited early warning was only so useful.

Another reason was that most people, especially those without combat classes, didn't get very high level. The benefits in quality and quantity of food production for classes like Tiller and Rancher were so much higher at even Level 30, to the point that one person could do the work of five.

Last of all, sadly, people lived hand to mouth because local lords kept them that way, with heavy taxes or restrictions on their freedom. They also weren't protected from danger, which should've been one of the most important duties of a local lord. Because of that they often lost everything to a roaming monster or predator and barely escaped with their lives, then had to start over.

Like what had almost happened in Lone Ox.

At Nirim Manor Dare and Ireni could improve circumstances in all those areas. By sharing his monster compendium people could have a better idea of what they were facing and would feel more confident going out into the wilds for food.

They could also level up to improve the benefits their class gave them, which Dare intended to encourage by having combat classes take noncombat classes out with them to get experience for a nominal fee.

Finally, aside from light taxes demanded by the province and basic rent, Dare didn't demand anything of his tenants. He also ensured they were protected from external threats and crime, providing them the freedom and security to work towards prosperity.

Over time his territory would be able to produce enough food that many, perhaps even most, people could choose other classes that were necessary or beneficial for a more advanced society. Professions like artists, inventors, researchers, and crafters.

Not to mention useful classes that didn't seem to get much use, like Messenger and Phasewarper. The reason Messenger was often overlooked was simple, because basically all it gave was running speed and message encryption; most people in Haraldar didn't realize the huge value of swift communication, and in many cases private correspondence.

As for Phasewarper, Dare would've thought that everyone would want to pick such an awesome class, since it would let them teleport wherever they wanted and even transport large quantities of cargo or groups of people with them. An even more valuable ability than running swiftly with Messenger.

Unfortunately, he learned from Carilina that Phasewarpers didn't start getting portal spells until Level 30, and even there they couldn't start traveling farther distances until even higher levels.

Which didn't deter him; he'd just have to encourage people to pick the class anyway, on the assurance Nirim Manor territory would assist them in getting those high levels. Portals for travel and transport were hands down one of the most valuable abilities a person could have, and one that any successful community should have ready access to.

He even personally took a few youths who'd picked the Phasewarper class at his urging, and some of the new guards who needed to level up to do their duties, out to spawn points to help them level for a few hours. His goal was more than just helping them; he focused on showing them what they could expect from the monsters in the spawn points he showed them, and how to best fight them, so they could come out again without him and safely do more leveling.

Far from the nearby spawn points being a danger and a hassle, which they certainly could be if left alone, Dare considered them a resource to be used to the territory's benefit.

Unlike guards in most towns, who were encouraged to be a melee class, and sometimes even a dagger wielding or unarmed class, because so many of their fights were indoors or in narrow alleys, Dare encouraged his guards to have a good distribution of combat classes.

More like an adventuring party.

Although if his guards were weighted in favor of any priority, it was mobility and range. He encouraged the hiring of ranged spellcasters, archers, and most of all crowd control that could make arrests without injuring or killing the people they were pursuing.

They might have some disadvantages in close quarter fights, but they could always use specialized guard teams for those situations.

With all these plans for improvements, not just to the infrastructure but in how people could more effectively use their classes and abilities, he was excited to see what Nirim Manor territory could become.

Unsurprisingly, Dare and Lily didn't get much leveling done during those two weeks. But the party was able to continue leveling without them, including Jurrin when he arrived.

They went out every day, farming the familiar spawn points for experience even though they were starting to get too high level for them. Dare eventually started sending Lyan out with them as well, so the lad could learn how the party operated.

Near the end of the honeymoon he and Lily even went out with Lyan a few times, helping him level up at appropriate level spawn points closer to Terana.

Marona's gift of the Durese stallion proved a huge boon for the young squire, allowing him to keep up with them. For his part the young noble was an excellent equestrian, having trained on horseback since he was very young. Once the stallion got used to him, he was able to ride the powerful steed with no issues.

It beat having to give Lyan a piggyback ride to the Level 12-13 spawn points they decided would be best for getting him experience.

Dare could admit that others probably would've been more suited to helping the young Flanker level, like Ireni, Jurrin, or Horold with their barriers or Veressa or Pella with their crowd control. But against such low level monsters Dare could tank with his spear, fending off the pathetic attacks while Lyan whaled on them from behind.

Helping another bowman level would've been the most convenient, but at least his squire didn't have to worry about a mana pool. He could hack at monsters all day with the same steadiness that Dare and Lily could loose arrows, showing an impressive endurance and the seemingly inexhaustible energy of youth.

Although Dare figured he'd give Lyan his Level 23 ring that gave 5% stamina regen when he was high enough level. Which hopefully wouldn't take too long, even at the more deliberate pace whenever Dare or one of the others could make the time to help his squire, or when they passed suitable level spawn points while out adventuring.

Far from complaining about the amount of experience he was getting, the lad seemed blown away by the shocking speed at which he farmed monsters with their help, and delighted when he gained Level 12.

He had a long ways to go, and Dare wouldn't feel comfortable letting him fill his role as a tank until he was grown up in a few years and could choose to take on that risk. Although honestly as a Flanker he'd be pretty good for melee DPS too if he selected the right abilities.

And if Dare was being honest, it was nice to be helping someone level again; once Lily had caught up enough to join the party he'd missed that part of adventuring. Lyan was hardworking and a quick learner, too. An ideal student.

As happy as Dare was during that time, and much as he'd miss his wives, consorts, and children when he got back to leveling, he was ready when the two weeks ended. Level 45 called, and at 44 he'd finally be able to use the Master quality Boots of the Elder Duskenain, which wouldn't do anything for damage but gave a ton of defensive bonuses. Especially an on use barrier called “Sand Shield” with a 5 minute cooldown.

He'd certainly make use of them, but more importantly once Lily reached that level she'd be able to use them, which would let her focus more on damage enchantments since her survivability would be greatly improved.

So on the 17th of Rov, Collisa's equivalent to May, Dare and Lily hugged their wives and the babies goodbye.

Then, accompanied by Lyan and the rest of the party, they prepared to set out for some serious leveling up.

◆◆◆

Most of Dare's companions, even Lily, Jurrin, and Estellis, had gotten high enough level that they could no longer find good monsters to hunt within a day's range of Nirim Manor.

Which meant they wouldn't be able to return home every night. Or at least, nobody but Dare and Lily and whoever rode the Durese stallion would be able to travel fast enough for that.

That was a problem that was only going to get worse in the high 40s, at which point they might have to find an entirely different leveling location far from any settlement, which would be almost impossible to find even in a frontier region like Bastion.

They'd probably have to travel north of the border, into the true wilds.

Either way, for now the party was going to venture much deeper into the mountains on a long term trip, to a spot where Dare had found Level 38-48 spawn points months ago in his previous hunt for party rated monsters.

Better yet, there were even a few Level 18-20 spawn points for Lyan. That was thanks to how the levels of spawn points varied wildly in the mountains due to abrupt elevation changes. And also the fact that there were no nearby settlements, which would constrict the spawn points to lowest levels, predictably increasing in strength with distance.

Lyan would need help to farm the monsters, but with just a few spawn points to clear it wouldn't take long, and he'd be getting consistent experience twice a day when monsters respawned. Due to needing less experience at lower levels he'd still level up faster than the rest of them, which would help him catch up to the party over time.

The young squire was excited at the prospect. “Usually only wealthy lords have personal respawns above Level 10 and people to help them,” he said with an excited grin, bowing low. “Thank you, Sir Dare.”

He wasn't the only one eager to farm the high mountain valley. With the time lost after the raid, between the weeks traveling to Lone Ox and back, and then the wedding and poor experience farming during the honeymoon, the rest of the party was excited be making real progress again.

The Level 45-48 monsters would be tough, but with Bradis geared to take hits from raid bosses they could safely do it. Although the 8 level disparity meant those monsters actually hit almost as hard as a raid boss.

They needed those spawn points, though, because without them there weren't enough to justify a full day of leveling through both respawn times.

Dare felt a bit bad about it, but he and Lily didn't plan to camp out with their companions long term. Not when they had the speed to make it home to their family, especially since with the Home Ward they could fast travel home at the end of every day's farming, and only had to make the run in the mornings.

His companions didn't seem to mind, as long as they were able to reliably farm a good area for what could be weeks or months and make incredible progress. They even brought along camp followers: cooks, foresters, crafters, animal handlers for the mounts and pack animals to regularly bring the loot down to Nirim Manor, and even a Bard who tagged along for a few gold and a chance for new stories.

It was going to be a genuine expedition, even if it was only about a day's ride from Nirim Manor.

Excited at the prospect, the party rode hard into the mountains, clearing the few spawn points high enough level to give experience as they passed. They even helped Lyan clear a few spawn points closer to his level, to the squire's excitement.

The area they'd be farming in was a series of mountain ridges and peaks close to the Tangle, the living wall separating the region of Bastion from the elvish kingdom of Elaivar to the east. It was the farthest spot in the entire region from any settlement, which again meant once they'd out-leveled the area they were going to have to venture much farther afield to level up.

Dare didn't look forward to the probable necessity of leaving his family for long periods of time, but maybe there was something he could do to mitigate travel times. Like finding a Phasewarper like Lord Hormot, or even Hormot himself, to teleport them there and back.

But that was something to plan for in the future. For now, while he'd miss his family back home he was excited to get back to adventuring.

On the way into the mountains they passed near the entrance to Gurzan's Last Hold, although not too close; in their leveling his companions had reported spotting teams of dwarves lurking around the mountains, cautiously poking around searching for the lost dwarven city.

Dare was worried the searching dwarves might have Trackers or other classes with the ability to read tracks, follow scents, or other means of spotting their trail, so he'd urged everyone to stay away from the hidden entrance so the dwarves would have nothing to follow.

Now, though, he wanted to check on the undermountain goblins and make sure the hidden dwarven city hadn't been found. So he and Lily left their party behind and trekked up to the ridge overlooking the entrance. Then he had his wife bound down to perch on the cliff above the opening, and after she dropped behind the bushes he Pounced to her.

Now there'd be no tracks for ten yards, and the tracks in question were hidden.

They made their way to the vast underground cavern, searching around for signs that it had been disturbed since their last visit. To their relief there didn't seem to be any, so either any dwarves who'd stumbled on the place were more subtle than them or the place remained undiscovered.

Considering the teams of searchers outside were still busily exploring the mountains, hopefully the latter.

Satisfied the secret of the underground city remained safe, they made their way along the tunnel they'd traveled a couple times before to where Molzog's Delvings began, the vast underground world complete with plants and animals, monster spawn points, and intelligent races.

The spawn point with the Behemoth Ants, which blocked the path to the undermountain goblins' new home, also looked undisturbed. Dare and Lily cleared the monsters as easily as before, then made their way in to check on the goblins.

To their dismay, instead they found an abandoned camp and signs the goblins had ventured deeper into the tunnels.

He knew Haz, the goblins' spokesperson, had mentioned the tribe might travel deeper into the Delvings in search of a better permanent home. Even so, they spent a few minutes exploring the nearby tunnels, turning back when they encountered chasms or spawn points.

They didn't find the goblins, but they did find someone.

Dare had just begun edging around a corner leading to a large cavern, bow ready in case of roaming monsters, when his perception circle warned him of someone ahead. He froze, searching, but at first didn't see the person he knew had to be there.

Then he spotted an outline in the gloom, motionless but just distinct enough to pick out with effort thanks to his Owlsight. As he focused on it he saw finer details, a slender figure dressed in black cloth, with a slightly lighter charcoal gray skin and black hair that seemed to suck in the light.

He could see just well enough to use his Adventurer's Eye: “Dark Elf, Adult Female. Humanoid, intelligent. Class Spellflinger Level 39. Attacks: Meteor, Flamespout, Mudslide, Rock Shrapnel, Firestorm, Redline.”

He didn't think he'd given any sign he'd spotted the dark elf, but she must've had much better night vision than him. Without warning flames whooshed to life around the shadowy figure's hands, revealing a delicate, achingly beautiful face and a tall, slender body in tight-fitting robes.
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“Whoa!” Dare yelped, ducking back around the corner. “Easy, easy! I'm not looking for trouble.” He hoped she understood Elaivar Elvish.

Apparently she did. “People who wander unwelcome in places they do not belong are looking for trouble, whether they realize it or not,” the woman snapped, her voice melodious.

“Fair enough,” he replied. “I had no intention of venturing into Molzog's Delvings or intruding on anyone's domain. I'm just here searching for my friends.”

The light flickering around the corner vanished with another whoosh. “You search in vain, human. Leave this place, before you incur wrath beyond your ken.”

Lily was tugging on his arm, more than ready to bolt. But Dare hesitated. “Of course. I just want to know my friends are okay. They're a tribe of goblins who've recently been in this area.”

There was a long pause. Dare risked peeking around the corner and saw the shadowy figure had come closer. “Your friends . . . are goblins,” the dark elf finally said flatly.

He grinned at her. “They're pretty nice when you get to know them.”

There was another long silence, the Spellflinger motionless. He wished he could see her face. Finally she stirred. “My people have encountered no goblins, nor have any passed into forbidden territory. Seek elsewhere, human. Or, if you are wise, return to the surface where you belong.”

“All right. I would like to have friendship with your people, but if you wish to be left alone we'll leave you in peace.”

“That would be a pleasant surprise, knowing the persistence of humans in exploring deep into dark places, heedless of the mountain of stone hanging over their heads.” The dark elf started to turn away, then paused and chattered something in a light, flowing language.

Lily, who still held his arm, jumped in shock, then hesitantly chattered something back in the same language. The dark elf laughed, spoke briefly, then vanished down a tunnel on the other side of the cavern.

Dare looked after her. “What was that?”

His bunny girl wife tugged him insistently back the way they'd come. “Apparently she speaks the cunid language. Which is a bit of a surprise . . . I didn't think my kind would venture this far beneath the earth, and it would take pretty incredible circumstances to befriend another race enough to share our language.”

Interesting. Dare hadn't even known bunny girls had their own language, and his translation stone certainly hadn't been able to do anything with it. Not surprising, given the reclusive race. “What did she say?”

She giggled. “That you're cute, and I should take you back into the sunlight before she has to burn your handsome face.” She paused. “Also that humans can't help but talk when they should be running, but a bunny girl should know better.”

He grinned at her. “Hey, if she thinks I'm handsome the meeting can't have gone that badly, in spite of her threats.”

Lily shook her head with a sigh. “I wouldn't get your hopes up about fucking a dark elf. From what I've heard they're even more stuck up than high elves, and don't think much of other races.”

“Well, you never know. Maybe they'll surprise us and want to be friends.” He frowned as they passed the abandoned goblin camp. “You think she was telling the truth about the Haz's people?”

“She didn't seem to be lying. It looked to me like she didn't think enough of us or the undermountain goblins to bother with that.”

Dare sighed. “Well, I guess we hope for the best for them, then.”

They made their way to the concealed entrance, where Lily bounded back up the cliff without leaving tracks, and he Pounced to her. They left Gurzan's Last Hold behind and rejoined their party to continue on to the spawn points.

Not long before sunset they reached a valley near the center of the planned leveling area, found an ideal location to set up their base camp, and got to work pitching tents and setting up latrines and other long term amenities. Then, in spite of the late hour, they eagerly found a few spawn points to demolish.

The gods must've been smiling on their efforts (ie Sia's gift of extra luck to Dare), because in a Level 41-43 spawn point of Shambling Moss Horrors, the second they cleared, a Level 41 Journeyman quality bow dropped.

That was exciting for Lily, because she didn't have a bow to replace her current one yet. She couldn't use the Ironstone Greatbow because of the strength requirement, which even Dare struggled with, so this bow was a huge boon for her.

Once she got 3 levels, that is, which would probably take over a month even at the best leveling pace.

Still, his bunny girl wife was super excited about the loot. And as usual when she was excited, she got super horny. To the point that while the others continued to loot the moss monsters they'd killed, she dragged Dare to a nearby thicket and practically tackled him to the ground.

She then proceeded to ride him furiously for almost ten minutes through multiple orgasms, for both of them, before they both came together a final time, cleaned up, and rejoined the party.

While they'd planned to travel home every day, for the first night they'd agreed to spend it with their companions. They wanted to have an informal celebration for jumping back into leveling, so they cooked a good meal, cracked open a cask of ale, and the Bard got out his drums and began reciting ballads.

To his credit, Lyan didn't try to beg or sneak a drink, like Felicia probably would've. Maybe it was better discipline and conscientiousness, although it probably helped that Se'weir had packed a skin of sweet mint and burdock tea for him, which in Haraldar was as popular as lemonade would be where lemons were available.

It was a good evening. They'd cleared monsters until dark, confirmed they could kill Level 48s as a party, and gotten a good start on their leveling. And now they were seated among friends with good food, drink, and a real life Bard serenading them with heroic tales.

Dare loved it. And he had no complaints about that night, either.

One of the camp followers was a brunette dog girl named Gilea, a refugee from Melarawn village. On one of Dare's visits there to check on Lyan's work, as well as organize leveling groups for non-combat classes, Gilea had invited him into her cabin and pulled him onto her bed for some afternoon fun.

She seemed to have enjoyed it, because she obviously wanted to go again. She flirted with him and Lily for most of the evening, and when he and his bunny girl wife finally retired to their tent the dog girl was happy to come along.

She was even more happy to get a good fucking while Lily rode her face.

After an hour or so the wild threesome wound down, and Dare finally fell asleep between the two women, contented and looking forward to leveling up. And he couldn't complain that there'd be another cute girl to fuck in camp when they were there.

Although she'd probably be a bit disappointed, because he and Lily planned to spend most of their nights at home with their family.


Chapter Eight

New Joy

On the first of Kel, Collisa's equivalent to June, Dare finally hit Level 44 and could equip the Boots of the Elder Duskenain.

With the stat boosts of +10 constitution and +50 armor rating he felt much tankier, which he saw immediately in his increased hit points. He had a bit of fun having Lily punch him as hard as she could while he alternated taking off and putting on the boots, to gauge the difference.

The biggest feature of the boots, though, was the on-use barrier Sand Shield. It wasn't as if he'd never had a barrier placed on him, but being able to call one up himself in an emergency was awesome, and would help out a ton if something went wrong in a fight.

Or even just an everyday accident; Dare had confirmed that it would protect him from minor fall damage or if he accidentally ran face first into a branch.

Also it had a glittering golden sand pattern effect, just enough to be noticeable but not enough to obscure visibility. It looked badass, and he sometimes put it on just for the visual.

During that time Lily got to Level 39, and was only a few days away from 40, which she was super excited about. The rest of the party also gained a level, and were all feeling great about their progress.

Even Lyan, faithfully farming the few spawn points low enough level for him, made progress, reaching Level 15. Which gave him a movement speed ability called Outflank that was like a slower version of Pounce with a longer cooldown, but would take him twice the distance.

Needless to say, the young squire was super excited about his new ability and used it constantly on nearby critters, party members, and camp followers, until people started cussing him out whenever they saw him charging their way.

Like Pounce, Outflank applied the Tackle effect. While it was specifically designed not to cause damage no matter the circumstances of the tackle, it was still annoying as hell. And unlike Run Down and other interception abilities, Lyan couldn't cancel it before reaching his target. Another way in which it was similar to Pounce.

Lily found a way to exploit that by leaping above a small silty pool in the nearby stream just as the young squire Outflanked her. Which ended up with him floundering in the water in his heavy chainmail, covered in mud and spluttering, while she bounded away giggling and everyone enjoyed a good laugh at his expense.

After a few laborious hours of cleaning and maintaining his gear, without the benefit of a Cleanse Target Carilina would usually provide, Lyan found more suitable targets to use his ability on than his companions.

Now that Dare had his new level, it was time to take a brief break. He'd promised the fox girl twins he'd visit them about this time, to support them for the birth and meet their new children. He'd pushed to get his level first, but now that he had it he said his farewells to the party for a few days.

Lily was going to stay behind and keep leveling. She could reach 40 in the time he was gone, and was excited to hit that major milestone and get all the abilities that would come with it. Afterwards she'd use Home Ward to travel quickly back to Nirim Manor, then run out to congratulate Seris and Selis and see the new babies.

Dare had planned with his bunny girl wife that afterwards they'd spend a day or two at home to get some quality time with the family. They'd been spending every night there too, which certainly made a difference, but it was good to take a day off every now and again.

Besides, he had some plans for the new 10,000 acres that he wanted to chart out on a map, so he could see what sort of distances he was working with.

Specifically, building what he hoped would one day be the best town in Bastion. One they'd plan carefully in advance with proper sewage, plumbing, square city blocks, wide streets, parks, streetlights, sanitation workers, and all the rest. And which they'd foster the growth of with strong commerce based on low taxes, high quality roads leading to other population centers in Bastion and possibly even into Elaivar (and hopefully portals in the future), a strong presence of well trained, honorable guards to protect the public and prevent crime, and a thriving market with lots of skilled crafters and artisans.

Not to mention a ton of high level and quality loot from his party's adventuring to sell. That could foster trade all on its own, although he certainly planned to do much more.

The prospect of a place where people could live safe, free, and prosperous was one Dare was excited to jump into. Granted, he wasn't an expert on city planning, but he'd at least seen what a well planned city looked like. And what was needed to have a stable, safe, and thriving community.

It definitely helped that he could count on assistance from Ireni to make it happen, and advice and support from Marona. Honestly, the presence of such a prosperous town in her province, trading with Terana, would be hugely beneficial for her as well.

Also she was excited to see what he could manage, although she was pragmatic enough to warn him that implementing everything he wanted to do might be more difficult and costly than he anticipated.

“Also don't give people free stuff, at least not long term,” she warned. “A free meal and a bed in need is fine, or for a short time until they can get back on their feet. But then find them work or send them on their way . . . the only person who suffers worse than someone given unlimited charity is everyone around them. People with no incentive to work lose their self respect and become lazy, entitled, malcontented, and a drain on the community. And once the free stuff stops they turn violent and predatory.

“On the other hand someone with a job will work for a home and then a family, becoming invested in the community they're part of. They'll work for their prosperity, and in turn make their community more prosperous.”

Sage advice, especially since with Dare's wealth it was often tempting to just give people things, rather than helping them find a situation where they could provide for themselves. Which he very much wanted to encourage in his new town.

He'd made the mistake of jokingly calling the place Daretopia, and then had to spend the next few days frantically quashing the name when people tried to make it official. Although he had a feeling his family and friends had been screwing with him when they saw how horrified he acted at the prospect of the name taking hold.

The run home through the mountains started uneventful, even relaxing; it had been a while since Dare had been able to enjoy total solitude. Of course he loved being around his adventuring companions and adored his family.

But a few minutes of quiet every now and again could be nice.

Unfortunately, about halfway home he stumbled across a team of dwarves who were obviously searching for Gurzan's Last Hold. They were nowhere near the entrance, thankfully, but the fact that they'd come this far into the mountains was worrisome.

They were getting bolder.

Dare veered off his path to intercept them, waving. “Well met, my good dwarves!” he called cheerfully. “What brings you to the Gadris Mountains this fine spring afternoon? Catching the fresh mountain air?”

The dwarves shifted, surly and on edge; they obviously recognized him. “Aye,” a middle aged dwarf woman with iron gray hair said stoutly. “Catching the fresh mountain air.”

“Good, good!” he said, grinning. “How are those priceless ancient records of Gurzan's Last Hold I gifted you faring?”

The team of scouts rumbled among themselves. “Much lost knowledge,” the woman finally said. “We're greatly at your service for this great kindness to the dwarves.” She grudgingly bowed.

“It was my pleasure,” Dare said, bowing in return. “Perhaps you'd be kind enough to reassure your Elders I'm working at my best pace to clear Gurzan's Last Hold so you can reclaim it. As we agreed when I spoke to them.”

The dwarves glowered at that pointed reminder that what they were trying to pretend they weren't doing was against the spirit of that agreement, if not the letter. “Sod off, beanpole!” one of the younger dwarves growled.

Dare laughed. “No need to be so gruff, my friend. We'll soon be neighbors, after all.” He waved again and turned away. “Be careful out here, my good dwarves. My party keeps these mountains clear so you're safe to explore to your heart's content, but dangerous predators are always wandering in. And there are spawn points we can't get to that continue to produce roamers.”

He activated Cheetah's Dash and continued on his way at speeds they couldn't hope to match, drawing some startled shouts.

His party needed to get up into the high 40s or low 50s as quick as they could, so they could clear the dungeon already and turn the underground city over to the dwarves. He just hoped the settlers from Gador's Workings made good neighbors.

Unfortunately, that wasn't the only encounter. Dare had left the mountains and was making his way down the foothills, in nearly a direct line to the fox girl twins' den, when he spotted a camp off to one side and again veered off to investigate.

There were maybe a few dozen men in the camp, assuming none were in their tents at this time of day. They were all combat classes in their low to mid 20s, roughly dressed and in poor quality armor.

He immediately pegged them as mercenaries, bandits, or slavers. None of which he was particularly pleased to see; unlike the Marshal's Irregulars, who he called friends, most mercenary bands had a reputation barely better than actual bandits.

And slavers were just scum, not least because they had the blessing of the kingdom to operate freely.

The men quickly stood from their various tasks and nervously reached for weapons at Dare's confident approach. Although most abandoned that when he got within their perception circle and they were able to see his level; he could kill any one of them with his bare hands if he chose, and possibly all of them together with his weapons if he properly controlled the fight.

“Well met!” he called, planting his spear and standing with his feet at shoulder width. “Sir Darren Portsmouth of Nirim Manor. I have charge of keeping the peace in these lands . . . might I ask your business?”

The ragged men relaxed as he identified himself, which gave Dare another clue to their nature: only slavers would be so confident around a representative of the kingdom's law and authority.

“Well met, Sir Knight!” a rough man at the head of the group called, smiling easily. He was the highest level at 29, a Stealth class. “Nirim Manor, you say? That would be the villages north of here?”

“That's the place,” Dare said neutrally.

“Aye, thought so.” The man tucked his thumbs into the waistband of his worn leather breeches. “I couldn't help but notice you've got some subhuman infestations on your property. What'll you pay me and my crew to clear out those pukeskins for you? The beasties too, if you want.”

Yeah, slavers. And they had their eyes on Dare's tenants. The people under his protection. He felt hot and cold at the same time, furious but calm with grim purpose.

Cold won out. “Wipe that smirk off your face and listen very carefully, friend, because your life hangs in the balance,” he said evenly. “If you waylay, harass, or otherwise interfere with any tenants on my land, I will arrest every single one of you. And will be well within my rights to do so.”

The slaver took a step back, smile faltering, and his companions backed away and rumbled in alarm. “Easy, sir. If you're a gobbo fucker nobody's judging you.” He tried another smile, although it had lost its easy charm. “But if my previous offer was too poor I'll give you a 20% cut of the profits for any subhumans we sell. That's a tidy haul just for sitting on your ass threatening honest laborers.”

Dare stared at the rough man until he began to fidget nervously, then spoke in the same even tone. “If you set foot on Nirim Manor territory I'll arrest you for trespass. In fact, if you don't leave this area now I'll arrest you for disturbing the peace. I won't warn you twice. And be warned that if I catch you hassling traders or travelers, of any race, you'll languish in Terana's dungeons until Baroness Arral finds something to do with you. Likely you'll get to see the other side of the profession you've chosen.”

Wouldn't that be poetic justice.

The slaver puffed himself up. “You're out of your fucking mind. I have every right to operate within the borders of Haraldar. In fact, whatever you say there's no law stopping me from razing that gobbo village to the ground and taking them all away as slaves. After I fuck every last one of them in fron-”

Dare Pounced on the man and bore him to the ground, then retrieved some rawhide strips from his pack and began roughly binding him. “As a Knight of the Northern Wall and landowner of Nirim Manor and surrounding lands, I hereby arrest you for disturbing the peace.” And honestly, he'd sort of been hoping the asshole would push the encounter in this direction.

He despised slavers on principle, but they'd also caused suffering to the women he loved. His wives, the mothers of his children.

Any stumbling block he could put in the path of the vile trade, he wouldn't hesitate to toss down.

The other slavers scattered, shouting in alarm, while the man he held thrashed. “Are you fucking-” the slaver began furiously.

Dare yanked him to his feet. “Since you haven't figured it out by now, sometimes the right move is keeping your mouth shut.” He looked around at the fleeing slavers, raising his voice. “I'd recommend the rest of you leave this area and don't return.”

Hauling the bound slaver over his shoulders, he activated Cheetah's Dash and set off northward. He'd been planning to head right to the fox girl twins' den, but it looked as if he'd be making a stop at Nirim Manor.

Running with a good 180 pounds of stinking slaver on his back was less than enjoyable, although his belt dropped that to 160. Nothing he couldn't handle, although it slowed him down and tired him out. Still, he reached his lands before too long.

He found Ireni at the Prancing Brony, directing laborers as they carried furniture and dishware inside; the inn was almost ready for its grand opening. They might even be able to make it happen while he and Lily were here in the next few days.

His wife started at the sight of him running up carrying a man on his back, then frowned as she hurried over, gingerly rubbing her lower back. She was about a month and a half away from having the baby, and with her small frame her big tummy took a toll on her back.

“What's going on?” she asked anxiously as Dare dumped the pissed off slaver to the ground. “Who's that?”

“A slaver who's been stalking Avenging Wolf village,” he growled. “I left 25 or so more of them south of here . . . could you warn the guards to be ready in case they try anything? The slavers are all in their early to mid 20s, combat classes. I warned them I'd arrest them for trespass if they set foot on our territory, and for disturbing the peace if they stay in the area.”

“You're out of your fucking mind, knight!” the slaver snarled again. “Help me, miss! This madman is illegally detaining me. It won't end well for him.”

Ireni, unfailingly sweet, gentle, and patient, hawked and spat on the man. Then she motioned to a few laborers standing nearby. “Take him to Guard Captain Linia. And tell her everything you've just heard. Also gag him.”

The cursing slaver was quickly gagged and hauled away.

Dare pulled his wife into his arms, kissing her softly. “That was a fierce side of you I haven't seen often,” he said. “Kind of hot.”

She grinned. “Taking a detour from the fox girls' den? Zuri will be happy . . . she was just about to leave, but I'm sure she'd rather go with you.”

“I'd rather go with her, too.” Dare kissed her softly again, then nodded to the inn. “Looks like you're to the stage of putting out the napkins and polishing the silverware . . . I can't wait to see the place.”

“I know.” His petite wife rested a hand on his chest. “We'll have lots of wonderful evenings here with our family and friends.” She began stroking his pecs, smiling. “You're looking good right now, my love.”

He perked up. “Oh?” She hadn't exactly become a horndog since their wedding night, but she definitely seemed to physically desire him more, and enjoyed their time together for more than just intimacy and bonding.

She climaxed more often and more readily, too, and often urged him to go faster and harder than their usual sweet and loving pace. Not that she didn't still prefer tenderly making love most of the time.

But Dare thought she seemed more at peace with feeling pleasure during sex. More comfortable with enjoying those feelings with him and the women they loved. He thought it was a sign she'd taken another step in her healing after what she'd suffered in her past, and blessed Sia for that gift to her.

In any case, right now it looked as if Ireni was in a hornier mood. She led him inside the Prancing Brony, playfully covering his eyes to not ruin the surprise of the grand unveiling, and led him up to a cozy room that looked as if it could accommodate a guest immediately if needed.

He waited by the door as she quickly pulled a pillow off the bed and dropped it at his feet, then settled down on her knees on it and got to work unlacing his pants and freeing his swiftly hardening cock.

Dare watched in awe as his bookish fiancee took him in her small mouth, auburn hair framing her delicate face and big green eyes looking up at him adoringly as she bobbed her head up and down his length.

He groaned and ran his hands through her silky hair, savoring the pleasure of her lips and tongue as her saliva dripped down his shaft. She moaned too, clearly enjoying herself as well. And while she didn't often give blowjobs and seemed to prefer other forms of intimacy, she was undeniably an expert.

And sexy as hell, kneeling there in her green silk dress with her swollen breasts and big pregnant belly, holding his eyes happily as she took him into her throat with surprising ease and began to swallow through her gags.

It wasn't long before he groaned and tensed against the gentle but insistent onslaught of pleasure. “I'm coming.”

Ireni's eyes danced, as if to laugh that he thought she didn't already know, and redoubled her efforts, taking him deep enough that he saw the bulge of his thick shaft pushing down her delicate throat.

That was it for him, and he gave in to the rush of pleasure and released his seed in a torrent down her throat, while she swallowed with contented sounds.

When he was done he lifted her to her feet and hugged her close, supporting her big belly with one hand while he stroked her beautiful hair with the other. “I love you,” he murmured.

“For all our days, my love,” she whispered back, kissing his neck. Then with a giggle she slapped his ass. “Okay, let's get you to Zuri . . . you're about to be a daddy to at least three vulpid babies.”

◆◆◆

Zuri was overjoyed to abandon the pony she'd been saddling, leaving Clovis to ride to the fox girl twins' den with Rek to escort her, so she could run with Dare instead.

He could admit he was looking forward to it too. Every time he carried his goblin wife he remembered their first days together, picking her up and shouting “Zoom!” while they ran at car speeds. Feeling the warmth of the woman he loved in his arms and the chill of the wind on his face.

Although by this point Ireni had made goggles for Zuri, too, so she wouldn't have to squint or close her eyes when he went close to 40 miles an hour.

Like Ireni, his goblin wife also turned out to be horny. And she had the same idea his redheaded wife had, too; halfway through the run she patted his shoulder to signal him to stop, then slipped out of his arms and freed his cock. She wasted no time stroking, kissing, and licking it until it was hard.

Then, showing that talent for swallowing things whole, she took him into her mouth and down her throat all the way to the base in one smooth motion, making him gasp and rest his hands on her silky black hair.

Zuri began bobbing her head up and down his shaft with effortless grace, barely gagging as her tight esophagus squeezed his girth. He could see his bulge even more visibly in her tiny throat, and it wasn't long before he groaned, pulled her head down his length until her pointy nose was buried in his pubic hair, and emptied his balls into her stomach.

“Mmm,” she said as she pulled off his cock with a soft sucking noise. “I love it when you fill up my tummy.” She nuzzled his wilting erection. “And I love you.”

“Who are you talking to?” Dare asked with a laugh as he picked her up, cuddling her close and kissing her softly. “I love you too.”

After retying his pants he activated Cheetah's Dash and continued their run, and before long they were ducking down the tunnel into the fox girl twins' den.

Seris and Selis were overjoyed to see them, hugging them eagerly. Neither had given birth yet, although they assured him it would be any day or even any hour now.

It certainly looked like it would happen soon. The petite midnight fox girl's belly was so huge it was a wonder she could move, and even Selis's smaller baby bump was huge on her slender, soft body.

For once the twins weren't in the mood to get frisky, instead happy to cuddle with him and Zuri in their big bed.

Clovis arrived not long before dark, and Dare helped unload the packhorses she'd led behind her big sturdy stallion, which were weighed down with food, blankets, other supplies, and gifts for the babies from the whole family. The fox girls were delighted by the presents and seemed relieved for the help, kissing him, Zuri, and Clovis and pulling them back to the bed to cuddle some more.

Although while they didn't want to have sex themselves, for understandable reasons, the playful twins insisted on watching Dare get behind the cow girl courtesan's enormous ass and make it jiggle as he slammed into her soft pussy.

Clovis loved it, especially when the two sisters squirmed underneath her and began suckling her huge breasts. She was apparently nursing often enough to go into full production, too, because the fox girls were at it for a while before she finally ran dry.

At which point, probably inspired by Lily, they brought mouthfuls of milk to Dare and kissed him, pushing the milk onto his mouth while he continued to thrust inside Clovis's roomy but tight tunnel.

Her milk was thick and creamy, the most delicious he'd tasted. At his appreciative noises his buxom lover looked back at him over her enormous ass with a grin. “There's a reason a lot of cow girls sell their milk,” she said. “Although my mom always told me that wasn't a profession for a refined young woman. Aside from being a wet nurse, that is . . . that's a noble profession.” She giggled. “Although the milk selling she was talking about usually involves buyers wanting to collect the milk themselves.”

She laughed again, a more rich, down to earth sound. “And of course I ended up a courtesan in a rich adventurer's mansion, so I guess I shouldn't be talking.”

“I'd be happy to buy your milk and collect it straight from the source,” Dare said, playfully slapping her ass. It jiggled delightfully, and in the pleasure of the reverberations he finally thrust to the hilt and unloaded in her depths.

After that Zuri wanted a turn, lying on Clovis's thick stomach while he thrust inside her as she enjoyed multiple orgasms, until he finally shot in her vise-tight pussy.

Then they all cuddled together and fell asleep, with him spooning Seris from behind and cradling her huge belly, Selis pressing her own round belly against his back, Zuri sprawled atop him, and Clovis gathering as many of them as she could in her arms, big body soft and warm.

◆◆◆

The fox girl twins had different customs than most races, and seemed happy to have Dare there to support them through the childbirth. So when Seris went into labor in the early afternoon, he and Selis sat behind her and held her close, rubbing her shoulders, stroking her big velvety ears, holding her hands, and murmuring encouragement.

He was honored by the chance to be present for the birth of his children, and witness firsthand how childbirth went on Collisa.

As he'd concluded, labor was a lot gentler and safer here. Part of that was the world system smoothing the process and making it easier, part was the availability of healing magic to soothe pain and heal any complications as they happened. And of course there were stats; for women of races with higher specific stats, like bovids with constitution, or women of higher levels, that extra constitution increased their overall health and toughness.

In spite of all that, it was still a difficult and painful event for the little fox girl. Seris trembled and whimpered at first, then as her contractions got closer together and she began to push the baby out, she cried out and desperately clutched their hands.

Zuri was there to give constant heals, and Clovis was down there serving as midwife to ease the process and call out directions and encouragement. And finally, with a last cry, the first baby was born, quickly beginning to wail with a healthy set of lungs as he took his first breath in the world.

It was a boy, his big soft ears and three fluffy tails the same midnight black as his parents. Seris wept with joy as Clovis laid the baby on her breast, using a soft towel to clean him off as his mother held him gently. “Congratulations, mommy,” the cow girl said with a wide smile, “he's a healthy, beautiful baby boy. All his fingers, toes, and tails.”

“He's perfect,” Seris said, kissing her baby's head as tears of happiness streamed down her cheeks.

“Three tails, sister,” Selis whispered in delight. “Our precious little prince.”

He really was a beautiful baby. Dare beamed in wonder. “Have you decided on a name?” he whispered.

The petite fox girl nodded. “If it's twins and both are boys, I want to call them Darga and Trias after the playful trickster twins of our legends. They tricked the gods into giving fire to everyone as a universal ability, and were taken up to the bright paths in the sky to watch over the world.” She stroked their son's cheek. “He'll be Darga.”

She abruptly gasped and began to tremble. “Oh! The next baby's coming!”

Zuri gently took Darga, holding him while Seris again tensed up with new, intense contractions. Dare and Selis took her hands again and murmured encouragement.

Within a few more minutes the next baby was born. An identical twin, as beautiful as his brother. Which meant he'd be called Trias.

Dare's sons.

Seris held both babies to her breasts as she delivered the afterbirth, which wasn't quite as magical; he did his best not to pay too much attention as Clovis gathered it up in the soiled towels and carried it out to dispose of.

Since they were going to wait for Selis's birth as well, he had plenty of time to be with the new mother and their babies, including a chance to hold both of them.

They ended up spending another night, enjoying the experience of the babies waking them up regularly with their cries, needing to be changed or fed. It was early morning when Selis finally went into labor.

As the athletic fox girl was made comfortable on the bed Dare and Seris sat behind her, holding her and comforting her like they had for Seris.

Her labor was harder and seemed more painful, but finally she gave a final cry, and a new baby's voice wailed as she took her first breath.

A girl, healthy and beautiful. She had arctic white coloring like her mother but with black on the tips of her velvety ears and the tips of her four fluffy tails. Which both fox girls made a fuss over. “Four tails?” Seris breathed as she nursed Darga beside them. “Our divine princess.”

“Are more tails significant for vulpids?” Dare asked as he looked down in wonder at his daughter. He knew foxkin from stories on Earth seemed to have up to nine tails, and the more tails the more significant.

It seemed it was the same on Collisa. “Our legends say the first vulpid had ten tails,” Seris said; Selis seemed too entranced by their daughter to pay attention to the conversation. “He was a demigod, and his firstborn daughter had nine tails. But every generation after that his descendants had fewer and fewer tails, until finally today two tails are rare, three tails are almost unheard of, and more are the stuff of legends.”

He brushed a gentle finger across his daughter's soft ear. “What will you call her?”

“Elien,” Selis murmured, nuzzling their baby. “A variation of the first mortal fox girl's name.”

Elien, his daughter.

They stayed a few more hours, getting a chance to hold Elien and enjoy their time with the little family. Then Dare and Zuri hugged the new mothers and kissed the babies goodbye, leaving Clovis to help them out for the first few weeks while they headed back to Nirim Manor.

Dare planned to visit often, because the fox girl twin's den was only a slight detour on the path between home and their base camp for leveling in the mountains. He and Lily could pop in every day, maybe cook breakfast for the new mothers or help them out in other ways.

Either way, he was overjoyed at his new children and proud to be their father.


Chapter Nine

Opening

Cheers, whistles, and applause washed over Dare as he opened his eyes, Ireni's and Pella's hands falling away to reveal the common room of the Prancing Brony.

The place was majestic, with hand carved furniture giving it a down to earth feel. And ceilings that were low enough to be cozy but not confining. Round tables closely enough spaced to seat a good number of patrons but wouldn't be stifling with a full room. Tapestries depicting heroic scenes, and hunting and adventuring trophies on the walls. A long bar in front of dozens of stacked casks and shelves of bottles: ale, mead, beer, and liquor from all over the continent.

Some of it made right here in Nirim Manor territory.

The common room was bursting at the seams, all the tables crowded, the bar practically groaning under the weight of patrons lining it, standing room only along the walls. Over a hundred friends and family from Nirim Manor and the outlying villages.

Serving girls, mostly beastkin, moved among the crowd, holding trays loaded down with mugs of ale dripping foam. They wore maid costumes similar to the uniforms at Nirim Manor, except cuter and with fewer layers, tighter busts, and shorter skirts. They also did their best to talk like maids and treat the patrons like honored guests at a mansion.

Ireni had been amused by the suggestion, but seemed to agree it would give the place an interesting feel. So now he had his combination of catgirl/maid cafe/medieval inn.

And it was everything he'd hoped it would be.

For the opening night's huge crowd they'd also brought in maids from the manor, which included Buttercup; the mouse girl had originally been hired to be a serving girl at the inn, but since she'd agreed to become a courtesan and it was clear Dare liked her, Marigold had offered her the better paying and more prestigious post as assistant cook at the manor.

Although she'd get a chance to work at the inn for the grand opening, at least.

Dare was ushered to the place of honor at the crowded bar, where he accepted a mug of ale while Pella lifted her own glass of mint and burdock tea in toast. “To the grand opening of the Prancing Brony!” she called, eagerly wagging tail thumping nearby patrons.

“The Prancing Brony!” the crowd roared, lifting their mugs and drinking deep.

He took a deep pull of his ale, trying not to choke as he was inundated with backslaps. Then, setting down the mug, he made his way around the room accepting handshakes and welcoming people to the inn.

To his delight, he hadn't gone far before Lily, Leilanna, and a few of the maids stepped aside to reveal the table closest to the platform by the end of the room where musicians were playing a jaunty tune. It was a place of honor, and the people seated at the table grinning at the surprise certainly deserved it.

“Ilin!” Dare said with a huge grin, rushing forward to pull his friend into a hug. “Amalisa! You guys came!”

His friends laughed. “We needed to come out and check on orphans in the refugee camp anyway,” the Monk said. “Besides, how could we miss the opening of this place? I hope we'll be spending many an evening here in the future in visits to come.”

The rest of the crowd gave the family space to hug the new arrivals and chat with them. “How are things going in your new life in Terana?” Dare asked.

Amalisa beamed. “Wonderful. Exhausting but so fulfilling, and absolutely wonderful.”

Ilin wrapped his arms around his wife and rested a hand on her belly. “It's early to be sure, but we think Ama might be pregnant.”

“Congratulations!” Dare said, hugging them both amidst a new flurry of excitement and storm of well wishes as his wives and consorts crowded around the new couple.

Then the crowd fell silent as a well dressed Minstrel stepped onto the stage. They'd hired him to spend a week performing in the common room to cement business for the new establishment, and it was time for the inaugural performance.

To Dare's chagrin, it turned out the Minstrel had composed his own ballad in honor of the owner of the Prancing Brony, called “The Lay of Sir Darren Portsmouth.” A tongue in cheek title for all his most notable exploits, told from the perspective of his companions or people he'd helped and given a heroic shine.

He sounded like a storybook hero, except one who fucked an endless succession of eager women he encountered on his adventures. Although that second part was pretty much accurate.

The story was well received, with much laughter and applause. Especially by his wives and consorts, who cheered and whistled. He gamely endured the praise and attention, but eventually got so embarrassed by the renditions of some of his romantic encounters that he made the excuse he needed to seek the privy.

He would come back after the entertainer was finished with his account of Dare's trip to Lone Ox, going into great detail of his seduction of an entire warren of beautiful bunny girls; Lily had probably fed the man the whole story.

The Prancing Brony boasted plumbing, including both a bath room and a bathroom with toilets, complete with sinks and soap. It was still a bit to much to put those fixtures in every single room they'd rent out, but they had them on every floor.

It gave Dare a chance to poke around the inn and see how the rest of it had come together. He couldn't go into any of the rooms, of course, since they were locked with the keys in the care of the innkeeper, in expectation of renting them out to lodgers.

Still, the place looked nice.

He used the pristine toilet in the third floor bathroom, possibly the first to do so, then flushed and headed back out into the hallway. Where he paused, surprised, at the sight of Buttercup waiting just outside the door.

“W-what do you think of the inn, Master Dare?” she asked, big black eyes shining. “We worked hard the last few days with Mistress Ireni to do all the finishing touches. I mopped the floors and placed the rugs and carpets!”

He grinned at his timid courtesan. “It looks amazing, Miss Buttercup. You all did a great job.”

She beamed, then shifted bashfully, tugging at her skirts. “Don't you, um, think you should properly celebrate the opening of the inn by sneaking someplace private with a serving girl for some fun?” In spite of the sleek fur covering her delicate face he could practically see her blush. “I-I'm a serving girl here for at least today!”

Dare laughed. “Have a place in mind?”

The small mouse girl eagerly led him to a storeroom on the first floor, where she jumped and scrambled up onto a pile of sacks filled with dried beans. That put her bent over at just the right height as she twitched up her cute maid's skirt, showing off adorable white panties sewn with her namesake flower.

Biting her lip as she looked back at him over her shoulder, she slipped them down to reveal her glistening sex between her fuzzy thighs.
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He was hard in moments, wasting no time freeing his throbbing cock and stepping up behind her. He rubbed his tip between her delicate lips, making her squirm and whimper. Then he grabbed her slender hips, her fur soft and warm beneath his hands, and slowly pushed inside.

Buttercup's squeaks sounded remarkably mouselike as Dare parted her glistening folds, stretching her open. She was so small that even though she was currently at waist height to him, because she'd had to jump up onto the piled sacks her feet hung several inches off the floor, kicking with pleasure as he sank into her furnace hot tunnel.

He paused. “How you doing?”

“K-keep going!” the timid courtesan said, trembling and clutching at the rough burlap sacks with her small hands. “I feel really good!”

She certainly did. The little mouse girl was almost as tight as Zuri and Marigold, and her soft pink walls quivered and rippled around his shaft as he slowly pushed in deeper. Her tail wrapped around his waist, and he ran one hand over the hairless skin there, softer than he'd expected and warm beneath his fingers.

With his other hand he stroked the short fur on her hips and thighs, which was softer and finer than anyone he'd met before. And the beastkin girls he'd met all had fur as soft as silk.

Her big round ears twitched with pleasure at his caresses, and her tight walls relaxed as he pushed in another inch, finally bottoming out with about two-thirds of his cock inside her. Her walls quivered and clenched, tensing and relaxing on him, and her nectar flowed over his cock like syrup.

Her arousal was thicker than any he'd felt before, and slippery as oil. It let him move inside her heavenly pussy as easily as he'd fucked Clovis with her expansive tunnel, and it seemed to have made it easier for her given how quickly she adjusted to his size.

Buttercup squeaked and kicked her legs against the piled sacks as his tip ground against her core. “I should be paying you for this!” she panted. Then she hesitated, looking back at him timidly with her big black eyes. “Although I, um . . .”

Dare laughed and reached into her bodice to fondle her furry breasts and small, dark pink nipples as he slowly withdrew from her warm depths. “Don't worry, I'm very pleased with you as a courtesan.”

She squeaked in pleasure and rocked her hips, trying to push against him with no leverage as he slowly thrust back into her tight tunnel. “Then please enjoy me, Master Dare!”

Oh, he was.

He ran his hands over her adorable furry body as he slowly increased the tempo of his thrusts, luxuriating in the feel of her slender figure. He'd be happy to run his hands through her luxurious fur for hours if he had the time, and she was so cute and sweet he was glad she enjoyed cuddling, because he liked to hold her as well as play with her.

Dare finally slipped a finger between the fuzzy lips of her small pussy and found her throbbing clit, making her tense with a whimper, tight walls massaging him as her thick arousal flowed even more freely, soaking into his pants like warm oil.

He probably should've taken them off beforehand; unless they could clean up, returning to the party was going to be embarrassing.

He was just glad Buttercup had accepted Marigold's offer to work as a maid and courtesan, so he could see her all the time at Nirim Manor. Although a part of him was a bit sad that he wouldn't be able to sneak her into secluded spots in the Prancing Brony with her working here.

He was becoming unexpectedly fond of the tiny, timid mouse girl.

They fucked for several minutes, Buttercup quivering her way through a few more intense climaxes. With her fifth one Dare gave in to the intense pleasure, grabbed her small furry hips and plunged into her silky depths one last time, and erupted against her core in a series of heavenly pulses.

His orgasm was so intense he slumped over her for a moment, feeling her small body tremble as she came down from her own climax. Then he pulled out of her slick tunnel, watching their mingled juices pour from her gaping folds, and lifted her down to the ground as she hurriedly composed herself.

The adorable mouse girl looked at his sodden pants and blushed, although it was only visible on her tail. “S-sorry about the mess, Master Dare.”

Dare laughed and waved her away as she tried to sop up her oily arousal; they were going to need to use Cleanse Target for it, although he couldn't complain about the sweet, intoxicating scent.

Next time he'd have to get between her legs and taste her fuzzy pussy. It would be fun to see how loud he could make her squeak with his lips and tongue.

“Can you grab a bucket of water and get Zuri?” he asked her. “She'll clean us up.”

Buttercup nodded and ducked out the door, returning a few minutes later with a sloshing bucket in her hands and his goblin wife in tow.

Zuri laughed at the sight of him. “So this is where you disappeared to,” she said. “You just can't keep your hands off Buttercup, can you?”

The timid mouse girl squirmed in embarrassment. “P-please, Mistress Zuri, I invited him to, um, come celebrate with me.”

The tiny goblin reached up and fondly rubbed Buttercup's velvety round ears. “I'm just teasing.” She straightened briskly, hands beginning to glow. “Come on, let's get you cleaned up and back to the party.”

A few minutes later they were back in the common room, listening to the Minstrel finish his Lay of Sir Darren Portsmouth. Dare's pants were a bit damp, but he hid that by pulling a giggling Zuri into his lap and cuddling her close.

As he'd dreamed of when he suggested construction of the Prancing Brony, he and his friends and family spent a wonderful evening in the common room, relaxing, socializing, and swapping tales of their adventures.

The first of many evenings to come, he hoped.

◆◆◆

Shortly after noon the next day Dare again had Buttercup bent over a surface, the desk in his office this time, and was eagerly thrusting into her silky depths.

She squeaked and squirmed against him, again too small to touch the ground so her feet drummed against the desk as she struggled to push back into his fierce humping.

The timid maid arched her back and squirted all over his crotch with her thick, oily arousal, then slumped down on the desk with a whimper. “F-flip me around,” she gasped. “I want to hold you.”

He pulled out and spun her around, grabbing her thighs and lifting her up high enough to impale her on his raging erection as she whimpered and wrapped her arms around his neck, pressing herself against his bare chest, fine tan fur silky against his skin.

Dare kissed her soft little lips, slipping his tongue into her mouth as he stepped back so the desk wouldn't get in the way. Then, using his hold on her hips, he began lifting her up and down on his cock while she whimpered and squirmed some more. She eagerly wrapped her furry little legs around him, hips rolling to match his movements, and they got right back to it.

A few minutes later she went from kissing and sucking his neck to biting his shoulder to muffle her cries, and again squirted all over him in her most powerful climax yet. Dare groaned and erupted inside her, stumbling back to slump down on the couch as he continued to empty his balls in the tiny courtesan.

He'd asked Marigold to move a couch that could double as a bed into the office. She teasingly asked if he planned to sleep in there if he ever got his wives mad, and they both shared a laugh; they knew what he used the couch for.

While he still only occasionally used his office for actual work, it saw far more use as a place to duck into with the courtesans, which had grown in number as his Head Maid found more staff who wanted the stipend.

Finally his wilting cock fell out of the timid mouse girl, releasing a flood of their mingled juices, and she sighed and began fidgeting; she obviously wanted to stay and cuddle, which she loved to do. And Dare absolutely loved to do too, because she was a great cuddler and he enjoyed the feel of her soft little body and luxurious fur.

But it was obvious she was thinking of her duties in the kitchen she needed to get back to. “So I guess, um, will that be all, Master Dare?” she asked reluctantly.

“Well, you've delivered my coffee and we've had a very enjoyable time,” he said with a grin, playfully rubbing her soft round ears. “How are you liking working here, Buttercup?”

She brightened. “I love it, Master Dare! It's so luxurious, even in the servants' quarters. And everyone's so friendly . . . I almost feel like part of the family.” She glanced at where her arousal had formed a viscous pool on the edge of the desk and her tail turned the telltale pink of a blush again. “We've certainly become very familiar, Master Dare. And the Head Maid and Mistress Lily, too.”

She squirmed. “And, um, Mistress Se'weir, and Mistress Pella, and Mistress Zuri. And, um, well I guess everyone.”

Dare couldn't help but laugh at that. His wives and lovers seemed to consider the new courtesans working at Nirim Manor to be honorary subordinate members of the harem, and enjoyed watching him fuck them or fucking them with him. From what he'd seen their own play with the courtesans actually seemed to be some form of training, teaching them how to best please the master of the house.

“Well if you need anything, have any issues or concerns, just let me know,” he said.

Buttercup looked a bit surprised, then flustered. “Oh. Well of course I'll take those issues to the Head Maid, Master Dare, as is proper. I wouldn't want to disturb the Master of Nirim Manor.”

It was his turn to feel his cheeks heat. Right, Marigold was pretty particular about the servants going through her. As was proper and reasonable. “Right, of course. But if there's any personal matters you wish to talk about, not related to the job, you know you can always talk to me.”

“Thank you, Master Dare.” The timid mouse girl hesitated, round ears twitching furiously, then blurted, “A-actually, I wouldn't mind if you pulled me away from my duties more often to, um, do stuff like this.” She scuffed at the floor with her toe. “I know I'm less forward than the other courtesans, but I want to serve your needs just as much.”

She bit her lip. “I-I enjoy it too. A lot.”

Gods, she was absolutely adorable. “In that case, Miss Buttercup, would you like to sit on my lap for a bit while I work?”

She looked surprised, then pleased. “If you wish, Master Dare. I'm at your disposal, day or night.”

The courtesans kept stressing that, which seemed like a hint. Dare wondered if he should start inviting them to sleep in the master bedroom more often. His wives and consorts would like that.

Actually, he was surprised Zuri hadn't already invited some or even all of them. Or Marigold, or Sia. Or Lily.

He had a lot of very horny girls in his harem.

Buttercup cleaned them both up with the pitcher of water and stack of clean cloths Marigold kept on a side table. Then, both still naked, he settled down in his comfy leather chair behind the desk with the cuddly little courtesan in his lap and got back to work.

He'd already picked out a spot on the map of Nirim Manor's expanded territory for the new town, which definitely wouldn't be named Daretopia. Although he continued to call it that as a joke, and a reminder of his goal to make the place as close to ideal as he could, until they settled on a better name.

Maybe just Nirim.

At the moment he was comparing the map to the the surveyor's report, jotting down notes for ideas of what to do with various resources on Nirim Manor's new land. Between good locations for quarries in the mountains and expansive forests, there were plenty of building materials for a new town.

The little mouse girl quietly watched him work, although she didn't seem too interested in what he was doing. He idly stroked her silky fur and occasionally played with her breasts or rubbed between her legs, while she whimpered in pleasure and pressed against him, stroking his chest and kissing and nibbling his neck.

Before long she was sitting on his erection, and very aware of it as she panted in need and ground her ass and pussy against him, more of her thick arousal soaking his crotch and thighs.

He was just about to bend her over the desk from the other direction, or just let her climb onto his cock right there in the chair, when the door burst open and Marigold rushed in, eyes wide.

Normally she would've immediately zeroed in on the fact that he and Buttercup were naked and getting frisky, and would've eagerly joined in, but now she didn't even seem to notice. Which was Dare's first clue that something was very wrong.

“Dare, the Northeastern Marches has fallen!” she cried, waving a letter. “This just came from Redoubt, bearing the Governor's seal!”

Erection forgotten, although slow to recede, Dare gently set Buttercup on her feet beside his chair and lurched across the desk, grabbing the letter from his gnome lover.

Godsdamnit, the Northeastern Marches was directly north of them. There were a few provinces between there and Terana, but that meant the chaos along the border was now practically on their doorstep.

This letter would be a summons, guaranteed. In truth Dare was surprised it had taken so long to arrive.

“Gather the family and the village leaders, as well as anyone else you think needs to be there,” he told Marigold and Buttercup as he broke the seal and unfolded the letter. It was scrawled with haste by someone who obviously had the penmanship to do better, which wasn't a good sign:

“Sir Darren Portsmouth,

Oaths you have made as a landowner of Bastion and Knight of the Order of the Northern Wall. Oaths you are now called to keep. You are summoned forthwith to answer Bastion's need.

Failure to respond will lead to expulsion from the Order, confiscation of all lands and properties in Bastion, and exile status in the region.

Gather every fighter you can call upon and join the forces of Terana. Baroness Marona Arral will direct your blade.

May the gods protect Bastion through this time,

Duke Valiant Harling, Governor of Bastion.”

The letter told him nothing about the situation, which was probably an even worse sign. Heart heavy, he rushed to dress, then strode from his office and began gathering his gear.

They'd need to prepare for a campaign. Similar to the raid, or more closely resembling the battle against the monster horde. But on a much larger scale, and they would likely be gone for far longer.

And forget gathering every fighter and leaving his children undefended. Also forget going where he was told if it wasn't against the forces threatening his home.

He had two goals: Protect Nirim Manor territory, and be ready to evacuate if needed. They could flee into Gurzan's Last Hold and seal it off with a legendary chest wrecking ball if it came to it.

Everyone was still gathering when he got downstairs. Along with the family the servants were there, seeking reassurance, and before long the other residents of Nirim Manor made their appearance. Then Horold's wives and children from their new estate arrived, shortly followed by worried people from the Avenging Wolf, Melarawn, and Ireni villages trickling in, not just the leaders and prominent figures but regular villagers as well.

By that point the crowd had grown too large to fit in any room in the manor, so he moved them outside to the yard. Which began to look cramped as well with over a hundred people gathered and more arriving by the minute.

Dare looked at his wives and consorts holding their children, at the servants looking to him for reassurance. At the villagers trusting him to protect them, including wide-eyed children who were fearful if they were old enough to understand what was happening, and excited about all the commotion if they were younger.

He couldn't let harm come to them.

Leilanna stepped up beside him, cast an air spell to help his voice carry, then took his hand and squeezed it before rejoining the family.

Dare cleared his throat. “Word has reached us,” he called out to the crowd. “The Northeastern Marches has fallen. Redoubt calls me and all those able to fight to make for Terana to defend the province and, if called to it, the Southeastern Marches and all of Bastion.”

A murmur spread through the crowd. “What about Nirim Manor?” Zeliz called, pearlescent wings fluttering nervously and lifting her an inch or so off the ground. “Are we safe here?”

“We're as prepared as we can be,” he said confidently. “Ireni's been organizing everyone in gathering food and supplies, as well as wagons and carts and animals to pull them, in case we need to flee. We have a place where we'll be safe until the threat is dealt with. And I'll be leading our fighters to defend our province, while also making sure to leave behind enough high level people to defend everyone if needed.”

He just wished he'd had time to level up more of the guards. And that his wives and consorts had taken more opportunities to level up.

For that matter, he wished he could've gotten higher level himself, at least Level 45; he had a feeling he'd need it against a threat that had managed to overthrow an entire quarter of Bastion, and one of the border areas most ready to handle threats.

Dare spent a half hour organizing the fighters and having them begin packing up what they'd need, as well as enough supplies for the campaign ahead, however long it would take. He also got people started on making preparations to evacuate if needed, although Ireni was already on top of that.

Then, promising to catch up with the fighters as they made for Terana, or at least meet them there, he and Lily set out to fetch the party and camp followers up in the mountains.

His bunny girl wife had reached Level 40 before returning to Nirim Manor for the grand opening of the Prancing Brony and a few days of rest with the family. Ironically, even with her combat subclass she'd gotten much better abilities than he'd gotten for that level.

Biggest of all was an upgrade to Triple Shot. Before it had been straightforward: hit up to three targets for 50% of total damage. But now it became: “Quad Shot: Shoot at up to four different targets with every shot. Against four targets do 40% of total damage, against three targets do 50% of total damage, against two targets do 60% of total damage. No cooldown, can be activated or deactivated at any time.”

That was a giant upgrade. Not only could she now hit four targets for 160% damage, which was an upgrade of 10% damage on every shot, but against two targets she now did 120% of damage instead of what would basically equal out to her normal single target damage. The damage was the same against three targets and one target, but it was much better for different situations now.

An edge Lily would probably need in the coming days.

They briefly stopped in to check on the fox girl twins and Clovis, making sure they were all right and warning of the danger. Dare urged the fox girls to join his family in Gurzan's Last Hold where they and his children would be safe, but they staunchly refused.

“Any enemy will be going for large groups and settlements,” Seris said reasonably, rocking Darga and Trias in her arms. “It seems like here is the safest place we can be.”

Selis nodded, nuzzling Elien's black-tipped white ears as the baby cooed and waved her little arms. “We've hid from every danger that's ever come our way. We'll be fine.”

“But if you do run into trouble, you'll go there?” he pressed, looking anxiously at his children.

Seris sighed. “If we really need to, we will.”

Dare let it go at that; he'd just have to trust that his lovers knew how to survive out here and would be okay. After all, they had been so far.

He would've liked to linger and spend more time with them and his children, but there was no time. So after hastily kissing the three women, and briefly holding his sons and daughter, he and Lily ran on.

They passed two different teams of dwarvish scouts in the mountains. He called out to both of them, warning that the Northeastern Marches had fallen and they should probably look to making sure their people were safe and protecting them.

The dwarves glowered as if they thought it was a trick, but he and his wife didn't stop to try and convince them, running on.

After a few hours they reached their party's base camp, dragging the party away from farming a spawn point and gathering everyone together to briefly explain the situation. “We can talk over the situation on the way!” Dare called as people pelted him with questions. “Pack up and let's go!”

That was easier said than done with a permanent camp of eighteen people. Especially with the nearly full load of loot they'd accumulated in their farming, which they'd been planning to send down to Nirim Manor soon to be split, sold, and their shares distributed.

Looked as if that would have to wait.

His companions were dismayed to hear the news. Most of all Lyan, for good reason; if the Northeastern Marches had fallen then his own family's stewardship of the Northwestern Marches was doubly imperiled.

“Any aid we can give in the fight, on any front, will help your family,” Dare told the lad.

Lyan didn't seem comforted. “I should still be there fighting for my home.”

Dare could understand that, but Lorkar had sent his nephew to him specifically to get him out of that situation. Which was why he was going to leave Lyan in Marona's care when his party set out for wherever they were needed.

The party departed the high mountain valley, agreeing to push hard and try to get back to Nirim Manor that night, even if they had to ride well past dark. They were helped by Estellis using her speed buff on them, so they could move faster when they dismounted and went on foot to rest the horses.

Satisfied that their companions, the strongest and most experienced adventurers in Terana Province, would be able to reach Terana by tomorrow night, Dare and Lily left them to the journey and used Home Ward Bound to get home.

There were still a lot of preparations to make, and it looked as if they were out of time.


Chapter Ten

Desperate Venture

After some discussion with the family and leaders of the outlying villages, Dare and Lily agreed to run on and get to Terana that night. He wanted to know exactly what the situation was so they could better plan what to do going forward.

So, already weary from running around for the better part of the day, they left most of their adventuring supplies behind for Ireni to send later and just took their weapons and armor. At their family's insistence they also took the legendary chest.

Before leaving Linia pulled him aside, frantic with worry. “You'll keep an eye out for Felicia, right?” she demanded, clutching his arm with a painfully tight grip. “You'll do whatever you can to help her?” Her shoulders shook and tears streamed down her cheeks. “She shouldn't be out there in this.”

Dare patted her shoulder comfortingly. “Of course we will,” he promised his friend. “You know we all love her like family. And I'm sure she's perfectly safe with your company . . . the Irregulars take care of their own, right?”

“Right.” The catgirl perked up, looking comforted. “Right, we do.” She stepped back. “Go kick some ass, my friend.”

After a few final hasty goodbyes to the family they set out.

The path to Terana, upgraded to a baked brick road for most of the way with construction ongoing, was so familiar by now that they could run it in the dark. Which was good, because it was close to midnight by the time they reached the city.

In spite of the late hour there were people out and about, and there was palpable tension in the air. Dare wasn't sure if the townspeople were preparing to evacuate or gathering supplies to send with their fighters, but Terana was definitely mobilizing.

Montshadow Estate was especially busy, the stables and yard packed with mounts and attendants. Inside the leaders of Terana province, including Ilin and Amalisa, Helima the Captain of the Guard, Norril, owner of the Terana Counting House, several prominent guild leaders and owners of crafter businesses, and all the town's high level adventurers were gathered in the dining hall. Including some that had joined Dare's raid.

The maids seemed relieved to see him and ushered him straight through the crowd to Marona. His noble lover, so worried she showed a surprising moment of vulnerability, actually stepped forward to greet him and Lily and took their hands.

“Has Nirim Manor mobilized, Sir Darren?” she asked, masterfully maintaining a calm, commanding air in spite of her obvious agitation.

He nodded, kissing her hand. “My party rides with all haste, my Lady, as well as all the fighters in the area that can be spared. Some 40 people between Level 20 and Level 30.”

Her shoulders sagged slightly. “Good. I fear they'll be needed.”

“What's happened, my Lady?” Lily asked. “All we know is that the Northeastern Marches have fallen. Surely even a monster horde couldn't have overwhelmed the area so quickly.”

“Monsters are rampaging, without a doubt,” Marona said grimly, knuckling her sore back to ease the weight of her hugely pregnant belly. “But the main problem is those gods-cursed Outcasts of Balor.”

“The band of orcs and goblins?” Dare asked, surprised.

“And bovids and dragonkin.” She twisted her lips. “They're somehow gaining levels almost as fast as you, Dare. That or they're sending stronger and stronger people out on raids. And they're popping up all over the place. My guess is that they have at least one Phasewarper, and they're using portals to jump in and attack villages, then jump out again. Probably to some place with spawn points they're familiar with, so they can farm them every day.”

“That,” Lily said, “or they're doing what dark elves do and risking expendable fighters to test every spawn point they find, to see how strong the monsters are and what attacks they have. If they have Phasewarpers they might have access to far more spawn points than they could get to in a day, especially with such a large army.”

Dare grimaced. “So they strategically raid the vulnerable villages and take whatever's worth bringing, while avoiding the forces hunting them and any groups capable of defending themselves. And then the monsters spreading south destroy anything that's left after their depredations.”

Marona nodded grimly. “Trying to combat these guerrilla tactics, the leaders of Garn's Holdfast sent their guards out to protect the outlying villages until they could evacuate. The Outcasts, either through sheer good fortune, excellent scouting, or some form of scrying, picked just that moment to attack the vulnerable town.” She looked slightly ill. “To the usual results.”

Right. Dare had heard how the Outcasts of Balor treated their victims. More than he would've liked.

She continued. “As for Polan's Folly, it was flat out overrun. While being protected by eight guards around Level 30 and a dozen adventurers up to the mid-30s.”

That wasn't a weak defense by any stretch. Discounting Dare's party, Terana Province would be hard-pressed to muster a similar force.

Well, unless you also added his wives and Linia. But they wouldn't be fighting except at the last resort.

Either way, it meant these Outcasts had enough numbers or high levels to beat 11 moderately high level fighters in a straight up fight. They might not be able to attack a place like Redoubt, but they were a threat to pretty much any other town in the region.

Including Terana and Nirim Manor itself. And those assholes had portals or some similar form of fast travel, so they could be attacking either place any time.

Dare needed to talk to his family about evacuating to Gurzan's Last Hold. At least for the next little while. Even if it meant transplanting Eloise; maybe he could talk to Rosaceae about fostering his daughter in the safety of her domain.

Marona squared her shoulders determinedly. “Our fighters should be able to deal with the monsters trickling south, Sir Darren. Especially with the addition of your lower level fighters. But we need to do something about the Outcasts before they begin striking into the Southeastern Marches. Especially their Phasewarper.”

Dare had a feeling he knew where she was going with this. Especially when she turned to the others in the dining hall. “Please step into the entry room for a moment. Everyone but Sir Dare, Miss Lily, Master Ilin, and Miss Amalisa.”

Rumbling in surprise and a bit of irritation, the crowd of assembled adventurers and leaders allowed the maids to usher them out of the room.

Dare waited until they were gone before addressing his noble lover. “How long have you known?” There was only one way to know a person's class if they weren't wearing distinctive gear that hinted at it.

Marona laughed, looking somewhere between amused and sad. “That you somehow have the Adventurer's Eye, and have from the start? Or that Ireni's a vessel for the Outsider, or at least believes she is and has convinced you and the rest of your family to believe it as well?” She paused. “Or that there's more to where you came from than some portal accident in a kingdom on the other side of the world?”

Dare shifted, feeling terrible. He noticed Lily, Ilin, and Amalisa looking uncomfortable as well. “Marona,” he said helplessly.

She stepped forward and rested a hand on his chest. “It's alright, my paramour. Secrets like those you wouldn't have told to even those you love until the time was right. I'm sure you would've revealed them to me before long.”

“Although you deserved to know them sooner,” he said, taking her hand and kissing it.

Marona laughed lightly. “I did know them sooner, my love. Or at least guessed. And I'm sure when the time is right you'll tell me the truth about where you came from as well.”

Before Dare could think of an answer she straightened her shoulders determinedly. “In any case, your Adventurer's Eye will allow you to pick out the Phasewarpers, whether there be one or multiple, the Outcasts are using. Then you and Lily, and the rest of your party if necessary, can eliminate the threat.”

Phew.

So he had to find a way to hunt down an enemy using portals to travel, identify their most valuable and highly guarded asset, and take it out. And if he and his party failed Nirim Manor might eventually be their target.

“I need you to send a messenger to Nirim Manor and warn them the enemy uses portals,” he said grimly. “Ireni will have to decide what to do.”

Marona nodded. “Of course. I'd like you to have a full party for this, so I'd suggest you recruit another companion from our available fighters here. Someone from your recent raid?”

Dare nodded. “Endro, if you can spare him.” He'd seen the Duelist among the crowd, and the man had been competent enough.

“I'm sure we can.” She smiled wryly. “I'm guessing you and Lily will want to run ahead and scout while your party catches up?”

“The sooner the better.” He frowned, mulling the problem over. “I need to talk to any survivors from the Outcast of Balor attacks on the villages and towns. Find out if there's a pattern to them that'll help me figure out how they pick their targets. I also need to know how far south they've struck, and if there's some limit to how far they stretch out their neck.”

“I'm gathering all the information I can on them and gleaning everything of use from it,” his noble lover assured him. She abruptly wrapped her arms around him, trembling. “I wish you the best speed and the surest aim, my paramour. Out of all the threats I've faced in my life, this is the only one that seems beyond me.” She shuddered. “Orcs with portals. Was the gods' gift of that class to the world a blessing or a curse?”

Dare held her close for a short while, resting a protective hand on her hugely pregnant belly. She could give birth to their child any time now; her due date was only a week away. And although he'd promised to be there for it, he wasn't sure he'd be able to now.

But better to miss it knowing his child with her, all his children, would be safe.

He tenderly lifted her chin and kissed her. “Tell the party to head due north. Have them gather whatever information they can as they travel, and question anyone they meet.” He stepped back and took Lily's hand. “We're going to travel northwest to begin, then cut east and meet them.”

Marona frowned. “Why? If it's a search pattern you want wouldn't it be better to split the entire party into smaller groups and fan out?”

“It's not a search pattern.” Dare glanced at Lily, whose suddenly hopeful expression suggested she'd guessed his thoughts. “We're going to go ask a friend who sees everything that grows upon the land if she'd be willing to give us any hints about the enemy we face.”

◆◆◆

“Do you think Lady Rosaceae will tell us anything?” Lily asked as they made their way through the dryad's woods to her clearing.

It had taken them all day to travel here from Terana, after a short night at Marona's mansion and waking up at first light. They were tired, but they hadn't pushed themselves to exhaustion since they anticipated a lot more running in the future.

After all, fast as they were, they faced the challenge of hunting down an enemy who used portals.

Dare shook his head. “It depends on how much she's allowed to intervene. We saw what happened to Lady Tremuloides.” He gave her a thoughtful look. “What do you think? You spent more time with her than I did.”

His wife laughed, adjusting her large glasses. “I spent a week or so at her clearing, sure.” Her eyes danced. “Although I'm not the one who spent every night with her having hot dryad sex.”

He laughed too, although quickly sobered. “Well, I guess we hope for the best, then.”

A feeling of profound peace fell over them as they neared the cherry blossom dryad's enchanted clearing. While it was almost summer, her domain held the feel of perpetual spring, always the perfect temperature and blooming with wildflowers.

Rosa was waiting in the clearing to greet them. “Welcome, dear children,” she said, gathering them into a warm embrace. “I had hoped you would come. I wanted to thank you in person for saving my beloved elder sister. For thousands of years I've grieved her sad fate, and I was overjoyed to learn she'd been freed from her curse, and even more overjoyed to welcome her here.”

“How is she?” Dare asked, looking around but not seeing the withered dryad.

“Better.” Rosa shook her head grimly. “Her mind is very fragile, not least because she hasn't been able to have true rest for all the time of her suffering. Her sleep has been haunted by nightmares, which chased her into her waking hours so she knew no peace.”

She stared off across her clearing, dark eyes soft and face gentle. “With our aunt's help we put her into a deep, healing sleep. It will not wholly cure the ravages her body has suffered, or heal the trauma to her mind. But it will do her some good, and when she awakens we hope she'll be in a better state to address her grief and move past it.”

Dare felt pity for Tremuloides, but was glad for her as well; he'd hoped Rosa would be able to help her. “I pray that's so. Is there any more I can do for her?” Lily nodded fervently.

“I'm sure she'll be happy to see you when she wakes, although that may be many years from now.” The cherry blossom dryad straightened briskly. “But as I said, I'd like to express my gratitude for the wonderful thing you've done, for me and for my beloved elder sister. Not just the service you offered her, but the kindness and gentleness with which you treated her in her fragile state, and the care you took for her wellbeing.”

She turned away. “Please, come with me.”

They followed the demigoddess to the center of the clearing, dominated by a grassy mound covered by a carpet of delicate white blossoms. He didn't recall seeing it last time he was here, and a glance at Lily got a head shake in response. Did Tremuloides sleep beneath the earth here?

Perhaps. The air certainly had a peaceful and restful feel to it, even more so than the rest of this blessed clearing.

Rosa knelt by the mound, gently resting a hand atop it as she looked back at them. “I cannot interfere directly in the world's affairs in most cases, but I'm allowed to give gifts to those who've done me a great act of service. And I cannot think of many who have done a greater service than you, Sir Darren Portsmouth of Earth.”

Dare jumped at the frank acknowledgement that she knew who he was and where he'd come from. “I need no reward to help my friends,” he protested. “Or any goodly person in need. I'm just happy Lady Tremuloides has found the peace and healing she needs.”

She smiled fondly. “Hush, sweet lover. Your sentiment is appreciated, but I will give my gifts to whom I will.”

The cherry blossom dryad reached among the bed of white flowers and withdrew an item, and Dare's breath caught. Lily gasped in awe.

“Here,” Rosa murmured solemnly, presenting it to him on her knees with head bowed. “A piece of myself to carry with you, so you may always feel my love.”

In her hands glowed a gleaming recurve bow, smooth and shining glossy red with the patterns of the cherrywood it had been carved from. Or created in some way from, for it was obviously not made by mortal hands.

It had the most perfect shape he'd ever seen, strung with gleaming golden hair, and the air around it seemed to shimmer with an otherworldly aura.

He was almost nervous to inspect it, and when he did his breath caught: “Blessed Bow of the Lady of Flowers. Level 70 Fabled quality.”

It was . . . unimaginable. So far above even a Master quality item like Entangler there was no comparison. The damage was flat out godlike, especially since he'd never seen such a high level weapon and couldn't even make a comparison, and the item bonuses made a large paragraph he was eager to read in detail.

Although one stood out special to him. “Monsters no longer Notice bearer.”

This bow was a literal godsend. So powerful that even wielding it naked he'd probably be more powerful than wearing a suit of Exceptional quality armor with an Exceptional quality bow. And just as importantly, it was one of the only things he might've had trouble getting at the later level, and high enough level he'd be able to use it for years. Maybe even decades.

It was the sort of weapon kings passed down over generations. Whose name found its way into history books and whose legend spread the world over. Its value almost wasn't even a consideration, because nobody capable of using it would ever even consider selling it, and as a family heirloom only the most foolish or desperate would trade it away.

And he'd earned it by completing a low Level 40s raid dungeon, and not even a full strength one. It almost didn't seem fair.

As if reading his mind Rosa suddenly spoke, “Do not view yourself unworthy of this gift, sweet lover. You earned it not by valorous deeds but by exceptional service.” She held it farther out, urging him to take it. “So treasure it, and may it be my shielding arm for you when you go into great peril in days to come.”

It unquestionably would be. Dare bowed low as he hesitantly rested his hands on the bow, which felt warm to the touch and almost seemed to thrum in his grip, as if a living thing. Lily wrapped an arm around him, also looking down at the weapon in wonder.

Practically speaking, he'd have to get 26 levels to use the Blessed Bow of the Lady of Flowers, which by his rough math he estimated could take up to fifteen years. And that was if he spent most of every day leveling, which was getting harder and harder to do as family responsibilities and duties to his territory pressed. Not to mention having to travel farther and farther afield to find monsters his level to hunt, then returning home each day.

Still, it gave him something to set his eyes toward. And Lily too, depending on if she wanted to stay by his side adventuring to such a high level or settle down to have children.

Although until then Dare was going to have to hide it away and keep it in utmost secrecy. This was the sort of prize armies might be sent to claim, and entire kingdoms might go to war for. It would draw thieves and assassins like flies and tempt even loyal companions into betrayal.

It would put his family in the direst peril.

“This weapon is too great for me, my Lady,” he said quietly, holding it back out to her. “Will you keep it for me until I'm worthy of it?”

Rosa nodded with a gentle smile as she retrieved the Fabled weapon. “Of course I will, my lover. I anticipated your need. It shall remain here undisturbed until you ask for it.” Her smile became excited. “I wanted you to see it, though.”

Dare hesitated. “Could I write down its stats first though?”

She laughed. “Yes, you do like doing the math and being prepared, which is wise.” She continued to hold the Blessed Bow of the Lady of Flowers while he took out his logbook and hastily scribbled down the details, getting excited all over as he looked through them.

That list of item bonuses was sexy as hell.

When he was done the demigoddess set the bow back among the flowers, where it seemed to disappear. He wondered how long it would be before he saw it again.

Then she turned to Lily. “Do not think I have forgotten you, Lily Portsmouth of Brighthill Warren, for you too have done me and my beloved elder sister exceptional service.” She held out her hand. “Come.”

The much shorter bunny girl took her hand and departed with her into the clearing, leaving Dare beside the mound Tremuloides slept beneath.

“Rest well, my Lady,” he murmured. “May it do you good.”

He settled down on the soft grass of the clearing, soaking in the peace of the enchanted place and feeling the tension in his muscles ease. Although he couldn't allow himself to sleep, since incredible as the gift had been they still had their purpose for being here.

Fifteen minutes later Rosa and Lily returned. His wife looked radiant, and ran to throw her arms around him as he stood. “What gift did you receive?” he asked, looking her over; she had no new item that he could see, and looked the same to his Adventurer's Eye.

Lily beamed at him. “Something wonderful,” she whispered, kissing him softly. Although she'd say no more of it.

Rosa picked them both up and bore them gently away. “Now let's set those matters aside for now, dear children. Your purpose is dire, but I will aid you as I can.” She stroked Dare's back. “Firstly, I have sent an agent to safely transport my granddaughter Eloise here. She is welcome here for as long as needed, and I will aid you in safely returning her home when the time comes.”

Dare's breath caught. “Thank you.” He worried for all his children, but with his floran daughter planted in place she was especially vulnerable.

“I will also add my own caution that your people should flee to the safety of the ruined city beneath the mountains, save those responsible for food production . . . their numbers will be few enough to hopefully draw no notice from your enemy, but still supplement your stored supplies until the danger is past.”

The fact that she was speaking of such long term measures as if they were necessary was alarming. She was making it sound like Nirim Manor and the outlying villages might be burned down before this was done.

All their hard work in ashes.

He hoped the fighters they'd left behind to protect their territory would be enough. At least against intelligent enemies, where they could see their levels and know whether to fight or flee.

And in the last extreme, homes could be rebuilt and fields replanted. As long as the people of the territory survived that was all that mattered.

“Can you give any advice of where we should go or what we should do, my Lady?” he asked.

The dryad looked at him gravely. “Your current plans are as good as any at this time. Go east, meet up with your party. Find what there is to find.”

Dare would've hoped for more. But maybe this situation was complex enough that she couldn't give him any simple directions to solve it.

Rosa led them to the stream running through her clearing, undressed them, bathed them, and clad them in soft white robes. Then she led them to where she'd prepared a meal of fruits, vegetables, mushrooms, and a large pitcher of goat milk. Simple food, but some of the freshest, most flavorful, and highest quality he'd ever enjoyed.

Then, as they sank into the peace of her domain and gave in to their exhaustion, she carried them to her cherry tree bower, laid down with them on a bed of soft heather, and held them as they drifted off into the sweetest dreams.

◆◆◆

The next morning Rosa woke them at the crack of dawn for another simple but tasty breakfast of all the freshest, tastiest fruits and vegetables. Then she bid them farewell, wished them the greatest fortune in their task, and they set off.

According to Marona's map, there were a dozen villages along the border between the Northeastern and Southeastern Marches that they should check out. They hadn't been hit thus far to the best of her knowledge, and might be targets for the Outcasts of Balor soon.

Dare and Lily had agreed to travel to the northernmost of those villages, Wellville, to check on it first. It was also closest to them, near the western part of the Northeastern Marches.

When they reached the village he was glad he'd checked it first, but also wished he'd never set eyes on the place.

He'd hoped it would be too far south to have been hit yet, but when the humble cluster of buildings on the plains came into view he saw that most of the homes were blackened piles of rubble. Although what immediately drew his eyes were almost a score of stakes planted in the ground around the destroyed village.

He didn't want to dwell on the horrific sight, but it looked as if all the elderly, sickly, and young had been impaled by the despicable raiders who'd destroyed the village. Which meant that, as Marona had suggested months ago when Dare had first heard of the Outcasts of Balor, they were taking most of the young adult, healthy villagers as slaves.

There were few signs of rot on the bodies, which meant the attack had to have happened earlier in the day or sometime late yesterday.

Lily fell to her knees and emptied her guts at the sickening sight. Dare had to fight with all his self-control to keep from doing the same. He knelt beside her, rubbing her back. “Patrol the area,” he said quietly. “I'll learn what I can from the village and bury the bodies.”

Those were some of the most awful hours of his life, heartbreaking and haunting.

There were few clues to be found in the village, but the ones he saw were distinct. On a few of the larger bits of rubble the attackers had painted a fist overlooked by a leering demonic face, using what looked like blood.

There were also a dozen or so bodies scattered about or buried beneath the rubble, likely those who'd put up enough of a fight to be killed by the raiders, or who'd been victims of their attackers' bloodlust. The fact that they hadn't been staked around the village as a message led him to the awful conclusion that the Outcasts only impaled living victims.

There were also signs that the savages had desecrated and defiled the corpses, and possibly done worse while they were still alive.

Dare finally lost control of his roiling guts and was sick in the middle of the village. His limbs felt weak as he pushed back to his feet and continued his investigation.

There was a clear path of trampled ground, livestock, bound prisoners, and carts likely filled with anything worth taking from the village, that led a few hundred yards out into the plains, to a spot out of sight of the village behind some trees. Then the path abruptly ended; doubtless where the portal had been erected.

There were undisturbed farms out on the plains, which suggested that the raiders had come in swiftly, pillaged Wellville, snatched up everything they could and set fire to the houses, then fled back through the portal.

Well planned, well executed lightning attacks, which would make them that much harder to pin down.

With nothing left to learn, Dare set about the grim task of gathering up the bodies among the rubble and taking down those that had been impaled. There were still flammable materials to be found, a bit farther out from the destroyed buildings, and he began moving a haystack and a small pile of firewood found near an empty barn over to create a pyre.

Lily joined him to report the perimeter was clear and help him with the sad task. Her milky pale skin was sickly gray, her eyes haunted but flashing with determination. “We have to stop them,” she said fiercely as she carried a stack of firewood.

In the past his gentle wife had expressed worry about having to kill anyone, but it seemed in the face of this horror she'd accepted that sometimes there was no other option if they wanted to save innocents.

“We will,” he replied, weighed down by his own stack but still reaching out to comfortingly grip her shoulder.

Once the pyre was ready they stood before it with heads bowed. “May the gods bless the innocent people of Wellville,” his wife said, tears streaming down her face. “They just wanted to live their lives in peace . . . they didn't deserve this.”

“May they be the last to suffer this fate, if by our hands we can prevent it,” Dare said. Then he knelt and set the pyre alight.

Such a fire might draw enemies, so as the flames spread to consume the victims of Wellville they continued on their way.

Although they'd only gone a few hundred yards before they were hailed, turning with hands on slung bows to see a haggard woman with two older children hailing them from a copse of trees. The small family looked dead on their feet, expressions blank from the horrors they'd witnessed.

They were obviously from the village, who'd either fled before the attack or had come from one of the outlying farms. “Please tell me you've not come with further trouble,” the woman cried hoarsely, clutching her son and daughter protectively. “I sawn you burying the bodies, so I thought you must be here to help.”

Dare bowed to the woman, making his voice gentle. “I'm Sir Darren Portsmouth of Nirim Manor, in Terana Province. We're here to fight the monsters who destroyed your village.”

“Tweren't monsters,” the farmer said bitterly. “Twere rusties and pukeskins and some of them cow people. Popped in out of a hole in the air, murdered my husband and kin and did unspeakable things to half the women and some of the young, stuck the old and young on them spikes, then tied up the rest and dragged them back through the hole.” Her voice was dead as she spoke of the atrocities, expression numb.

Rusties was slang for orcs, with their reddish-brown skin. Which confirmed his suspicion that this had been the Outcasts of Balor.

“Have you heard of other villages being attacked?” he asked in the same gentle voice. “The more we know of what's happening, the better chance we have of stopping them.” The woman didn't reply, looking through him with a thousand yard stare. “Ma'am?”

She started slightly. “Plenty of villages farther north. Had refugees coming through most every day. My Geres tried to get the village to evacuate, but they figured we was far enough south there weren't no danger.” She spat bitterly. “Just our family was going to leave soon, then it were too late.”

Dare looked at the children, maybe ten and eleven. They didn't even seem to hear the conversation, lost in their own waking nightmares. He rested a hand on Lily's shoulder, lowering his voice. “Stay with them. See if you can find out specifically what villages have been hit. I'm going to hunt them enough food to last them a few days.”

It shouldn't take long to find an epind or other large game on the plains, and in spite of the urgency of the situation he wouldn't feel right leaving these poor people without aid. And since he and his wife hadn't brought anything but their weapons and armor they had no rations to offer.

She nodded and ushered the haunted family back to the safety of the copse, and he loped away from the pyre in search of game.

From the moment he had his first view of Wellville, his sick grief had been building to righteous fury. The Outcasts were committing atrocities even slavers would be sickened by. They were threatening his home.

And he was going to kill them all. Starting with their gods cursed Phasewarper.


Chapter Eleven

Lay of the Land

Dare found a wild goat without too much trouble and brought it down, then harvested the meat and brought it back for the surviving farmers.

Combined with some greens and mushrooms Lily had foraged, there was more than enough food to share a meal between the five of them, the haunted woman and children at first just staring and picking at the food. Then after their first few bites their appetite ignited, and they ravenously devoured a few full helpings each.

He didn't feel right about leaving the family here, but they had no horses and he didn't want to limit his pace to the best they could manage. So he was up front. “Ma'am, me and my wife can run swifter than horses. Would you like us to carry you to the next village south?”

She looked at him blankly, but it was the more familiar baffled look he often got, not her previous haunting thousand yard stare. “Carry us,” she repeated slowly.

Dare nodded and took off his Exceptional belt that reduced carry weight by 20 pounds, handing it to Lily. “My wife can carry you and I'll carry the children.” The farmers weren't exactly malnourished, but they wouldn't be much of a burden, either.

“You'll take us to Silen?” the woman asked. “It's more than a five hour walk southeast . . . you cain't carry us that far.”

He and his bunny girl wife exchanged grim smiles. “We'll get you there faster.”

After getting the farmer secured on Lily's back and the children secured on his, using improvised harnesses and their firm grips, he activated Cheetah's Dash and they set off.

The young boy and girl, who'd been pale and quiet up until now, finally showed some life. The boy whooped with surprised glee as Dare sped up to around 15 miles an hour, the best pace he could manage long term carrying around 140 pounds. With the help of the belt Lily was able to carry the farmwife at the same pace.

They reached Silen in about an hour and a half. Only to discover to their horror that it, too, had been destroyed.

Although the village was farther south the destruction was older, a few days at least. Which suggested the Outcasts of Balor weren't steadily pillaging their way south, but were jumping around more unpredictably.

Dare and Lily left the horrified family out of sight of the burned village and went in to investigate and respectfully dispose of the bodies. Only to find that several singed and soot-covered men were already doing so.

From the looks of things the raiders had pretty much operated the same in Silen as they had in Wellville, down to the trampled path leading to a portal location a few hundred yards away, hidden behind a low hill.

The survivors of Silen included a dozen women and children who'd managed to get away before the raiders arrived. They confirmed the Wellville survivor's report that it had been orcs, goblins, and bovids who'd destroyed their village. According to them a few dozen raiders, including melee fighters and archers judging by their gear, and magic users judging by the spells they used. All between Level 20-25, aside from a Level 28 leader.

The haggard villagers agreed to take in the survivors from Wellville, especially after Dare went out and hunted them a goat and an epind, and Lily found a dozen or so pounds of foraged greens and mushrooms to keep them going for a few days.

The villagers were too numb to respond to Dare's assurances that his party would do their best to stop the raiders. Which he supposed he understood; their lives had already been destroyed, many of their loved ones butchered, tortured, or taken. Stopping the raiders wouldn't matter much to them now.

After advising the survivors to head south to safety, to Terana if they could make it there, he and Lily continued on to Brynn, the next southernmost village. He dreaded what they'd find there.

But to their vast relief, the village was untouched. Although the people there had obviously heard of the trouble and taken steps to defend themselves, building a palisade surrounded by a trench with spikes on the inward side.

The villagers were almost absurdly relieved to see Dare and his wife, no surprise since among their own ranks their highest level was a 26 Spellwarder.

Their arrival prompted a spontaneous celebration, which he and Lily declined to take part in. Instead he took the village's Mayor and highest level defenders aside to talk to them.

“You'll defend us if the raiders come?” the man asked hopefully. He was a tall, gaunt man named Jinno with deep bags beneath his eyes, who looked as if he hadn't slept in days.

“As best we're able,” Dare replied. “Fair warning, you might be facing an attack in the next few days. We want to be here to fend it off, and ideally kill the Phasewarper that's letting them do these raids.”

The villagers stirred uncomfortably. “We feared that was the case,” the Mayor said. “What do you suggest?”

“Evacuate,” Dare said simply, Lily nodding her agreement. “It'll be difficult on your people, but the Outcasts of Balor will show you now mercy.”

That caused an even greater stir. “But you're here to protect us!” an aging Healer protested.

He shook his head. “I might not be forever, or even for long. My goal is to stop the Outcasts, not guard your village. I have a family I'd rather be protecting, but hunting down their raiders is the best way to do it.”

“Could we at least hope for a few days?” Jinno asked. “Enough time to prepare to leave.”

Lily glanced at Dare in question, and he nodded. “That could work. I hope you won't consider this cynical, but if you're here there's a higher chance the raiders will create a portal here, and we'll have a chance to hit at them.”

“So we'd be bait,” the Healer said flatly.

“You're bait right now. But whatever you choose, your safety would be our highest priority while we remain.” Dare shrugged. “Personally I'd feel better if you evacuate immediately . . . they might not have good enough scouting to realize you're gone, and they'd open a portal here anyway.”

The Mayor shook his head grimly. “Best of both worlds. We'll evacuate those who are ready, and hurry as much as possible to get the others gone.” He offered his hand to them. “Thank you, Sir Darren, Miss Lily.”

Dare turned to his wife. “I'm going to patrol the area, determine which locations are most ideal for a portal based on the other villages we've seen. And if the raiders attack I'll do what I can to defeat them. I'd like you to find the rest of the party and check their progress.”

“They won't have had time to make it to this area yet,” she pointed out.

He nodded. “All the better. Ask them to split up into two groups and camp out two more villages in the area, farther east of here and as far north as they can find that haven't been raided. Describe the positioning of the portals at the destroyed villages so they can prepare ambushes.”

Lily hesitated. “Are you going to be okay alone? Even you might not be able to fight off 30 Level 25s. What if you get hit by a bunch of crowd control?”

A young woman in the back cleared her throat awkwardly, speaking up in a rustic accent that reminded Dare a lot of old Westerns he used to watch with his dad. “I can go with him and protect him from that.”

He gave her a closer look. She was a Level 21 Chainbreaker, one of the rare classes that could remove debuffs and negative status effects. Although at her level all she had was removing roots and snares.

Still, that was the majority of crowd control.

A lot of support classes fulfilled multiple roles. Healers were also able to do ranged magic damage and remove damage over time effects like poisons and diseases. Priests healed and provided barriers. Spellwarders provided barriers and solid ranged magic damage.

Chainbreakers had modest healing as well as the ability to remove debuffs, which could be pretty useful. The question was whether it would be safe to bring her along, even if she was way back from the fighting giving him support. It would help that as a bowman he'd be way back from the fighting too, so she could be even farther back at a safe distance.

Well, Dare could always make sure she had a horse and was ready to flee if anyone went after her. And the fact that she'd volunteered to take such a risk was pretty gutsy.

Which was even more surprising because she didn't look gutsy; on the surface she could've been a typical villager, small and with a lean strength to her, with mousy features and light brown hair. Put her on the back of a horse with lasso in hand and she was the spitting image of a cowgirl.

Although the fact that she only looked a few years older than him and Lily and had reached her level suggested she'd either lived an interesting life, or had been part of a solid group.

He glanced at Jinno. “Have a horse to spare for her? I can pay.”

“Not necessary, Sir Darren,” the man said, looking offended. “She's fighting on behalf of our village, of course we'll assist both of you however we can.”

Lily looked relieved at the support, low level as it was, and quickly hugged and kissed him goodbye. Then she bounded away, leaping right over the palisade to shouts of surprise and admiration, and was gone.

The Chainbreaker, who introduced herself as Sava, was provided a horse and they set out to search the nearby terrain for likely spots a portal would be placed. She seemed surprised he refused the offer of a horse himself, until she realized her mount had trouble keeping up with his pace.

After a few minutes of silence she cleared her throat. “You didn't ask how I could help with crowd control. I'm surprised you just accepted it at face value.”

Dare did his best to keep his expression neutral; damn, he needed to be more careful about slips like that. Sure, he was almost high enough level that it wouldn't raise eyebrows that he had the Adventurer's Eye. But even so it was a powerful ability that would draw attention to him, and could make him a target.

He recovered his composure and grinned at her. “I did. It's hard to mistrust someone with such a charming accent.”

Sava visibly blushed. “Come on, I sound like a yokel.”

“You sound like someone from an honest family living in an honest village, who grew up learning honest values. Nothing to be ashamed of there . . . not just anyone would volunteer to help a strange adventurer fight off a bunch of dangerous raiders threatening her home.”

She laughed in embarrassment. “Well maybe we look after each other in Brynn better than in some big town, where nobody knows or gives a damn about anyone else.” She leaned out of the saddle and offered him her hand. “Anyway, I'm a Chainbreaker. I can get you out of snares and roots, as well as heal you some.”

Dare returned her surprisingly firm grip. “That'll be handy in a fight against a lot of enemies, all right.” He gave her a significant look. “Although speaking of fighting, if we're attacked before Lily gets back I'll engage the enemy from the farthest distance I can, and I want you to be at the edge of casting distance for your spells beyond that. And if any of them so much as look your way I want you to gallop to safety like the wind.”

The Chainbreaker looked amused. “So basically the same as in any other fight as support?”

“Pretty much.” He looked at a copse of trees ahead, then back to Brynn; that might be a good spot for the Phasewarper to place a portal. “Let's check that spot out.”

She nodded and nudged her horse that way. “Do you really think you can take on 30 enemies, even if they're 20 to 25 levels lower than you?”

That was the question, all right. Going against a monster 20 levels higher than you was flat out suicide, because part of the level system made it so you did less damage to higher level monsters, and they did more damage to you. Not just based on the damage everyone should be doing for their level, but as an added penalty for fighting a monster of higher level.

But with intelligent races it was all down to stats. You did whatever damage you did with your abilities and gear, against their health and damage mitigation through armor, abilities, and stats. Being higher level certainly made a difference where hit points and armor rating were concerned, but it was within the realm of possibility that an army of Level 10s could kill a Level 50 person, where an entire kingdom's worth of Level 10s would be obliterated by a Level 50 monster and barely scratch it.

However, Dare had a much greater advantage than just his level. “Well let me put it this way,” he said with an easy chuckle. “Even if I can't beat them, I can run away and they'll never be able to catch me. Especially with your help removing snares and roots.”

To demonstrate, he activated Cheetah's Dash and sprinted towards the copse. Then he bled off his momentum with Roll and Shoot and sprinted back to resume his place beside her, noting her stunned expression.

“Hot damn,” she said, whistling. “You're as fast as your bunny girl companion.”

“Nowhere close, actually. But close enough over long distances.”

They checked out the spot behind the trees, and both agreed it would be a good spot for a raiding party to emerge from to muster in hiding and attack the village. Then they moved on in search of other possibilities.

“So how did you come to pick Chainbreaker?” Dare asked. “It's rare to see debuff removal classes.”

“Yeah.” Sava's cheeks went pink. “It's nothing heroic, just pragmatism. My family's ranch was within a stone's throw of a Level 5 spawn point with spider monsters that shot webs that snared, and if you got enough stacks they would root. There were no adventurers clearing it for us, way out where we were, so it would put out roamers regularly.”

She spat out of her saddle, looking disgusted. “We raise horses, and they should've been able to outrun the roamers, at least until Pa could get to them. But with those damn webs we were losing a horse every month or so. Usually the most valuable foals. Then Pa had some bad luck, ran up against one of the rare Level 6s that spawn. He nearly died and couldn't run away.

“So the moment I woke up on my twelfth birthday and got the prompt to pick my class, I chose Chainbreaker to help him out. He'd invite me to a party and I'd free the horses the monster was going after, then keep him healed while he fought it.” She beamed. “It was slow experience, just a roamer every now and again, but I got a few levels out of it.”

“And now you're 21?” Dare said with a smile.

His new companion laughed. “Not from spiders, obviously. Or at least not all of it. Once my little brother turned 12 he picked Marksman, and we'd go out together to the spider spawn point and clear it out every morning and afternoon. Or at least, once he got high enough level and had a good enough bow we did.”

“And your parents went for that?” he asked, surprised.

“Hell no, they were furious when they found out.” She grinned. “But what were they going to do, tie us up? We were good, obedient kids mostly, but we weren't going to let that spawn point keep sending out monsters to kill our horses and maybe get our Pa killed. So after the first few times we were caught sneaking out he started going out with us, although he stayed out of the party so we could get the experience. He was there to step in if there was an emergency, but there never was. Not with me to dispel their webs and Aivar to shoot them down.”

Sava shifted to sit more comfortably in the saddle. “Anyway, every day for years we farmed that one spawn point, until finally we reached Level 16 and it wasn't giving us experience anymore. So we went on to the spawn point next to it, and found it was almost as easy and still gave experience. So we tried a few more and they were all weak too, and we farmed those four spawn points until they didn't give experience. Then on to the next higher, and on, pathetically easy fights with small gains up to Level 21.”

She shrugged and grinned at him. “So that's me. Killing Level 10s to get to where I am.”

“Easy fights or not, it takes guts to test new spawn points,” Dare said. “I know a spunky cowgirl when I see one.”

The skinny rancher stared at him blankly. “You sound like you're complimenting me, but did you just call me a cum-covered bovid?”

He burst out laughing in spite of himself. “Back home we call women who raise cattle cowgirls. And spunky means you've got grit and determination.”

She laughed at him. “So a bovid rancher would be a cow girl cowgirl?”

They shared another easy laugh. “Anyway, it makes more sense why you volunteered to help me,” he said. “You're used to fighting alongside archers.” He paused, giving her a curious look. “So where's your brother now, if I could ask?”

Sava's smile tightened. “Got sent north to fight.” It was obvious from her expression she feared the worst. Which was possible, given the dire situation in the Northeastern Marches.

Dare rested a hand on her knee. “From what I know the Outcasts of Balor are avoiding anyone who can fight them and just going after the defenseless. Your brother's probably doing his best to hunt them down, same as us.”

She looked grateful for the reassurance. “Right, yeah.” She brightened. “If we can take out some of the raiders here, he'll be that much closer to being able to come home.”

Their circuit of the village showed five possible spots within a few hundred yards where a portal would be ideal. Dare ranked them by most to least suitable, with Sava's help judging which direction would be best strategically to attack the village.

Although honestly, with a group of 30 Level 25s anywhere would be best; Brynn couldn't withstand the raiders without protection.

With the scouting done all that was left was to wait. Dare found a good concealed location where he could see three of the most ideal portal spots, then sent his new companion to watch the other two from another concealed location. “You have Snap?” he asked her.

She laughed. “What, the pretty light show universal ability? Why would I get that?”

Not too surprising. “How about spells that make your hands glow?”

After a moment the Chainbreaker waved her hands, which began to glow a pale green. “How about this?”

Dare looked at the setting sun. “That might be bright enough once it gets dark. Go get some people from the village to keep watch in shifts with you. If you see a portal open signal immediately, then get out of there.”

She nodded, then hesitated. “What about you, Sir Darren?”

“Dare to my friends.”

Sava smiled, pleased. “Okay then, Dare. You're not going to stay up all night, are you?”

He shrugged. “Good point. Send some people out to keep watch with me, too.”

“Gotcha. Best of luck out here, partner.” She wheeled her horse and galloped towards the village.

A few minutes later a couple young men ran out to join him, puffing. “You want us to keep watch, sir?” one asked.

Dare nodded and described the potential portal locations to them. “I'll take second watch, wake me when it's my shift.” He gave them a stern look. “And remember, stay awake and pay attention. If you feel yourself drifting off, wake one of us up to spell you. Better that than falling asleep and waking up to raiders butchering your loved ones.”

The two men paled and nodded resolutely.

He left them to it and rolled up in his cloak to sleep, hoping his loved ones were all right.

And that Nirim Manor or Terana hadn't come under attack while he was out here guarding Brynn.

◆◆◆

It turned unexpectedly cold that night, considering it was just a couple weeks until the beginning of summer. Bastion might've been in the southernmost area of the northlands, but it could still be bitter at times.

Enough that Dare's cloak wasn't keeping him as warm as he'd like and he found himself wishing he'd asked for a blanket.

He was able to doze through the first watch, then walk to keep warm during his shift on the second watch. After that, though, it had gotten cold enough that he couldn't get back to sleep. He would've lit a fire but he didn't want to give away their location if the raiders made an appearance.

The pessimistic part of him wanted to say that they wouldn't attack tonight, but the rational part of him knew that the most common, and effective, time to attack was just before dawn. Which was coming right up.

He was just about to give up on sleep and join the man on watch when he felt a blessedly thick blanket settle over him, then an even more blessedly warm figure slip under it with him. He reflexively wrapped his arm around the woman as she spooned back against him, thinking it was Lily.

But rather than his wife's perfect body he felt lean curves, and froze with his hand on her tummy and her bony ass pressed against his crotch. “Sava?” he hissed.

“Howdy!” the rancher whispered. “Got cold tonight, didn't it? I saw you were traveling light, and since we got more volunteers to come out on watch I figured I'd come check on you. See if you needed a blanket.”
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“And hop under it with me?” he asked wryly, acutely aware of her well defined abs beneath his fingers, and her narrow ass that was feeling nicer and nicer as her body heat warmed him up.

She giggled and squirmed around to face him, eyes glinting in the darkness. Her breathing had quickened, and she felt soft and warm in his arms. “Well I was thinking on what you said yesterday. And as it turns out, I reckon I might like to be a spunky cowgirl.”

Sava definitely had his attention. Especially since when she turned, his hand ended up on her chest. He found more of a handful there than he'd expected, as well as a pointy little nipple pressed against his palm. “Oh yeah?” he asked casually, although his stiffening cock gave him away.

She felt it and gasped softly. “Well, I figure I won't get too many chances in life to get fucked crosseyed by a handsome hero. As we say around these parts, if you want to ride you got to get in the saddle.”

The skinny rancher abruptly shoved him onto his back and climbed atop him, straddling his hips. “And I know a wild mustang ready for the saddle when I see one.”

Dare pushed his hips up against her slender thighs, his rigid cock finding softness in all the right places. “You going to lasso me?” he teased as he grabbed her narrow hips and pulled her harder against him.

“Only if I have to.” She giggled and began to grind against him with all the easy grace of a woman born in the saddle. The blanket fell away, and he saw her silhouette in the darkness as she swept her hair over her shoulder, arching her back and resting her hands on his thighs as she got into it. “Almighty! I called you a mustang, but you're packing a genuine horse cock, hero. I'm in for a wild ride.”

His hips strained against her growing heat as he reached up to fondle her small breasts beneath her sturdy shirt. She eagerly tugged it off, baring her chest to the cold, and he covered her soft mounds with his hands to keep them warm as he felt her skin prickle with goosebumps.

Sava pressed into his caresses with a whimper of enjoyment, then abruptly grabbed his hands and guided them down to her lean ass so she could bend down and press her mouth against his. Her lips were soft and wet, breath hot and small tongue slipping in confidently to find his and wrestle it.

Dare squeezed her small ass as she continued to roll her hips against him, then ran his hands over the soft skin of her back, feeling the bumps of her spine and curves of her ribs.

Their foreplay lasted longer than he'd expected, shifting around until his cloak and blanket were underneath them, then languidly undressing each other and exploring increasingly warm, flushed skin with their hands and lips.

The skinny rancher seemed intent on feeling every square inch of him, moaning against his mouth at the feel of his hard muscles. She especially couldn't seem to get enough of grabbing and squeezing his ass.

He snagged a Prevent Conception scroll from his pouch before she tossed away his belt. It was the last one in there, which made him glad his wives and consorts had insisted he take the legendary chest; the lead bars inside didn't completely fill the space, and Zuri had thoughtfully packed every single remaining square inch with more Prevent Conception and Cleanse Target scrolls, as well as several Nature's Purity scrolls for Lily.

Sava made an approving sound at the sight of the parchment in his hand. “Glad you thought of that . . . I'm hornier than a bunny girl right now so I plumb forgot. Here, let me.” She boldly reached into his undershorts to cup his balls, casting the scroll.

Then, without missing a beat, she got back to rubbing her body against him and running her hands over his pecs and abs.

Finally his lover lay flat atop him so he could slide her panties over her narrow hips and down her thin thighs, far enough past her knees that she could kick them off. She had a surprisingly thick bush, hair silky soft as she rubbed it against his knee while desperately working to tug his undershorts down, freeing his throbbing cock.

The night air's chill kissed it for just a moment before it was buried beneath the heat of her bush as she resumed grinding against his shaft, silky hair and soft petals gliding easily as her arousal coated him.

“Fuck, I can actually get a running start on your behemoth,” the skinny rancher panted as she moved more urgently. “You're twice as long as the last gent I was with, and way thicker . . . you ever accidentally slap yourself in the face with this thing?”

Dare grinned and slid his fingers through her bush to rub her clit, having no trouble finding the hard little pearl firmly grinding against his shaft as she rode him.

That was it for Sava, and with a squeal she arched her back and raised her face to the sky, body rigid as her arousal flowed over his shaft and down his thighs, velvety folds fluttering against him in climax.

“Fuuuuuck!” she finally moaned as she flopped down on him, trembling against his chest. “And I haven't even got you in me yet.” Her fingernails raked against his chest as she pushed herself back upright. “Time to fix that though, stud.”

He rested his hands on the skinny cowgirl's hips in eager anticipation as she positioned his throbbing cock at her entrance. She took her time with it, moaning in pleasure as she pushed him back and forth through her bush and between her lips, pressing hard against her clit every time.

Dare felt her body relax beneath his hands, and realized she wasn't just savoring the feel of his tip rubbing against her but was getting ready for his size. He reached up to rub her clit to help her, and she whimpered and finally began lowering herself onto his shaft.

“Goddess fertile,” she moaned, teeth flashing in the moonlight as she bit her lip. “You're fucking huge.”

He closed his eyes at the feel of Sava's velvety walls. She wasn't tight like Zuri or Marigold or even Buttercup, but her tightness had that rare but distinctive feel of a woman who hadn't been with many men.

She'd mentioned a past lover, but he wondered if that had been her only previous experience.

If so, the skinny cowgirl took him like a champ. While she panted and whimpered and moved with glacial slowness down his cock, every inch feeling exquisite inside her furnace hot depths, she never paused until he bottomed out against her cervix with a couple inches to spare.

“There!” she gasped when she felt it. “Finally tamed this wild stallion.”

Dare let her set the pace and contented himself with running his hands up and down her thighs, over her hips, and up her sides. She perched over him for almost a minute, quivering as she adjusted, and then she began gradually rocking her hips to move him inside her.

Then they both jumped a few inches, Sava's tight pussy clamping down on him almost painfully in her surprise, as another warm, soft, naked body dropped down on his thighs behind her, pressing against her back as snowy pale arms wrapped around her chest.

“There you go, girl,” Lily purred into the skinny cowgirl's ear. “Ride that cock.”

“Tarnation!” Sava said, breathing hard for a different reason as she calmed from the sudden shock. “Where the hell did you come from?”

His bunny girl wife giggled and began playing with the cowgirl's small breasts and running her hands down her toned abs. “I ran all the way down to my party, then all the way back up here through the night to make sure the man I love was okay.” She tsked playfully. “And all that time I was worrying, he's having fun putting his cattle prod in cute ranchers.”

“Cattle prod?” Dare asked, amused.

She laughed easily. “Hey, you think I haven't read romances about rancher girls having torrid affairs with cattle rustlers?”

“Rustlers?” Sava asked, starting to relax. Which was probably helped by the fact that a very horny and very experienced bunny girl was touching her in all the right ways. “You'd have to be a fool to have an affair with one of them . . . they're no better than bandits!”

“Yeah, I've discovered a lot of the romances I read aren't very realistic.” Lily brushed the skinny cowgirl's hair aside and began kissing her neck as her elegant fingers found her lover's clit. “Real life is much better.”

“Jeepers,” Sava moaned, starting to move up and down on his cock as she sank into a mild orgasm, walls rippling gently around his girth. “I've never had a threesome with a handsome hero and the most beautiful woman in the world before.” She paused, then added hastily. “Who's also a hero.”

The bunny girl laughed again. “Don't worry, honey, you don't need to butter me up.” She took the cowgirl's hand and pressed it between her legs. “See? Already buttered up.”

Sava gasped. “Wow! And you just got started, too!”

Lily gave Dare a huge grin over their lover's shoulder. “I sure did,” she purred, rubbing the skinny cowgirl's clit more firmly.

Sava whimpered and went limp in the bunny girl's arms, pussy gushing arousal as her walls clenched down on his cock. That was enough for him, and he groaned and released inside the sexy cowgirl.

Lily, getting into the spirit of things, climaxed just from their mutual orgasms, humping Sava's back as her arousal dripped down their lover's skinny ass.

“That was nice,” the cowgirl sighed with a dreamy voice as she began lifting herself off him. “And it was nice that you joined us too, Miss Lily . . . I've never been with a girl before.”

The bunny girl giggled and rested her hands on Sava's shoulders, gently pushing her back down Dare's cock as the cowgirl whimpered. “Didn't I say we're just getting started?” his wife playfully whispered in her ear. “Notice anything about my husband's cock?”

Sava jumped slightly. “Tarnation! He's still hard!”

“He sure is,” Lily agreed, grinning at him. “That's you who made him that way, sweetie. Go ahead and have as much fun as you want.”

The night got colder as dawn approached, but the three of them were soon sweating. And while their cowgirl lover might've been a novice at riding men when she started, she was a quick study. Especially with his wife as an eager teacher.

As a glow appeared in the eastern sky they finally pulled the blanket around them and feel asleep in each other's arms for a few hours.


Chapter Twelve

Strike

The next morning Lily reported that the party had split up into groups with Bradis, Estellis, Veressa, and Jurrin in one and Carilina, Horold, and Endro in the other. Bradis's group would reach the village they were riding for in the early afternoon, while Carilina's group needed to travel farther to reach their own village and wouldn't reach it until nightfall.

Dare hoped they reached them in time.

In the meantime he had everyone from Brynn hunker down, while he and his wife took up positions watching the possible portal spots from hiding. He wasn't sure what sort of scouting or scrying the Outcasts of Balor had, but he doubted it would be detailed enough to let them see people's level.

Even if they saw him and Lily out here keeping watch, they'd have no reason to assume they were high enough level to take out a raiding party.

He settled down to wait as an hour passed, then two. And if there was one thing he discovered in that time, it was that he'd gotten terrible at just sitting around doing nothing.

In his old life he'd sit on the couch for hours watching TV or listening to podcasts or books on tape. Now, after over a year of focused effort on Collisa, gaining levels, farming monsters, improving his home, and creating things to improve the lives of his loved ones, idleness itched at him maddeningly.

Especially since the times he did relax these days involved quiet moments with his wives, consorts, and children.

He felt like he should at least be hunting animals and farming monsters in the area, for loot and Leatherworking materials. Or at least thinking about improvements to be made at hime, and plans for the construction of the town he wanted to build.

But even getting lost inside his own head to alleviate crushing boredom was a luxury he couldn't afford right now. He had to stay focused and ready for a fight.

Thankfully, or perhaps unfortunately, he didn't have long to wait.

Around midmorning the location he'd picked out as the second most likely spot for a portal abruptly shimmered with a large sphere in the air, and almost immediately a Level 21 goblin Archer popped out. The raider looked around, confirmed it was clear, and scurried back into the portal.

Then orcs, goblins, and bovids began pouring out of the magical doorway, doing their best to move quietly as gear jingled and quiet orders were whispered down the line.

Dare unslung his bow and used Rapid Shot to bring five arrows to his bow hand, ready to draw and loose in a heartbeat as he inspected the enemies emerging from the portal. He saw Warriors, Berserkers, Archers, Marksmen, Shamans, Healers, Spellwarders, Ritualists, and Summoners. As survivors in the previous villages had reported, they ranged in level from 20 to 25, with the orc Warrior who led them Level 28.

What he didn't see, unfortunately, was a Phasewarper.

Dare bit back a curse as the last of the warband emerged from the portal, and a few seconds later the leader called out an order and they started towards the village.

There was no time to duck into the portal and investigate their target on the other side, because about ten seconds later it shimmered and dissipated. Which meant if he was going to do anything about the Phasewarper it would have to be later.

In the meantime there was a warband of 30 or so vile butchers who needed to be dealt with.

The raiders came into view of the village, and with a roar the leader got them moving in a charge.

Dare stood from his hiding place and shot a Strobe Arrow angled high over the warband, getting everyone's attention with the flashing light. He was sure Lily and the defenders in the village would've spotted the warband the moment it came into view, but that should guarantee it.

Then he shot a fire Burst Arrow into the orc leader's back.

With his slow, high damage bow, against an enemy sixteen levels lower than him, it probably wasn't necessary to use the ability. But either way he killed the Warrior in one shot.

The warband reacted quickly in spite of the loss of their leader. Barriers shimmered into place around more vital raid members, hands glowed with offensive spells, and enemies began loosing arrows his way while the melee roared and charged.

The arrows fell short, since their archers were lower level and most of them weren't using longbows. A few spells flew his way, but with Dare's speed he was able to confirm that he could dodge them, especially with Cheetah's Dash.

In the meantime he ran sideways to keep the raiders in range and shot the five arrows in his hand one after the other, targeting the Spellwarder, Healer, and the closer bowmen. Then he used Rapid Shot again and kept going.

The raiders roared in frustration as they realized that even with their speed abilities they couldn't keep up with him. They wavered, leaderless and unsure what to do against an enemy they couldn't catch who was vastly stronger than them.

Then Lily hit them from behind and began peppering them with her Quad Shot.

Between the split damage, being 4 levels lower than him, and doing 75% of total damage thanks to her combat subclass, she didn't one shot the enemies. But two shot kills against four targets at a time meant she mowed down enemies every bit as fast as he did.

Less than a minute into the fight over half the raiders were already dead, and the others broke and began to flee in all directions. Which didn't save them against two archers surrounding them on two sides who were so much faster than them.

It was a slaughter, one that sickened Dare even after the innocents he'd seen brutalized and murdered by these raiders in Wellville and Silen.

Before long most of the Outcasts of Balor were dead. The remaining handful threw down their weapons in desperation and fell to their knees, and Dare lowered his bow and called for them to surrender.

Lily put away her bow as well, and together they approached the defeated raiders and began binding them hand and foot, as well as gagging and tying the fingers of spellcasters.

Once the task was done his wife looked around at the bodies around them, then bounded away with a strangled noise. She sped several yards away from the battlefield before dropping to her knees to be noisily sick.

Dare followed, dropping down beside her and pulling her long silver pigtails back until she'd emptied her stomach, then gathering her into his arms and hugging her tight. “I know this is hard,” he murmured, stroking her as she broke into sobs. “But we did what we had to for the people of Brynn and everyone else counting on us.”

She looked up at him, gray eyes huge and shining with tears behind her glasses. “I'm sorry,” she mumbled. “I don't regret having to kill those raiders, I know what they would've done. But even so it's just, it's . . .”

“Awful,” he said, kissing her head. “A battlefield is an ugly sight, and no amount of dead monsters can prepare you for it. It should be sickening no matter how necessary the fight is. I hope I never find it an easy thing to look at.”

“Me either,” she said, shuddering as she pressed closer to him.

People poured out of Brynn to approach the battlefield with Sava and Jinno at their head, cheering the victory. They surrounded the prisoners, jeering and spitting and even hurling rocks until Dare stopped them.

He pulled Lily and the Mayor aside, Sava joining them. “You need to evacuate the village and flee. Now.”

The thin, exhausted man looked at him in shock. “But you've just won a great victory!”

Dare shook his head grimly. “You think the Outcasts of Balor have laid waste to an entire quarter of Bastion with one low level raiding party? These are just the cannon fodder they send against weak, defenseless targets.”

“The what?” Sava asked in confusion.

He ignored her question. “Once their raiding party fails to return they might send a more powerful force. They've been cautious, but they haven't gotten this far by passing up easy opportunities, and my companion and I are only low 40s. We're not an army.”

He planted a boot on one of the struggling orc prisoners. “Take these with you and see what you can find out from them. Not the gagged ones . . . they're spellcasters.”

“What about you?” Jinno asked. “What will you do now?”

“Well as I said before, we're here for a specific purpose. Killing raiders is nice, but we need to strike at the heart of the problem, and that's their Phasewarper.”

“Which didn't come through the portal with the raiders,” Lily guessed, expression grim.

Dare shook his head. “I guess we should've expected they wouldn't send such a valuable asset into the field if they didn't need to. Especially if they have multiple warbands and need him or her to stay at their camp to open multiple portals. Assuming there's just one.”

“So what now?” she asked.

He looked grimly at the battlefield around them, which the villagers were beginning to loot, then at the prisoners. “We camp the spot where they came through. As long as they don't have some form of scrying or another way of discovering what happened here, the Phasewarper should open another portal for the raiders to return.”

His wife stared at him in shock, nervously tugging at one of her pigtails. “You mean . . .”

Dare nodded “We duck inside, kill the Phasewarper, and duck back through before anyone realizes what's going on.”

She laughed, a bit unsteadily. “Well, they won't be expecting anything that insane.” Her eyes flashed with determination. “It's worth a try. To protect our family.”

Sava stepped forward, expression fierce. “If you're going to hit and run, I should be there in case they hit you with crowd control.” She seemed to sense his objection because she hastily continued. “I can be mounted at extreme casting range from the portal, ready to assist you from a distance if you have trouble.”

“Okay, but anything we run from you definitely need to run from,” Dare said, motioning to the bodies around them. “You've seen how easily someone our level could kill you.”

She paled, but her mousy features set in determination. “Fair enough.”

He turned back to Jinno. “Leave everything behind for now and get your people out of here. At least until we see if they send a stronger force in a followup attack.”

The Mayor nodded and hurried back to his people, shouting to get them moving back to the village with the gear and weapons from the raiders. Dare didn't protest them taking the items; if they had high enough level people to use that stuff, it would help them.

Which was why he sent Sava to get anything useful for spellcasters before joining them.

He and Lily left the villagers to flee and set up right where the portal had opened, although spread out on either side of it in case something went wrong. He wasn't sure if portal placement was exact, but if not they should at least be close enough to get to it within seconds.

“I'll go through first and scout,” he said. “If there's the slightest threat, I'll immediately back through. If I'm in there for more than a few seconds it should be safe to follow.”

Lily nodded, pale but determined. “This is crazy, isn't it?”

Dare snorted. “For most people. For us too, a bit. But at least we can outrun any danger we might face.”

They settled down to wait, Sava soon joining them mounted on a horse a hundred yards away. She had a new set of robes and a circlet, which must've been upgrades for her even if he couldn't check their stats at this range.

Going by what he'd seen in the destroyed villages, the raiders moved quick, but not so quick they didn't take the time to burn down the buildings and leave their macabre message with the staked bodies. So he guessed it would be at least a half hour before the Phasewarper cast the portal for them to return.

Unless the enemy had some means of scrying and knew they were trying to ambush them, in which case this could go real bad real quick.

Apparently the Outcasts didn't, because after about 25 minutes the air shimmered in another portal, and it was time to go.

It turned out it didn't appear in the exact same spot. It shimmered into view closer to Lily, so Dare Pounced to her, activated Cheetah's Dash, and dove through before it had been up more than a second or two. He heard her curse as she scrambled to her feet to follow.

He found himself in a sprawling, ramshackle camp that had to hold several thousand people, many of them prisoners in cages. Although he spared his surroundings barely a glance, searching frantically for the Phasewarper.

His eye fell on an elderly dragonkin nearby, dressed in elaborate robes of pale thin leather he didn't want to contemplate the source of, as the most likely to be his target, and used his Eye. “Draconid, adult male. Humanoid, intelligent. Class: Phasewarper Level 49. Attacks: Phase Shift.”

“Him!” he shouted as Lily emerged beside him, shooting a fire Burst Arrow at the Phasewarper, then activating Rapid Shot.

The draconid stumbled back as the arrow buried in his chest, although it didn't stop him from chanting a few hasty words and waving his hands, which were already glowing black.

The next thing Dare knew he was suspended in a void. It wasn't as if he couldn't move, more that there was nothing to move against. He could still perceive the world, but it was remote, as if seen through a dirty mirror. Kind of like when they used the Home Ward and became ethereal.

Phase Shift.

Son of a bitch, the Phasewarper was so cautious he'd anticipated a possible attack through the portal and had kept a spell prepared, ready to cast at a moment's notice.

The dragonkin roared something Dare couldn't hear and a dozen orcs, bovids, and goblins lounging nearby leapt to their feet and either started casting spells or charged Lily as she loosed her first arrow at their target. He could still use his information systems while phased out, as well as his Eye, and all the enemies charging her were at least Level 40, with some Level 50s.

Fuck.

Lily, to her credit, ignored the bodyguards and focused on the Phasewarper, burying more arrows into him as he stumbled away, trying and failing to cast another Phase Shift. But she only had seconds before she'd have to flee.

Time to test something Dare had wondered about; he activated Escape Bonds, which allowed him to get out of snare or root status effects.

He didn't expect it to work, and was almost shocked when he found himself stumbling on the ground, off-balance.

“Get back through!” he shouted at his wife as he used Rapid Shot to loose two arrows in quick succession, then Roll and Shoot to quickly loose a third while putting himself between the approaching enemies and Lily.

The draconid was down to 40% health, so close. Just a few more shots and-

The Phasewarper's health abruptly jumped back up to 60%, and a shimmering barrier appeared around him. At the same time Dare's Prey's Vigilance triggered to throw him out of the way of an arrow. He twisted away from a Fireball, off balance, and an Arcane Bolt hit him square in the head, making him stumble again as his vision blurred and agony made his knees buckle.

“Run!” he shouted in case Lily had ignored him, then dove through the portal. He came to his feet and loosed an arrow back through it, in vaguely the direction of the dragonkin even though he knew it was pointless.

Then Lily's hand closed around his arm, guiding him as he dug into his pack for a root Savage Trap and dropped it outside the portal. As she desperately tugged at him he lumbered into a sprint, hearing bellows from behind as the Phasewarper's bodyguards followed. One was caught by his trap, but the others seemed to be in hot pursuit.

Shit! Shit shit shit!

They should be able to easily get away now that they were in the clear, but they'd failed their only chance to kill the Phasewarper. Worse, they'd blown the element of surprise without anything to show for it, and now the Outcasts of Balor would be on their guard for future surprise attacks against their linchpin caster.

Gods damnit, Level 49? Why couldn't the guy have been 30?

Lily abruptly shoved them both to the side hard enough to send Dare rolling on the ground, and he cried out as his shoulder snapped from the force of impact; even with Cheetah's Dash's extra agility, at the speed they were going they couldn't afford to crash and burn like that.

His bunny girl fiancee cried out as well, but was able to get to her feet and help drag him up by his good arm. He watched an arrow disappear into the distance, a near miss she'd saved them from, as they sprinted away again, clutching injuries from their tumble.

Part of him wondered if taking the arrow would've injured them less than the fall, but dismissed it as pointless speculation. Especially when he needed to focus on surviving.

What he couldn't dodge was the vines that whipped out of the ground and snagged him, thorns tearing into his exposed skin and scraping against his leather armor.

A moment later he was free again, Sava's magic washing over him, and with Lily dragging him forward he sped up to a sprint again.

“Quick buggers!” a voice behind him bellowed. “Get the raptors!”

“Belay that!” a deeper, more authoritative voice snapped. “Stick to our orders!”

Whatever their orders were, it didn't involve breaking off the pursuit immediately. Dare began running in a zigzag pattern, pulling Lily with him, and narrowly managed to avoid another Arcane Bolt. Vines appeared in front of them, but Lily was able to bound over them and he managed to leap away to the side and keep going.

Just in time to take an arrow to the back that made him stumble, suddenly finding it difficult to draw a breath.

The problem was that the distance between them and their enemies when they'd gone through the portal had been less than ten yards, which meant that on the far side of it their enemies were directly behind them. Spells and arrows could hit at anywhere from a 200 to 250 yards at this level, and their enemies were also running to pursue them, if at a much slower pace.

So they had to do some frantic running and dodging to get out of range.

He felt warmth wash over him as Sava cast a healing spell; he could see her galloping full out ahead of them, turned all the way around in her saddle to face back towards them. He appreciated the help, although at her level it only had a modest effect on his hit points. It also didn't do much for the agony in his chest as he struggled to draw breath, or the blinding pain in his head from the Arcane Bolt. Or the numb sense of wrongness in his broken shoulder that became jolts of searing pain with each step as he jostled it.

But finally, at the speed they were going they got beyond the range of their pursuers. Which was good, because Cheetah's Dash fell off soon after that. Even better, at around the point where the pursuing Outcasts were a hundred yards from the portal their leader bellowed for them to turn back, and they retreated through.

Moments later the portal winked out.

“Keep going!” Dare croaked as Lily started to slow. “They might be having their Phasewarper cast another portal.” According to Hormot it took ten minutes to an hour to cast a portal, depending on distance and level, which gave them plenty of time to get away.

But not if they sat around licking their wounds.

His wife nodded and kept going, although not before yanking out the arrow buried in his back in a fresh surge of agony. Which he determinedly pushed through as he kept running.

Sava wheeled her mount around to join them as they continued stumbling away, casting spells to heal them the entire time. It took a while, and unlike higher level heals there was more pain and lingering weakness remaining even once she had them to full health. From prior experience he knew that would last for days or even a week.

“There,” Sava said with a tense smile as she finished her last spell. “Good as new. And maybe next time you'll know better than to jump inside strange portals in suicidal attacks, or dodge arrows by eating turf at speeds faster than the swiftest horse.”

Dare finally slowed to a stop, hands on his knees as he he struggled to catch his breath. “Not my finest moment,” he panted.

Lily brushed at his hair. “There's a scar,” she murmured.

He laughed shakily. “Considering I took an Arcane Bolt to the face, I can't complain. Sorry if I'm not as pretty.”

She shook her head, although her smile was strained. “I like a man with scars. Anyway your hair hides it.” In spite of her banter her face was pale, her eyes wide and wild behind her large glasses.

Dare felt a surge of guilt. Sava was right to cuss him out, he'd recklessly put himself in danger. But far more unforgivably, he'd dragged the woman he loved into that same danger in spite of her reservations.

Their speed didn't make them invincible, especially when they were fleeing ranged pursuers from nearly melee range. He'd taken a stupid chance, even though he'd just got done warning Jinno that the Outcasts of Balor would have more powerful enemies to throw at them than a few dozen Level 25s.

Lily seemed to read his thoughts, putting a hand on his shoulder. “Hey,” she said. “I knew this was going to be risky. But it was our best chance at taking out a huge threat, or at least crippling their ability to move, and saving a lot of lives.”

Dare shook his head, not allowing himself to be let off the hook. He could still hear his wife's cry of pain as she hurt herself protecting him.

“So what now?” Sava asked into the grim silence.

“Now you rejoin your village and keep evacuating, and we rejoin our party,” he said. “They've got a full party that out-levels us by at least five levels, and in some cases closer to ten. And that's just what we saw in that camp . . . for all we know those might've just been the low status bodyguards for the Phasewarper. We need to reconsider things.”

Lily nodded. “We don't have time to get stronger, so we need more and stronger people.”

“And it would help if we had a Phasewarper of our own.” Redoubt had its own share of powerful people, and at this point if they weren't stepping in to answer this threat they were either cowards or scumbags.

Hormot hadn't struck him as either.

“I want to go with you,” Sava said stoutly. “I might be low level, but I'm support and I can still help.”

Dare shook his head and lifted the skinny cowgirl out of her saddle, holding her close and kissing her softly. “You can help,” he agreed. “But even on horseback you can't keep up with us, and we need to hurry. If you feel that strongly about it head south to Terana . . . Lady Marona would be glad for another brave fighter.”

She nodded, face falling. “I guess I'm too small for a grand conflict like this, aren't I?”

Lily pulled the skinny cowgirl into a hug and kissed her as well. “That's not true at all. After all, you probably saved Dare's life today. And no doubt mine too, since I would've been next if he'd fallen.”

Sava looked between them, then squared her narrow shoulders determinedly. “All right, I'll go to Terana. Thank you, Sir Dare, Miss Lily.” Her cheeks turned pink as she shuffled a bit, then blurted. “I hope I'll get a chance to see you again. And, um, share another blanket sometime.”

Dare smiled and pulled her in for another kiss. “I do love a spunky cowgirl.”

◆◆◆

They found Bradis, Estellis, Veressa, and Jurrin at Sheepfold, grimly picking through the smoldering embers of the recently destroyed village.

Either the Outcasts had multiple raiding parties going out, or the one Dare and Lily had killed had come here first. Whichever it was, their companions had arrived too late to protect the place.

He and his wife recounted their battle at Brynn and attempt to kill the Phasewarper, and what they'd found beyond the portal, their friends listening with open dismay.

“A camp that large suggests that these Outcasts aren't just some minor band of marauders,” Jurrin said, scratching at the white stubble on his cheeks.

“In case the full party of high level enemies wasn't a hint,” Veressa added. “We can't take on this threat alone.”

Dare nodded. “I suggest we evacuate the villages and get them headed to Terana, then you guys ride there at your best speed while me and Lily run for Redoubt. We'll see if we can get Lord Hormot to pick you up and help us pin down these bastards.”

Decided, they burned the dead at Sheepfold and moved on, starting the three hour or so journey at a pace that pushed the horses hard to meet up with Carilina, Horold, and Endro at Harn's Hill.

On the way they encountered another sign of the chaos besetting the region, a roaming monster, and Dare veered off to intercept it.

It was a unicorn, but unlike any he'd seen before and clearly monstrous. Its white flanks were streaked with veins of blackness, its horn was cracked and blackened, and an aura of darkness seemed to emanate from it.

It was galloping south with the tireless speed of a fast horse, leaving a trail of withering grass beneath its overgrown, scabby hooves.

“Heads up,” he called back to his companions, pointing. “We're probably going to have to deal with that.” There were villages in its path, and if it was a high enough level monster it would tear right through them.

His party quickly veered to cut off the hideous unicorn before it could pass them.

“What do you think?” Jurrin murmured, looking at the blighted equine. “Traveled down from the border, or spawned around here?”

Dare shook his head. “Doesn't much matter. Even if we didn't have good reason to want to take it down, there's villages ahead it'll threaten.”

“Good thing we came this way then,” Bradis said, urging his horse to greater speed. “Come on, one more notch towards the achievement.”

“The last for me!” Lily said with a grim smile; under the circumstances it didn't seem too important, but it was experience that would help her towards her next level. She turned to Dare. “What're we looking at?”

He inspected it with his Eye. “Cursed Unicorn. Monster, Party Rated. Level 37. Attacks: Macabre Prance, Dark Glow, Bloodlust, Pitiless Trample, Ungodly Shriek, Eyes of Obscenity.”

“Eyes of Obscenity?” Lily asked with a more genuine smile when he repeated the information.

“I'm guessing it has to do with how unicorns are drawn by pure maidens, but turned on its head,” Dare guessed. Assuming that was a thing here.

To his chagrin his party snickered.

“You might want to sit this fight out then, Dare,” Bradis said with a broad grin.

“Seriously,” Estellis agreed. “I'm pretty sure that aside from me and the other girls in the party besides Lily, there isn't an unattached woman in Terana Province you haven't seduced.”

“Come on,” Dare protested, “there's almost a thousand women in the province.”

“So there might be a few scattered around the edges you haven't been with?” Veressa asked, deadpan.

He shook his head. It was good to see the party's morale raised a bit, but they couldn't get distracted. “Come on, this shouldn't take long.”

It didn't, although it took long enough.

They pulled with a volley of arrows, which chunked the Cursed Unicorn's health down decently right from the start. The monster let out a haunting shriek and whirled towards them, speeding up to a shockingly fast gallop that would put Dare's new Durese stallion's pace to shame.

At least until Veressa's roots snapped up to catch it, buying them time for another volley.

He activated Rapid Shot and was drawing his next arrow when the unicorn's dark, wild eyes caught his. He stopped dead, stunned.

A sensation of profound uncleanness washed over him, like he'd been dropped in every sewer on Collisa and then rolled in rotting guts. It wasn't just external, either; he felt like he had every unclean, shameful disease known to man. It even touched his mind, gnawing away at him with the doubt that his very existence was an offense to the people around him.

It took him a few eternal seconds to shake free of the stupefying sensation, and to his chagrin his first arrow missed before he began landing them reliably again.

It didn't take long before the Cursed Unicorn gave a last shriek, practically in Bradis's face, then slammed horn-first into the dirt and flopped over sideways in ignominious death.

It was a lower level party rated monster going against six skilled and well equipped adventurers, after all. It had barely had time to use that “fuck you” ability on Dare before he and his companions tore it to shreds.

Text appeared at the edge of his vision. “Party rated monster Cursed Unicorn defeated. 24,000 bonus experience awarded.”

“Completed 16/100 towards Achievement Champion of Bastion: Slay 100 party rated monsters in the region of Bastion.”

“Trophies gained: Cracked Unicorn Horn x1, Unicorn Tail x1, Unicorn Mane x1. Loot body to acquire.”

The sensation of uncleanness finally faded, although it left him wanting to use one of Zuri's Cleanse Target scrolls.

Lily raised her fists in the air with a triumphant shout, spinning around so her pigtails flew out and streamed in the wind.

Dare checked her information to confirm she'd gotten the achievement, then grinned and ran to her. “Congratulations, Protector of Bastion!” he said, lifting her by her hips and tossing her into the air as she squealed in surprised laughter, then catching her in a hug.

His wife wrapped her legs around his waist and kissed him soundly. “I'm the first cunid I know of who's gotten an achievement like this!” she said excitedly. “This is so neat!” Her gray eyes sparkled behind her glasses as she leaned close to his ear. “Hey, we should find someplace private and celebrate.”

He smiled wryly. “I'd love to, you know that, but this was a detour. We have to meet up with the rest of the party and make sure they're alright.”

Lily looked a bit disappointed as she dropped back to the ground. “Okay, we can celebrate tonight. And you can make it up to me for the wait by doing that thing I've been wanting to do.”

Hoo boy.

The Cursed Unicorn dropped an Exceptional necklace that improved the strength of buffs and heal over time effects, a perfect fit for Estellis. But instead of other useful gear its only other loot was some pretty rare reagents and enchanting materials. And close to their level, if they could find a skilled Enchanter.

But finding the party rated monster was just a distraction, and as soon as they finished looting Dare got the party moving again for Harn's Hill. Although in spite of their haste, the next time they stopped for water he used one of Zuri's Cleanse Target scrolls, shrugging off his companions' curiosity.

They didn't seem to realize he'd been hit by Eyes of Obscenity, which was a relief. It was a minor irritation, but he hoped he didn't run into another of those Cursed Unicorns.

In any case rampaging party rated monsters were a minor worry at this point. Hell, even a monster horde might be considered a lesser threat.

The Outcasts of Balor were an enemy beyond what Dare and his companions were capable of dealing with, and with their portals they threatened everyone in Bastion. Including his family.

He and his companions found Harn's Hill intact and the remainder of their party picking over a battlefield similar to the one Dare and Lily had left outside Brynn. Except here tragedy had struck.

Because Endro was melee he, Carilina, and Horold had decided to ambush the raiding party at the portal itself. Carilina and Horold had stayed at a safe range while the Duelist went in right as the last of the raiders emerged, cutting through their rear ranks while his ranged spellcaster companions scythed down the raiders at the head of the group.

It had been a massacre, same as Dare's and Lily's battle, with the exception that a lone goblin raider had managed to flee back through the portal. At which point the full party off high level enemies that had nearly caught him and his wife had poured through.

They'd butchered Endro before he even had time to react.

Carilina and Horold had fled, but rather than pursuing them the enemy party had ducked back through the portal just before it closed, abandoning the rest of the low level raiders. They were finished off by Carilina and Horold as they grieved the loss of their friend, but it was a hollow victory.

Their bereaved party grieved further when Dare insisted they couldn't linger. “After taking out two of their raiding parties, they'll either abandon this area as too dangerous and find easier targets or they'll hit back hard. And we've seen a sample of what they can hit with. Either way, it's better we not be here.”

Bradis nodded grimly. “I agree, we need to get out of here before the Outcasts of Balor realize they're facing a single party of lower level adventurers and come in force to stamp us out. Let's get the villagers of Harn's Hill on their way south, have them send riders to the other villagers with orders to evacuate, and go.”

Fifteen minutes later the villagers were fleeing south, with only the barest necessities on their backs or whatever wagons, carts, and beasts of burden were available. They'd also agreed to send riders out to warn the other nearby villages, not just the ones along the border but farther south into the Southeastern Marches.

Dare led his party out a safe distance from the village, where hopefully the Phasewarper wouldn't be able to drop a portal on their head, and then they took the time to bury Endro beneath a tree, carving an epitaph on the trunk.

It was less than the brave adventurer deserved, and they resolved to do better when they had the time. But for now they left him and continued the fight.

Their party had brought Dare's and Lily's packs and supplies for the campaign, but with the two of them again facing a hard run he contented himself with just their tent and blankets and a couple day's worth of rations. His wife left her pack behind entirely.

Before they left Carilina drew them aside, genuinely anxious. “While you're in Redoubt, could you check on my children? With all this chaos I'm terrified for their safety . . . I would've left the party to check on them if I hadn't thought that our efforts would do more to protect them than my presence at their side.”

“Of course,” Dare assured her. “We'll make sure they're safe as a priority.”

Her shoulders sagged in obvious relief. “Thank you.”

Lily hugged her, then leaving the party behind they set off for Redoubt, pushing every bit as hard as they ever had to get there as soon as possible.


Chapter Thirteen

Turmoil

Dare would've liked to visit Rosa's clearing again.

She might have insight into their situation, now that he had a better idea of what they were dealing with. And if nothing else, she'd provide a safe and comfortable place to spend the night on their journey.

But visiting her clearing would take them out of their way when time was of the essence, and by the time they got there they'd have hours of daylight still left that would be wasted if they stopped.

So they ran on, ignoring everything but refugee groups. Those Dare stopped at to ask about any information they might have about the situation up north or the enemy they faced, although even then he only took a few minutes.

The news was all bad. Villages destroyed, refugees everywhere, wild tribes from beyond the border and bandits preying on those who'd already lost everything. Even if the Outcasts of Balor were defeated, Bastion would take years or even decades to recover from the devastation.

There was nothing to be done but push as hard as possible for Redoubt.

They were so tired that night that they completely forgot to celebrate Lily getting her Protector of Bastion achievement. She remembered the next morning, and secured his promise that he'd make it up to her once they had time.

Which might not be for a while.

They reached the region capitol in the early evening, so exhausted they stumbled the final mile to the road leading to the southern gate. It was flooded with refugees headed to the safety of Redoubt or moving farther south, and Dare was able to purchase a heavy draft horse at double the usual price, leaving the family who owned it to haul the possessions it had been carrying.

He dragged himself up into the saddle, pulled Lily up behind him, and urged their new mount to a hard pace to take them the final miles to the city.

The guards were out in full force at the gates, dealing with a mob of people trying to get in and another mob trying to get out, shouting and even resorting to truncheons to keep order. Although as Dare and Lily bypassed the line to approach them directly the exhausted men and women looked almost absurdly relieved and hopeful.

“Protectors of Bastion!” they cried, urging them forward. “Make way, you rabble! I said get out of the way! These are the heroes who are going to save us all!”

He sincerely hoped so.

The crowd parted for their lumbering draft horse, voices awed and hopeful, calling pleas and well wishes. Dare nodded to them as he rode past, urging his horse back to a trot as they cleared the press. Although they had to slow down again almost immediately.

The city was packed to the gills with refugees, streets littered with sewage and garbage and crowded with beggars. In just about every alley lurked unsavory characters waiting to attack the unwary. Desperate women tried to whore themselves out right there in the open, and some even more desperate parents went so far as to try to sell their children as slaves as an alternative to starvation.

Dare was sickened by the inhumanity, but he couldn't afford to stop and help any individual. Hopefully if he could help defeat the Outcasts, the circumstances of these poor people would improve.

Although when he saw a gang of thugs in the mouth of an alley brazenly raping a young woman in broad daylight, he shouted in fury and reached for his bow.

The criminals saw him, realized his level, and scattered into the crowd before he could fit an arrow to the string.

Lily dropped from the horse and rushed to throw her cloak around the brokenly sobbing woman, grunting with effort as she lifted her in a fireman's carry. Dare helped his wife pull her up onto the horse and they continued on.

Maybe he could drop her off in an inn and pay for her room and board. Or get her aid at the Governor's palace. Either way, their efforts didn't feel like much in the face of the suffering around them.

But maybe it would prevent other scum from openly going after innocents, making the situation even worse during this crisis.

As they got closer to the palace the suffering and chaos lessened. Largely due to the presence of a huge number of fighters bearing the symbol of the crossed silver bow and pike on a field of gold.

The Marshal's Irregulars. The fact that so many of them were here rather than fighting along the border was a very bad sign.

“Lad!” a gruff voice roared. The crowd parted to reveal a short, stocky figure with a crossbow slung on his back. “You're a sight for sore eyes. And your lovely wife doubly so.” He grinned at Lily.

“Well met, Gorfram,” Dare called back, leaning out of his saddle to clasp the dwarf's hand. “Is the Marshal here?”

The Marksman spat in disgust. “All of us are. We figured if the enemy's just going to hop about doing as they like anyway, while Redoubt rips itself apart in the Governor's absence, better we be here keeping order than out there falling over our spears chasing them.”

“Duke Valiant's gone?” he asked in surprise. “Where?”

Gorfram spat again, even more disgusted. “Went south to plead for help from the King, or so he says. Although any fool can see he's tucked tail, leaving Bastion to rot. Better yet, he took a dozen of our highest level heroes with him. Although to their credit he ordered twice that many to go, but anyone with balls or honor or even basic dwarvish decency told him to stuff it.”

Shit. No wonder Bastion was crumbling and Redoubt was ripping apart at the seams.

“Who's the girl?” the dwarf asked, jerking his head at the young woman Lily held.

Dare grit his teeth. “We found half a dozen men assaulting her in the street.” The young woman whimpered.

Gorfram cursed sympathetically. “You kill them?”

“Scared them off.”

The dwarf shook his head and spat again. “Pity you didn't put an arrow in all of them and save us the effort. Normally I'm all for law and order and proper arrest and prosecution, but Redoubt's moved beyond that point. The good citizens have turned feral, every man for himself, and the criminals run the streets. When the waters churn the scum rises, as they say.”

He put his fingers to his lips and whistled loud enough to make everyone on the street cringe. “Oy, Alini!” A young canid Druid in robes hurried forward. “Get the girl healed and find somewhere safe to stow her.” He turned to Dare and Lily. “We'll do what we can for her. You'd best get to the palace and report in to the Marshal.”

Alini led the young woman away, murmuring soothingly. Dare nodded to Gorfram and the other Irregulars and continued on to the palace.

The guards at the front gate let them in with almost no questions asked, as excited as anyone at the sight of higher level adventurers who might save them from the threat facing Bastion. The servants took their draft horse and led them into the palace, which looked more like a military headquarters with armsmen from various noble houses milling about. Along with a large number of Irregulars.

“Dare! Lily!” a young voice cried from behind them. He turned in time to grunt in surprise as Felicia threw herself against his chest, hugging him tight. Although she soon moved to throw her arms around Lily.

Dare was intensely relieved to see her; they'd all been worried about the young catgirl ever since Jind had called her back to the front, and especially fearful with the news that had come with the call for Dare and his party to face the threat against Bastion.

Especially Linia, who'd been completely beside herself while demanding he make sure her little sister was safe.

“Are you all right?” Lily asked, hugging Felicia back with a similar expression of relief. “We were so worried. Especially Linia . . . she would've come searching for you if not for Melinia.”

“I've been okay, I guess.” The young teenager grimaced and anxiously tugged at her pale orange hair. “This city is a nightmare, though. Jind won't let any lower level Irregulars leave the palace. Especially the women. And even the higher level ones he sends out in force.”

Dare shook his head grimly; if the lords of Bastion didn't get the situation here under control soon, the Outcasts of Balor wouldn't even need to destroy the city. “We were just on our way to see him. We've got information about the enemy.”

“In that case I'd better take you myself,” she said, not so politely nudging aside the indignant servant who'd been leading them. “You never know when some palace staff is going to give you the runaround.” She took their hands and tugged urgently, trotting on down the hallway. “Come on!”

As they went Dare filled her in on how Linia and Melinia were doing, as well as his family and the refugees she knew in Melarawn village. In turn the young catgirl filled them in on the situation in the city and northern Bastion.

As it turned out parts of the Northwestern Marches were holding out, although much of that was because they were facing fewer attacks, and those mostly across the eastern half. Redoubt's population had tripled to over fifty thousand people, bulging at the seams, and while Hormot was using portals to bring in food and evacuate the most vulnerable refugees to any city farther south that would take them, the situation was dire. Especially since distributing the food to the desperate populace was more dangerous than it should've been.

Which was further complicated by gangs in the outlying districts seizing the distributed food, either hoarding it or selling it to refugees for everything they had left. Including the clothes on their backs, their virtue, or even their freedom.

Slave taking was rampant, especially preying on women and children, and people were disappearing in alarming numbers. To the point that some speculated that Phasewarpers from criminal organizations in other regions were targeting the desperate refugees under the cover of the chaos.

Eventually Felicia stopped in front of a door leading into a large private dining room, ducking inside to announce them. Almost instantly she returned. “Go on in,” she said, giving them each one last hug before ushering them inside.

The space had been converted into a war room, the long table littered with maps and reports with people hurrying around scribbling updates. Dare recognized Lord Marshal Jind, Lord Bero, and Lord Zor among the bustle of attendants and courtiers.

“Sir Darren!” Jind cried, hurrying forward to greet them. “Are Linia and the baby safe?”

“When last we left days ago,” Dare replied, clasping forearms with him. “We're evacuating everyone in Terana, and any refugees fleeing south into the territory, to Gurzan's Last Hold.”

“That's a relief.” The Marshal grimaced. “An undiscovered dwarven ruin might be the only place in Bastion the damned Sons of Balor aren't popping in through portals.”

“That's the idea.”

Jind became businesslike. “In any case, glad you and your wife could join us . . . things are going to hell at speed and we need everyone who can stem the tide of shit flowing over Bastion.” He paused in that familiar way that suggested he was checking Dare's level, then chuckled. “I'm not even going to comment on the fact that you're six levels higher than when I saw you last. Whatever sorcery you employ to get your results, you'll need every level for what we face.”

“You have no idea,” Dare said grimly. “I've seen the Outcasts' camp and at least one of their parties of powerful fighters.”

The mercenary commander looked at him in amazement. “How the hell did you manage that?” He leaned forward intently. “Forget how . . . does that mean you know where it is? How to find them?”

Dare shook his head. “I wish. After ambushing a raiding party me and Lily waited until the Phasewarper created a return portal, then ducked inside and tried to kill him.”

Everyone in the room stared at him. “You . . . jumped blind through an enemy portal with just the two of you,” Bero said carefully. “I'd been under the impression you were intelligent.”

Dare flushed. “I thought a surprise attack against the Phasewarper was worth the risk, and we were fast enough to get away.”

The slight lord smiled. “A brave, or perhaps desperate, idea. But perhaps you should save assassination attempts for people more suited to the task.”

“Enough about that,” Jind said briskly. “They made the attempt and returned with information. What have you learned, Sir Darren, Protector Lily?”

They explained their efforts to protect the villages in the southern Northeastern Marches, discovering the destroyed villages and hearing firsthand accounts of the attacks from survivors. Then their party's fights with the raiders, the attempt to kill the Phasewarper, and what they'd seen on the other side of the portal.

“Interesting,” the Marshal mused when they were done. “We've long since determined it's pointless to try to chase them on horseback, and equally pointless to try to defend their targets . . . we don't have the forces to protect hundreds of villages.”

“The only way to win this war is with a Phasewarper,” Bero agreed. “Fight fire with fire.” He glanced at the cluster of attendants. “Speaking of which, any reply from Lord Hormot yet?”

“We notified him, my Lord,” the man said, shifting in place. “He gave no response.”

“Then I suppose we await his convenience.” The slight lord began snapping his fingers and slapping his fist into his palm, the subconscious affectation he indulged in that sounded vaguely like a galloping horse. “To stop these Outcasts of Balor we need to kill their Phasewarper, then destroy their camp. In that order. We can't hope to ambush them or pursue them if they can just jump around.”

“Fuck Phasewarpers in their cowardly asses,” Evram, Jind's Soldier companion, growled bitterly. “I wish the gods had never created the damn class.”

A mild voice spoke from the door. “You can either rail at something effective when used against you, my friend, or use it yourself. If we'd all just sat around complaining about Phasewarpers instead of training up members of the class ourselves, the dark elves would've long since conquered the surface.”

They all turned as Hormot stepped into the room, stroking his long white beard. Evram flushed with embarrassment and bowed.

“Good of you to join us, my Lord,” Bero said, expression carefully neutral. “Your counsel is invaluable as we discuss how to keep from all dying horribly or living as chattel to a warband of wild tribespeople.”

“Your obsequiousness warring with your sarcasm makes a most unusual tone, Lord Bero,” the old Phasewarper replied as he settled into a seat beside Dare, patting his back with a fond smile. “As I recall, in our last meeting we settled, again I might add, on the fact that fighting defensively with portals against someone fighting offensively with them is nothing short of futile, since there's no good way to get warning of impending attacks. Therefore we must needs discover their camp or kill their Phasewarper.

“And that was all we accomplished after hours of debate.” He patted Dare's back again. “I'd assumed this meeting would be more of the same until I learned we had someone who'd finally managed to successfully gain some information about our enemy.”

“Not for lack of trying from the rest of us,” Jind growled, looking affronted.

Hormot smiled blandly. “If your efforts result in failure, my Lord, then all you have is lack.”

Bero snorted. “On the plus side we know a thousand places the camp isn't. Assuming it isn't moving around.”

“I think not,” the Phasewarper said. “Moving camp is hugely time consuming and only useful for conventional armies. An army with access to portals would simply place their camp somewhere far from their enemy, to make retaliation difficult. Unless of course their commander is an idiot.”

He turned to Dare. “You saw the Phasewarper, Sir Darren. What level was he?”

“49.” Dare quickly described the dragonkin in his pale leather clothes.

“I'm not familiar with any such person,” Hormot mused. “Which I suppose isn't surprising, since our enemy certainly doesn't move in civilized circles. 49 is . . . inconvenient. He'll be able to go a long distance, making finding their camp that much harder.”

“I suppose it's pointless to even ask, but has there been any news from the so-called heroes of Haraldar?” Dare asked without much hope.

The lords all snorted or outright laughed, expressions bitter. “Well let me put it this way,” Jind said. “The most popular song in Redoubt right now is about their triumphant parades through every town in Bastion on their way up to the border, to much adulation and celebration. Where they proceeded to completely ignore our plight, started hunting gold because they're greedy assholes, and finally got themselves killed like dipshits and were never heard from again.”

That was about what Dare had expected. “No mourning their loss?”

“They abandoned us in our time of need,” Evram growled. “Bad enough for the “heroes”, but what about the Royal Guards? They swore oaths to the King and to Haraldar.” He spat in disgust. “If they're dead they got what they deserve. And if I stumbled on their corpses in the wilds, I'd give them a moment of silence while I pissed all over them.”

Dare shook his head. “Either way, looks like we'll have to solve this problem without them.”

“The problem being, of course,” Hormot said, “that at that level the Phasewarper could travel across half the continent, which means their camp could be far into the wilds.” He stroked his long white beard. “Thankfully he wasn't Level 55, at which point he would've been able to go even farther. Although for purposes of a campaign within a single region he could be Level 30 and it would make little difference.”

“You can reach them wherever they are, right?” Dare asked.

The old man chuckled wryly. “If I've visited the place, lad. As Phasewarpers are fond of saying, “wherever you've been, there you are.” He shook his head. “I've ventured deep into the wilds in my day, so perhaps I might be able to open a portal to the place. As long as we can find it.”

He clapped his hands. “Gentlemen, if we could have the room for a time? I'd like to see what information I can learn from Sir Darren. You too, Protector Lily . . . I'll speak to you separately, so your memories aren't affected by his answers.”

“I'd like that same information,” Jind said, clearly irked.

“In good time, Lord Marshal.” Hormot waved again, and with some grumbles the others reluctantly departed, Lily pausing to squeeze Dare's hand in silent encouragement before following. Which was apt, because he kind of felt like he was about to take an important exam.

Once they were gone the old man leaned forward intently. “All right, young man. Describe the place you saw beyond the portal. Every detail.”

Dare nodded. “Okay, well it probably a few hundred yards, with twenty or so barracks style tents and a hundred or so smaller tents. A few hundred cages filled with-”

“Sorry to interrupt you, lad,” Hormot said patiently. “Those details might be useful for the Marshal in planning his attack, but I need terrain features. Landmarks. Were they on the plains? In mountains? Woods? Were there mountains on the horizon? Rivers, streams, canyons?”

“I-” Dare wracked his brain. “I wasn't there more than half a minute at most, probably closer to fifteen seconds. And my focus was on the Phasewarper.”

“I understand, lad,” the old noble said with an encouraging smile. “But the mind catches more details than you might realize, and you've said you know some memory recall techniques. Cast back, put yourself there again, and answer my questions without thinking about them.”

Worth a shot. Dare closed his eyes and pictured the brief glimpse of the camp he'd seen. “It was a flat open space. Not on a mountain slope or in woods.”

Hormot's voice was quiet and melodic. “The ground beneath you?”

“Trampled. Muddy. Grass and weeds in less trodden spots.”

“Snow?”

In summer? “No.”

“What did you see on the horizon?”

“I don't know.”

Hormot wasn't deterred. “What was in front of your view when you emerged from the portal?”

“A hill,” Dare said immediately.

“Describe it.”

He hesitated. “Tunnels on the lower slopes. It was close and high enough to block out a lot of the sky. A hundred feet tall, maybe? Scrub oak on the southern slopes.”

“Beyond it? To either side?”

Dare frowned. “Woods to the left. I think-”

“Don't think. See.”

“Plains to the right. Descending to a stream or river in the distance. Three blue peaks in the distance.”

“Blue? Any snow?”

“No, no snow.”

“Good, lad,” Hormot said, patting his shoulder. “How about the air? Did it feel abruptly cooler when you went through? Warmer?”

“I . . . didn't notice.”

“Good.”

Was it?

The Phasewarper kept going briskly. “And the position of the sun . . . roughly equivalent? Farther east, west, south?”

Right, that would be a great way to determine the camp's position relative to the portal Dare and Lily had entered through. Unfortunately in spite of his best efforts he had zero recollection of the sun at all. Hormot was disappointed, but was undeterred as he moved on.

Over the next fifteen minutes Dare was peppered with a slew of patient questions, probing for every small detail. Even though he was just sitting there he was soon sweating profusely, tense and muscles sore as if he'd run the entire time.

Finally Hormot dismissed him and called in Lily, who looked nervous. And she'd never even taken a test. He gave her a reassuring smile as he passed.

Outside Bero had disappeared, and Jind immediately began pumping him for details about the camp. The attendants and courtiers around them looked furious about the description of miserable prisoners in cages, although the Marshal himself remained grim.

“What about raiders or slavers?” he pressed. “Any sign of them?”

Dare shook his head. “I can't be sure, but I only remember seeing the Phasewarper, his bodyguards, and the prisoners in the cages. Maybe a few people moving through the camp.”

“And the tunnels you saw. Were they mine shafts? Active? People moving in and out? Some sort of underground stronghold?”

Biting back a sigh, he settled in for another grilling session as he waited for Hormot to finish questioning Lily.

Twenty minutes later she opened the door. “He says you can come in now,” she said, pale skin visibly blushing as she stepped aside.

Jind and Dare led the way inside, the courtiers and attendants streaming in behind. At the back of the crowd Bero hurried into the room, leading a plump, motherly woman. “This is Erinel from the Bastion Surveyor's Office,” he said. “Their highest level Fargazer. She can see up to two hundred miles at detail up to a hundred yards overhead. No access to information screens.”

“Good,” Hormot said, smiling warmly. “Please, Miss Erinel, come have a seat. Would you be willing to accompany us on a few ventures through portals so you can look around? Your scouting would be invaluable.”

“I guess,” Erinel said hesitantly. “Nowhere dangerous, right?”

“We'll carefully scout the area before going through,” Hormot assured her. “After all, we can't afford to risk our scryer or portal maker, right?”

“On the subject of scouting, what did you determine?” Jind demanded.

Hormot rubbed his hands together briskly. “From the information Sir Darren and Protector Lily gave me, we're looking at a place in the true wilds beyond the border. Not too far north, as there was no sign of snow on the peaks and the air wasn't noticeably cooler. I don't recognize the mountains they described, which rules out the places I've traveled to and gives us a better idea of where to search.”

“You can't make portals where you haven't been,” Evram pointed out.

“Thank you for informing me,” the old man said wryly. “There will be some travel required to get to the enemy, I fear. But with Miss Erinel's assistance we can scout along the periphery of the area I've visited and find what we're looking for rather quickly. A few weeks at most. Then we can travel to an ideal spot close to the enemy camp and I'll portal in our forces.”

He turned to Dare and Lily. “Sir Darren, can I count on your party to accompany us and provide security? You and Protector Lily can be on the lookout for terrain you recognize. We'd also benefit greatly from your wealth of knowledge on monsters in the true wilds, where roamers can be anywhere from Level 5 to Level 55. At least in the areas I mean to visit.”

Dare nodded. “My party is in Terana so we'll need to fetch them. Although they probably aren't there yet.”

Jind chuckled. “Aye, you ran all the way from the border between the marches to here faster than your party rode to Terana. Nice to have that sort of speed to call on.”

Hormot nodded. “Very well, Sir Darren. Rest tonight while we make preparations, and in the morning we'll fetch your party and begin our search.”

“A moment first, my Lord?” Dare asked, motioning to the side. The old man looked surprised but nodded, joining him and Lily. Dare looked at him gravely. “Carilina wanted to know about the fate of her children.”

“Ah.” The Phasewarper gave them a reassuring smile. “No fears on that count. Her former husband fled south with Valiant, and took the kids with him. I opened a portal for the Duke and his entourage directly to Harald City . . . they're quite safe.”

“She'll be relieved to know that, my Lord.” Dare said, feeling a weight lift off his shoulders. “Thank you.”

A servant led them to a small room where a pitcher of lukewarm water and some clean towels were waiting for them, and later brought in a simple meal of boiled parsnips and butter.

Considering she profusely apologized for the humble accommodations, it was obviously the best the palace could do under the circumstances. Which wasn't a good sign.

Lily was on top of Dare the moment they had some privacy, and after washing up he kept his promise about doing that thing she'd wanted. Afterwards they cleaned up again and fell asleep in each other's arms, still tense about the coming day but relaxed enough to sleep.

Tomorrow they'd leave the Kingdom of Haraldar and get their first glimpse of the true wilds.

◆◆◆

Hormot's retinue for the scouting party included a dozen camp followers: scribes, surveyors, cartographers, cooks, two pages, and a valet. They also brought four packhorses of supplies and equipment.

All that and the old Phasewarper wasn't even planning on camping in the wilds, since that would leave them vulnerable to attack, but returning to the Governor's palace every night.

The man was in the middle of casting a portal. Not their first scouting portal, but one down south to Milar in the Fernus region, through which a merchant company would be shipping them several tons of food, medical potions and apothecary concoctions, and other necessities.

Hormot cast a few portals every morning to cities throughout the kingdom and beyond, through which Bastion was draining its coffers purchasing food for all the refugees. And still unable to keep ahead of the growing demand.

After a few more minutes of waiting the portal opened and wagons laden with sacks of grain, barrels of smoked meat, and other provisions began rolling through. Hormot made his way over to where Dare and Lily waited with Erinel the Fargazer and the rest of the retinue.

“Prepared?” he asked briskly. They nodded and he rubbed his hands together. “All right then, on to Terana.” He wasted no time beginning casting on another portal.

Dare grinned at Lily, and they settled down to enjoy the luxury of traveling halfway across the region in less than a half hour.

Their contentment vanished in the face of finding Terana as empty as a ghost town, buildings secured but left abandoned. It was obvious Marona had evacuated the place rather than it having come under attack, which was a relief.

More of a relief was finding Helima with a couple messengers and fast horses patrolling around the town. “The Baroness evacuated to Gurzan's Last Hold at High Priestess Ireni's invitation,” the guard captain reported.

That was expected, but still good to hear. Marona was taking the threat of raiders with portals seriously, even though it was tempting to think they were far from the danger. And the underground city should be safe for everyone, as long as they didn't run out of food before the crisis was over.

Although Dare hoped the abandoned homes would be safe in that time, too. “Have you seen my party?” he asked. “They were on their way here.”

Helima shook her head. “If so they haven't arrived.”

Shit. It was a bit early for them to have made it the distance. Hopefully that was all it was. He bowed to Hormot. “My apologies, we'll go out and find them.”

The old lord waved agreeably and settled into a collapsible chair a page set up for him. “Very good. In the meantime I'll get the details about the situation in Terana from this lovely young woman.”

Dare nodded to Lily, and they split up and took off in the direction their companions should be arriving from.

About fifteen minutes later he veered over to a vantage where he could see her to check in, and saw her with the rest of the party riding hard for Terana. He joined them, falling into step beside his wife. “Any problems?” he asked Bradis.

The tank shook his head. “Lily filled us in on the plan.” He grinned. “Looks as if we're heading into the true wilds, eh? I've always wanted to go on an expedition up there.”

“Maybe we'll stumble across the heroes of Haraldar rushing back to save us in our time of need,” Horold said in a perfectly deadpan voice.

They all shared a laugh as they made their way back to join Hormot and his retinue.

The ride would take over a half hour at the best pace the horses could set, so they had plenty of time to catch up on everything that had happened while they were parted.

Carilina was alarmed to hear of the chaos in the region capitol, then intensely relieved at the news her children were safe in the kingdom's capitol. “I should've known Hormot would be looking after them,” she said, relieved. “Best they stay there until this is all over.”

The Phasewarper had a map spread out on the ground when they arrived, showing the true wilds north of the border. He ushered them over to gather around it and inspect the details with him.

“All right,” he said, pointing. “You can see this bendy line making a rough oval here is the area I've traveled and could make a portal to. Everything beyond it is what we need to search with Miss Erinel's help.”

“That's most of the true wilds,” Bradis pointed out.

“Then we'd best get to it.” Hormot pointed to the spot where the oval of territory he knew connected to the kingdom's border on the eastern edge, then traced a ways north of it. “We'll start here and work our way north with a series of portals. The Outcasts have been hammering the Northeastern Marches this entire time, with far fewer attacks farther west. They could be trying to throw us off, but logically it follows they've been pushing south from their camp.”

He began casting, and the group again settled in to wait; it would be a longer casting time now, since he was taking them the entire distance of the region and then a hundred or so miles beyond it.

After about five minutes Bradis pushed to his feet and began to pace. “Is it odd that we're covering a distance that would take over two weeks on horseback, but I feel more impatient than if we were actually traveling the distance?”

“It's because we're sitting around waiting instead of moving,” Estellis said. She playfully poked her lover's chest. “Although I wonder what it says that we have access to portals now and the first thing you do is complain.”

“I'm not complaining,” he protested, “just expressing my perspective.”

Dare, who was seated on the ground cuddling Lily, grinned. “Well speaking as someone who's spent the last several days running nonstop at the best speed I can manage, sitting on my ass for a few minutes is great.”

About fifteen minutes later Hormot's page cleared his throat. “Two minute warning. If you please, prepare yourselves and your mounts for quick egress through the portal.” He bowed to Dare. “Sir Darren, if you and your party will go first to secure the area?”

Dare nodded. “The portal will be up for one minute?” The page nodded. “All right, we'll confirm it's safe and give the all clear within thirty seconds.”

He and Lily positioned themselves directly in front of the forming portal, and the moment it stabilized leapt through and split off in either direction, arrows to the string and ready.


Chapter Fourteen

True Wilds

Dare's first impression of the true wilds was . . . it was pretty much exactly the same as Bastion. Ruggedly beautiful, with forests, mountains, and verdant plains.

The land showed far less signs of being developed or cultivated, of course, with no hint of habitation by humans or any other race to be seen. There were also a lot more animals roaming around.

As in, a lot.

He knew that on Collisa animals bred faster and grew to full size more rapidly, but he hadn't stopped to consider what that would mean in an area where people weren't hunting them regularly. It was a scene you'd never expect to see in nature on Earth, aside from maybe at a watering hole in the savannah where animals congregated.

They were everywhere, in dazzling variety. Including species he'd never seen before. Grazing, lazing in the sun, rustling for food, hunting other animals. A vast and bustling ecosystem in fast forward.

It was a good thing plants also grew faster here, or the herbivores would starve. Although he was certain that predator populations growing out of control, eating everything in an area, then dying off of starvation would be a recurring cycle.

Or at least, it would be if predators couldn't also eat monsters, which regularly respawned and provided a ready supply of meat. Which led the predator population to explode without wiping out the prey in the area.

Maybe this overabundance of wildlife was what made this place the true wilds, beyond merely being on the other side of a line on a map. That, and the fact that farther from settlements the spawn point levels were more random and unpredictable.

This would be a great place to farm leather for Lily's Leathercrafting. Something they'd need to remember for when they had the time.

A quick search of the perimeter showed no threats, intelligent, animal, or monster, in the area immediately around the portal. The nearest spawn point boasted Level 35 zombies shambling about, and a couple roamers drifting away vaguely southward across the plains.

They'd want to clear those out.

The party had rushed through the portal after them and taken up defensive positions, and Dare ducked back through. “All clear,” he told Hormot.

The old earl and his retinue followed, and as they got the pack animals organized within a protective perimeter of Dare's companions the portal winked out.

Hormot immediately gathered him and Lily close. “Well, my friends?” he asked. “Look around closely . . . any familiar landmarks?”

Dare carefully searched the horizon, but he didn't see the tall hill, the three blue mountains, the vast plains, the patch of forest, and certainly not any encampment. He glanced at Lily, who shook her head. “I don't see anything I recognize,” she said. He nodded his agreement.

The old man stroked his long white beard, not looking surprised or disappointed. “All right then, we leave it to Miss Erinel to search the area.”

The Fargazer nodded and settled down to get comfortable. “Just everything east of here?”

“Northeast, east, and southeast,” Hormot agreed. “And a quick look west for the most distinguishing landmarks we described to you, just in case an old man's memory is imperfect.”

“So in other words a 180 degree sweep west, then a more careful 180 degree search east.” The motherly woman tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, thinking it over. “A search like you describe will take about six hours at a minimum . . . 200 miles in all directions takes time even for a general sweep.”

“Fair enough.” Hormot grinned. “Time to get in a nap and some light reading before you finish. Although let me know immediately if you find what we're looking for.”

Erinel looked amused, as if that hardly needed saying, and then closed her eyes and fell into a trance.

Dare motioned to his party. “We'll secure the area, then I'd like to farm the nearby spawn points. Might as well get in as much experience as possible. One or two of us gaining levels might make all the difference in the fight to come.”

“Sensible,” Hormot agreed. His page had finished unrolling a lavish bedroll on a tarp and was busily hanging another tarp for shade, and the old man settled down to rest.

Dare got the party going clearing the zombies and began scouting, leaving Estellis back close to Hormot's entourage to keep an eye on them. Everyone in his party had Snap at this point, and he'd even developed a system of signals for them, so she could give warning if there was trouble.

Most of the spawn points in the area were around Level 35 or a bit higher, with the outliers of a Level 21 spawn point and a Level 49 that was producing roamers. The party had already established that working together they could take on the much higher level regular monsters with some care, so they cleared everything they found that gave experience or presented a threat.

At their levels and with a party of 8 the experience gains were modest with these monsters, but better than nothing. The loot was all mostly trash, but at this level even trash sold decently and the party had brought plenty of packhorses.

Although it was anyone's guess how they'd be able to sell loot in this chaos. At worst they could store it to sell once the situation was resolved.

Assuming they were able to beat the Outcasts of Balor.

A nice addition to the experience were the prevalent animal predators in the area, which as Dare had learned and previously observed could get experience and level up killing monsters and other animals, and tended to stick around spawn points of levels a bit lower than theirs.

So there were dozens of wolves, cougars, eagles, bears, badgers, and other predators, all high 30s in levels. They all needed to be hunted as a top priority because they posed the greatest threat to Hormot's entourage. Also they dropped a lot of quality high level leather and other materials, which was nice.

Six hours gave them enough time to spread out and clear a good number of spawn points, and it almost felt like they were getting in a good day of leveling. When Hormot finally called them back to move on, with the disappointing but unsurprising news that Erinel hadn't found what they were looking for, they had a decent haul of loot and were liking what they'd seen of the true wilds so far.

Hopping through the next portal to scout ahead, Dare almost got his face eaten by a honest to god raptor.

Fleetfoot saved him, reflexes kicking in to throw himself to the side even before Prey's Vigilance could, jaws full of teeth as long as his finger snapping closed an inch from his nose.

He only had a moment to take in a shape the size of a bear, covered in a plumage of tan and gray feathers mottled in a camouflage pattern. A toothy elongated snout, arms ending in wicked claws, and of course standing on two powerful legs, each foot ending in one of those wickedly long eviscerating claws.
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A Utahraptor, judging by the size, Level 48, smart enough to ambush him just out of the portal, and snarling fiercely as it jerked its head back from its failed bite, tensing to leap at him with one foot extended to disembowel him.

Dare thrust a hand back through the portal in warning and threw himself away in Roll and Shoot. Even so, Prey's Vigilance activated mid-roll to twist him aside as that wicked claw slammed down close enough to slice the sleeve of his tunic.

The raptor stumbled, off balance, giving him enough time to loose his free shot at the predator's chest. It let out a furious screech that sounded startlingly birdlike, and stumbled again from trying to rise. Although with its dangerous speed and agility the wound didn't slow it long.

Fumbling at the secret pocket on his belt, he dropped the legendary chest at the raptor's feet as it prepared to leap after him. “Grow!” he shouted, twisting aside.

The dinosaur screeched again as it found itself tripped by an object appearing in front of its lower legs mid-leap, causing it to tumble and slam into a tree where it lay stunned for a few moments.

Hopefully it would be long enough.

Dare activated Cheetah's Dash and sprinted away from the portal, pushing through the dense undergrowth of a surrounding forest of young pines. Forest Perception allowed him to move more quickly, less slowed by obstacles, which saved him as he heard the raptor screech again and take up the pursuit with barely a rustle of noise.

“Dare?” Bradis called from the portal. Then the tank cursed, the sound breaking off mid-word as he ducked back through the portal. A moment later he was back. “Hang in there, we're coming!”

“I'm kiting!” Dare shouted back. “It's a Level 48!”

Using Rapid Shot to bring five arrows to his hand, he had just enough time to shoot a nature Burst Arrow at the raptor, slowing it for 2 seconds, then throw himself out of the way an instant before the razor claws at the end of its foreleg raked his shoulder.

Gods damnit, this thing was keeping up with him even with Cheetah's Dash, so even running at his best speed he barely managed to widen the gap between them as the slowed dinosaur snapped at his heels.

It was not only faster, but quicker in the dense undergrowth. As it proved when it leapt over his head, slashing at him with its foot claw in an agonizing line of fire along his scalp, before landing nimbly in front of him to block his path, hissing.

Dare was too far from the portal and his party to expect help from them, which meant he was on his own. And needing to get back to them quick before this thing tore him apart.

The raptor lifted its eviscerating hind claw again as it leapt at him. He activated Sand Shield from his new boots and switched to his Bladed Ironstone Bowstaff, veering sideways with all the agility he could manage, including the boost from Cheetah's Dash.

The predator, unable to change directions in midair, shot past. Although not before swiping at him with its arm claws, tagging him across the back hard enough to shatter his shield, rip through his leather chestpiece, and leave lines of searing fire across his ribs.

The exchange wasn't completely one-sided, because he managed to apply Hamstring to the dinosaur's leg. Unfortunately, like monsters who'd automatically recover from status effects like that in a short time, animals healed from crippling injuries with impossible speed.

Still, the raptor was slowed for the moment. Which gave him time to drop a root Savage Trap and bolt back to the portal, where the rest of the party had emerged and was rushing to help him.

Heals washed over him, another barrier shimmered into place around him, and spells and arrows arched out to slam into the pursuing predator. Dare let Bradis get in front of the raptor, bravely catching its vicious attacks on his shield, and turned and joined the fight.

Against the full party the dinosaur, with the same general strength as a regular monster of the same level, dropped in seconds. Although interestingly it was the only predator Dare had ever fought that had the sense to try to flee, only to be caught by Veressa's vines as he and Lily finished it off with a few final arrows.

It seemed an almost ignominious death for such a deadly predator, giving a final plaintive bellow as it slumped in the choking brambles.

Bradis spat in the monster's direction. “Fucking raptors. Glad they're a top priority hunting target in the Kingdom.”

“Secure the portal,” Dare said, retrieving his legendary chest and taking position to protect Hormot and his retinue when they emerged from any other raptors lurking in the area.

Horold ducked back through the portal to give their Phasewarper and his people the all clear. They rushed to get through in the time remaining, the last of the packhorses barely making it before the shimmering sphere winked out.

“A bit of an adventure this time, Sir Dare?” the old man said with a wry smile, looking at the dead raptor and Dare's damaged chestpiece.

“Part of the joy of jumping into a blind portal to the true wilds.” Dare motioned to his party, who fanned out to search for more potential predators.

As the raptor indicated, the spawn points in this area were closer to Level 50. As were the animal predators. Which were just as prevalent in the teeming wilds here as they had been in the last portal spot.

“With spawn points of this level I'd guess there are no settlements anywhere nearby,” Hormot said. “Miss Erinel, if you would start your search at the most extreme range? It's possible the camp Sir Darren and Miss Lily saw hasn't been in place long enough to affect the surrounding spawn points, even with its numbers. But if it has, it's more likely we'll find it much farther away.”

The Fargazer nodded agreeably. “Won't change the amount of time it takes, but sure, I'll do it that way.”

As she settled down to her scrying and the rest of the party spread out to further secure the area, Dare made his way over to inspect the dead dinosaur.

A raptor. A godsdamned Utahraptor. Given how much he'd loved dinosaurs as a kid, and still did, this was an exciting moment. Sure, it would've been even more exciting if it hadn't just been trying to rip him apart, and there wasn't the very high probability of more being out there.

Still, a dinosaur. And not the older depictions of dinosaurs in movies, all leathery or scaly, but with brilliantly feathered plumage. Which far from making it look cuter or more harmless gave it a sleek, deadly appearance.

He'd heard the Outcasts mention raptors when they were pursuing him and Lily, but he hadn't given them much thought. Now he kind of wished he had, because they'd just jumped up to the most dangerous predator he'd seen.

In movies they were always portrayed as insanely fast, strong, and smart, and this one had been no exception.

Dare was glad the Outcasts hadn't whipped a dozen of these things out to ride on as mounts in their pursuit. If they had he and Lily would've been dead, along with Sava and the rest of her village.

He made his way over to Bradis. “These things are top priority from now on. And if the Outcasts are using them as mounts, shoot them first.”

The tank snorted wryly. “You think? You're acting like you've never even heard of these things.”

Lily gave Dare a strained smile, in on the secret that unless they had tales of them on Earth, he might not have heard of them. Although in spite of her moment of humor it was obvious she'd been terrified for him; if her duties didn't call for her to protect their companions, he was certain she would've been fussing over him to make sure he was okay.

He shot her a reassuring smile as he began scouting the area.

Given the looming threat of raptors he kept his party closer this time, seeking out the dangerously high level predators and hunting them one after another. Only when they were satisfied the animals in the area had all been cleared did they tackle the nearest spawn point, with Level 47 Earthfallen Girols, which looked like floating balloons of inflated flesh and feathers about the size of a beanbag chair.

They were hideous and their attacks were obnoxious, such as shooting poisoned quills. But they weren't all that difficult to kill. And on the plus side the experience was much better for them than for the Level 35 monsters from the last portal area.

Crossing a hill to find the next spawn point, Dare stopped dead at the sight of the monsters in it, skin crawling with a feeling of unreality.

“What the fuck?” he muttered.

◆◆◆

Dare's Eye identified them as: “Transit-Warped Interloper. Monster. Level 45. Attacks: Bayonet, Automatic Fire, Burst Fire, Sidearm, Flashbang, Fragmentation Grenade, Smoke Grenade, Combat Utility Knife, Camouflage, Field Medkit, TacComm, Call Reinforcement, Body Armor, Unflinching Discipline.” They ranged in level from 44 to 47.

And they looked like soldiers from Earth.

Not in any uniform from any country he recognized, and their skin was a sickly gray streaked with livid pale blue veins, like some sort of energy corruption. But still unquestionably human, or at least the monstrous variation of them, and unquestionably inspired by Earth's militaries. Complete with the most modern looking rifles, pistols holstered on utility belts alongside clips for grenades, headset radios, helmets and combat vests, and all the rest.

“Is this some kind of sick joke, Sia?” he whispered.

Lily gave him an uncertain look. “Is this your first time seeing a spawn point with monsters that look human, Dare? I mean, you've fought monsters that looked like other races before, like Cursed Orcs and Irradiated Goblins and things like that.”

“I know,” Dare said. These Transit-Warped Interlopers were clearly monsters. They moved with monster patterns, their eyes were empty and lacking intelligence, and their forms were clearly twisted. Just like the other monsters he'd fought that looked like members of other races.

The world system created monstrous versions of all the races. It was just one of the subsets of monsters they created, along with giant versions of insects and smaller animals, and animal hybrids or chimeras.

Still, they gave him the creeps because they weren't just a monster version of humans, they were a monster version of Earthlings. “Soldiers from Earth look like that,” he murmured, making sure none of their companions heard. “Aside from not being monsters, of course.”

His bunny girl wife blinked in surprise, absently fiddling with her glasses as she gave them a closer look. “Wow, really?”

“Yeah.” He glared at the lumbering forms; the spawn point had recently produced a roamer, and it was prowling around looking for victims. “Maybe a stunt from Rollo, like his April Fool's prank?”

“Maybe.” She shook her head. “Gods regularly introduce new monsters, or reintroduce older ones from legends. It's one of the reasons spawn points can be dangerous, because even if you have a detailed compendium you might run into something you've never seen before and know nothing about. Or something that's been changed by the whim of a god. We know you've been Noticed, and the gods have probably looked into where you came from. They might be getting inspiration for new monsters from what they find on Earth.”

Their companions joined them, aside from Bradis, Jurrin, and Estellis who were guarding Hormot and his retinue, and Dare changed what he'd been about to say. “These things are based on people from my home. They're very dangerous at any range, but with lower health and few defensive abilities. I suggest we use the cautious approach.”

The cautious approach they'd developed was for the ranged damage in the party, or him, Lily, Carilina, and Horold, to coordinate a simultaneous volley, after which Veressa would immediately use crowd control to restrain the enemy while they prepared another volley, and the Lifetangler prepared another use of Constricting Vines.

They could do that twice before monsters became immune to that crowd control for a minute. Which would hopefully be enough to kill one of these monsters. And even more hopefully, prevent it from calling adds.

They started with the roamer, which was a good thing. The simultaneous volley only brought it down to 80% health, and while Veressa's vines caught it without a hitch, after the next volley it used Camouflage before she could catch it again.

The monstrous human didn't become completely invisible, but its transparent silhouette was just hard enough to track that the vampire missed with her crowd control.

“Burn it down!” Dare shouted, activating Rapid Shot and shooting at the rippling shape. His first shot also missed before the second connected.

That was about when a star pattern appeared around the muzzle of the Transit-Warped Interloper's transparent rifle. Bullets shredded Horold's barrier, then chunked off half his life in seconds, sending him reeling to the ground with a gurgle.

“Holy shit!” Veressa screamed, desperately casting another Constricting Vines.

Dare activated Sand Shield as the stream of automatic fire cut his way, using Roll and Shoot to take him through the line of bullets to the other side. His boots' barrier held against the couple bullets that hit it, although it was flickering wildly as he came to his feet and loosed the arrow from the ability.

The stream of bullets and tracers arced back his way, and he futilely tried to outrun them with Cheetah's Dash. That worked for a few seconds, then a few more bullets shredded his barrier and Prey's Vigilance activated to twist him aside from more.

Dare dropped, feeling numbness swiftly morphing to searing pain from a bullet wound in his shoulder as the line of fire passed overhead, paused, then dropped down to target him on the ground.

Luckily at that angle most of them missed, but he felt another numb impact from his calf as a bullet tore through.

Then the automatic fire ended abruptly. “We got it!” Lily called, rushing over to him as he felt Carilina's healing magic wash over him. She helped him to his feet, supporting him under one arm with a grunt of effort.

“Fuck those things,” Horold snarled, voice shaking as he pushed to his feet. “It was practically even level with me, it shouldn't be able to do that much damage that fast.” He swayed drunkenly, obviously suffering from the aftermath of the healing spells, which could restore hit points but still left the pain and weakness.

At least at this level.

Dare nodded furiously, staring up at the sky. He was now certain Rollo wasn't involved with these monsters; the God of Japes would shamelessly push all sorts of limits to get a laugh, but there was no humor in these interlopers. Their existence almost felt malicious.

“Hey, balance your fucking monsters!” he shouted. That monstrous soldier had done more damage in a few seconds than a full strength raid rated monster was supposed to be able to.

Sure, on Earth without a level system, stats, armor rating, and hit points a machine gun would tear through them like that. But for gods that were quick to fix the slightest thing that could disrupt the balance of their system, this was just bullshit.

Surprisingly, there was no notification that the damage of Transit-Warped Interlopers had been fixed. Either the deities overseeing the system only acted swiftly to correct the behavior of intelligent creatures, or they were giving him and his party the finger.

Dare cursed. “Let's move on. Better not to risk our lives against overpowered monsters.”

Surprisingly Horold, shaken but determined, shook his head. “We can't risk this spawn point sending out roamers or becoming fully open. Not with these dangerous assholes . . . if they form a monster horde this far north, surrounded by such powerful monsters with them at the core, they could tear through Bastion and be nearly impossible to oppose. Maybe even all of Haraldar.”

Veressa nodded reluctantly. “We're going to have to clear it.”

“How do we do that without getting obliterated?” Lily demanded, protectively taking Dare's arm. “Horold lost half his health in seconds, and Dare got badly hurt with just a few hits! Aside from Bradis the rest of us are far more vulnerable than them.”

Dare bit back a curse. His companions made a good point. Little as he liked it, the spawn point needed to be cleared. Fighting these monstrous soldiers one at a time was a much better prospect than facing them all at once.

“All right then,” he said with as much confidence as he could muster. “I think we've finally found a monster that's more dangerous for ranged than for melee. Let's do another sweep for raptors, then bring Hormot and his retinue closer so we can focus our entire party on these fights.”

“Can even Bradis stand against these things?” Carilina asked worriedly. “Those . . . bullets you called them? Can armor stop them?”

Dare hesitated. “In most cases I'd say no, and what I've seen so far doesn't fill me with much confidence. But hopefully pressing them from melee range might keep them from being able to use their guns, or at least their more dangerous automatic rifles, same as with any other ranged enemy. We'll have to restructure the fights.”

He gave the Earthling monsters a final long look, then turned away. “Come on.”

They spent another half hour clearing even farther around the area, killing a dozen more raptors. Swift and dangerous as the predators were, they seemed almost tame compared to the Transit-Warped Interlopers.

Then, interrupting a disgruntled Erinel from her scrying, they gathered Hormot and his retinue and moved them closer to the spawn point. There was a hollow a safe distance away, below a ridge where Estellis had a view of a hundred yards in all directions and could warn of danger, and the Phasewarper, Fargazer, and retinue all huddled there.

The rest of the party gathered at the spawn point, picking a rise they could hide behind. Dare had them all pick positions in a staggered formation, around where Bradis would hopefully intercept each soldier as they lured it over the rise. Then he had them dig basic foxholes with walls of tamped earth in the direction of their target to provide cover from enemy fire.

It was a laborious process, but they got it done in about an hour with the help of Hormot's attendants. Then Dare sent the noncombatants back to the hollow and gathered his party around him. “Okay. The idea will be to aggro the monsters one at a time, then hide behind this rise. Since they won't be able to shoot us, their usual pattern as monsters will be to run straight for us until they can. That'll bring them right over the rise, where Bradis can intercept them and force them to use their Combat Knife in melee range. The rest of us will stay scattered around them in our foxholes doing damage as quickly as possible.”

“As simple as that?” Jurrin asked, looking dubious.

Dare shook his head grimly. “If you see them pull out a gun and point it your way, drop into your foxhole until you hear an all clear from one of us. We'll also make sure we all have barriers active.”

He paused, looking around intently. “The greater threat is the grenades they carry.”

He'd already explained what those did, along with the rest of the enemy abilities, and his party was suitably alarmed at the potential of handheld explosives. Which made him wonder why the deities, who were so keen to prevent any knowledge that would disrupt the balance of their system, would let people on Collisa get a glimpse of guns, explosives, radios, and other technology.

Of course, there'd been hints of steampunk-ish devices on other monsters, like mechanical limbs or goggles and things like that. The races of this world either hadn't thought to try to duplicate that technology, or they had and the devices had been suppressed.

He shook his head; that was a problem for the gods, if they cared to deal with it. They were certainly fucking the dog when it came to balancing these new monsters.

“If they throw a grenade near you, duck into your foxhole,” he continued. “If they throw it into your foxhole, pick it up and fling it as far away over the rise as you can before ducking into your foxhole. You have to do it quickly, because you'll only have a few seconds. And call out a warning as soon as you see one, so we can all duck and cover as well.”

“Shit, this is how you fight where you're from?” Bradis said. “Hiding in holes trying to blow each other to bits, and sawing anyone out in the open down in seconds with tiny metal shards moving faster than the eye can see?”

“In some situations.” Dare motioned to the tank. “As for you, if the Interloper tries to drop a grenade at its own feet to blow you up, you're going to have to break off engaging it to chuck the grenade away, even if it means letting it get out its gun. Your armor would provide some protection from the explosion, but it would still probably kill you at point blank range. Or at least blow off some limbs.”

“If I do that then it'll be able to shoot at me from point blank range,” his friend pointed out.

“Embrace the suck.” At their blank looks he shook his head. “Get back to it as quickly as possible. Heals and support will need to be ready to keep you up.”

Bradis wasn't happy about it, but he knew his duty. And he faced threats like this and laughed in their face every day.

“What if instead of coming straight for us, these monsters circle around to shoot at us from the side or behind?” Horold asked. “Or if more than one at a time comes?”

“Veressa will have to be ready to deal with adds, like usual,” Dare said. “Part of the reason we're luring them here is to hopefully pull them out of range to use their Call Reinforcement ability. As for circling us, if they do then Bradis will have to move to intercept them. We might need to abandon our foxholes, in which case we'll have to rely on hitting the dirt if they aim for us.”

“Okay then, let's get this over with,” Bradis said, clashing his club against his shield to psych himself up as he got in position.

Dare nodded, hefted his Ironstone Greatbow, and climbed the rise to where he could aggro the nearest Transit-Warped Interloper. He used a fire Burst Arrow to pull, then threw himself back behind the rise and raised just his head to check the monster's response.

To his relief he saw that the Interloper didn't bring adds, and was moving the way a ranged monster should, making straight for them until it had clear line of sight. “Incoming!” he called as he stayed in position to keep watch.

He was afraid if he retreated to his foxhole, the monster would just start lobbing grenades at them and they wouldn't have any advance warning. Unfortunately, about halfway to the rise the Transit-Warped Interloper leveled its military rifle at his exposed head.

He barely had time to duck before bullets tore into the ground where he'd been. He scrambled down the hill, cursing. “Retreating to my foxhole!” he called. “Keep an eye out for grenades!”

Almost on top of his warning he spotted a grenade sail into view, bouncing down in the midst of the foxholes. Dare used Roll and Shoot to throw himself to it, snatched it up, and tossed it back in the direction of the approaching monster. Then he hit the dirt.

The grenade sailed back out of view just moments before exploding, and he heard a roar of pain from the Interloper.

A few seconds later it came into view, gun ready. Although before it could get off a shot Bradis was on it, bashing down with his Ironstone Club. The monster switched to its Combat Knife, snarling as it slashed at the Fighter.

Largely ineffectually. Just like any normal monster, even one a few levels higher, attacking a tank.

Dare retreated to his foxhole and joined the rest of the party damaging down the enemy, which to his relief didn't put up much of a fight. It used Camouflage, but Bradis was able to stay on top of it even so, preventing it from using anything but its knife for the rest of the fight.

As the enemy dropped to the dirt Dare peeked over the rise to see if the Interloper had been able to use its Call Reinforcement ability. Radios should be able to easily go that distance, but that would've been imbalanced with the world system.

Not that it seemed to have stopped whoever created these things when it came to their damage.

To his dismay, but not particular surprise, he saw two more Transit-Warped Interlopers heading their way, moving a dozen paces apart in military formation. “Adds!” he shouted. “Two of them . . . I'll tank the second!”

“Fucking great,” Bradis growled. “Are these two both going to call two more?”

Dare hoped not.

Defended by barriers from Horold and with Carilina standing ready to heal, he prepared his Bladed Ironstone Bowstaff and positioned himself to intercept the nearer of the adds. He was fairly confident he could tank a few hits from an even level monster if he had to, but he was glad the party would be focusing his down first.

The moment his target came into view he Pounced to it, bashing at it with the butt of his spear. It had a 10% chance to stun for 2 seconds, which was more useful than the increased damage of thrusting or slashing with the spearhead.

As if to confirm his decision, his second hit triggered the proc and the monster went stiff, stunned as the party rained attacks down on it. It stirred back to motion in time to hack at his barrier a few times with is sleek black steel knife, breaking through and slashing at his throat.

Dare threw himself backwards with Roll and Shoot, coming back to his feet and loosing an earth Burst Arrow, which inflicted a brief stun that lasted just long enough for Horold's Arcane Bolt to finish it off.

“Grenade!” Bradis shouted. Dare whirled to see the second Interloper hurling the explosive his way, and with Fleetfoot's enhanced reflexes caught it in midair and flung it over the rise. He didn't even bother to hit the dirt, ducking back behind the protection of the hillside as he used Rapid Shot and focused on the second add.

After the explosion he ducked back to look towards the spawn point, then bit back a curse. “Three adds!” he shouted as they finished killing the remaining Interloper. “Veressa, get the easternmost one! Same tactic for the others.”

That fight was a bit more hairy. The Lifetangler's target managed to get a burst fire off before her spell caught it, the first two bullets shattering Dare's barrier and the last hitting him in the head. Unlike a real bullet it didn't instantly kill him, thankfully, but it stunned him for a few seconds and chunked off an alarming amount of his hit points. It also left him dazed when he finally recovered.

In spite of that he was able to Pounce to his target as it crested the rise, taking a slash from a Combat Knife across his throat for another critical hit. He was just starting to get alarmed when a barrier shimmered into place around him and Carilina's first heal washed over him.

He still hurt like hell and felt woozy and weak, but he'd survive.

Thankfully that was the most excitement they saw in that fight. They killed his target, then Bradis's, and finally the tank engaged Veressa's target. It managed to throw a grenade, but while none of them could get to it in time everyone was able to get into their foxholes, while Bradis maneuvered to put the Interloper between him and the explosion.

The grenade went off and Dare watched the raid party analytics he kept up with his breath held, afraid he'd see one of his friends or, even worse, Lily, take catastrophic damage. But to his relief aside from Bradis taking a minor hit, the foxholes kept them all safe.

Downing that final add, he again poked his head up bracing to see even more headed their way. But to his pleasant surprise only one was on the move; they must've finally reached the limit of Call Reinforcement's range.

There were still around 30 Transit-Warped Interlopers in the spawn point, so the party wasn't anywhere close to out of the woods. But after surviving the first few fights he felt more confident they'd be able to manage this.

Dare called the approaching add, then after they took it out gathered his party. “Okay, we've seen how these fights go. Let's finish clearing the spawn point slow, steady, and safe.”

It took four times as long as usual for the party to kill all the Transit-Warped Interlopers. And in spite of their best efforts all of them took damage by the end of it. Enough that they felt weakened and woozy from healing major wounds by the time the final monster dropped.

As soon as it did they all scrambled out of their foxholes and gathered around the downed enemy, cheering their victory. It felt far more major than it should've for killing a few dozen regular monsters.

Probably because even full strength raid rated monsters hit like kittens compared to those fucking guns.

The loot the Interlopers had dropped was disappointing to say the least. According to Hormot, who'd wandered over a few times to check on their progress, it was fairly standard for humanoids in the mid-40s. No cool Earth gadgets or their Collisa analogs, no camo cloth, not even any gear they could use.

Definitely not any guns, although that would've been badass.

In the middle of the celebration a harsh tone made them all jump, and Dare looked at the bold text appearing across the center of his vision.

“Worldwide Alert: The Interloper subset of human-based monsters have had their damage and rate of fire reduced to match their level. Interlopers should not have that much of an impact on Collisa.”

Dare felt a chill run down his spine at what he was certain was a direct message to him. He'd definitely drawn the attention of someone who didn't like him up there, and that person had waited until he'd cleared an entire spawn point of deadly monsters just to make a point.

His normal inclination was to think “well fuck you too”, but given how Sia could read his mind he didn't want to further antagonize whoever or whatever had it out for him. Although he did wonder how his wife was reacting to this, and whether she was in trouble with the other deities.

That would be a bad thing, and not just for her or even him; the rest of their family might get dragged into this too. Were their wives or children going to get smited over some godly dispute?

In response to that sudden worry text appeared in front of him. “Nothing to fear, my love. Killing a mortal by fiddling with monster strengths is considered direct intervention, same as if they blasted you with their own power. Even creating overpowered monsters is pushing the boundaries and drawing a strong response from the others. I'm handling it.”

Sia normally wasn't allowed to contact him using the world system, now that she could do so through Ireni. So this came as beyond a shock, and showed how major whatever was going on was.

'Who's doing this?' he thought, but there was no response.

His companions were all reacting to the worldwide alert. “Great, so they finally intervene after we finish clearing the spawn point!” Bradis said in disgust.

Horold nodded, scowling. “Ever feel like the gods are fucking with us?”

“Not us,” Dare said grimly, turning away from the dead Interloper. Just me. “Come on, let's loot this thing and get back to leveling. We've already wasted enough time on a single spawn point.”


Chapter Fifteen

Search

The next few days were some of the most interesting and exciting Dare had had in a while when it came to pure exploration.

By jumping around from portal to portal they were able to see a lot more of the northern wilds than would've otherwise been possible, and in spite of their important purpose he went out of his way to find high vantage points at each spot just to take in the view.

There were beautiful things to see: A woods of mingled aspen and pine that stretched all the way to the horizon and blanketed the slopes of a tall mountain nearby. A vast plains covered by bison as far as the eye could see. A mountain so tall its peak was forever obscured by clouds, and a canyon to rival the Grand Canyon with a river larger than any found on Earth roaring along the bottom, teeming with avian wildlife and flying roaming monsters.

They spotted a tribe of skittish deer people, the doe girls so adorable Lily was instantly enchanted and wanted to make friends with them. She tried to run after them when the entire group bolted at the sight of Dare's party, only to find that they were faster even than cunids, and she had to return in disappointment.

“They seemed nice,” she said sadly. “And we would've had so much fun playing with them. I thought they'd at least be willing to talk to a bunny girl.”

He could certainly agree with the idea of befriending a doe girl, and wouldn't have complained at an opportunity to be with one at some point.

They also encountered a small pack of lupids, who were similar to canids in the way wolves were to dogs. They also fled, after growling so savagely that not even Lily, who was quick to befriend people, wanted to try to talk to them.

Mostly, though, the northern wilds seemed empty of people, left to the animals and roaming monsters. Some of that might've been the predations of the Outcasts of Balor, who'd surely persecuted people out here before encroaching into Bastion.

Another part might've been that most of the spawn points they encountered were at least high 30s, and some got as high as the 50s. On the third day they even had to abandon a search location, when Dare ducked through a new portal to scout and spotted Level 61-63 monsters in a nearby spawn point.

He wasted no time ducking back out and shouting for Hormot to shut down the portal, while his party formed up to try to face a monster or animal predator that could kill them all if one emerged through it.

Thankfully none did, and after some debate they agreed that it was incredibly unlikely the Outcasts would have a camp in an area with such dangerous enemies. Not unless they were far more powerful than any of them thought, at which point they could've just outright plowed through Bastion instead of raiding the villages and working up to towns.

So Hormot moved on to the next portal location, which thankfully had enemies in the mid-40s.

They were able to average about three portal sites a day, what with the time it took for their Fargazer to scry the entire area to the limits of her ability at each one. Which was pretty reasonable, because a Phasewarper of Hormot's level was only able to cast about 10 before depleting his mana pool, depending on distance, size of the portal, and time it remained open.

They also had to count the portal to get home and the ones he cast each morning to bring in supplies and evacuate refugees. So unless the old man wanted to sleep four hours at a time to do the double mana pool restore trick, they wouldn't have been able to cover too much more ground anyway if they wanted to save mana for emergencies.

The portal hopping was actually almost ideal for leveling too, because they had time to clear the nearby spawn points and animal predators before it was time to move on. In fact, it was the best experience they'd gotten in a while, finally able to find plentiful spawn points with monsters their level or higher. And being able to return to the palace in Redoubt each night for a good night's rest and an early start made it even better.

Having a Phasewarper was a pretty sweet deal. It made Dare even more determined to encourage some of the young children of Nirim territory to choose it as their class, then sponsor their leveling and education.

The party was pulling in ludicrous amounts of valuable loot, too. Most of it they only had time to bring back and dump in a storeroom in the palace, to be sold later. But everyone agreed that the meat from hunted animals and monsters, as well as any other food they found in the wilds, should be contributed to the city to help feed the refugees.

They even found a couple party rated monsters, although the achievement the kills gave was “Intrepid Explorer: Slay 20 party rated monsters in an area of the true wilds.” Which, given the rate at which they found the more powerful monsters out in the untamed wilds, might not be too difficult to manage.

He was kind of curious what the achievement for raid rated monsters out here would be.

Carilina got a set of healer robes from one of the party rated monsters, a huge upgrade for her, and Veressa got a caster dagger she'd be able to use in a few levels from the other. That was good, because they'd been so focused on leveling that they were mostly still using the same gear they'd had in Eldarin'lesinal, which most of them were on the verge of out-leveling.

But in spite of the incredible experience of exploring the true wilds and gaining great experience and loot, Dare couldn't truly enjoy himself. Not with his family hiding in Gurzan's Last Hold with Marona and the Terana refugees, and Bastion collapsing around them.

Especially since his noble lover would be having their child any day now, or might've even already given birth. He could have a son or daughter and had no way of knowing. Or something might've gone wrong; childbirth was easier and safer on Collisa, but Marona was having her first baby at almost fifty years old.

Were they okay?

Not only that but Ireni would be having their baby in less than a month. Would he even be finished defeating these Outcasts by then, able to return home in time to support his wife in her travail and hold his new child?

And his other wives, lovers, and their children. His beloved family, depending on him to protect them. Was everyone okay in his absence? Was it really the right choice to be out here searching instead of there protecting them?

He just hoped that the newly discovered dwarvish ruins would foil a Phasewarper's attempts to open a portal there, and the less explored mountains would also be a place the dragonkin hadn't been.

Even sheltered from the chaos within Redoubt while staying in the Governor's Palace, Dare and his companions weren't completely insulated. He knew the situation out there was getting worse and worse. The Marshal's Irregulars were openly warring with gangs in the streets, while robbery, rape, and murder was becoming epidemic and people were disappearing by the hundreds.

Free citizens were signing on to the Irregulars in droves, gladly taking contracts far worse than the ones Jind had previously offered to freed slaves. Even so the Marshal eventually closed recruitment to anyone below Level 20, and then only combat classes or those willing to take the experience hit and change to one.

The palace was stuffed to bursting with everyone it could hold, especially women and children. Even so, women still trapped out on the streets were desperately throwing themselves at any man who lived there, offering to do anything just for the safety of sleeping in his bed and maybe sharing a portion of his meals.

With the alternative being leaving them vulnerable in the streets, the Lords of Bastion were looking the other way as the practice became widespread.

Many guards had abandoned their posts, retreating back to the palace with their families or even fleeing the city entirely. And the entire slums had burned to the ground, rumors flying that a team of Stealthed arsonists had systematically destroyed the place, the flames and chaos killing hundreds of innocents.

Dare wouldn't have wanted his loved ones to be in the city right now. It was only a matter of time before the rest of it also burned to the ground. Assuming they couldn't find the Outcasts of Balor and stop their predations.

His frustration grew by the day as they searched more and more of the northern wilds that Hormot hadn't explored, with no sign of the Outcasts' camp or the three blue peaks Dare and Lily had seen. They'd already covered the entire eastern and northern sides of the loop the old noble had drawn, and were working their way south along the western side with only nine or so more portal spots left to check.

That was when they finally caught a break.

◆◆◆

On the eighth day of their search, their second portal of the day took them into a lower level area, one of the first they'd found in the wilds.

The monsters and animals in the area were in their Mid-20s and wouldn't give any experience. They wouldn't give very valuable loot, either, compared to what the party got from higher level monsters.

Dare wasn't too enthused about farming for junk, especially with the pressure they felt to produce results, so after clearing the roamers and animal predators from around the portal site he suggested they scout out farther.

“If nothing else we might find more party rated monsters we can kill for loot,” he said. “And we can clear more overflowing spawn points and prevent monster hordes.”

“Or record their location and sell the information to lower level adventurers,” Horold suggested. “We'd probably make more if we found the right buyer, and they'd benefit from the experience, achievements, and gear useful for their level.”

“It's our duty to help lower level adventurers where possible,” Estellis agreed.

Carilina snorted. “That would be a great sentiment if we weren't hundreds of miles north of the border. No adventurer is going to venture up here on a monster hunt, especially at their level.”

“Aside from maybe Dare, back when he was Level 25,” Lily teased, nudging him.

Dare couldn't argue their Healer's point. Also those monsters might end up making their way south and threatening innocent villages along the border. “Okay fine, we clear what we find,” he said.

More party rated monsters would spawn before long anyway. He wasn't sure exactly what the process was that governed their spawning, and Sia wouldn't tell him, but it stood to reason that the more they killed, the higher the chance of new ones spawning. And potentially in more convenient locations.

So they began searching the area in a wider and wider circle, clearing spawn points that looked as if they were overflowing and loading the humble loot on their packsaddles. They didn't find any party rated monsters.

But cresting a hilltop after about an hour, Dare spotted a figure in the process of darting from cover to cover on the plains below, caught out in the open.

It was an orc woman, in her early 20s he judged, with vivid scarlet skin that made her stand out starkly against the grass, and thick black hair bound up in braids at the nape of her neck. She was wearing a loincloth of animal hides, a leather wrap around her chest, crude leather sandals with rawhide ties wrapping around her calves almost to her knees, and a surprisingly fine cloak of some thick white fur.
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He checked her with his Adventurer's Eye. “Orc, adult female. Humanoid, intelligent. Class: Phasewarper Level 24. Attacks: Phase Shift.”

Fuck. “Phasewarper!” Dare called, readying his bow. He had no idea why the Outcasts of Balor would send such a valuable asset out on her own, even one who wasn't high enough level to be useful yet, but this was a great opportunity to weaken them.

“Weak one,” Bradis said. “One arrow should do it.”

Dare shook his head as he nocked an arrow to the string and slipped out of his saddle. “We'll take her alive and see what she knows.”

The orc had spotted them up on the hilltop and veered away, breaking into a sprint. Although she didn't have a hope of escaping him and Lily as they circled around to cut her off, or the rest of the party on horseback galloping in pursuit.

A few minutes later Veressa caught the woman in her vines, and as she cursed and thrashed and bellowed her defiance the party cautiously circled her and approached.

She was larger than Dare had expected looking at her from a distance, positively huge. At least seven feet. Bulky, too, with the solid but feminine muscles of a female bodybuilder, as well as surprisingly lush curves. Her broad face was unexpectedly lovely, especially with her scarlet skin lending an exotic air to her appearance, with a bold nose, sensuously wide mouth and full lips broken by protruding delicate tusks, and large gold eyes flecked with brown.

The woman glared murder at them, thrashing in the Lifetangler's vines. “Kill me then, humans! I rejoin my tribe in death with my head held high!”

Dare frowned. “And what tribe is that?”

She struggled to straighten proudly in her bonds. “I am Koru the Subtle, daughter of Koragh Hellcleaver, Chieftain of the Unbowed Raptors.” She gnashed her teeth defiantly. “And Unbowed I remain! Better death than chains!”

With a bellow she twisted free of the vines, drawing a surprised grunt from Veressa. Snatching a knife from her belt, the orc leapt forward and swung it down at Dare's face.

Jurrin's barrier shimmered around him, not that an attack from a Level 24 spellcaster's knife would've done more than scratch him anyway. Even so, Dare raised a hand and caught her descending wrist, then grunted in surprise.

Strength was not his highest stat by any means, but he was stronger than most humans. And he had the stat bonuses from Power Up and his levels.

Even so the orc was able to overpower him inch by inch, until finally her knife scraped uselessly against the barrier.

He wasn't the only one surprised; Koru's brown-flecked gold eyes widened at the resistance he put up. “You are strong, human,” she grunted.

Veressa's vines caught her again and whipped her backwards a few feet, holding her spread-eagled. She snarled and continued thrashing, refusing to give up in the face of a party of adventurers 20 levels higher than her.

Dare could almost admire her; there was no hint of zealotry in her expression, just pure determination. “The Outcasts of Balor don't deserve your loyalty.”

Koru froze, eyes bulging with shock and then fury. “Do not liken me to those dishonorable scum!” she snarled. “I live free, according to the traditions of my people!”

Veressa laughed at that. “Even if you speak the truth, I wouldn't call orcs much better than the Outcasts.”

“Then you speak in ignorance!” the huge woman spat. “The Unbowed Raptors do not live as other tribes!”

Bradis snorted. “It's not about tribes. Orcs believe in Gorshok, who commands his people to live by taking what you need and fighting. Are you saying your tribe doesn't worship the orcish god?”

“We worship Gorshok, as we should!” Koru shouted; she didn't seem able to say anything in quieter tones. “But we believe we live by taking what we need from the land, and fighting against the dangers of the world for survival. Nowhere does it say our god demands we war with others.”

The tank laughed. “Somehow I doubt your god would see it like that.”

“Then Gorshok may tell me I am wrong.” She glowered at them. “We live in a world with many other races. If we try to fight them all we will batter ourselves upon them, as if we attacked a stone wall. Better to live in peace, and clash with them in honest barter.”

Bradis opened his mouth, but Dare raised his hand to forestall him. “If what you say is true, I admire your tribe,” he said mildly. “Would that everyone was so determined to live in peace.”

Koru glared at him. “But you don't believe that what I say is true.”

“I'm sorry, but it's difficult. I have never heard of orcs believing as you do.” He pointed south. “On the other hand, right now the innocent people of Bastion are being raped, tortured, mutilated, then impaled alive to suffer miserable deaths at the hands of orcs, among others. And from what we've seen they might be the lucky ones.”

Her eyes blazed with even hotter fury. “Those who serve Balor are not orcs! They're savage puppets without honor or decency!”

Interesting. She seemed to genuinely despise the Outcasts. “Where is your tribe? Why are you wandering the wilds alone?”

Pain briefly shone through the orc woman's fury, before her defiance returned. “I am the last of the Unbowed Raptors, human. My tribe has fought Balor's thralls for many years, keeping ahead of their cursed portals with the speed of our raptor mounts. But it was a war of attrition, and finally they've hunted us to the last.”

Her expression twisted in heart-wrenching grief. “They took no slaves, human. I was forced to witness the cruelly drawn out, tormented end of my people, helpless to intervene on the last order of my father. Who I watched skinned alive and defiled, then healed so he could suffer all over again, until finally he was left broken beyond recognition, his heart failing him at the last as the pain overcame even his legendary strength.”

The huge woman's head hung, voice wooden as she continued. “And my sisters and brother, taken apart piece by piece while suffering the vilest of indignities, until what remained could no longer survive even with healing. I will not even speak of what they did to my mother. Kin, friends, all crying for death before they succumbed to their suffering and perished.”

Even Bradis, with little sympathy for orcs, cursed at that.

Koru abruptly lifted her head and looked around at them, struggling to straighten her back against her bonds. “Now I wander the wilds seeking Balor's filth so I might have my revenge in whatever way I might manage it. That, or die in the trying and honorably rejoin my people in the afterlife.”

Dare was surprised to find he believed her; not even the greatest actor could fake that sort of pain. Which wasn't to say he trusted her. But if her people had fought the Outcasts for so long then she would know valuable information about them.

Including the location of their camp, maybe.

“Koru of the Unbowed Raptors,” he said solemnly, “I am Sir Darren Portsmouth of Nirim Manor.” He motioned to Veressa, ignoring her surprised look, and she reluctantly released the orc woman from her vines.

He stepped forward, offering his hand. “In my old home we had a saying, “the enemy of my enemy is my friend.”

“A ridiculous idea,” the orc growled with a snort, staring warily at his hand as she rubbed at her wrists. “My people say “join forces with my enemy's enemy, but turn not my back to him.”

“Fair enough.” Dare motioned to his companions. “The might of Bastion gathers to destroy the Outcasts of Balor. We have a high level Phasewarper to take us to them. The only thing we lack is the location of their camp.” He held out his hand again. “I don't even ask your aid, Koru of the Unbowed Raptors. Just tell us where we can find our enemy, and we'll destroy them and avenge your tribe's destruction.”

Koru spat at that. “And sit idle like a coward?” She looked conflicted. “Besides, they took our raptors to suffer in captivity . . . they are faithful beasts, and you'd likely slay them out of fear.”

She glared at his hand. “Give me an oath you'll set me and my tribe's raptors free after I help you, human. Your kind breaks your word as easy as breathing, but it's more than nothing.”

Dare's companions made angry noises. “You want to judge us, orc?” Horold spat.

“I can't speak for other humans, but Dare's the most honorable man I know,” Lily said fiercely, stepping up to his side.

He rested a hand on his wife's shoulder, smiling at her, then turned back to the orc. “Koru of the Unbowed Raptors. I, Sir Darren Portsmouth of Nirim Manor, swear to you on my honor, by my home and all I hold dear, that if you deal with us honorably, keep the peace, and aid us in defeating the Outcasts of Balor, after our victory I will release you from captivity and send you on your way, a friend. I will also do all in my power to safely free your tribe's beasts and return them to your care.”

He held out his hand a third time, and after a long hesitation Koru finally grunted and clasped his forearm. Her hand was larger than his, her strength crushing even through his leather bracers.

Her brown-flecked gold eyes met his unflinchingly. “Darren the human, I swear to you upon my honor, of which no greater oath can be made, that I will aid you in destroying the Outcasts of Balor in whatever way possible, even at the cost of my own life if necessary. I will cause no trouble while among you and your allies, and will deal fairly until such time as we part ways.”

Bradis cleared his throat uncomfortably. “We're still going to tie her up, right?”

The huge woman tensed, her hand still wrapped around Dare's forearm tightening with such crushing force that he grunted. “I will not be bound or chained,” she snarled. “I have given you my oath, that should be enough.”

Dare tightened his own grip on the corded muscles of her forearm, looking into her eyes. “It should be,” he agreed evenly. “But even the free orcs sworn to the Marshal's Irregulars wear collars, for the peace of mind of those around them. Such is the reputation of your kind.”

She growled deep in her throat, unflinching in returning his gaze. “In that case I will submit to a cord around my wrist binding me to your wrist, and only your wrist, when around others. But only if I may be free around you and your companions.”

That was an inconvenient compromise for him personally, but clever on her part. Most who saw it would accept that the orc woman was bound to him, her savagery kept in check. Meanwhile she could be content that he was bound to her as much as she to him.

Also it would be irritating enough to be bound to her that he'd have incentive to let her free whenever he could.

“That's acceptable,” he said. “I'm going to need your weapon aside from when we enter a fight. I'll return it when the Outcasts are defeated and you're free to go your way in peace.”

The orc woman's nostrils flared. “You ask a hard thing, separating an orc from her weapon. But very well.” She drew her knife and tossed it at him.

Dare snatched it out of the air, tucked it into his pack, and dug in his pouch for the cord he used for spare bowstrings. He cut off a ten foot length, bound an end around his bracer, then tossed the other end to her.

She silently bound her wrist, loose enough it wouldn't chafe her skin but wouldn't slip off her hand, either. Then she looked up at him warily. “What now, human?” For the first time her tone was something less than a shout.

“Now we rejoin our Phasewarper and his retinue.” He motioned to his horse. “Go ahead and ride, I can keep up.”

Koru looked surprised. “You give me your mount?”

Lily laughed, and he grinned. “I prefer running.”

The rest of the party joined the mirth. “That's the understatement of the year,” Veressa joked as they returned to their mounts.

His Durese stallion was a tall, powerful beast, although it looked smaller with a seven foot tall woman in the saddle. Still, for all her muscle she weighed at most fifty pounds more than Dare, and the horse was easily able to handle her weight.

He'd been a bit worried that the fiery stallion would balk at an orc rider, but Koru was calm and confident in introducing herself to the horse, producing a grain cake from her pack to offer as a treat. Then she climbed into the saddle without issue, and after a bit of shifting around took the reins.

“Commands?” she asked. “And remove the translation stone . . . I need the human words.”

Instead Dare dug for one of his numerous spare stones and tossed it to her; the enchantment was so versatile it even worked for verbal commands for animals, as they'd proved with Zuri.

As Koru put it on he gave her the proper commands for guiding a horse. “You're confident in the saddle,” he observed as she handled the reins and got familiar with the commands and her new mount. “Have you ridden a horse before?”

She sneered. “Even the fiercest stallion is a puppy compared to the tamest raptor, human. I am of the Unbowed Raptors, I can master any mount.”

Fair enough.

They set out, Dare keeping pace with their new companion as the party gathered around them. Lily almost immediately moved her horse to ride on the orc's other side, friendly as always. “Why did you choose the Phasewarper class?” she asked. “That must've been hard to level.”

Koru tensed in sudden alarm. “How do you know my class, rabbit woman?” she snarled. “What trickery is this?”

Dare cut her off. “I have a talent for discerning a person's class,” he said. “Do not fear to confirm it, we won't use the knowledge against you.”

“I fear nothing, human!” she snapped. “Only a fool gives information to an enemy.”

A slightly uncomfortable silence settled. “So why did you choose Phasewarper?” Lily asked. “Your motivations aren't really information we'd be able to use against you, right? It's just learning more about you so we can become friends.”

The huge woman hesitated, considering that, then threw her shoulders back proudly. “I am the hope of my tribe, rabbit woman.” She hesitated, deflating. “Or I was. My father spoke often of our disadvantage, even with our speedy mounts. If we were to have any hope of fighting the cursed thralls of Balor, or the fiend himself, we needed to match strength with strength.”

She glared down at her hand, as if imagining casting a spell. “A few more years and I would've been able to take my tribe wherever we needed to go. To safety so we could rebuild our strength, or to assault the enemy and retreat before they could retaliate. My father pushed me hard, resting all his hopes upon me.”

Her eyes tightened bitterly and she clenched her fist, tendons standing out as she strained with all her strength. “Instead I was utterly useless when Balor's minions came for my tribe. I was so pitiful in the fight I didn't even protest when my father ordered me to flee and save myself, the last remnant of the Unbowed Raptors and a final witness to our proud history and our final end.”

Lily reached over and patted the big woman's knee comfortingly. For her part Koru stiffened as if expecting an attack, and even after the bunny girl withdrew her hand was slow to relax.

Dare cleared his throat to break the tense silence. “Which direction is Balor's camp, Koru?”

The orc drew back her lips in a snarl to reveal teeth pointed like shovel heads, her tusks more prominent. “West by northwest. Three days upon a raptor's back.”

Northwest of here. So the Outcasts really had been using misdirection by attacking eastern Bastion, as far from their location as possible. Which would've made it take that much longer for Hormot and Erinel to find the bastards unaided.

Especially given the distance she was suggesting. “How fast can a raptor carry you?” he asked; they were about the size of bears and fast as Lily running full out, but would standing on two legs impact their carry capacity?

Apparently not. “Burdened by only a rider, they can run at twice the speed of this horse,” she said.

Dare's companions laughed, ignoring her outraged look. “That's a Durese stallion,” he explained. “He already runs almost twice as fast as most horses.”

“He wouldn't outrun my Swiftclaw,” Koru growled, although she looked at the stallion in a new light. He could see a hesitation in her, an indecision, and wondered if she was considering trying to gallop to freedom now that she knew the quality of her mount.

“Maybe not,” he said blandly. “He doesn't outrun me or Lily, either.” He might have trouble beating the Durese stallion in a short sprint, but he could cover half again the distance it could manage in a day if he pushed; he'd run it down before long if she tried to steal it and flee.

The orc got the hint and relaxed back into her saddle. “I would not break my oath, human,” she snapped.

Dare nodded; being tempted by a possibility wasn't the same as acting on it. He got back on topic. “If your estimate of the distance is true then the camp is well outside the range of our Fargazer's scrying . . . we wouldn't have found it relying on Hormot's portals alone. At least not before expanding our search.”

“Then you're fortunate you found me,” she said.

The rest of the party grumbled a bit, but nobody could dispute that. Dare just smiled. “I do tend to have great luck.”

They reached the portal site and Hormot strode out to meet them. “A prisoner?” he said, nodding at Koru and the cord around her wrist. “You picked a lax way to bind her.”

The orc stiffened, but Dare answered before she could. “An ally,” he corrected. “And she agreed to this as a show of good faith, to put others at ease.” The old lord opened his mouth, and he added, “Her people were the enemies of the Outcasts and she knows the location of their camp.”

“Not just their camp,” Koru cut in as she dismounted. “Balor's thralls work many miles of fields, orchards, and herds to support him and his minions. He has been a threat for as long as my tribe can remember. Since my grandfather's time, at the very least.”

“How large is his force?” Hormot asked intently. “Levels?”

She considered that for several moments. “I cannot say for certain, old man. It has been many years since we scouted their camp.” The old Phasewarper opened his mouth, but she seemed to guess his question. “I am certain it has not moved . . . Balor lurks in the center of his territory, sending others out to take more thralls and plunder.”

“We'll have to hope that's the case,” Hormot said. He waved impatiently. “His force? Levels?”

“Again, it has been many years. And his army has exploded in strength recently with his raids upon your lands. But when we last dared spy upon his domain he had thousands of thralls and hundreds of minions. He will have more, now. As for levels, my tribe included over a dozen warriors above Level 40, and my father was Level 53. We were defeated in a bitter struggle in which we were utterly overmatched.”

The old man stroked his long beard, frowning deeply at that news. “Where is this camp?”

Koru pointed northwest. “There, six days upon your horses. Perhaps seven.”

Hormot cursed. “We wouldn't have found it even with Miss Erinel's help. Not without venturing far beyond my known territory, which would've taken a very long time.” He bowed. “We are in your debt, Miss, ah . . .”

“Koru the Subtle of the Unbowed Raptor tribe,” she said, inclining her head. “You may repay me by destroying the cursed Balor and his minions.”

“We'll certainly do our best.” The old man knuckled his back with a grimace. “All right, saddle up!” he called back to his retinue. “The new plan is to follow Miss Koru as she leads us to the camp. We'll ride hard, Miss Erinel scrying the path ahead and at a distance in every direction, and Sir Darren's party protecting us from roaming monsters and animal predators. We won't spare the horses, because every night we'll portal back to Redoubt and replace our mounts for the next day's ride.”

Koru shifted ponderously. “Redoubt is the big city of Bastion?” she asked, clearly uncomfortable at the idea of being taken there.

Lily reached up and patted the huge woman's shoulder. “I know, I get nervous around lots of strange people too. But don't worry, we'll just be in the palace. And I'll stick with you.” She grinned. “And Dare will literally stick with you, right? It'll be fine.”

Hormot shook his head as he headed for his horse. “We'll just be popping in long enough to sleep, resupply, and change mounts anyway. You won't be seeing much more than a few hallways and a bedroom . . . the faster we can get me to that camp so I can portal in Bastion's army to destroy them, the better.”


Chapter Sixteen

Increasingly Dire

The group set out, Dare's party forming a loose protective formation around the vulnerable retainers and packhorses.

Round, motherly Erinel rode like a sack of potatoes at the best of times, but as she scried from the saddle she swayed alarmingly, sometimes needing one of the pages to support her. Now that they were on the move she had a lot more dangers to report, including nests of giant spiders and scorpions, raptors, wolf packs, and open spawn points spewing roamers into the countryside.

Dare sent out teams from his party to address the threats, groups of three who'd be able to handle smaller dangers working together. Although for the first few hours he, Koru, and usually Lily stayed close to Hormot, while the old Phasewarper questioned the orc woman.

In his usual methodical way Hormot learned everything she knew about the true wilds, her tribe, and most importantly the Outcasts and their camp. Which was a surprising amount of knowledge; before long Dare pulled out his travel log and began taking notes, and he wasn't the only one.

Once Hormot was finally satisfied, at least for the moment, Dare, Lily, and Koru on the Durese headed out at a faster pace to scout ahead and to the sides.

He and the orc were both glad for the chance to untie the cord connecting them now that they were off on their own. And away from the larger group she relaxed more, opening up to him and Lily a bit as they got to know each other better.

Koru surprised him by wanting to know how they lived as a human and cunid couple. Maybe that was her tribe's culture of barter showing through, but her interest seemed genuine. And in turn she told them more about her own life in the wilds.

She even laughed a few times, loud and deep with surprising vigor, which startled him at first.

Lily brought up the embarrassing (for Dare at least) topic of whether the Unbowed Raptor tribe had encountered any cunids in the wilds. Their new companion seemed disdainful of the idea of orc males pursuing bunny girls, insisting they were too small, frail, and weak to make good mates.

“Although it's not unheard of for men of our tribe to chase and mount them,” she added grudgingly. “I guess the low status males will take mates where they can find them.”

His wife didn't seem insulted by that assessment.

As usual, mention of her lost people filled Koru with sadness she tried to hide, especially when she slipped and spoke as if the tribe was still alive. She usually fell silent for a while after that, and they gave her some space.

The monsters and predators got more powerful the farther they went, until they started giving experience again. “They will get weaker as we draw near Balor's lair,” Koru told them. “It is as large as a city and has been there for generations, so the spawn points drop to Level 1 for the nearest ones.”

“One less thing to worry about,” Hormot said with a tight smile. “We'll need to begin worrying about patrols, I'm sure. Although hopefully the Outcasts' power and mobility has made them overconfident about their own territory.”

“All they need is scouts who can report back to their Phasewarper to create a portal for a strong force to destroy the threat,” the orc said. Her expression soured. “Riding my tribe's raptors for speed, often enough. It would be best to make full use of your Fargazer to avoid them . . . even the disappearance of patrols will serve as a warning to our enemies.”

As the sun sank below the horizon Hormot insisted they ride on until full dark every day. “But we'll do that starting tomorrow,” he said as he called a halt and dismounted to begin casting a portal. “This evening we need to inform the other leaders of Bastion of this development.”

“Will they mobilize to fight?” Veressa asked, her tone suggesting she'd be surprised if they did.

The old man snorted bitterly. “In most cases I'd say no, but the King has made it clear any lord or knight of Bastion who doesn't muster arms to fight this threat will be stripped of lands and titles. It's already happened to the Earl of the East and a couple northern barons, and things aren't looking good for Duke Valiant.”

Dare didn't feel much sympathy for the governor, considering what an asshole the man was.

A bit under twenty minutes later the portal shimmered into view. Bradis went through to confirm its safety, even though the exit led to the palace.

While he checked Hormot turned to Dare. “All right, Sir Darren,” he said, nodding politely at Koru. “I will trust you to keep our new companion in check within the palace and around civilized people. But if she causes trouble you'll need to do more than just tie a string to her wrist.”

“I will cause no trouble, old man,” Koru growled. “I have given my word.”

They filed through the portal, and while the party and retainers dispersed to deposit the loot and rest after the day's journey, Hormot led Dare, Koru, and Erinel to the war room. As they went he sent runners out to fetch the other lords and prominent knights of Bastion, as well as the guard officers and the region's other leaders.

Most seemed sour about being called at such a late hour, and more than a few were openly skeptical about the red orc woman's claims about the enemy camp.

“She might be lying to save her own skin,” Lord Zor said, glaring at her with open hostility. “Or even an agent of the enemy sent to lead us astray and waste our time.”

Koru's skin darkened to maroon, and she opened her mouth in obvious fury. Dare reached up and gripped her shoulder to forestall her, shaking his head, and fielded the question. “I believe she's telling the truth.”

Hormot sighed. “And like it or not, under the circumstances she's the best option we have.” His normally courteous tone showed a faint hint of dislike as he continued. “Unless you'd like to lead an expedition into the true wilds to search for our enemy, my Lord?”

Zor answered with a glower.

“Assuming the big red woman is telling the truth,” Bero said, reclining in his seat, “that gives us a week or so to prepare.”

Jind nodded grimly. “We'll need to gather every high level guard, adventurer, and mercenary we can find. An army capable of destroying a force of at least a full party's worth of high Level 40s and low 50s, and hundreds of 20s.”

“And just as likely ten times that strong,” Lord Zor grumbled, rubbing his jaw. “Is this a fight we can even win, my Lords?”

“I fear we must,” Hormot said wearily, shaking his head. “The King has made it clear he won't intervene unless our own efforts fail. The loss of Haraldar's heroes and 50 of his Royal Guards has made him cautious.”

“So not only did those assholes screw us by treasure hunting while we got gutted,” Bero said, usual bland humor briefly slipping, “but now they've screwed us again by depriving us of the possibility of reinforcements after dying like morons. I hope whatever hell they're rotting in includes fire ants and flaying.”

Whatever their skepticism, the leaders of Bastion spent over an hour questioning Koru about what she knew of the Outcasts and their camp. Apparently the strongest forces, Balor's elite, lived in the tunnels beneath the tall hill Dare had seen. They also dragged the treasure from their raids down there. As well as the most comely of the women they captured, never to emerge again.

At least not that the Unbowed Raptor scouts had been able to see.

The meeting went late into the night as Bastion's leaders discussed available troops, supplies, and other logistics of the attack. Some plans would have to wait until Erinel could scry the camp and give them a better idea of the layout and the enemy's strength, but they did what they could.

Finally Hormot excused himself. “Much as I'd like to be here, my Lords,” he said wearily, “and much as I need to be here to organize things concerning Western Bastion, I'm afraid I need to be in the saddle early in the morning to expand my discovered territory so I can create portals to the next stopping point tomorrow night.”

He chuckled and nodded to Koru. “A pity we couldn't get you up to Level 30, Miss Koru. You could take over my duties.”

She looked surprised. “You'd aid me in leveling up?”

“I imagine Sir Darren would,” Jind said with a grin; of everyone he'd been the most friendly and courteous to the young orc woman. Probably because he had orcs in his mercenary company and was more comfortable around them. “Beautiful women of other races seem to flock to him, and you wouldn't be the first he's helped gain levels with shocking speed.”

Koru flushed maroon, but it didn't seem to be in anger; was she actually blushing?

Zor's lip curled at the Marshal's banter. “I'm sure even he'd draw the line at filthy orcs.”

“Kindly don't insult my companion and our ally, my Lord,” Dare said coolly. He stood. “Lord Hormot is right, though. It's an early morning and we'll need our rest. If you'll excuse us.”

He led Koru through the palace to the tiny room he and Lily had been assigned, ignoring the shocked cries and distrusting glares of the people they passed. Of which there were many, with the place bursting at the seams.

For her part the young orc woman's brash defiance clashed with that open hostility, until she was practically snarling at the people who shouted in shock when they saw her. Dare took her hand, as much to reassure her as keep her calm, and it seemed to work as she quieted and composed herself.

“Thank you for speaking on my behalf in there,” she murmured after a few minutes. “And for showing me your trust. If I'm honest . . . I don't believe I would've been as quick to trust you if our positions were reversed.”

“You've been a good companion thus far,” he replied. “And if I haven't earned your trust yet, I hope to.”

Koru looked away with a growl. “The tall skinny one, did he call me beautiful?”

Dare grinned. “It sure sounded like he did. And he spoke true.”

She jumped in surprise, then snatched her hand back, flustered. “You consider me so as well, human? Even though I'm an orc?”

“Beauty is beauty, and you're a lovely young woman.” She scowled and he hastily added. “And one of the strongest I've met.”

That seemed to mollify her, although she snorted loud enough to make a few refugees huddled against the wall nearby jump. “Human foolishness.”

They reached his and Lily's room, at which point Dare realized the sleeping arrangements were going to be awkward.

He'd personally sworn to watch her, and she wasn't going to let him foist her off on another guardian. He also wasn't about to insult her dignity by locking her in a room like a prisoner. Which meant the only option was to have her sleep in the same room as him and Lily.

He cracked the door open to find Lily asleep in their bed, and was pleasantly surprised to see that either she or one of the servants had thought ahead and brought in a cot and blankets for the orc.

“It's a bit small,” he whispered apologetically as he untied the cord around his wrist.

Koru grunted as she inspected her accommodations. “It'll do.” She tossed her cloak and pack into a corner, then hesitated. “How will I relieve myself?”

Dare felt his cheeks heat. “There's a privy down the hall. We can visit it before we sleep. And in the night there's a piss pot beneath the bed. Or if you need to empty your bowels or you're uncomfortable with the lack of privacy you can wake me or Lily to escort you to the privy.”

“Privacy?” she asked, puzzled. “Are humans in the habit of watching companions relieve themselves?”

He felt his cheeks heat further at the thought of some of his play with Lily and Pella. Among other women he'd been with. “Of course not. I'd look away.”

The orc grunted. “Very well, let's visit this privy. Those cloud cakes the human chieftains served were not filling, so I had to consume many. And I may have overindulged in the wine.”

They visited the privy, drawing more glares and shouts of surprise and fear. Then Koru did her best to get comfortable on the small cot, in spite of the fact that she was wider than it and so tall her feet hung over the end almost to her knees.

Dare peeled off his leather armor and climbed into bed. Normally he'd strip down to his undershorts, but he felt self-conscious with their new companion in the room.

Lily murmured sleepily and cuddled up to his side, burying her face in his neck. She'd stripped down to her shift and felt distractingly nice, which just made him even more aware of Koru's presence as he did his best to fall asleep.

He wasn't worried about her slitting their throats in their sleep. Even if he thought she might try it, she couldn't do more than injure them slightly before they woke up and stopped her. Although with Lily's super sensitive hearing and his reflexes they'd know she was coming before she could.

Besides, he had her dagger. With her strength she could probably choke him to death, but not quickly.

No, the awkwardness was that he shared a bed with his very horny bunny girl wife. Having someone else in the room, particularly a half trusted new ally, put a damper on their nightly fun.

Or should've.

While he could put up with not having sex every night, even if he wasn't particularly happy about it, his ethereally beautiful wife didn't seem nearly as shy. That or she was too sleepy to notice or care. She began kissing his neck while grinding against his thigh with needy little whimpers, either unaware of or ignoring his discomfort.

He cleared his throat uncomfortably and leaned close to his sleepy wife's long velvety ear. “We're not in private, honey.”

“Don't be silly,” she murmured drowsily, kissing her way down his collarbone while slipping her hand into his pants to rub his swiftly stiffening cock. “We're underneath blankets, she can't see anything. Besides, she's not even looking.”

He bit back a groan as she took his hand and pressed it between her legs, her pussy warm and soft against his fingers as her arousal began to soak through the thin cloth of her shift. “That's not really the problem,” he said in a slightly strangled voice.

Koru, rolled up in her blankets facing away from them, cleared her throat. “In my tribe, warriors on campaign don't have the luxury of privacy, so we pay no heed when companions mate in our midst.”

“Yeah, hear that my love?” Lily panted. By that point she'd freed Dare's cock and was rubbing her velvety petals up and down its length, coating it with her flowing arousal.

He was reflexively twitching his hips to match her movements as pleasure surged through him, but finally caught her slender waist to still her motion. “It's, um, hard to get into the mood.”

She giggled and flexed her hips, pressing harder against him. “It sure feels like you're in the mood.”

“If you're worried about me gossiping about your prowess in bed, I don't play such games,” Koru supplied. “I wouldn't even have anyone to gossip to, anyway.”

“Don't mind Dare,” his wife said, whimpering as she lifted enough to position his tip at her entrance, then slid down his length until she was fully impaled on his massive cock. She began rocking forward and back on him with little gasps of pleasure as she continued. “Humans get embarrassed about sex, and I've noticed he's especially shy.”

Compared to a bunny girl, maybe.

Although maybe he wasn't the only shy one. Koru cleared her throat again, pulling her blanket up higher to cover her head. “Actually, even warriors on campaign try to pretend it's not happening, and are quiet about it.”

“Oh.” Lily's milk pale skin turned pink in one of her characteristic highly visible blushes. “Sorry, we'll keep it down.” She began moving up and down on his shaft, burying her face in his shoulder to stifle her sounds of pleasure.

Dare remained too self-conscious to get fully into it, so he mostly just held her hips and enjoyed the ride. He had a feeling even his insatiable wife was feeling it, because after humping on him to a few orgasms and letting out a muffled cry of pleasure as she felt him release powerfully inside her, she rolled off him and cuddled against his side again.

Normally she'd want to keep going, but tonight she rested her head on his shoulder, long velvety ears brushing his face, and settled down to sleep.

It took a bit longer before he was able to drift off as well, keenly aware of the huge orc's breathing nearby.

However comfortable Lily seemed around their new companion, having Koru around would take some getting used to.

◆◆◆

Three more days of hard travel took them more than halfway to the camp, by Koru's estimation.

They left Hormot's retinue behind after returning to the palace that first night, so it was just the Phasewarper, Erinel, Koru, and Dare's party riding hard with the best and most well rested mounts available, as well as remounts.

The journey was fairly uneventful, although they'd gotten deep enough into the wilds that they were once again facing monsters and predators above Level 40. The party was getting slow but steady experience just clearing the path ahead and to the sides from any threats.

Especially from raptors. On the third day Erinel reported a pack of six of them stalking the group, and Dare took Lily, Veressa, Bradis, and Jurrin out to hunt them down.

It might've been a pain chasing the wily raptors if the dinosaurs hadn't tried to ambush them. That gave Dare a chance to catch one in a root Savage Trap, while Veressa caught two more in vines and Jurrin Blinded a fourth.

Dare caught one of the remaining two with Hamstring and kited it while Bradis engaged the other. Or at least tried to, since the wily dinosaur kept trying to go after the more vulnerable targets and the tank had to chase it down and force it to turn to him.

They killed the raptor Dare had caught in his trap first, then the one chasing him, then the Blinded one, then the raptor on Bradis and finally the two bound in vines, one after another. It was a challenging fight since the raptors were around their level, but they managed it without mishap.

He thought that was the most excitement they'd face that day, until he stepped out of view for a piss while Hormot was creating the portal home.

Only to have a tiny, brightly glowing figure zip into view moments after he pulled out his cock, flying around it twice before flitting up to his face. “Wow!” a high, squeaky voice said. “It's bigger than I am!”

Dare bit back a curse and stumbled back a step, awkwardly covering himself as he stared at the figure with wide eyes.

She was about the height of his hand, four diaphanous dragonfly wings fluttering to keep her in the air. A ball gown of what looked like sewn together rose petals hugged the sort of impossibly exaggerated curves that men could only dream of, with the widest hips he'd ever seen, a tiny waist, and large firm breasts straining at her bodice.

Her skin was tanned to a healthy glow, further emphasized by the golden light emanating from her, although as the hem of her dress fluttered with her movements he caught a hint of paler skin where the sun hadn't touched.

She had hair the green of new grass hanging down to her bare feet and eyes that sparkled like emeralds, with achingly beautiful features every bit as pixie-like and delicate as he'd expect. Her ears were pointy like an elf's, although not as long, and her pouty rosebud lips were curved in a playful grin.

Dare didn't need his Adventurer's Eye to guess she was a fairy, but he checked even so. “Fairy, adult female. Humanoid, intelligent.” Interestingly he saw no class or level listed; was it possible she was a demigoddess, or were fairies just outside the world system?

The fairy gave a tinkling laugh. “I know I'm beautiful, but that's no reason to gawk so rudely.”

He felt his cheeks heat as he hastily stuffed his cock back into his pants and laced them. “Well met, my Lady,” he said with a bow. “I am Sir Darren of Nirim Manor. To whom do I have the honor of speaking?”

She laughed again, or maybe giggled. “Lady, huh? How generous to assume.” She gave an exaggerated curtsy, pulling her skirt up high enough to expose almost all of her pale, luscious thighs. “I am Clerissa Featherbottom.”

“I'm delighted to make your acquaintance, Miss Featherbottom.”

“Likewise, good sir.” She said in a playful tone, flitting around his head. “Um, you probably haven't met a fairy before so I can forgive you, but normally it's polite to hold out your hand to give us a place to rest while talking to us. It's kind of awkward to just hover here, and gets tiring after a while.”

“Of course,” Dare said apologetically. “Here.” He held out his hand at face level for her.

To his consternation Clerissa settled down so her delicate feet slipped between his fingers, skin softer than the petals of her dress sliding against his until finally she was straddling the tip of his middle finger, light as a bird. He could feel she wasn't wearing panties, and her pussy was furnace hot and soaked with arousal.

He made a strangled noise. “Um, Miss Featherbottom . . .”

Her laughter pealed like tinkling chimes. “Oh, Featherbottom isn't my last name. It's more of a title my friends gave me, because my bottom is softer than feathers.” She wiggled on his fingertip, rubbing her ass against it. “See?”

Dare groaned, cock stirring in his pants. Ludicrous as it was to be aroused by a woman six inches tall, so tiny not even the world system could make it possible for him to have sex with her, he was. It was impossible not to when such a beauty was grinding against him and clearly enjoying it.

“Gods, I feel like I'm humping a beautiful giant statue left behind by some ancient civilization,” Clerissa moaned, squirming on his fingertip as her hands gripped his palm and her wings fluttered for balance. “I'm so glad you came to visit me, sexy.”

His cock pulsed; he could feel the lips of her incredibly tiny pussy gripping his finger with her motions, although in proportion to her body the digit was thicker than her leg. “Do you do this sort of thing with big people often?” he said, trying for casual although his voice came out strained.

She giggled, personality as flighty as she was. “Oh yes. Just because you're 12 times my height and who knows how many times bigger, that doesn't mean we can't play. You could do the same if you ever found a giant . . . you could fit your entire body inside her!”

Oh gods, what a mental image.

“Dare?” Lily's voice drifted over from where the others were gathered around Hormot. “You're taking your time . . . everything okay?”

Clerissa's golden light pulsed eagerly, and her luscious thighs gripped his finger tight. “Ooh, I just had an idea! Why don't you and your super hot bunny girl wife spend the night here and play with me?” She lifted her dress so he could see his finger pressed against her velvety sex. “I promise we'll have lots of fun.”

Lily bounded into view, then stopped in surprise before leaping over to them, grinning. “Oh, so that's why you're taking so long, you met a fairy.” Her eyes dropped to Clerissa's crotch pressed against his fingertip and widened. “A very naughty fairy.”

“Pfft, I'm not half as naughty as my cousin Celissa,” Clerissa said. She bounced on his finger in a very nice way. “Come on, Dare, Lily! Stay the night and play with me! Not only will we have fun but then I can tell you stuff that'll help you fight those bad guys!”

Dare hesitated, realization dawning. “Wait, how do you know her name, or what we're doing?”

“Oh that's easy, it's because I traveled with you all day.” Her wings blurred as she rose off his finger, leaving the tip damp with her arousal, and flitted over to sit on Lily's shoulder. Her expression became sad. “I'm glad you're going to go do something about Balor. My friends the cervids had a vast herd up there, and they were so kind and gentle. But then those evil people that live under the hill hunted them all down and took them to do awful things to.”

Her lip jutted out fiercely. “I want you to save them if you can. But you'll need a lot bigger army.”

“We have a lot bigger army, Clerissa,” Dare told her gently. “We're just the scouts.”

“Oh I know, I heard.” The fairy's quicksilver mood bounced back as she patted Lily's cheek. “So that's why you should stay the night with me! You'd just be taking a portal back here in the morning anyway, and I know a place where the grass is really soft and there are no monsters or dangerous animals. And then I can tell you all about Balor.”

“Yeah, Dare, let's!” his wife said eagerly. “It would be nice to get away from the palace for a night, and Clerissa is fun.”

He glanced uncertainly between them. “Are you sure?”

She giggled as the fairy flitted up to sit on her head, stroking one of her velvety ears. “Of course. Fairies may be mischievous, but the worst you have to fear from them is little pranks like tying your shoelaces together if you make them mad.”

“Oh, the worst you have to fear from me is that I'll sneak into your panties while you sleep and suck your clit like a big fat cock,” Clerissa said with a giggle. “But only if we were lovers. And I think that would be fun . . . you're both so beautiful.”

Dare shook his head, bemused. Honestly he wouldn't mind getting away from the grim atmosphere of the palace. “All right, I'll go tell the others.”

Hormot was almost done with the portal when he returned. “Me and Lily are going to camp out here,” he announced.

Koru grunted. “All right, I will camp too.”

His companions jumped as a golden figure flitted amongst them, Lily bounding to keep up with her. Clerissa finally came to rest on Dare's shoulder, kicking her legs over the side like she was sitting on the edge of a cliff. “Okay, you can camp here with us, honey,” she told the orc. “But you'll probably want to set up your tent farther away . . . I want to play with the newlyweds tonight and we're going to be noisy.”

A few of the others were biting back smiles, while Bradis groaned. “That's why you're sticking around, to try to fuck a fairy? Exactly how? Even finger banging her would be like shoving a tree trunk in there.”

“Ooh, you're fun, I like you,” the fairy said with a giggle, flitting over to boop his nose with a tiny fist. “I almost want to take and your lover somewhere private and try to prove you wrong.” With a silvery laugh she flew back over to sit on Dare's head. "But it's your handsome friend and his beautiful bunny girl wife I'm interested in. Sorry."

“Clerissa knows something about the Outcasts of Balor,” Dare explained. “She wants to help us.”

The tiny woman nodded. “Right. Otherwise you'll run right into the Web.”

Hormot paused in his spellcasting. “The what?”

“The Web, grandfather,” she repeated slowly and loudly, as if he was hard of hearing. “The enchantment Balor's minion placed around their territory around 70 years ago at about 100 miles out, to give early warning. You'll run into it tomorrow evening at this rate, which would be bad.”

“Yes, that would be bad, my dear,” the old Phasewarper said, bemused. “Can we get past it?”

“Sure! I know plenty of places where you could get through, even with horses. I'll show you as long as you promise to help my cervid friends who were captured.”

Hormot extended his hand solemnly. “If they are captives of the Outcasts of Balor, of course you can depend on us. We intend to free them and do everything in our power to help them recover from their ordeal.”

“Then I'll help.” The tiny fairy zipped forward to shake one of the old man's fingers with exaggerated graveness, then returned to bounce on Dare's head impatiently. “Okay, keep casting your portal, grandfather. I want to go play now.”

“Is there some reason this sort of thing always happens to Dare?” Horold asked, grinning. “If it's not fairies out in the middle of nowhere it's a warren of bunny girls.”

Clerissa pealed laughter and flew a few quick loops around the Spellwarder. “It's not exactly a puzzle from the ancients, Master Goatee Man. Girls want to fuck him wherever he goes because he looks like a statue of masculine perfection, sculpted by the gods themselves to make women of any size soaking wet.”

Horold sighed ruefully. “Yes, that has not escaped my notice.” He somewhat self-consciously rubbed his salt and pepper goatee.

Dare jumped slightly as the fairy flitted around behind him and slapped his ass with her tiny palm to hurry him up. “Okay, we'll see you tomorrow,” he said as she wrapped her arms around his pinkie, proportionately large breasts pressing very nicely against him, and began trying to tug him in the direction she wanted him to go.

Hormot shook his head wryly. “Have fun,” he said as he got back to his portal spell.

“Oh, we will!” Clerissa said, flitting around behind Lily to push at her bottom with both hands, wings straining to budge her. “Come on, let's goooooo!”


Chapter Seventeen

Fairy Ring

Dare felt a bit bad about Koru feeling like a third wheel, or a fourth wheel in this case, as they followed the golden light of their fairy guide through the forest.

At least until Clerissa guided them into a clearing filled with lights, giving the night a magical and enchanted feel, that turned out to be a fairy village. “You can sleep here with my friends,” she told the orc.

Fairies of all shapes and sizes flitted out of various dwellings hanging from the trees to greet them. They glowed as many different colors as Dare had a name for, with hair of equal variety, and ranged in size from fairies almost a foot tall to little pixies barely bigger than his thumb.

Lily was an instant friend, which wasn't a surprise since bunny girls tended to be well liked by everyone, and Dare was a subject of wary curiosity, especially among the women. But the fairies seemed dubious about the big orc, and a bit dismayed about the prospect of her sleeping in their village.

It was almost surprising how quickly Clerissa was able to change their minds with her reassurances about Koru's character. At which point the fairies happily led the giant woman to a soft patch of clover (which all seemed to have four leaves from what Dare could see), and began bringing her armfuls of berries, leaves of sweet herbs, nuts, mushrooms, and tiny baked confections.

“Come on!” Clerissa said, flitting down to land on Lily's head, using her long velvety ears to direct her. “I have a perfect spot for us!”

The fairy led them deeper into the woods, until finally they reached a small clearing overgrown with heather glowing silvery in the moonlight.

In the midst of the clearing grew a large circle of mushrooms, ranging from tiny to big enough Dare could've sat on them if he thought they'd support his weight. He remembered hearing these called fairy rings on Earth, and they had a mystical reputation.

Clerissa flitted into the center of the ring and settled down onto the heather. “Come in!” she called. “If you're hungry help yourselves to some mushrooms . . . they're all safe, and most have beneficial properties of one sort or another.” Her silvery giggle tinkled through the clearing. “Try the white-spotted black ones, they're aphrodisiacs.”

Dare and Lily laid down their packs, peeled off their armor, and busily gathered a few handfuls of mushrooms. He noted with amusement that his wife rooted around for some of the aforementioned aphrodisiacs.

There was no magical tingle as he stepped into the ring, no wash of enchantment, but the place still felt special.

He and his wife cuddled together on the soft heather, their fairy lover settling down in the valley between Lily's breasts with a contented murmur. “Mmm, you feel heavenly,” she said. “You smell heavenly too . . . I love bunny girls.”

His wife giggled and rubbed their new lover's tiny ass with her fingers. “Thanks, I love fairies too. You always make the deep woods so welcoming.”

They munched down on their meal of mushrooms, Dare gamely allowing both women to feed him chunks of the white-spotted black mushrooms. He could feel the effects almost immediately, body tingling and cock swiftly growing hard as blue steel, throbbing urgently in his pants.

Although some of that might've been the fact that as they ate Clerissa peeled off her rose petal dress, revealing her tiny, impossibly lush body, and began teasing them by dancing gracefully through the air, wings fluttering.

Her breasts were gorgeous, her hips tantalizing, and her plump labia glistened with arousal and pouted around a prominent clit. Her arousal continued to flow as she danced, shining on her thighs and dripping onto their clothes.

Dare and Lily began kissing and touching each other as they watched the sexy show, removing each other's clothes and laying their cloaks beneath them.

Their fairy lover made appreciative, hungry noises as they revealed themselves to her, playing with her nipples and rubbing between her legs. She began swooping in to join their kissing, although it was more like rubbing her entire tiny face against their lips. As well as her full breasts.
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Then, as she grew more passionate, she began spreading her legs beyond a split and swooping in to kiss them with her other lips. Dare reflexively flicked his tongue out to taste her arousal, which was sweet as nectar, with a floral musk that made his head spin.

Clerissa moaned passionately and pressed against his tongue, small hands trying to grip it for purchase so she could push harder. Her thighs felt soft as clouds against his lips, and the entire situation was so erotic that his cock throbbed urgently.

He reached up to rub her tiny ass with his finger, pushing her gently against his lips, and she moaned again as the very tip of his tongue began to push between her labia and into her warm, silky tunnel, probing for more of her nectar.

“Nature's grace, this is heaven,” she moaned.

“So hot,” Lily, hand in her panties rubbing furiously, panted in agreement.

Dare and his fairy lover kept up the tongue fucking until her wings stilled and her tiny body shuddered in an intense climax, relaxing back against his finger as he shifted it to support her. Her high-pitched voice rose in a cry of passion that rang through the clearing as her arousal flowed down his tongue and over his lips.

“My turn!” his wife said said eagerly.

“Yay!” Giggling, Clerissa recovered enough from her orgasm to flit back into the air, zooming down to squirm beneath the waistband of Lily's panties.

“Oooh!” the beautiful bunny girl squealed, tensing as if she'd just touched a live wire. “Oh, oh, oh! Gods, is this what a blowjob feels like?” She gave Dare an impish look. “I mean I know what that feels like thanks to Sia, but this is something entirely different.”

Dare thought back fondly to their wedding night, when their goddess wife had given them the gift of letting them feel what each other was feeling.

Eager to see the action, he gently peeled her soaked silver panties down her slender thighs, then stared in amazement at the sight of the tiny fairy pressed against Lily's glistening petals, arms buried up to the shoulder between her folds as her head bobbed up and down on the bunny girl's clit like it was a penis. Which for her was pretty close.

Lily spread her legs wide and gently stroked her tiny lover's green hair with a finger, throwing her head back as her eyes rolled into the back of her head. “Nature's bounty, I love fairies,” she moaned.

Dare freed his cock and began to stroke himself, leaning in to kiss his wife's breasts. He moved his other hand down to stroke Clerissa's wide hips and sexy thighs, then slipped his finger between them to delicately rub her tiny pussy.

She moaned in enjoyment around the bunny girl's clit, making Lily jump and gasp in pleasure.

The fairy's hands reaching deep into her lover's pussy must've been stimulating her g-spot, and between that and her mouth's loving attention on his wife's clit, it wasn't long before Lily squealed and quivered in orgasm, pussy winking around Clerissa's arms.

She started to clamp her thighs together like she would when Dare pleasured her with his mouth, then remembered her fragile lover and instead arched her back and clawed the heather beneath her with both hands. “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” she panted. “You know just what you're doing, you little scamp.”

Clerissa giggled and flitted away, lush body glistening with the bunny girl's arousal as she made a beeline for Dare's cock, impatiently pushing his hand aside so she could perch atop it.

He gasped at the feel of her petal soft, slippery skin rubbing against his sensitive shaft, rolling onto his back and gently reaching down to stroke her silky green hair with his finger. “That feels incredible.”

“You have no idea,” she agreed happily. “It's like grinding against a tree. A warm tree that's hard but also velvety soft and pulsing with power.” She moaned and began rubbing her silky body against his shaft, breasts and pussy gliding pleasurably while her tiny arms and legs gripped him tightly. “Fuck, you have any idea how hot it is to be playing with a cock that's bigger than my entire body?”

Lily, still trembling in the throes of her orgasm, whimpered and clamped her legs together around her fingers furiously rubbing her flushed petals.

The fairy moved her face up over his glans and began kissing and licking his pee hole. “Hurry up and come, Dare!” she said eagerly. “I want to feel your behemoth throbbing in my grip as you soak me from head to toe. Blast my face like a firehose!”

Dare jumped in surprise, reflexively jerking his finger away from rubbing her small ass and back. “You know what a firehose is?”

“Sure. Pixie artisans make them so our homes don't burn down. When your bed is soft spring grass inside a house of thin wooden planks you're basically living in kindling, so you can't afford to take chances.” She gave him an impish grin, then got back to poking her tiny tongue into his hole.

His back arched and he went tense as a bowstring at the sensation; he'd never felt anything like it. His wife, pressed against his side urgently humping his hip as she watched, moaned. “Goddess, that's hot.”

A bead of precum oozed out around Clerissa's tongue, and she moaned in enjoyment and eagerly lapped it up. “Nature's sheltering embrace,” she panted. “You taste so fucking good.” She began rubbing her whole body against his shaft even harder while her petal soft arms slipped up to begin sliding his foreskin up and down.

“Come on!” she whimpered, voice muffled as her saliva dripped down his glans. “Blast my face!”

Dare couldn't hold back any longer against the rising tides of pleasure, and with a groan bit his lips and let loose.

His first jet hit his tiny lover's delicate face with enough force to push her head back slightly, splashing all over her and soaking her green hair, then flowing down her tiny body. She squealed in delight and opened her mouth, trying to catch as much as possible in it and gurgling as another jet gushed over her.

It was the most obscenely erotic thing he'd ever seen, only fueling his pleasure as he shot again and again. Lily seemed to agree, because she abruptly rolled over and straddled his hips to position herself above the fairy, whimpering as she frantically mauled her clit. Until finally she tensed with a squeal of rapture and squirted all over Clerissa and his cock.

Their tiny lover made a garbled sound of enjoyment and squirmed against his increasingly slippery shaft, desperately humping herself against him.

Dare wasn't sure he'd ever had an orgasm last as long as this one as he shot again and again, utterly drenching the fairy as well as his crotch. He lasted so long that Lily was even able to work herself to another squirting orgasm, again showering Clerissa in her arousal in the most obscene display he'd ever seen.

Just about the time he shot his last dribble the fairy abruptly went limp in her own climax and slid down his slippery shaft, letting go and sprawling back on his pubic hair like a pillow.

“Wow,” she said with a dreamy smile, languidly rubbing her flushed pussy. “That was the best cum shower ever.” She giggled and slipped fingers drenched with his seed into her tiny opening. “Look, I'm impregnating myself!”

Dare blinked at her. “You aren't really though, right? I heard fairies and bigger races couldn't, you know . . .”

“Breed?” Clerissa gave another tinkling laugh. “Of course not, silly. Only if a fairy goes big.” She gathered up more of his seed from her drenched body and shoved it inside her. “But it's naughty to think about, right?”

Hard to argue that, considering his still rigid cock gave a throb of appreciation at the lewd sight, and Lily whimpered and began rubbing herself furiously again.

Big green eyes twinkling, the fairy flopped over and her wings began thumping, shaking themselves dry and lifting her into the air an inch or two. “Hold on, I'm going to go take a dip.” She flitted off, golden glow disappearing into the darkness.

Lily sighed and cuddled up to his side. “Fairies are fun, aren't they?”

Dare laughed. “Is there any girl you've found out in the wild that you haven't played with?”

She laughed. “Of course not.” She raised up on one arm to look down at him, grinning mischievously. “Do you want me to tell you about the time my pixie friend Helennia pushed her little body all the way into my pussy with just her head and arms poking out, playing with my clit, then I walked around with her in there for the next few hours orgasming constantly?”

He groaned as his cock twitched urgently at that mental image. “I'm disappointed you haven't told me this story before.”

His wife coyly toyed with a silver pigtail, gray eyes twinkled behind her big wire-frame glasses. “I was waiting until I needed to get you really worked up for something special.”

“Oh good, you're still ready to go!” Clerissa said, flitting back to land on his abs, straddling him so she was almost doing the splits. She looked as if she'd just come out of a pool, skin cool against his and green hair plastered to her head like an otter.

Dare laughed at her carefree grin. “Ready to ride my pole again?”

“You bet! Although now that we've had lots of fun with small me . . .” She plugged her nose and puffed out her cheeks with a look of intense concentration on her delicate face, as if she was trying to blow out her eardrums, and unexpectedly there was an audible pop.

Dare shouted in shock as he suddenly found himself beneath a very warm, very soft, very full sized Clerissa.

Lily squeaked too, although she recovered from her surprise faster and her foot thumped excitedly on the heather. “You can make yourself big! Helennia told me that was really rare.”

“Pfft, that's because Helennia hasn't practiced for 68 years like I have,” the fairy said with a sniff, although she looked pleased. “How is that blue terror, anyway? Still trying to climb inside every pussy she meets?”

“At least all the ones I know.” His wife giggled and began stroking Clerissa's thigh. “Wow, your hip to waist ratio is even more amazing when you're the same size as me.”

“That's kind of you to say, especially when you're the most beautiful creature I've ever seen.” The fairy leaned down and began passionately making out with Lily.

As she did she slid back until her silky pussy was resting on Dare's rock hard cock, then whimpered in delight and began grinding against him.

With a groan of enjoyment he grabbed her lush hips and moved with her, luxuriating in the warmth of her arousal flowing to drench his already drenched cock. He'd had a blast with Clerissa so far, but he hadn't let himself hope he'd actually be able to properly fuck her.

Now, the prospect of thrusting into her literally radiant body made his cock throb urgently against her slick softness as she slid up and down his length, silky folds lovingly caressing him.

Then he paused as a sudden thought occurred to him. “Oh. You shoved a bunch of my cum inside you and said it wouldn't do anything unless you got big. Does that mean . . .”

Clerissa broke off the kiss to grin at him. “I'm pregnant?” The word made his cock lurch against her, and she giggled. “Ooh, does that turn you on? Would you like to have a tiny little fairy baby with me?”

Dare groaned. “I have scrolls of Prevent Conception,” he said, trying to be responsible.

She pouted. “We can if you want, I guess, but I wouldn't mind if we didn't use one.” She whimpered and rubbed her velvety folds against his tip. “I bet we'd have the most beautiful baby. And I'm a great mommy . . . I've already had 12 kids, after all, and with my youngest all grown up now I've been longing to have another child. It would be the thirteenth, which are always super lucky and blessed by fate.”

Lily's eyes were huge. “Having a child with a fairy is a rare honor, my love,” she whispered in awe. She paused, biting her lip. “Also it'd be super hot.”

“So hot,” the fairy moaned, rising up to position herself above his cock and then pressing her folds down over his tip. She gasped as her petals strained to stretch around him, forming a pale ring around his girth. “Goddess, you're huge! Please give me a baby with your magnificent rod! The fairy village is a wonderful place to grow up, and you can visit whenever you like. Or we'll come visit you!”

Dare bit back a strangled gasp as he felt himself enter her, certain there was some magic to her furnace hot, velvety tunnel. Not only was she tight enough to make Se'weir or Buttercup jealous, if not quite as vise-like as Zuri or Marigold, but she was softer than anything he'd ever felt before. Impossibly soft. Her pink walls also gripped him lovingly as if molded to fit his shape.

“Oh!” Clerissa panted, throwing her head back and clawing at his chest. “Oh goddess, goddess! I've never felt anything like this, Dare!”

“Right?” Lily moaned. “Fuck, I can just imagine what you must be feeling. I still remember our first time.”

He could only shut his eyes and clutch the fairy's lush hips as he slowly sank deeper and deeper inside her, millimeter by millimeter being engulfed in her heat and indescribable softness. It took all his control to keep from erupting as pleasure surged through him.

Dare had another surprise when she impaled herself on his giant cock past the point where he usually bottomed out in a woman her size, and she kept right on going until he was balls deep, her tightly stretched lips pressed against his base.

He could just feel his tip brushing her cervix as she began rocking back and forth on him, adjusting to his size.

“Well, sexy?” she said, batting her long eyelashes at him. “Will you give me a baby? All you have to do is spray my little fairy pussy with your seed.”

Lily whimpered and humped his thigh more urgently, shuddering into a climax.

“Fuck,” he groaned, wrapping his hands around Clerissa's narrow waist and pulling her down into him, while at the same time twitching his hips up until he felt his tip grind against her cervix.

She wouldn't be the first woman he'd impregnated in the wilds. Not by a long shot. “If you're ready for a child, I'd be honored. I'll do my best to be a good father, too.”

“Yay!” Clerissa shouted, wings fluttering so hard they lifted her up his shaft. Her excited squeal cut off in another whimper of pleasure as she writhed on his girth. “Goddess, this is good. We, ah! We should have lots of sex tonight and you should come in me every time, to make sure we have a baby.”

Lily giggled, reaching up to playfully rub the fairy's flat tummy. “He's got 56 fertility, cutie. You're already knocked up.” She giggled. “Although I'm all for lots of sex tonight.”

Clerissa's wings stilled for a moment as she stared down at them in shock, causing her to plummet back down his shaft until she was fully impaled again. She squealed at the same time Dare gasped in pleasure, and her lush thighs flexed and wings resumed their fluttering as she began eagerly bouncing on his cock.

“Nature's guidance, no wonder this feels so good,” she panted. “56! I knew you were an Incubus in the guise of an archer. I guess that just means we can focus on having as much fun as possible tonight.” Her voice turned sultry. “Which means I get to feel your magnificent centaur cock in my other holes, too.”

Dare grit his teeth, straining to hold back as his balls churned. But when the fairy's gasps began coming faster and faster, until finally she collapsed on his chest with a squeal and her impossibly soft pussy began urgently milking him in a powerful orgasm, he gave in.

Groaning, he grabbed her ass and pulled her down, straining his hips up grind against her core, and released powerfully directly into her fertile womb.

“Yes!” she moaned, kissing his chest as her silky green hair fanned across his shoulders. “Gods yes, fill me up with your baby batter. Gods, you feel so hot inside me!”

Lily wrapped an arm around their lover and kissed her passionately, then him, as they climaxed together in rolling waves of pleasure.

As Dare shot his last spurt he wrapped his arms around Clerissa and rolled them both over, still buried deep inside her. He was careful with her wings, but that turned out to be unnecessary because she could fold them in tight to her shoulders.

Pinning the beautiful woman beneath him, he lifted himself up on his arms and began thrusting into her powerfully, making her squeal and roll her hips to match his movements.

“Nature's blessing, you're still going?” she whimpered. “Can all humans fuck right through their refractory period?”

“Dare can,” Lily said with a grin. “And not just once.” She winked at him and straddled the fairy's head, pressing her needy sex down onto Clerissa's lips.

She was always eager to hump a lover's face if Dare was fucking her missionary. Or any other time.

The fairy moaned as he thrust inside her harder and harder, urgently licking and tonguing Lily's gorgeous sex as they both played with her large breasts. Her pussy felt heavenly, but after already coming twice he was able to keep going for a good fifteen minutes, savoring her indescribable softness as he fucked her to one orgasm after another, making her squirt twice as she shuddered beneath him in almost constant climax.

After a while he pulled out, ignoring her muffled protest against Lily's petals, and flipped her over, pulling her wide hips up until he could plow into her from behind. His wife flopped onto her back beneath their lover and pulled Clerissa's head back between her legs, and the sexy fairy was more than happy to continue kissing and licking the ethereally beautiful bunny girl's pussy.

Relentlessly thrusting into the Clerissa as she quivered and whimpered through several more orgasms, it was only when she abruptly went limp beneath him, utterly spent, that he gripped her amazing hips and pulled her in close, plunging deep to once again pump his seed into her womb.

Then they all collapsed together in a pile on the heather, panting in satisfaction as they rested from their exertions.

Dare lay flat on his back with the two beautiful women sprawled atop him, arms wrapped around them as they lovingly exchanged three-way kisses.

“Wow, sexy, you're an incredible ride,” their fairy lover finally sighed with satisfaction as she played with his seed trickling from between her flushed petals, gathering it up and pushing it back inside her. “I've never been this filled up before.”

She abruptly sat up with a mischievous expression. “Or actually . . .” She grabbed her nose and began blowing again, and with another pop returned to her usual size. “Now I've never been this filled up before!”

Dare sat up as well, amazed, and Lily gasped. “Wow, that's so naughty!” she said.

All the cum he'd sprayed inside Clerissa apparently hadn't shrunk with her; it had expanded her flat little tummy until she looked hugely pregnant, making an obscene bulge.

The fairy giggled at his reaction and took his hand, resting his fingers on her tummy. “Pretty hot, isn't it? That'll be for real in about two years, when I'm ready to give birth. A preview of what it would be like fucking me when I'm all sexy and big with your baby.”

His cock throbbed as he carefully felt her soft little body. “I think Lily's right, you really are the naughtiest fairy out there.”

“I sure do try,” she said demurely, settling down on his crotch so she could rub her bulging belly against his shaft. “But the night's still young . . . let's we see just how naughty we can get! What do you say your gorgeous wife shoves me into her pussy, and I dance an energetic harvest jig inside her while you pound her ass?”

Holy shit.

“Holy shit,” Lily moaned, convulsing in a sudden orgasm at the mere suggestion, even though she hadn't even been touching herself.

Clerissa flitted between the bunny girl's legs and began squirming feet-first between her winking folds as Lily gasped in pleasure. “Come on, you two!” their lover teased. “You've got 56 fertility, and you're a bunny girl! I shouldn't be the one having to keep things going here.”

Dare watched in amazement as the tiny fairy pushed her lush body inside his wife. “This might be the most glorious thing I've ever seen,” he said.

Clerissa's silvery laugh pealed through the clearing. “That's because you can't see inside her, where all your seed is leaking from my tiny body to fill her pussy, making it even more nice and slippery in here.”

If his cock hadn't been rock hard before, it certainly became so fueled by that mental image. He eagerly flipped his wife onto her stomach, pulled her ass up, and positioned himself at her rosebud while she quivered in anticipation.

Their fairy lover, only her head poking out of Lily's pussy, squirmed around so she could get a close up view as he pushed his tip through his wife's sphincter and his cock began disappearing inch after inch into her bowels. He could feel the shape of Clerissa's tiny body pressed against his shaft through the barriers separating them and groaned at the sensation.

It was almost like double penetration, except the other cock was actually a beautiful fairy. One who did her best to hug his shaft with her arms and legs, making Lily gasp and squirm as Dare began to thrust in and out of her ass.

The night had already been incredible, and it was just getting started.


Chapter Eighteen

Camp of Outcasts

Dare woke to the pleasant sensation of something warm and soft wrapped around his limp cock.

He lifted his head and looked down to see a naked Clerissa sleeping peacefully on his pubes, her tiny arms and legs hugging his flaccid length like a body pillow. The sight was absolutely adorable and unquestionably erotic, and in spite of the intense workout he'd gotten last night he felt himself begin to stir and stiffen in her embrace.

“Mmm,” the gorgeous fairy murmured sleepily, nuzzling his foreskin and squirming against his length. “Is it time to play again?”

He laughed and very gently picked up his tiny lover, lifting her to his face to carefully press her plump little rosebud lips against his lower lip in the most feather light kiss. “I wish. It's time for us to rejoin Koru and head to the portal spot.”

“Oh.” Her tiny mouth formed an adorable moue of disappointment. She sat up on his palm and stretched, pushing her full little breasts out in a very nice way. Then her wings fluttered and she rose into the air, looking around for her rose petal dress. “Okay, let's go.”

Dare woke Lily with a kiss. “Did you enjoy our night in an enchanted fairy ring, my love?” he asked, pulling her into his arms as she stirred awake.

“Mmm,” she said, nuzzling his chest. “It was very romantic.”

“It was, but it's time to rejoin our party.” He kissed her softly again, then lifted her to her feet.

She got out a brush and began to run it through her silvery hair, then at Clerissa's eager request gently brushed the tiny fairy's ankle-length green hair as well while she sat contentedly on her knee. As they did that he gathered up their scattered clothes and fetched their gear and packs, picking some more mushrooms at the same time for their breakfast.

He left the aphrodisiacs alone.

After dressing they made their way to the fairy village, Clerissa perched on his shoulder with a tiny hand resting on his neck for balance. Although occasionally she flitted over to Lily's shoulder, or to stand on one of their heads peering into the woods around them.

They found Koru seated crosslegged on her blankets chatting with a couple fairies perched on her knees. The orc saw them and carefully lifted her new friends on her palms as she stood. “Time to go?” At his nod she bowed to her fairy hosts. “Thank you for your hospitality. I will repay your kindness when I'm able.”

“Kindness doesn't need to be repaid,” a male fairy said, voice only slightly lower pitched than Clerissa's. “Pass it on to others when you get the chance.”

“I shall,” the scarlet orc said gravely, then hurried to gather her things.

They found Hormot, Erinel, and the rest of their party recently arrived at the portal spot, and the old man urged them to immediately set out. As they rode he guided his mount up beside Dare's to speak to Clerissa, who was perched on the pommel giggling as she slid around on the smooth leather with the horse's every step, making a game of keeping her balance.

“You said you know something of our enemy, Miss Clerissa?” he asked gravely.

The tiny fairy sobered. “I do. I'm friends with a herd of cervids who used to roam this area and farther north, into Balor's territory, grazing as they went.” Her tiny shoulders slumped. “But then Balor came for them. They're very swift, even swifter than Lily's people, but wherever they ran he had a portal waiting, and enemies with nets and spells. They were slowly captured until finally only a scattered few made it away.”

Huge tears streamed down her delicate cheeks. “I went searching for my friends and found Balor's camp, the most awful place I've ever seen. But I couldn't do anything to help them, and I was afraid to stay too long or they'd catch me, too.”

She perked up, again showing her quicksilver mood. “And then I saw you riding directly towards them with one of the Unbowed Raptors as your guide, and hoped you might be here to do something about them and help my friends!”

“You've seen their camp?” the old Phasewarper said, stroking his long white beard. She nodded, and he motioned to Erinel to join them. “Perhaps you could describe it, everything you saw, for my companion?”

Clerissa was happy to share everything she knew. Unfortunately the flighty fairy hadn't paid much attention to details, and hadn't dared venture into the tunnels beneath the hill. Still, her information confirmed what Dare and Lily had seen, and provided some details about the surrounding terrain and the way the Outcasts of Balor operated.

Once Hormot and Erinel were satisfied they'd learned everything they could from the tiny woman, the talk shifted to other things. Among which was finally sating Dare's curiosity about why fairies didn't have levels.

“Oh, that's because we can't pick classes,” Clerissa said airily. “Daddy, that is our creator, didn't want us to be part of the ##### #######, and the other deities seemed to agree.” She giggled. “Maybe they were nervous about their own children or favored servants being killed by enemies so small they couldn't even see where the attacks were coming from. Although that's silly, since we'd never hurt anyone.”

She flipped her long green hair. “Instead Daddy gave us magic we can use to hide or stop enemies from hurting us until we can get away. We have to be careful about higher level threats, but mostly we can live safely and peacefully.”

Unfortunately the rest of them didn't have that luxury, and during the day's journey they had to clear roaming monsters and dangerous predators from their path as usual. During patrols Clerissa tended to disappear, only to emerge once they rejoined the group to perch on Dare's shoulder again, hair tousled and yawning or stretching sleepily.

Since she was covered in Lily's scent he had a fairly good idea of where the tiny fairy was taking her naps. When he glanced at his wife the first time the fairy rejoined him, her wide-eyed look of innocence confirmed it.

To his chagrin, later in the day Clerissa decided to take a nap with him, too.

While he was riding with the party she abruptly slipped off his shoulder, sliding down his shirt to his crotch. Where she unabashedly began loosening the laces of his pants until she could squirm beneath the waistband, into his undershorts, and again use his cock as a body pillow.

Dare's cheeks caught fire and he hastily glanced around to see if anyone had noticed. But aside from Lily, who had pulled her ears down over her face and was desperately trying to hold in her giggles, nobody had.

It was simultaneously pleasant and incredibly awkward, and he had to struggle to keep his erection down to a half chub as he rode on, keenly aware of the fairy's tiny soft body cuddled against his crotch. Especially when she planted feather light kisses on his tip, or he felt the slight moisture of her arousal slowly dripping down his length as she shifted against him with barely audible whimpers.

He eventually had to excuse himself to relief himself, in a different way than his companions assumed. He rode out of view, then finished unlacing his pants and pulled down his undershorts.

“Wha?” Clerissa murmured, lifting her head from where she'd been using his tip as a pillow.

He grinned and delicately stroked her rosy cheek. “Fun as it is to have you down my pants, you're driving me crazy.”

Her eyes brightened eagerly. “Ooh, then let me help you shoot off again! Not only will it be fun but I do want to keep my pillow soft. Go ahead and climb down.”

Dare gingerly climbed off his horse with the tiny fairy still nestled snugly in his pants, then pulled them down around his knees as she began enthusiastically rubbing herself against him, climbing up his pole until she could reach his pee hole and again begin kissing it and shoving her tongue down inside.

He wasn't sure he'd ever get used to that indescribable sensation. And after almost a half hour of teasing, he was more than ready to shoot after just a few minutes of diligent tonguing and full body grinding from his literal pocket rocket lover.

Clerissa squealed and shimmied her gloriously wide hips in delight as he began spurting onto the ground in front of him. She reached down to catch some of his flying seed, like sticking her tiny hand in front of a firehose, then eagerly licked it off, swallowing with contented noises.

At the sight he groaned as even more intense surges of pleasure rippled through him.

Once Dare was done his fairy lover was happy to curl back up against his wilting cock, hugging it affectionately as he pulled his pants and undershorts back up and tied the laces, then gingerly climbed up onto his horse and rejoined the others.

He couldn't deny he found the feel of her down there oddly enjoyable.

Unfortunately, but unsurprisingly, the relief she'd provided him only lasted a little while. Especially when she continued to sleepily rub against him, stroke his cock with her tiny hands, and kiss and lick his foreskin. He was soon again battling a half chub.

Thankfully before he could get worked up again the fairy wiggled out of his pants, again perching on his shoulder, and called Hormot over. “We're almost to the Web,” she announced.

Sure enough, from the next high vantage they were able to see it. Like a vast dirty gray spiderweb, ten feet high and stretching into the distance in both directions. It had gaps big enough for small animals to slip through, but no regular sized person and certainly no horses would be able to.

“Wow, it's a literal web,” Bradis said, grimacing. “Ugly piece of work. And it'll alert the Outcasts to our approach?”

Clerissa nodded. “Balor had his Enchanter attune it to him. He'll sense when any living thing brushes against it, including their size and shape. From which he can guess whether it's an intelligent creature or an animal.”

“And I'm guessing we can't just hack through it?” Hormot said.

“Nope! That'll bring Balor's minions running for sure. Also it's stronger than it looks . . . it's survived intact for decades, after all.” The tiny fairy burst into golden light and launched into the air, beckoning. “Follow me! There's a way through not far from here.”

They followed her bobbing light to a low spot in the ground, where a stream had cut a deep ditch beneath the Web. A few strands trailed, likely where they'd been connected before the earth washed away beneath them, but even the horses would be able to avoid them.

It required tramping through a stream bed, hooves and feet sinking into deep mud. But a few minutes of discomfort was enough to get them past the dangerous enchantment.

“We tread on enemy territory now,” Hormot said grimly as they led the horses out of the ditch. “Sir Darren, scout with all wariness. And let's stay to cover where we may. Also we should do everything we can to leave no sign of our passage, even if it means sweeping our tracks. Also scooping up horse droppings and taking them back to the palace with us. And any other droppings too, for that matter.”

Surprisingly, nobody had any complaints about that. They knew the stakes.

The old Phasewarper bowed to Erinel. “We'll be depending on you even more to alert us to dangers around us . . . reaching the camp undiscovered is of paramount importance.”

The motherly woman nodded soberly.

They mounted up and continued, and with every step Dare felt a nervous itch like eyes boring into his back. He was confident there was no one there, but he kept his wary gaze on the terrain around them, using every bit of visual acuity his Eagle Eye gave him to search for threats. He also guided the party through forests, along dips in the ground, and kept to other cover wherever possible. Even though sound was unlikely to carry far, they also began speaking in lower tones.

Even Clerissa, flighty and carefree, extinguished her glow and began flitting out to check for threats. It was a relief to have her extra vigilance.

The sun sank below the horizon and darkness settled over the wilds. They all breathed a quiet sigh of relief when Hormot finally declared it was time to open a portal back to the palace for the night.

Although Dare's heart sank when his fairy lover flitted around to give him and Lily kisses goodbye, then soared into the air and waved farewell. “Be safe on your trip, and tell my cervid friends I love them after you rescue them!” she called. “I hope you visit soon, Dare! And I'll come visit you! I'll let you know when the baby is born at least.”

His party stared after her in bemusement as she flew away southeastwards. “Did she just say you managed to knock her up?” Horold demanded.

“Fucking how?” Bradis asked. “Your cock is bigger than her, and a human baby would be too. Everyone knows fairies can't breed with big folk.”

Veressa was grinning. “Trust him to find one who can grow big so they can.”

Dare endured their ribbing as Hormot finished the portal. Although their humor vanished when they stepped through to the palace to find a distraught Felicia waiting for them.

Lily immediately went to her, gathering the young catgirl up in her arms. “What's wrong, sweetie?” she asked anxiously.

Felicia took a shuddering breath. “A few men just tried to kidnap my friend Ellia on her way to the privy. Just outside the dorm for the low level female recruits!” She made a plaintive sound. “That could've been me, or any of us.”

Dare's party rumbled in fury. “Is she okay?” Dare asked. “Were the men caught?”

The teenager snorted bitterly. “Are you kidding? One scream and they were mobbed by furious Irregulars. They were beaten within an inch of their lives and tossed out on the streets in nothing but their skin. They'll be lucky to survive the night, and good riddance.”

Koru growled deep in her throat. “This is shameful. Was nobody guarding your weak and vulnerable in such dangerous circumstances?”

Felicia shook her head. “I don't know. None of us thought anyone would be stupid enough to attack anyone right in the middle of the Irregulars' wing of the palace. I'm sure Ulma will be posting guards.”

“Count me among them,” the orc said fiercely. “We should not trust the safety of a friend to others when we can act. Miss Lily, will you stand with me as my escort?”

Lily nodded, gray eyes flashing behind her glasses. “Of course! We'll sleep in shifts in the hall between the dorm and the privy if we have to.”

Dare joined them heading to the Irregulars' wing to see if he could help out as well. They needed their sleep for the next day's travel, which was a vital task that could save thousands of lives, but volunteering for a shift every night couldn't hurt.

They found Ulma with a half dozen other women above Level 30 at the entrance to the women's dormitories for the mercenary company. The stout dwarf woman briskly accepted Lily's and Koru's offer to join the guard duty rotation and sleep with the recruits for added security, but firmly waved Dare away.

“Go on back to your room, handsome,” she said. “I know you as a good person, but we've got a lot of traumatized girls in there. They'll sleep better being watched over by women.”

That was understandable. “All right,” he said. “But let me know if there's anything I can help with.”

Ulma gave him a fierce look. “Find where those fuckers of Balor are lurking and send them all to hell. That, and keep donating the food you get from your hunting.” She paused, smiling mischievously, and motioned him to lean down so she could whisper in his ear. “And maybe we can find some secluded place sometime and get reacquainted.”

Dare grinned back. His onetime dwarf lover was a hairy little ball of fun, and he certainly wouldn't mind another chance to be with her. “Deal.” He kissed Lily and clasped forearms with Koru, then headed back to where his party was quartered.

With his companions sleeping elsewhere he didn't feel right taking an entire room to himself, so he informed a servant it was available and carried Koru's cot into the room Jurrin and Horold shared.

“Fantastic, the more the merrier,” Jurrin said sourly as the two men scooted their beds over to make room; even so his cot barely fit.

“Thanks for your hospitality, guys,” Dare said. “The quicker we destroy the Outcasts, the sooner all the refugees jamming Redoubt can return to their lives.”

“And we can go back to ours,” Horold agreed, expression genuinely worried. “I've been away from my family too long, and even trusting Ireni and Marona to keep them safe and hidden, I fear for them constantly.”

Dare shared his worry, thinking of his own family. He briefly rested a hand on his friend's shoulder before preparing for bed, thinking of his loved ones waiting for him back home.

He took out the laminated miniature portraits he'd commissioned as wedding gifts for everyone, looking at the faces of his loved ones as he drifted off to sleep. Zuri and Gelaa. Pella, Nic, and Rellia. Leilanna, showing the gentle swell of her belly where their unborn child grew.

Ireni and Sia, hugely pregnant and on the verge of giving birth to the son they'd predicted. Se'weir and Es'wesa. Melinia. Trissela and Soli. Marigold. Marona round with their baby, who she'd likely already given birth to.

His daughter Eloise, safe with Rosa and waiting to return home and continue growing. And although he didn't have pictures of them, Seris with Darga and Trias, and Selis with Elien.

All the beautiful women he loved and their perfect children, waiting for him to defeat this threat and return to them. So they could all go home and get back to building the wondrous future they dreamed of.

◆◆◆

The next day traveling through Balor's territory was just as tense.

They had to rely on Erinel's scrying to give early warning of the infrequent patrols of pairs of dragonkin on raptor mounts, steering well clear of them. Koru always growled in rage and disgust at hearing of her tribe's raptors being used by their hated enemy.

Around midafternoon the Fargazer warned them of something up ahead, a vast expanse of haphazard fields being worked, or overworked, by haggard slaves of all races in the most brutal of conditions. The motherly woman actually wept at what she'd seen as she reported her findings, allowing them to circle far around the massive farm without it or its guards ever coming into sight.

Although sometime tomorrow they'd reach the Outcasts' camp, and see the full horror of what these monstrous raiders and their brutal overlord had created.

Dare's grim mood lifted a bit that night upon their return to the palace, where he was delighted to discover Ilin had arrived with 40 Terana recruits, ranging in level from 20 to 35. All the fighters who could be spared from defending the refugees who'd retreated to Gurzan's Last Hold with his family and everyone from Nirim territory.

The Monk's reinforcements had been folded into Jind's force, included in the plans to assault the camp, and room had been found for them in a storeroom in the palace basement. The moment Dare learned of it he rushed down there to greet his friend and the other new arrivals.

He found them preparing to bed down, forming pallets of old straw to lay their bedrolls atop and hanging tent cloths for privacy. The recruits all cheered when he knocked and stepped into the room, mobbing him pressing for news about the war against the Outcasts.

In spite of their obvious excitement at seeing him, it felt like a dark cloud hung over the group. Their hopeful expressions were drawn and haggard, from more than just the difficulty of the long journey to Redoubt he thought. Many looked desperate, grieved, or even bowed down and barely holding it together.

If seeing that on the faces of strangers or people he didn't know well worried him, the strain on Ilin's face as his friend rushed to embrace him filled him with alarm.

“We'll share a drink with the Hero of Terana soon!” the Monk called as he grabbed Dare's arm and ushered him towards a tiny side room, which looked as if it served as Ilin's private quarters as leader of the recruits. It had a bed, a writing table, and a chair, and that was about it.

Dare stared at his friend, gut clenching, as the shorter man shut the door behind them. The normally stoic Monk wouldn't be showing emotion unless something terrible had happened. “What is it?” he demanded.

Ilin hesitated, then rested a hand on his shoulder and motioned towards the chair. “My friend, perhaps you should sit down.”

“Just tell me,” Dare said, fighting down a surge of panic. “Is everyone safe?”

“Everyone's safe,” his friend assured him. “But a few days into our march to Redoubt, Captain Helima sent a runner after us with news.” He hesitated, then grit his teeth and continued woodenly. “The Outcasts of Balor have struck deep into Terana Province with shocking boldness. Perhaps it would've been a different story if we'd defended our homes, or perhaps the Outcasts would've hit us with their strongest fighters and we would've all perished.”

It was obvious what he was dancing around saying outright. Dare swallowed. “Nirim Manor?” he asked hoarsely.

Ilin looked away. “Terana too,” he whispered. “Burned to the ground. The orphanage, Marona's estate, your home and the guest houses, all the outlying villages. Everything.”

Dare felt like he was going to be sick.

All their work, all their hopes and dreams for the future. The manor his children had been born in, the estate Marona had lived in all her life. The home Ilin and Amalisa had just moved to so they could begin their life together and help children in need. The houses and livelihoods of close to two thousand people.

How long would it take to rebuild? Could they even?

He knew that hunting down the Outcasts had been the right call. As had evacuating Terana and Nirim territory and leaving them undefended. He'd seen the high level enemy party that would've put up an even fight against everyone Terana could've sent to oppose them, including his own party. And they were just the few he'd seen in a vast camp full of enemies.

It had been the right call to evacuate, to send the vulnerable people underground where a Phasewarper couldn't teleport. Not unless they'd visited Gurzan's Last Hold before, which would be impossible since it had just been discovered.

It had been the right call to take the time to scout the Outcasts' camp and join up with the other forces of Bastion, to meet this threat with their full strength. Even now it might be a tough fight, but one they hopefully had a shot at winning.

He wouldn't have done anything differently, but he still felt terrible about abandoning Nirim territory, abandoning Terana, and leaving them defenseless to be burned by raiders. And probably the same groups of Level 20s that had been attacking everywhere, which he could've easily defeated.

On the other hand the towns that hadn't evacuated had still been destroyed. Against Phasewarpers, against high level enemies who could slaughter an entire city of low level people, they had to fight with different tactics.

Including being prepared to lose everything but their lives.

Ilin pushed him into the chair, although Dare barely noticed as he sank down into it, staring at nothing.

It couldn't really be destroyed, could it? Leilanna's garden, and the manor, and all the guest houses? Avenging Wolf, Melarawn, and Ireni villages? The pool changing rooms and bathhouse and slime girl hut and all the rest? Try as he might he couldn't imagine it all burned to the ground. Gone.

Thank the gods Rosa had agreed to transplant Eloise until the danger was past, and the others had safely evacuated. But still, everything they'd just lost, and the seemingly impossible task of rebuilding it all as beautiful as it had been . . .

He closed his eyes as his vision blurred with tears, trying and failing to compose himself. Ilin stood at his side, hand resting on his shoulder as he silently wept for his home.

“We all live,” his friend said, his own voice thick. “We can rebuild.”

Dare took a shuddering breath and stood, squaring his shoulders. “I need to tell Lily,” he mumbled, wiping at his eyes.

Ilin pressed him back down into the chair. “In a minute, my friend. Our people look to us for strength.” He pulled a flask from his pouch and passed it over. “Here, this should fortify you.”

Dare gratefully took the flask and drank deep, then spluttered. “What is this?”

His friend smiled wryly. “Expecting strong spirits?” He retrieved the flask and also took a long pull from it. “It's a tonic from my homeland, used in my order to soothe nerves, ease weariness, and give a boost of energy.”

“In that case . . .” Dare took another deep drink, then handed it back and clapped his friend on the shoulder. “Thank you, my friend.”

Ilin nodded grimly. “Let's go destroy these pieces of filth and end this threat, so we can go home and rebuild our lives.”

After taking another minute to compose himself and splash some water on his face, Dare stepped out into the room where the rest of the Terana recruits waited. They all looked to him, exhausted, anxious, and grieving the loss of their homes.

He gave them a determined nod. “We're only days away from reaching the enemy's camp. Lord Hormot is prepared to create a portal there as soon as we're prepared to attack. Let's put an end to the Outcasts of Balor once and for all so we can rebuild our lives.”

The recruits cheered, some with more energy than others but all full of determination.

Dare shared a drink with them, uttered a few assurances, and finally excused himself. He needed to inform his party about Nirim Manor's destruction, especially Horold with the manor he'd been constructing nearby.

But first he had to find Lily and tell her their home was gone.

The moment he was away from the Terana recruits his shoulders sagged, and he had to breathe deep to push back another crushing wave of grief and hopelessness. Homes could be rebuilt was easy to say, but the task felt monumental with the Outcasts of Balor rampaging and the entire region in shambles.

He had to wait for Ulma to fetch his wife from the female dormitories, and when Lily appeared she took one look at his expression and her ethereally beautiful features crumpled in fear. “What is it?” she demanded, rushing to him. “Is someone hurt? Is everyone okay?”

He wrapped his arms around the woman he loved, taking as much comfort from holding her as he offered with his embrace. “Ilin and the Terana recruits arrived today.”

“I know,” she said, trembling as she held him tight as if bracing for the worst. “What news did they bring?”

Dare took a shuddering breath. “The Outcasts raided deep into Terana. Everyone is safe, but they found the town and Nirim Manor undefended, along with the villages.”

Lily sucked in a sharp breath, sagging in his arms so he had to support her weight. “Our home?” she asked in a small voice.

He blinked as his vision blurred, burying his face in her soft silver hair. “Burned to the ground. Maybe some of the foundations can be salvaged, but what could be destroyed has been.”

She broke down, and he led her to a more secluded spot where they held each other in their grief. “It'll be all right,” he said as he rubbed her back. “Our family is safe, that's what matters.”

“I know,” his wife said, hiccuping. “But all our memories. Our plans, the future we were building there.”

“We'll build it again,” Dare said. And somehow, saying the words to his wife, making that promise, let him believe it where before it had felt so hopeless. He kissed her soft ears and buried his face in her hair again.

“We'll build it again, even better. And the future we make will be brighter than ever.”


Epilogue

Eve of Battle

Late the next day, the sixth after finding Koru and pushing hard for the Outcasts' camp, they got as close to it as Hormot planned to venture.

For most of the day they'd been dodging patrols, aided by Erinel's scrying and Dare's woodcraft. It wasn't actually all that challenging because the pairs of low level dragonkin riding raptors weren't very vigilant.

Likely no real threat had dared encroach on Balor's domain for a very long time, if ever.

Dare could finally see the three blue mountains he and Lily had spotted before, as well as the tall hill with the tunnels leading underground. As it turned out, the area of the camp they'd seen when they'd jumped through the dragonkin Phasewarper's portal was on the north side of the hill. Although now that they were approaching from the southwest, they could see that the sprawling expanse of tents and crude structures completely encircled the hill's base.

For most of the day they'd been circling wide around more fields, along with orchards, pastures, and what looked like crude forges and smithies, worked by slaves with higher level warriors acting as taskmasters.

From the looks of things conditions were horrendous, emaciated men of over a dozen races working with little food or water, no rest, and harsh beatings if they faltered. As if the Outcasts didn't care if they lost workers.

It answered the question as well of why the settlement around the hill still looked like a permanent camp in spite of the fact that it had supposedly been around for decades. Whoever Balor was, he didn't give the slightest damn about his slaves, allowing them only the barest necessities.

Perhaps conditions were better beneath the hill, where the elites lived.

Hormot only allowed them to get close enough that he could see the encampment from a high vantage point, no more than a smudge beneath the tall hill. Dare, who'd accompanied him while the rest of the party kept guard below, could see more with his Eagle Eye, which he didn't consider a good thing considering the horrendous suffering he saw everywhere.

There were thousands of slaves in cages on this side of the hill, too, meaning there might be more than 10,000 captives all told. Guarded by hundreds of taskmasters who only strayed from their callous indifference to perform random acts of cruelty.

Dare watched in horror as several orc guards dragged a screaming bovid woman from a cage. He looked away, sickened, as they hauled her towards the nearest barracks, pawing at her and tearing at the rags that served her for clothes as they went.

There was nothing he could do for her now, but now that Hormot had laid eyes on the camp he could finally create a portal here. They'd be able to stage their attack and stop these vile scum once and for all, saving the poor captives and helping them start anew.

The old lord looked around at the surrounding landscape carefully for about fifteen minutes, then grunted. “All right, time to go.”

Dare blinked. “We're not going to scout?”

Hormot shook his head. “No need. Erinel has already seen all she needs to and can create a crude layout for the camp so we can plan our attack. And I've seen enough to make a portal at any of a dozen good spots where we can move our army through in a concealed location, then launch a swift surprise attack on the camp.”

“What about enemy numbers and levels?” Dare pressed. “And was Erinel able to scry into the tunnels?”

“No, but we'll get that information as well,” the Phasewarper replied placidly. Dare opened his mouth and the old spellcaster spoke over him irritably. “Lad, you need to think of this in terms of armies, not just your own individual party. Could you guarantee you can scout that place without being discovered, which would be disastrous for our surprise attack?”

Dare hesitated, then shook his head.

“But do you know someone who could?” Hormot pressed, clasping his hands in his beard.

“Well, I guess someone with Stealth.” Dare's eyes narrowed. “Bero.”

“Aye. And he'll be going in anyway because our first strike must be against the draconid Phasewarper and any others of that class, as well as any leaders who make good targets of opportunity. Maybe even Balor himself. The assassin can scout at the same time he's plying his dark trade.”

Dare was about to ask if the slight nobleman could do the job on his own, but before he could Hormot backed away from the hilltop and made his way down to rejoin their companions. Dare grimaced, realizing he really had been trying to do everything with just his party when they had more resources available, and followed.

“Are we still undiscovered here?” the old Phasewarper asked Erinel as they rejoined the party. “Will we remain so long enough for me to create a portal?”

“Yes and yes,” the Fargazer mumbled, eyes far away in a trance.

“Good.” Hormot turned to them. “Brush away tracks and pack away any horse droppings to take with us. We leave no sign of our presence.”

Those weren't exactly novel orders, since he'd been making sure they did that since slipping under the Web. The party had been diligent about the onerous task, and this close to the enemy camp and with discovery more likely they were especially careful.

21 minutes later they were safely back at the palace, as close to as if they'd never been anywhere near the enemy camp as possible.

Hormot immediately summoned the Lords of Bastion for a war council, having Erinel get to work on her sketch of the camp and the entry tunnels leading into the hill. Dare, who'd seen the camp well enough, helped the motherly woman with details.

After that things moved quickly.

The old Earl of the East first demanded an accounting of their available forces. They included 813 fighters Level 30 and below, 312 between 30 and 40, and 87 Level 40 and above, including Dare and his party.

Jind took over planning the attack, arranging for Hormot to make two larger and longer lasting portals to the northwest and southwest of the camp, where the Outcasts' raiders and taskmasters seemed to have their barracks. Bastion's leaders would split the army into two forces, under the command of Jind and Hormot, and send them through the portals to encircle the camp and push in.

The lower level fighters would secure the camp, while the higher level fighters punched right through to the entrances of the 6 tunnels leading into the hill. They'd set up a blockade at the choke points there to prevent the elites and Balor from escaping.

Then they'd push in with their highest level fighters through two of the largest tunnels, the ones to the northwest and southwest, to clear out the underground fortress and slay Balor.

During the planning Dare pressed the need to capture any raptor mounts alive, since Koru could manage them. The orc woman volunteered to be there to help with the safe capture and subduing of the prized animals.

Meanwhile a striking woman named Veila, High Priestess of the Church of the Highest, which worshiped an assemblage of the most powerful goodly gods of Collisa, was adamant about ensuring that as few innocent prisoners and slaves as possible were harmed during the attack.

“My clerics will be coming to provide them succor as much as heal our fighters in this battle,” she insisted. “We will abandon the fighting entirely to protect the innocents if the enemy begins harming them or your fighters are careless with their safety. It is the Church's goal to bring them all back, alive and free, to start anew once this threat is over.”

“None of us want to see the Outcasts' prisoners hurt, Lady Veila,” Zor said irritably. “Many of them are citizens of our lands, under our protection and our responsibility to care for.”

The cleric's eyes flashed as she stared the Paladin down. “Your pardon, my Lord, if I have some reservations about how much you care for your citizens.”

Dare found himself liking the older woman.

“We appreciate your concerns and agree wholeheartedly, my Lady,” Jind said before Zor could snap a sullen reply. “Many of our fighters are hoping to find loved ones alive and well in that camp, as are many of the refugees clamoring for justice for their destroyed towns and villages. I fear more that our fighters will forget their role in the battle in their eagerness to search for their captured family and friends.”

Veila nodded and settled back into her seat, satisfied.

“First things first, however, will be ending the threat of the enemy's known Phasewarper, and ensuring they don't have more than one,” the Marshal continued. “Hopefully those who carry out that task will be able to scout within the camp and inside the tunnels at the same time, giving further details about their layout and more importantly our enemy's numbers and levels.”

He paused, then with a slight grimace of distaste turned to Bero. “My Lord?”

The slight lord was reclined in his seat with his feet crossed on the table. “If Sir Darren is correct about a Level 49 Phasewarper, I can handle it. I can also scout to check for more, and other useful information, before the assassination.”

He finally lowered his feet, repeatedly snapping his fingers and slapping his fist into his palm in that distinctive nervous tic that sounded like a galloping horse. “Shall we talk compensation for this contract?”

That drew a stir of outrage from the assembled lords, ladies, and officers. “Are you fucking serious?” a young baron demanded. “You expect us to pay you to participate in this battle?”

Bero's lip curled. “What battle is that, Lord Harlo? I'm being asked to sneak into the stronghold of the enemy that has laid the entire region of Bastion low, slay one of their most valuable assets, then flee to safety. As well as increasing my risk of discovery by poking around for other scouting details.”

He plopped his feet back on the table and put his hands behind his head. “If you want to speak of me participating in the battle that'll take place afterwards, that's another issue entirely. But I don't go above and beyond the call of duty for free.”

“You greedy scum,” a portly lord shouted. “You don't d-” Bero's eyes settled on the noble, narrowing, and the rotund man cut off with a splutter, paling under the slight assassin's scrutiny.

“Compensation,” Bero repeated.

Hormot sighed. “I can offer you twenty Durese mares, two Durese stallions, three dozen epind cows, an epind bull, twenty head of cattle, two bulls, and 10,000 gold.”

“For a top priority military assassination,” the slight lord said with a sneer. “It's a start.”

Dare snarled at the man's greed when the region was crumbling around them. He didn't have patience for this haggling, not when Nirim Manor was a pile of cinders and his family remained in danger.

He dug in his pouch, pulling out the Home Ward and tossing it at Bero's feet. “I'll value that at 15,000 gold.”

Bero sat up, inspecting the small gold-ornamented wooden box with interest. “Closer,” he said, tucking it away.

“Damn you, assassin,” Jind growled and yanked at the ring on his finger. “Here, an agility item your level with Stealth bonuses. If that doesn't cover the difference I'll pay the remainder of your contract with an arrow up your ass.” He hurled the diamond-studded platinum band at Bero's face.

The slight lord calmly caught it and slipped it onto his own finger. “Deal,” he said with a smirk. “I'll write up the contract and gather my assassins. No one can stand against the Guild combined.”

Dare did his best not to show his shock at the frank admission, even as a startled murmur swept through the room.

He'd begun to suspect that the Stalker was affiliated with the Assassin's Guild. And high ranking, a patron or even the guild leader himself. The man boasted his services solving problems delicately, after all, and assassination would be a huge part of that.

As if sensing his thoughts Bero caught his eye, held it for a moment, then casually looked away. Fuck.

“If that's settled,” Hormot said. “All that remains is to plan the attack. If Lord Bero moves tonight-”

“We can't be ready by tonight,” Jind interrupted. “Tomorrow night will be difficult, but doable.”

The Phasewarper pursed his lips. “I chafe at the thought of the enemy discovering our intent and fleeing through portals before we can act, but very well. Lord Bero will move tomorrow night a few hours before dawn, and the moment he confirms the kill I'll portal our forces in to attack the camp. That should give the enemy no time to react to the assassination of their Phasewarper.”

“Well enough,” Jind said. “I'll station men around the camp in case Balor tries to flee on foot or by raptor. He's our primary target.”

“Whoever he is,” Zor muttered. “Assuming he even exists, and isn't some idol or totem spirit or an ancient founder long since dead.”

The Marshal clapped his hands. “All right, my friends. Time is short to prepare this attack, let's get to it.”

While most of the planning had little to do with Dare, who would be assaulting the tunnels with his party and the highest level Terana recruits alongside Jind's forces, he stayed to help coordinate with Ilin about the role of the Terana recruits under Level 30, who his friend would be leading in securing the camp.

Koru contributed a surprising amount to the discussion, offering insight on the tactics and mindset of the Outcasts of Balor. “They'll use their thralls as shields without hesitation,” she said in answer to a question from Veila. “Especially if they realize how important it is to you to save as many as possible.”

“We'll just have to be fast then,” the cleric said grimly.

Seeing that the orc was occupied, Dare left her with Lily to keep advising the war council as he sought out the privy. Although once he was in an abandoned section of hallway, which was easier to find in the nobles' section of the palace, he paused to lean casually against the wall.

“Want to talk about it?” he asked, glancing back the way he'd come. “Or were you planning to flip a coin on Prey's Vigilance while I'm taking a shit?”

After a long pause Bero shimmered into view twenty feet away with a wry chuckle and leaned against the opposite wall. “No need to assume the worst, my friend,” he said smoothly. “As for talking, I figured you would want to, given your clear surprise at my connection to the Guild. I thought you already knew.”

“I was pretty sure.”

“Yes, you do seem to have ways of finding out things you shouldn't. No doubt facts stored away in your memory palace.” The assassin's tone was dry, as if he still doubted Dare's claim about that. He cocked his head. “We should probably address the troll beneath the table, Sir Darren. I sent an assassin to kill you and your family. For money.”

Dare grit his teeth at the reminder. “Ollivan did. Although if your services hadn't been available he wouldn't have had that option.”

“True. But if not us then someone else . . . there's no shortage of people willing to kill for coin. And we happen to be one of the more orderly organizations, minimizing our impact on Bastion and even doing great good for our home region.”

Riiight.

Bero began doing his obnoxious nervous tic of snapping his fingers and slapping his fist into his palm in quick succession, making the galloping horse sound. “When you found our guild hall and we confronted you, you agreed that was the end of it. I'd like your assurance it still is.”

Dare took a moment to answer. “There are many things in the world I'd like to change,” he finally said, “but I know I don't have the power to do anything about, if I ever will. A wise person once told me that I don't want to go to war with assassins . . . even if I won, they'd make sure I lost. Whatever I feel about your profession, you're ultimately just a knife in the hands of evil people. As you say, if not you then someone else.”

The assassin laughed ruefully. “Honestly spoken. Perhaps more bluntly than is wise, but I appreciate your candor.” He sighed. “And yet I get the sense you no longer like me, as you did at first.”

Dare shrugged. “I'll leave you alone, as agreed. You kept your word when I was weak and at your mercy, and I haven't forgotten that.”

“I don't fuck with people who don't fuck with me.” Bero stretched languidly and straightened. “But if it eases your mind, I have a list of people I don't accept contracts on. Not out of sentiment you understand . . . simply pragmatism. I have no doubt if I gave you cause, you'd hunt me and my associates to the ends of Collisa.”

He abruptly vanished, voice fading away and impossible to pinpoint. “And something tells me you'd have a fair chance of succeeding. See you back in the war room.”

Dare stared after him, then shook his head grimly.

Hopefully that would be the end of it. With his home in ashes and the battle with the Outcasts of Balor looming, the last thing he needed was more trouble with assassins.

Although when his family rebuilt their home he was going to make sure they had an enchantment in place to warn against Stealthed intruders.

Turning away, he started for the privy. There was a lot to do before now and tomorrow night, and this was bound to be the most difficult battle he'd ever faced.

He needed to make sure his people were ready.

End of True Wilds.

The adventures of Dare and his family

continue in Cordery, ninth book of the Outsider series.


Thank you for reading True Wilds!

I hope you enjoyed reading it as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you feel the book is worthy of support, I'd greatly appreciate it if you'd rate it, or better yet review it, on Amazon, as well as recommend it to anyone you think would also enjoy it.

As a self-published author I flourish with the help of readers who review and recommend my work. Your support helps me continue doing what I love and bringing you more books to enjoy.
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Then Collisa called, a new and exciting world to explore, and like the characters in his series he was reborn anew there.
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