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With no windows in the tower’s library, my alarm clock gave me a gentle squeeze to inform me it was morning. Her transformative powers allowed her to take any shape that I needed. I’d grown accustomed to having her shift into a loose-fitting robe and underwear as I relaxed. However, that also meant she had prime access to my goods, twenty-four-seven, and with her insatiable appetite, it made for a lot of distractions.

“Master...” Malice purred, “the day is upon us. Our final day in Nubia, and the last day of you abusing the queen’s men.”

The deviant fabric’s fondling only worsened while I finished reading the scroll from Ophelia’s library. One of my perks as Heluna's Archon, left me with only needing to sleep if I wished.

Even though the last month had been relatively calm, I knew the storm would come eventually. I spent a lot of time learning about the world, planning for the location of my new kingdom, and spreading Heluna’s word—which would pay off in power for me.

After finishing the scroll, I used my newfound knowledge to cast the enchantment I’d read. The ring that I’d made using my magma manipulation sparkled with a beauty unlike any other. It would make for a fine gift for Cartha. After pocketing the ring, I rolled the scroll and placed it back on the shelf. Only when I finished did I feel the stroke of Malice once more.

She'd been pretty patient with me during my long night. I was halfway tempted to let her finish me off as a reward. Instead, I chose not to give my living armor the satisfaction. She was a monster, after all, and boundaries had to be maintained. Only through discipline would I manage to keep her in line, and her powers were too valuable for me to be without.

“Malice,” I said sternly. The edge in my tone only encouraged my feisty elemental.

She let a playful giggle before responding. “Let me play, master. It's been so looong since you let me have you. Would I be so bad if I just licked it…”

A shiver ran down my back when Malice molded herself around me and did just that. I couldn't help but let out a groan of pleasure. Over the many nights we’d shared, she’d learned exactly what I liked, and she knew just how to tease me.

“You had me two days ago, Malice. Bring it down to a simmer, and I’ll do that thing you like when I visit you next.”

My playful suggestion removed her tantalizing tongue from me, and a whispered, “Promise?” slipped into my ear.

“I promise only if you behave. I need peace while I train Queen Sekhet's men. If you give me that, I’ll have you melting in my tongue.”

My robe shuddered in anticipation as I rose from my seat. Now I was curious if such a thing was possible, overwhelming the shapeshifter with such pleasure that she literally did melt. Sadly, it would be some time before I could find out. The elemental's thoughts on the matter kept her occupied as I approached the room’s portal.

After traversing through it, I found myself on the empty main floor. I assumed Ophelia was catching up on some much-needed rest in preparation to transport all of us and the tower to our new home at the Bulwark later in the day. Yda was also likely busy finishing her selection of who would lead Heluna's temple here in Nubia in her absence.

I was tempted to tell Queen Sekhet’s men to kick their own asses today just to see my short, horned beauty instead. But we all had our roles to play, and I didn’t want to distract her. Since the first night we’d shared all those weeks ago, she had grown to mean more to me than I’d ever imagined.

After commanding Malice to shift my robe into my explorer clothes, a long, worried sigh slipped out of me. Becoming a father hadn't been a part of my plans, at least this soon in my role as Heluna's Archon. But the idea was slowly growing on me just like Yda’s softly rounded belly.

I shook my head to get myself back on track and stepped outside the tower. A cloudless blue sky loomed overhead as the heat rose from the nearby buildings. Small whirlwinds of dust danced with the breeze, providing a small reprieve. Those traversing the city’s busy streets all covered themselves with loose-fitting fabric to protect themselves against the elements.

As I ventured out into the streets, my mind raced with the thoughts of being a father and protecting the mother of my unborn child. The thought of thrusting her into danger made my stomach knot. It’s why I’d spent so much time studying and preparing. Any mistake that I made could have consequences not only for me but also for my new companions.

“What’s wrong, master?” Malice asked as if picking up on my thoughts.

“Nothing,” I said without hesitation.

“Is it Yda?” She must have felt my surprise as she continued. “She will be fine, master. The sheepkin may be tiny, weak, and powerless, but she has never lacked the courage to do what was needed. Even at her own peril.”

I was torn between chastising Malice for talking about Yda negatively and being impressed that she had something good to say about someone besides myself. That thought made another, more worrying one streak through my mind.

“You aren't that hard to read, master,” Malice said with a prideful laugh. “If you aren't curled up with the sheepkin, rubbing her bloated belly, you’re courting Princess Khepri. She is the only one in your harem who comes close to being worthy of you. The only reason I find any merit in you breeding the sheep woman is the fact your heir will inherit at least a portion of your strength.”

I shook my head in playful exasperation. She wasn’t wrong. I’d been busy these last weeks moving from woman to woman. It was part of my gifts and duty as Heluna’s Archon. I was literally built for it. The larger my harem, the more powerful I became.

As much as I was worried about Yda carrying my child, certain perks had come with it. It might have been her eagerness as Heluna's head priestess or her pride in conceiving so quickly, but my sweet little Yda had become a needy, desperate minx in our bed.

I endured Malice's chuckle at the tightening of my pants while Nubia's sand slid under my feet. My mood stayed high and eager while I passed through the city. The happy waves I received while I headed toward Sekhet's palace added to my expectation to see Yda. It was always an uplifting experience to see all my hard work, and that of my head priestess, pay off.

“Good morning, Your Holiness,” a lizardkin woman said as I passed her.

“Good morning to you, too. Are you going to come to the announcement ceremony today?“

My light tone and genuine curiosity made the woman blush before nodding. “We are, Your Holiness. From what I have heard, half the city is planning to attend.”

“Excellent. I look forward to seeing you there.”

As I gave her a small nod and wave, she bowed deeply in return. I resumed my walk while she went about her business with a girlish giggle. It was less unsettling after spending time in the city, but I was coming to enjoy the celebrity status being Heluna's Archon came with.

The sounds of the queen’s men working through their warm-up training echoed through the air as I approached the palace’s walls. Seeing my approach, the guards watching over the entrance to the palace grounds waved me through. As I entered, a small smile formed on my lips. I spotted Khepri walking with a few of her attendants.

She was wearing the same ornate dress that hung loosely on her curvy figure from when I’d taken her on a picnic date a couple of weeks ago. While our busy schedules had left little time for courting, it allowed us to take things slow. Even though our physical relationship grew slowly, her golden snake hair always gave me plenty of forked tongue kisses in her stead.

Because she was a princess, Khepri acted reserved any time we were out together. We never left her guard’s gaze. Our original plans of sneaking out together and getting alone time was made harder by her mother’s paranoia, and thus, we decided to not risk fate.

Hearing her carefree laughter was more than enough. But I longed to take her away from her overbearing mother. I wanted to see the woman she would blossom into without the queen’s oversight. I was playing the long game and knew I had to be patient.

A smile formed on my lips, and I accepted the challenge to see that done. It wouldn’t be long before I was to meet with the queen a few hours from now. It was there I’d planned to seek her permission for Khepri to come with us. The princess’s years of courtly experience would make her a perfect ambassador for my kingdom and me.

In that role, she would give Ophelia more freedom to act as an advisor. It would also grant the pretty half-serpent one of her wishes: to see more of the world. I smiled with those thoughts in mind when I reached the training grounds.

General Praecon stood waiting for me. When he noticed me, the grizzled wolfkin with a missing ear turned to me and smiled. I returned the greeting before offering him my hand.

“We are going to miss you, Your Holiness,” Praecon said with a gruff tone befitting his age. “The men might grumble about their sore arms and back sides, but thanks to your help, they will be alive to do so should they get themselves into a real fight.”

I chuckled along with the wolfkin before turning to inspect his men. There were a little over a hundred of them in all. Their experience varied widely from fresh off the street to those who had come from other kingdoms to serve the queen.

Malice scoffed. “They’re nothing but ants beneath your feet.”

I snorted in amusement. Compared to me, the men and a few women composing the newly minted guard weren't more than minions waiting to be cut down. Against a reasonable opponent, like the men who followed Liberty’s Trinity, they would do just fine.

“Care to give them one last thrashing, Your Holiness?” the general asked with a smug grin. “A few of them have been complaining about the unfairness of their matchups with you.“

After nodding, I followed Praecon to the field filled with the salty men and women. They all groaned under their breath as they waited for the eventual outcome.

“They should be proud to suffer for your amusement, master,” Malice hissed with delight. “Make sure they remember their time under your gracious tutelage.”

When I had accepted the queen's request to put her new guard through their paces, it had taken a week without me inside of her for the opinionated elemental to keep her mouth shut during training. While there was no concern about me winning the bouts, it gave me opportunities to do my own testing.

My Bludgeoning Weapon Proficiency ensured weapons like maces and hammers were deadly in my hands. With Malice's Magma Manipulation, I used my time to experiment with it and different weapons.

A near-unbreakable sword of any size in my hands could cleave through enemies like chaff. To get good enough to use a sword, shield, or spear, I needed time and opportunity, and moments like this were perfect. I couldn't help the broad smile that grew on my face when they all snapped to attention upon my approach.

“Thank you, Your Holiness, for your time and effort!” the soldiers shouted in unison.

Hearing and seeing their strength filled me with pride. Even though I’d only known these men and women a short time, I’d spent every day with them, helping them hone their skills.

I smiled brightly at the soldiers before sharing my parting words. “When I accepted your queen's request, I believed all I would receive in turn was her favor! I expected my time to be wasted. That no man or woman could prove to be the soldier she needed.”

I pointed at the crowd. “But you, soldiers of Nubia, have proven me wrong! You have endured like the sands beneath our feet—resilient and everlasting! The pain and hardship you have incurred have made you stronger. Look around you! You are still here! Though my task of spreading my goddess's word throughout Talis will take me away from you, I will keep you and your determination in my heart for as long as I live! Heluna willing!”

Celebratory shouts and hollers filled the air as my words revitalized their spirits. As they waited, I used Magma Manipulation to form a blunt-edged sword in my hand. I chuckled when the front two rows of men and women exhaled a nearly silent sigh of relief once I finished. They’d seen me with multiple weapons at this point and learned to welcome the blade but fear the hammer.

But my goal wasn’t to leave them all battered and bruised. I wanted to leave them with the opportunity to truly drive the best out of them. And nothing motivated them more than coin.

“Today will be my last day with all of you!” I shouted. “I leave to spread the word of my goddess! So, in this moment, let us be equals. Brothers and sisters who have shared sweat and blood in this sandy arena. So, I challenge you all! Come at me if you dare! For any strike that drops me, the victor shall receive a year’s pay!”

As the soldiers shouted, General Praecon raced to my side. His voice trembled with fear. “My Holiness⁠—”

“Don’t worry, General,” I said, rotating my shoulders, “the expense will come from me. I need them at their best if I’m going to get anything out of this.”

The general bowed respectfully and stepped back. “Of course, Your Holiness.”

The eager cheer my challenge caused could be heard across the city. It was exactly what I wanted. For them it was everything, but for me, it was a drop in the bucket for our coffers. My hope was to make this as much of a challenge for me as I could. They certainly had the numbers.

“Shall I cover you in your armor, master?” Malice asked. “There are quite a few of them…” Her smug tone put a grin on my face.

“They need a handicap, Malice,” I said. “And I must keep improving. Minimal protection, please.”

I gazed at the assembled men and women while they got over their excitement and readied themselves for our fight. There were a few worried glances my way while my explorer armor melted away. Those who didn't go back to assembling into groups continued watching. My excitement for the upcoming fight evaporated when I felt the warmth and breeze across my upper thighs.

My eyes widened when I looked down and saw what amounted to a black and orange banana hammock cradling my dick and balls.

I sighed heavily. “Really. Of all times.”

Malice cackled before shifting herself to what amounted to a cloth kilt. She never wasted an opportunity. While I settled into a stance, Malice kept her grip on my sensitive bits as if protecting them with her life.

“Living life to the fullest, Malice?” I asked.

“I’m only protecting what matters,” she delightfully teased.

I smirked as I readied myself. It hadn't been the first time I had fought naked or nearly naked, and I could appreciate the added protection. It also provided a bit of a distraction for some of the female guards. If they wanted to let my change of clothes become a distraction, I would use it to my advantage.

But when I took my first step forward, a sudden urge in my groin halted me. I couldn’t tell if it was the desert heat or Malice's snug material around me, but my cock felt warm and slick. It was only when I felt her moving that I realized what she was doing.

“Malice!” I growled, trying to fight back the urge to give in.

“Let me have this, master,” Malice pleaded. “Your heritage will be perfectly safe with me. I will protect it with my life. Besides, you shouldn't be focusing on how my hot pussy feels anyway. Duck.”

The lighthearted tone of the eager elemental's suggestion almost got me beamed by two guards as they took their first swings at my head and legs. Only Heluna's gifts kept me from paying out the guard's rewards prematurely.

I darted forward, sliding in between two of them quicker than they could react. The blunt edge of my sword slapped against the first guard's back. His yelp of pain echoed into the surroundings.

With my second step, I swept the leader’s leg as they stood at the center of the formation. She grunted painfully when she hit the ground. The clang of weapons against my blade drowned out her groans.

A second set of soldiers wisely tried to use their numbers to their advantage. I pushed them back, continuing to swing with my sword at knee level. While my strength against them could have easily crushed their bones, I held back and sent them tumbling to the ground. But unexpectedly, they fought through the pain and rolled to their feet. I smiled pridefully at their relative grace and resiliency. They’d grown.

“That's it!” I shouted. “Keep fighting! You are the men and women of Nubia!“

My encouragement got me the expected results. They continued forward, fighting with more intensity. I quickly found it a struggle to pull my punches. My own excitement for the challenge filled me with my own fiery determination.

Malice roared, feeding on my own elation. “Yes! Revel in my master’s power. He is the all-consuming, archon of life and death. Recognize you are truly blessed to witness his glory and feel only a fraction of his might. Cry, scream, and fall on your knees and beg for his mercy! AHAHAHA!”

Malice's maniacal laughter echoed over the clanking swords and shields. Instead of being upset with her, it fueled my intensity. I hit harder and faster. The screams of the guards grew louder and more fearful.

But even against my might, the men and women battling me under the scorching sun did not falter. They and the following groups kept coming, picking themselves back up and throwing themselves into the fight. The practice arena’s grounds turned red as the soldiers’ bodies scrapped and slammed against its rocky surface. The fire in their eyes never wavered until the last one fell from exhaustion.

After nearly an hour of combat, I stood above the weary bodies that lay in front of me. Some of Malice's blissful moans echoed in my mind as I dispelled my sword. While none had bested me, I was proud of their tactics and resolve.

After helping each one to their feet, I addressed the soldiers once more. “Guards of Nubia! You have fought hard for this proud Archon of Heluna! Even though none of you have succeeded, I couldn't be happier to have fought with you all! I do not wish to see you left empty-handed for your hard work. I ask that you join me at Heluna's temple tonight! We will share in a final toast and feast on behalf of me and the goddess.”

A small cheer went up after my request. It was a tired, ragged sound, but I could hear the excitement in their voices. I heard Praecon's measured steps walking toward me while a quick thought to Malice returned my explorer gear.

“They make me proud to be in the Queen's Guard, Your Holiness,” the general said with a wide smile. “Also, I just wanted to thank you personally. It’s very rare for an Archon to see us minor persons as equals. If that was more often the case, I'm sure our world would be in a much better state.”

“It’s my pleasure,” I said, shaking the general’s hand once more. “Perhaps I can make that happen.”

“I’m not sure how many years I have left in me, but I’d be willing to give them all to see it so.”

“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.”

As we shared a brief chuckle, one of the queen’s attendants approached me and bowed. “Your Holiness, I apologize for intruding, but the queen requests your presence in her chambers.”

I thanked her before turning back to the general. “I guess that’s my cue.”

“It’s been an honor, Your Holiness,” Praecon said, saluting.

“It’s all mine,” I said backpedaling. “I’ll see you tonight at the temple?”

“Duty notwithstanding.”

We shared a smile and wave before I headed towards the palace proper. Before I reached the building’s entrance, I grinned when I saw the flash of some very familiar golden snakes disappear around a corner. It’d seemed that the princess had been watching my earlier performance.

“It seems as though the princess is waiting for you around the corner, master.” Malice informed me.

I activated my Ground Detection and smiled when I got a view through the wall of the woman I was courting. Unlike my short, voluptuous high priestess or Ophelia and her handsy, shapely self, Khepri was on the slimmer side of curvy. I was coming to love feeling her curves against me whenever we managed to sneak a hug or two under the guard's noses.

I continued walking toward the hallway leading deeper into the palace without giving any indication that I knew she was waiting for me.

As I moved around the bend, Khepri stepped from the shadows and announced herself. “Your Holiness. A moment…”

My playful jump when she called out got me the smile I wanted. I waited for her to get over her pretty giggles before leveling a playful glare at her.

“Your Holiness?” I asked with a raised brow. “I didn’t realize we were being so formal.”

Another giggle followed as the shorter woman slid her arms around my waist. With this being my last day in Nubia for a while, I wasn’t worried about her bending the rules. I returned her hug and chuckled when she pulled my face down to hers.

“Devon then…” she said before kissing my cheek.

It was the first time she had been so bold with me, and what should have been an innocuous kiss made my heart race. Her adoring smile bloomed into one filled with satisfaction when I pulled her tighter. I wanted more, to dive in, but I didn’t know who was watching, so I reluctantly restrained myself.

“Thank you,” I mused. “How can I be of service, my Princess?”

Khepri struggled to remove the wide grin from her cheeks, forcing a strained cough to remove her overwhelming glee. “I want to join you when you talk to Mother. We shouldn't let the opportunity to add legitimacy to your kingdom with my presence slip through our fingers…”

Even though she spoke with confidence, her eyes glistened with hope and fear. She wanted me to agree, but I knew the ask was dangerous. Her pathetic look made me yearn for her lips once more, and I contemplated finding a space quickly away and making her mine.

But before I could let my impulses take advantage, a clack of footsteps preceded the unmistakable scent of Ophelia's perfume. We both turned to see the curvy foxkin look us up and down before giving a salacious smile.

“Well, don’t you two look compromising.” Khepri pulled away, only sparking a haughty laugh from Ophelia. “Please, Princess, I only meant it as a jest. I overheard what you said, and I can agree that having you along would help with our task, but you know as well as I do that your mother would just dig in her heels if we tried that.”

“I assume you have a solution?” Khepri asked.

“There’s no harm in suggesting it, but we need to be tactful. We will talk to her about having you come to us when we clear out the bandits infesting the Bulwark, my Princess.”

Khepri twisted her lips before nodding. She then turned to me and pulled me in for a longer embrace. I couldn’t help but laugh when I felt the small little pecks from her hair across my face.

After pulling away, she looked up at me with shimmering eyes. “I'm going to hate the wait, but I understand. I just want to get to the point where we’re not having to worry about someone looking over our shoulder…”

“That makes two of us.”

Khepri beamed. Her slight sway was curiously hypnotic. It wasn’t until Ophelia cleared her throat that I realized Khepri had captivated me to the point that I’d forgotten the last few seconds.

“Shall we depart?” Ophelia asked. “The queen is waiting for us.”

“Yeah, let’s do this,” I said.

They trailed behind me as we passed through the long halls covered in mosaic depictions of the queen’s ancestors. After passing a number of guards, we entered Queen Sekhet's throne room.

A ray of light cut through the opening of the ceiling, illuminating the colossal snake woman from the surroundings. Her tan scales with dark-brown spots peppering her length sparkled in the light. The minimal cloth that covered her body was nearly transparent, leaving little to the imagination.

When she spotted us, her smile fell for a split second when she saw her daughter beside me. I kept mine in place while Ophelia, Khepri, and I crossed the vast room.

When we reached the foot of her throne, I bowed slightly. “Good afternoon, Your Majesty.”

Instead of the expected friendly response, the queen squinted down at us, eyeing us with suspicion. It was clear she knew we were there for something other than her original call. She curled back and tilted her head slightly before responding with a resounding, “No.”

I was sure it didn't help my case, but I couldn't help but grin at the queen’s one-word declaration. “I'm not quite sure what that no was for, Your Majesty. I'm here at your request…”

My response got me a derisive snort from the huge snake woman. She leveled her gaze at her daughter. It took quite a bit of effort, but I kept my expression neutral and avoided looking back at Khepri.

Eventually, she turned her piercing golden eyes back to me. “I indeed requested your presence, Your Holiness. Come closer so that we may converse more easily about our plans going forward.”

There was an edge to the queen's tone that held neither seduction nor suspicion. I still strode toward her. It was difficult not to feel like a tiny mouse compared to her much greater bulk. A much weaker version of myself would have likely been intimidated by her sheer size. However, my time on Talis had built a great confidence in my abilities.

Once I reached the top of her throne, she lowered a hand near her tail and said, “Please sit.” I raised an eyebrow at her offered seat but made myself comfortable. The offer seemed to upset Malice as she growled in my ear, but I’d grown to ignore her jealous ticks.

The queen slithered in closer, presenting her massive cleavage in my face as she leaned around my ear. It was a respectable effort. If my heightened libido hadn’t been adequately taken care of by my harem, her influence would have been hard to resist.

As she spoke, her words tickled my ears with seduction. “Now that we have some privacy from my rebellious daughter, tell me, Your Holiness, do you still wish to take on the arduous task of founding your own kingdom? In such a short time here, you’ve managed to grow a sizable following. The people love you. Who's to say, perhaps in a year’s time, your sect may even rival Ikkala’s. If you were to stay, Nubia has much to offer you.”

I glanced down as I felt something slip up my leg. The queen’s tail slithered up my inner thigh. She was good. But as much as the queen would have been fun to play with, it didn’t align with my goals. Staying here would have presented her as an authoritative figure over me, and I couldn’t allow that. It was a much better idea to have her as a strong ally than a patron.

I bowed forward and smiled. “I am graciously thankful for your hospitality and allowing me to grow our sect here, Your Majesty. However, staying in Nubia does not align with my ultimate goals on Talis.”

The queen leaned forward, her hair snakes slightly tickling the side of my cheek only visible to her. “And there’s nothing I could do to convince you otherwise? I could make all your dreams come true…”

I couldn’t help but smile. The queen was laying it on thick, and I was loving it. It felt good to be wanted by someone so powerful. But in her eagerness, she also extended her hand. I knew what she wanted. Me. And I had to use that to my advantage.

I reached out for the queen’s hand and kissed it, holding it there as I looked her in the eyes.

“I hate to disappoint someone as beautiful and strong as you, Your Majesty. But alas, I must stay firm in my convictions. Establishing my own kingdom is my highest priority right now.”

I leaned forward and around the queen’s ear this time, laying on all the charm I could muster. “However, having such a powerful ally as the Queen of Nubia would be a boon for my adventures, and I would be ever so grateful for your support. And, Your Majesty, as Heluna’s Archon, I can be very grateful.”

When I pulled back, the queen’s heavy breath and dozens of snakes all stared with the same intensity as her own eyes. For a moment, I thought she would take me on her throne, in front of everyone else in the room.

But like a seasoned professional, she slid her hand through her hand and laughed off her frustration, ending with a bitten lip. “You have my attention, Your Holiness. Please tell me what else Nubia can offer you. I have already given you the greatest gift I can.”

The queen nodded toward her daughter, giving me the perfect moment to weave in my plans.

“Yes, she’s quite the gift,” I said as I glanced back at Khepri before looking back at the queen. “Although, with my ventures taking me to the Bulwark, we will be parted for some time, which will only hinder our courtship. As such, I’d like to request that you allow me to bring her to the Bulwark.”

The queen withdrew, her motherly instincts took over, and for the first time, I saw that she was lost for words. The conflict of her wanting me but also wanting her daughter pulled her apart internally.

“I—”

“Please allow me to clarify, Your Majesty,” I said, pulling her hand to my chest. “I commit to you that your daughter would never have to worry. I would protect her with all of my being. Now, I know that the Bulwark is currently inhabited by bandits. However, my first step is to make our new home safe for anyone, including the princess. So, my request is not to take her now, but only when I deem it safe.”

The queen’s eyes darted between me and Khepri, and for a moment, I didn’t believe that I’d sufficiently convinced her. However, her uncertainty faded, and she smiled slightly, rubbing her thumb along my fingers.

“I can't say I wouldn't mind having such a purpose-filled Archon as a permanent resident of…Nubia,” the queen began, “However, keep your promise, Archon, and I will allow you to take what is most precious to me in this world.”

Her grip tightened around my hand, and she leaned in and hissed.

“However, fail to keep my daughter safe, and I will hunt you down myself for breaking both our hearts…”

I sternly nodded at the queen’s threat while her body simultaneously screamed for my touch. My goddess's gifts were a little heady at that moment. It would have taken only a slight shift to bring mine and the queen's lips together.

The sound of Ophelia and Khepri’s steps toward us ended that sexually charged stalemate. Once Queen Sekhet and her massive breasts left my personal space, I gave the scales under my glove a gentle tease before rising. The shiver that ran down her whole body almost made me grin.

I’d managed to pull a promise from her that would bring Khepri and my courtship to the conclusion I wanted. There was also now the possibility of combining my kingdom and the queen's through her and her daughter. Everything was aligning with the tenets I’d committed to, and I was keen to live my life to the fullest.
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After informing Ophelia and Khepri of the plans, the foxkin sorceress and I departed the palace. We marched back into the city and headed for the temple. Seeing the massive sandstone tower above the surrounding buildings made me proud every time I saw it. It was our first permanent mark on the land of Talis and was the stepping stone for our next, much larger venture.

When we entered the main atrium, I found my high priestess busy finishing up her preparations for the announcement tonight. She was coordinating with the other priestesses who had joined our sect since their rescue from Liberty’s Trinity.

Knowing the mother of my child’s urgency, I settled for a smile and wave. But when my gaze locked with her beautiful red eyes, her radiance illuminated the entire room. Seeing her rounded belly compounded her allure. It reminded me of the moment that she announced her pregnancy to our flock and the celebration we had after. It was a moment I’d never forget.

Seeing her made me want to skip work for the day to take care of her and our unborn child. But the sway of Ophelia’s fluffy tail across the back of my legs kept me moving forward. As I mouthed that I would see her later, the other priestesses shared a giggle at our intimate moment.

“Come on, Your Holiness,” Ophelia said, pushing more with her tail. “We’ve got work to do.”

After a final wave, we continued through the halls and into one of the back offices. I took my enlarged seat behind Yda's desk while my sorceress and advisor went through the preparations to secure the office from prying eyes. I watched Ophelia's hands while she formed a barrier around the walls of the room.

Once completed, she addressed me with a charmful look similar to the one that convinced me to follow her through a portal all those weeks ago. “I hope you’re content. We have a great deal to go over before the festivities tonight.”

“A cool drink would be appreciated,” I said.

With a wave of her hands, the table in front of me filled with a pitcher, several cups, a map of Talis, and the checklist we’d been working through over the last few weeks. The sorceress poured us drinks, and we both downed the fruit-laced water before she filled up our second round.

A shiver ran down my back when Ophelia joined me at my side, and her tail slowly stroked my back. We still hadn't done more than play around since my time in the bath, not that I hadn’t wished for it. But the duties of an Archon and my attention on Yda kept my focus. She didn’t complain and seemed fulfilled being by my side, helping me with my plans of conquest. After sharing a thankful smile for the sentiment, I turned my focus to the parchments that lay before me.

Ophelia tapped one I hadn’t seen before. “This is from Queen Sekhet. It’s the latest reports from the Bulwark.”

I picked up the report and read it in its entirety. It didn’t tell me anything I already didn't know. A gang of bandits had made the Bulwark their home, and neither Eimalon nor the Azera Monarchy was doing anything to get rid of them, seemingly unbothered by them. The Bulwark was hundreds of miles away from either of their capitals. They’d skirted by just being in the right place at the right time.

Ophelia’s question pulled my attention to her. “Do you think we should put out one last call for soldiers? The group Cartha has collected has the fervor and experience but not the numbers to deal with what we will be jumping into.”

I shook my head. “No, since we’re coming closer to our jump, I don’t want any unnecessary expenditures. Cartha's group can handle a few scouting excursions and report back with better intel than the queen has given us.”

With the paltry force we’d been able to cobble together, I was positive I would be doing most of the heavy lifting in the near future, which was why I’d spent recent weeks training and developing my skills. The bandits I wasn’t worried about. What I was worried about were Eimalon and the Azerans. Even though we’d be doing their job for them, technically the territory was still theirs.

“Speaking of Cartha’s soldiers, how are the new recruits doing?” I asked.

Ophelia pulled another report out of thin air before handing it to me. “She wasn’t too keen on you playing double duty with our forces and the queen’s, but you upping the pay drew in better talent. They’re more experienced and better fighters than Sekhet’s. But a month isn’t a long time to form a bond. However, over time, they will develop a stronger bond.”

“That’s good. The bigger the army, the better we can protect ourselves.”

“If I may… Cartha has been working hard. Perhaps some sort of reward for her would go over well?”

I smirked and nodded at Ophelia’s insinuation. Having Cartha as part of my harem would go well. Her experience in all matters of the military had paid off multiple times, and that didn’t include her overprotectiveness for Yda. And with her pregnancy, having someone who could protect her whenever I wasn’t around was a wise choice.

However, we didn’t have quite the same connection as I did with the other members. We were cordial, but she was more like an employee than anything else. I’d flirted with her and caught a few glancing looks my way, but we were far from intimate.

Remembering what she told me about her people and gifts, I was hopeful that my ring would help take that step a little bit further. Depending on how she received it, it would determine if being with me would even be something she’d consider. I just had to be patient.

“I'll let you know when I'm ready for that,” I said, trying to play off the idea. “For now, let’s move on to our other needs. We’re lacking in craftsmen and larger community. The priestesses have done well expanding our flock. However, if we’re going to make this successful, we need people to fill a city. Although, I can't blame them for not wanting to uproot their lives here for the chance of losing them.”

“Once we clear the bandits and are settled, we can begin our own plan to bring in more people. That thin strip of land is a critical trade location for the west and east. Once the Bulwark is reopened, we can begin announcing the fact, and more will come.”

“So, too, will conflict from Azera and Eimalon.”

Ophelia rubbed my neck sensually. “But we’ve been preparing for that, and you have been training for it. Everyone knows you’ll protect us.”

As we shared a smile, a knock at the door broke our gaze. I used my Ground Detection and was pleasantly surprised to see the voidelf’s strong frame standing behind it. I took a second to enjoy the nervous clenching of her hands before I said, “Come in.”

Cartha greeted my smile with her usual glare and a half attempt at a smirk. She approached the table, crossed her arms, and got straight to business. “Devon, Ophelia, how did the meeting with the queen go?”

The sorceress greeted her with a smile and subtle nod as I slid over the parchment, “It’s good to see you, Cartha.

“See for yourself,” I continued, sliding the queen’s intelligence over to her.

After picking up the parchment, the more she read, the more crumpled it became in her hands before she tossed it to the floor. “This is completely useless! What was the point of training her men if this is all we received? We had this information over a month ago!”

I chuckled when Cartha finished by throwing herself into one of the nearby chairs. “No reason to be upset. While it may seem to be worthless, it reaffirms the fact that our information is good, and there doesn’t seem to be much change with the bandits.”

“I guess,” Cartha huffed.

“It also means that our plans don’t have to change. We’ll be gone in just a few short hours.”

“Good. I’m actually looking forward to getting out of this place.” Cartha locked eyes with me. “What still needs to be done?”

“I need you to get our men situated and make sure they’re ready. After that, I want you and them to come to the party tonight. You had a large hand in it, and I want you beside me while Yda makes our announcement.”

The voidelf rolled her eyes. “I hate those kinds of things.”

“You deserve some recognition for your hard work, and I want you there. So, do this for me.”

My declaration got the reaction I wanted. Her purple cheeks turned a few shades pinker as her eyes darted away from mine. Still, she eventually relented.

“Only for you and Yda, okay?”

My nod only made the furious blush spread from her cheeks to her ears before Cartha stood from the chair and raced out of the room as she frantically said, “If that’s all, I’ll see you later.”

The door slamming behind her covered Ophelia's chuckle. “I didn't know her ears could turn that color…

“Me either.”

Not missing a beat, Ophelia continued with our meeting. “Anyway, there is something else to discuss: the trade plans with Queen Sekhet and our financials.”

“Based on our earlier conversation, I imagine we’ll be okay. She’s counting on our success. If we fail, she's out nothing. How are our holdings? I’m assuming our stores are in order?”

My advisor's nod was followed by her handing over the report that held our financials. I cocked my brow as I noted the different handwriting. It wasn't Ophelia or Yda's. I had learned theirs well enough over the time we had been together.

“Did you⁠—"

Predicting my questions, Ophelia clarified, “This was put together by our new treasurer, Minka Littlefinger.”

“Ah, so you finally found someone?”

“Yes. It took some time, but she’ll be joining us.”

“And you vouch for her?”

“She comes from a long line of masters of coin. The Littlefinger family is well known throughout Talis for their talents.”

“As long as she’s got your blessings.”

“She does. I spent several weeks ensuring her qualifications, interviewing her, and checking into her history. She’s the best that we can afford.”

“And she knows of our plans?”

“She does, and she’s quite excited for it.”

I nodded in appreciation of Ophelia’s thoroughness. “That’s good. I’m looking forward to meeting her.”

“You will be meeting her at the announcement ceremony tonight. And that’s not all.”

“Oh?”

Ophelia leaned over and stroked my back sensually. “She's very pretty… I think you’ll like her a lot.”

“Is that so?” I said with a cocky grin. “Are you trying to match me with other women?”

“We both know how your power works. I’m just thinking about what’s best for all of our interests.”

I smirked at Ophelia's playful tone. “I appreciate that. You always seem to have my best interests at heart. How could I ever repay such devotion.”

Her arms wrapped around my shoulders before the foxkin pressed her heavy breasts into my back, letting the warmth of her breath tickle my skin. She leaned in to whisper, “I’m sure you’ll think of something.”

When she’d finished teasing me, she kissed my cheek—a sufficient parting gift. With a wave of her hand, all the materials disappeared, and she headed for the door. After dispelling the barrier around the room, she waved with the tips of her fingers and said, “See you tonight, Your Holiness,” before disappearing behind the door.

“The foxkin is pathetic,” Malice muttered with disdain. “She should not tease you so.”

“It’s fine,” I said with a heavy sigh, even though I agreed with her somewhat.

“I always see it through.”

“I know. But we’ll have fun later.”

Even though she didn’t respond, my clothes tightened before relaxing. With nothing else to do besides enjoy my last day in Nubia, I leaned back in my chair and rested my eyes.

It’d been a few days since I’d forced myself to sleep. While my Untiring skill worked perfectly, I was always cautiously concerned about not getting any sleep. With such an important day ahead of us, I wanted to be as sharp as I could.

A few hours later, I smiled when I heard my door open. I kept my eyes closed and activated my Ground Detection, spotting the mother of my future children closing the door behind her. When she approached, she climbed on top of me and kissed me.

Her warm lips folded over my own as I took a deep breath. I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her in. Our tongues danced, allowing me to savor her sweet taste that I’d grown to love. After a minute of enjoying each other’s company, she eventually pulled away.

“I never tire of that,” she moaned.

“And that’s my favorite way to wake up,” I said, running my hands through her short, curly hair. She leaned into my palm as she got lost in the sensation. She was so small and fragile with my massive body, my thick hands easily palming her head. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head as I stroked and massaged her.

“Does that feel good?” I asked, knowing the answer.

“Ohhh yes… Don’t stop, please.”

I chuckled as I continued. “How’re the preparations?”

“As good as they can be. I’m worried about Nimari. It’s only been a month.”

“Oh, I’m sure it will be fine. You've trained and chosen her. All that is left is for Heluna to accept her as the temple's priestess. Our goddess gusts about you enough that anyone who has met your standards will probably be accepted as soon as you begin.”

“Yeah… it’s probably just nerves.”

I placed my hand on her rounded stomach. It was kind of astonishing to me how quickly she became pregnant. I wasn’t sure if that had something to do with my powers or something to do with her species. Either way, I’d accepted it quickly. “How’s my little guy?”

Yda cocked a brow, smiling through her pleasure. “What makes you think it’s going to be a boy?”

“Oh, I know it will be.”

We both shared a giggle as she ran her hand over mine. “He’s doing just fine. He’s been a great little guy.”

“That’s good; otherwise, he and I would have to share a few words. I can’t have him causing problems for you.”

Yda let out a giggle before leaning forward and kissing me again. We spent a few minutes there just kissing and holding each other until she finally pulled away and sighed heavily. “We should probably go. Everyone is waiting on us.”

I ran my finger gently over one of her curling horns and squeezed her bottom as I lifted her off me. We both laughed after she yelped. When we stepped outside, the other priestess stood waiting for us, including the new head priestess, Nimari.

She was thinner and taller than Yda, but she had a very cute face. Her pointed ears and long bushy tail matched that of her wolfkin species. However, unlike the others I’d seen, Nimari’s fur was a subtle purple color that caused her yellow eyes to pop.

When we exited the room, the other priestesses lowered their heads as Nimari joined my side. She looked up at me bashfully but still had the confidence of a head priestess.

“Are you ready for the big day?” I asked.

“I am, Your Holiness,” she said, showing her pointed fangs with her wide smile. “Although, I can’t help but feel nervous.”

“You’ll be fine. I’m sure Heluna will accept you with open arms.”

Nimari bowed deeply. “Your confidence in me fills me with hope, Your Holiness. I feel unworthy.”

I lifted her chin with my finger until she looked back up at me. “You’re worthy, and today is your day. Let’s go and celebrate it.”

Tears streamed down her cheeks, but she nodded with determination. After a quick note to Malice to change my clothes to my ceremonial robes, I marched forward with her and Yda at my side toward our main temple. As we got close, echoes of laughter and conversation filled the surroundings. Hearing so much jubilation put a smile on my face even before we entered.

When we stepped inside, the whole place was packed with people from all over the city. Citizens, followers, and soldiers-alike stood and conversed among each other. When the first people spotted us, claps and cheers filled the room.

I nodded and waved to all those I could see and nodded especially to the general and the soldiers who came to attend. Having them there helped solidify Queen Sekhet’s support for our sect. It was important to show the people we were just as an important part of this city as any other.

When we reached the statue of Heluna, I raised my hands to silence the crowd. I took my ceremonial position to her left, while Nimari stopped to her right. The other priestesses flanked us on both sides.

Once everyone was in position, Yda addressed the crowd. “Tonight, we celebrate one of yours who has heard the tenets of the goddess, Heluna, and has chosen to lead others to the joy she has found. A fulfilling life is what Heluna wants for us all. To live, love, and enjoy the fruits of our labors. Through her love, when our time comes to pass, we will join her in spirit as we have here on Talis.”

Yda turned to Nimari who took a step forward. “Nimari Vanal is the one who wishes to lead you, Heluna's flock, on that path. Here in Nubia, life is hard, the heat punishing, and our lives sometimes are cut all too short. But it is our goddess who wants us all to flourish. Victory cannot come without struggle. Love cannot come with sorrow. Life cannot be cherished without death. This is what makes our time on Talis so special. Your head priestess will be your guide while the Archon and I go to spread her gentle word to the rest of the world.”

Yda reached out and grabbed her prodigy’s shoulder. “Nimari, if you are ready…”

The purple-furred beauty nodded, and the pair turned to face the statue. I stepped behind them, maintaining my role as their protector. As the two leaned forward in silent prayer, a blue glow emanated from the statue’s eyes.

Those in attendance dropped to their knees, gasping at the sight before them. “Gods, it’s a miracle!” I couldn’t help but laugh at the distinction between the common folk and myself.

But Yda’s heart-felt declaration centered me back to the moment. “Goddess of Rebirth, we come before you now with one who wishes to lead those who were drawn by your tenets. To your safety and power. She wishes to guide those who want their lives to be fulfilling ones. She wishes to help those who seek their true selves. She wishes to assist those who despair and bring them comfort through your holy work. She wishes to show those who see only darkness the light and beauty of the lives we have been given. She wishes to show those who have reached the end of it the magnificence of the cycle of rebirth. She wishes to add her hand to yours. The hand that creates life but also takes it in service to the cycle. If you should so wish it, My Goddess, please accept this woman in your heart so that she may lead your name into a new era here in Nubia.”

While I was certain the others couldn’t see what was happening, for Yda and Nimari, it was a blessing of revelation. The statue shifted into the projection of the goddess herself. She glanced down at them both in all of her glory.

Happy tears showered across their perfect smiles as their bodies shook with excitement. Even the gift of showing herself to them was the greatest gift anyone had ever given them, and while I couldn’t quite feel what they both felt in that moment, I was happy for them.

“My sweet Yda,” Heluna said. “My resolute and steadfast high priestess. My first. I’ve heard your request and, by your approval, know that this priestess will lead my sect with honor and strength. You have done well, Yda. From the moment you became my first follower, you have made me proud.”

“Oh Goddess, thank you!” Yda cried, dropping to her knees. “It’s only through your love that this is all possible. I love you with everything that I am. Thank you!”

Heluna nodded before turning to the wolfkin next to her side. “Nimari Vanal, you are tasked with shouldering the burden of caring for my flock. To spread my word and message throughout Nubia. Are you strong enough to carry my word and accept my duty?”

Nimari dropped to the ground, forcing her head on the cold stone. She struggled through her joyous sobs. “Yes, My Goddess.”

“Then it is by my word that I approve her to become my head priestess. She shall see my will be done.”

As the image of Heluna faded back into the statue, she gave me a flirtatious wink, knowing I’d be seeing her again sometime in the future. When the light disappeared, I leaned forward to help both women to their feet.

They joined my side, and I raised both of their hands. At the sound of my voice, they smiled, sharing in their glee.

“Nubia! You have all been blessed to witness a miracle only possible through my goddess. You all kneel at the might of Heluna. It is her word and favor that fuels our priestesses! Let’s hear it for your new head priestess.”

The crowd erupted in playful whistles and shouts of pride.

As I lowered their hands, I turned to the new leader of our flock. “Nimari Vanal, you have been accepted by our goddess. As head priestess of Heluna's sect in Nubia, what is your first command to our flock?”

After clearing her embarrassed smile, Nimari straightened firmly and shouted: “Celebrate Heluna, our Goddess of Rebirth!”

Another wave of cheers rolled through the crowd, and I added, “You heard her! Let’s celebrate!”

The priestesses and other servants handed out cups, food, and drink, and the room quickly turned into one giant party. Musicians played and sang, while others danced and laughed. This is what our goddess had meant with her tenets. The world needed more happiness.

As I watched the crowd, my attention was pulled away by a tug on my clothes.

Yda looked up at me with the biggest smile, almost as big as when she’d announced she was pregnant. “She talked to me, Devon. To me! She said I made her proud!”

I smiled and gently lifted my sobbing sheepkin into my arms. “I’m so proud of you,” I whispered. I held her there for a few moments, just swaying from side to side in my arms. I wasn’t sure if the exhaustion had taken its toll from the emotional moment, but I felt her body relax and go limp. When I looked down at her, she was fast asleep. I chuckled and made my way to the exit.

On my way out, I caught eyes with Cartha who was leaning against a nearby wall. I smiled a little too broadly when I saw her wearing a similar robe to the rest of my flock. It hugged her athletic curves and accentuated her slim waist and ample bust. She wore it well.

When she confirmed my direction, she gave me a head bob toward the office and smiled. I nodded, and she followed close behind.

Once we were out of earshot of the party, Malice finally made her frustration known. “Finally! Some peace from all of this!”

“Don’t yell,” I snapped. “Yda’s sleeping.”

“Oh, apologies, master.”

“I figured you’d like parties.”

“They aren’t too much fun when you’re stuck in a circlet.”

“That’s fair.”

“I’m actually in agreement with her,” Cartha added.

I raised my brow in suspicion. “You didn’t have fun?”

“Eh, it was alright. It was good to see Yda and Nimari so happy.”

I stroked Yda’s head and nodded. “Yeah, that made it all worth it.”

Cartha stepped to my side and leaned close to check out Yda’s sleeping form. “She tuckered herself out being the best of all of us. Huh?”

“Yeah. That’s our girl.”

When I glanced over at Cartha, she looked up at me with those blushing cheeks again. She pulled her head away but didn’t hide her feelings. “I'm glad you asked me to come…”

“I’m glad you came.”

We shared a laugh as Yda mumbled in her sleep. When we reached the office, Cartha opened the door for me. I couldn't help the fluttery feeling that filled my belly while I walked in. It wasn't caused by the desire that had brought us together but rather by intense love for the wonderful woman carrying my child.

I caught a split second of Cartha gazing at us both with a slightly pained expression. A soft chuckle slipped from my lips when I sat down. I had felt it myself a few times.

“It's OKAY to love us so much that it hurts, Cartha,” I said. “Come sit down with me for a few minutes until she wakes.”

I suppressed a smile when my request caused the voidelf to try and hide her emotions. Her mask of aloofness and indignation fell slowly under my knowing gaze. Once she gave in to her desires and sat next to me, I smiled at her wry grin.

“As you wish, Your Holiness,” she said.

I smirked at her playful use of my title, which she only did when she was being ornery. Warmth filled me once again when Yda moved my arm to her stomach and curled into my arms.

“You know, ever since we went down this path, she was always so obsessed with what the goddess thought,” Cartha said. “It was so chaotic in the beginning. When she first told me, I’d thought she’d gone crazy, but with everything that we’d been through, I was the only one who believed her. Even though I tried to think logically, I still trusted her. The look in her eyes was so convincing. I’m just glad she finally has the approval she was looking for. Even though she never needed it…”

Cartha's comment made me smile and nod gently before I reached out and touched her knee. She froze, looking up at me with wide eyes. Her face turned a bright purple as she waited for me to make the next move.

“I know that I haven't done my best to avoid… pitfalls with certain aspects of your culture, Cartha,” I said. “I appreciate you being patient with me.”

“Wh-what’re you d-doing?” she stammered like she’d never felt a man’s touch.

I smiled, trying to keep my tone calm and sincere. “My time here on Talis has been made infinitely better with your help and advice. I don't want to possibly lose that, lose you if I can help it. I was told what this means, and I want you to know I’m serious about it…”

I reached inside my ceremonial robes for the ring I’d made, only to have Cartha lean away.

“S-stop. You can’t. We barely know each other.”

“But that doesn’t change the way I feel. I don't want to lose you, any of you, to what is coming, Cartha. Let me keep you. Let me help you. If I'm wrong about how I think you feel about me, let me know. Otherwise, please let me continue…”

It took several long, stressful breaths, but eventually, Cartha settled back into me. I gave myself a moment to exhale the breath I had been holding before retrieving the ring I had crafted.

A small swelling of pride filled my chest after I saw Cartha's eyes widen when I pulled the ring from the small pocket inside my robes. I’d crafted it from Malice's nearly indestructible magma and spent countless hours while everyone was asleep molding and polishing it. The light from the candles attached to the walls of the office made the ring seem to take on a soft inner glow.

Her eyes stared at it unwavering as if she couldn’t believe what was happening. Eventually, she swallowed hard before asking, “That’s for me?”

“It is,” I said, full of pride and affection. “I don't expect things to change between us, but I’m hoping this will allow us to move beyond any reservations or animosity that we both share. You and I both know that we love Yda. We care deeply about her, and it only makes sense for us to try to share the same. I love your self-reliance and your adeptness with things my ham-fisted self would never be able to manage. I love that you chose to stay with us and have done your best to help make my and Yda's dreams come true. What this ring represents is a promise from me to do everything I can to see yours come true as well. Whether that’s with me or elsewhere. All I know is that I want you to stay, and I don’t want to lose you. You’re too important.”

Cartha could hear every word I said, but her eyes never left the ring.

At that moment, I realized I hadn’t even considered whether she would like the design. It wasn’t like I could ask the others; otherwise, she could have been tipped off about what I was going to do.

It took her a few moments, and a furious blush that colored her ears a dark purple, but Cartha eventually extended her hand to me. I smiled and slipped the ring onto her finger.

She stared in bewilderment as I rocked Yda and our child in our arms. When she was ready, she looked up at me with a bashful smile. “I love it. But I don’t know what this means for me or us. So, all that I’d ask is to give me time to figure out what it does. If you can give me that, I would be happy to accept your gift and promise…”

When I released her hand to gently cradle her cheek, a flash of panicked dismay crossed her beautiful features. The fluttery feeling returned when she leaned into my touch with her eyes closed in relief.

“I don't need you to admit it to know what I see, Cartha,” I said, rubbing her cheek. “When you are ready to take that leap fully, I will be here. Until then, when you look at that ring, remember my promise.”

Cartha nodded and gave me my first kiss from her. It was on the inside of my wrist, just above the bracelets my gauntlets were masquerading as, but it was a kiss from the beautiful voidelf, nonetheless.

With a big yawn, Yda stretched and looked up at us both. “Mmm… that was sweet, Devon. You should accept his offer, Cartha. How lovely would it be if we both got pregnant together.”

The voidelf’s eyes widened, and she shouted, “Yda!”

Yda and I both shared a chuckle as Cartha looked like she was going to explode with embarrassment. Yda rolled out of my arms and stood up, giving me a moment to enjoy her curves. Her pregnancy had rounded her flat stomach slightly but also grown her already impressive breasts and widened her hips. It was a view I never tired of seeing.

“Mmm. Someone’s thinking of something fun,” Malice said when I began to swell in anticipation.

“I'm going to find a way to seal those lips of yours up, Malice,” I groaned in response to her salacious tone.

“Don’t make a girl a promise you won’t keep.”

I rolled my eyes with a sigh before Yda pulled my attention to her. “We should let Nimari take care of the temple while we finish getting ready to leave.”

When she noticed my annoyance, the red-eyed beauty asked, “Is something wrong?”

As I shook my head, Malice answered for me. “No, High Priestess. My master began to swell under the sight of your tempting curves. I noted that, and he somehow took offense.”

At first, I was surprised by her directness, and I wanted to scold her for telling them my thoughts, but when their eyes darted to my groin and their eyes widened with desire, I couldn’t stay mad for long.

But Yda huffed in frustration. “Oh, I wish that I could satiate your desires, my love, but we need to grow, I mean, go before I get dick… I mean, distracted any further.”

I stifled a groan when Yda's eager stare and bitten lip almost tempted me into delaying our departure. Cartha's touch on my arm saved us a few hours of delay.

“We do need to get going, Devon. We have too much to do and too many people waiting on us to let you and Yda fuck.”

“When you’re right, you’re right,” I huffed, wishing it was any other day.

As they readied to leave, I adjusted myself to ensure I wasn’t walking around with a pointed tent in public. After exiting the office, I followed Cartha and Yda into the crowd of our partitioners. The party hadn’t stopped at all. It’d only gotten wilder as the drink had flowed. Many of the people shouted our return and extended cups to us, but we politely declined and reminded them all of our departure.

As Yda and Cartha said their remaining goodbyes, Malice’s hums caught my attention. Her behavior had shifted recently, and I got the feeling there was something nefarious at foot. After checking my person in between conversations, I waited until we were ready to go to ask the obvious, “What are you planning?”

“What do you mean, master?” she said as if playfully shocked that she had no idea what I was talking about.

“You know what I mean. Earlier when you told Yda what was going through my head, you were talking to her in a rather non-confrontational tone. Now, you’re humming. Don’t lie to me.”

While I waited for her response, I stepped out of Heluna’s temple. The cool night air that greeted us didn't affect me much, but the others’ pace increased as they covered themselves with thicker shawls.

“Nothing nefarious, master, just planning.”

I furrowed my brow. The pocket of chaos planning anything couldn’t be good. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Just that if the sweet little sheepkin is happy, I will have more time enjoying the results of your love for her.”

I couldn’t help but laugh and shake my head. The shrewd and lewd elemental's plan wasn't one I was against. Harmony in my growing harem of gorgeous ladies would never be a bad thing.

“There’s no need to worry, master. It's as simple as this. If she's happy, she wants sex and comfort. You will all be very busy for quite a while. But there will come times when she will struggle with the pregnancy. I would be a very lax servant if I didn't offer… alternatives. Just like earlier when you were frustrated, it would be easy for me to help with that, and no one would be the wiser.”

“But they would be because they’d see me with a huge erection.”

“A change of clothes can help with that.”

I rolled my eyes. There was no winning this argument. It was cute in a way that she was so forthcoming. Her antics, while obnoxious at times, were starting to grow on me.

“So, should I⁠—"

“No,” I said, struggling not to laugh.

“Okay, well, just let me know if you change your mind!”

A short while later, we all entered Ophelia’s tower. We were greeted by Ophelia and five women standing in line all wearing uniformed drab dresses.

The foxkin looked good and well rested, which was important with how costly it was for her to move the tower. “Is everyone here?”

“This is all of us from the temple,” Yda said.

“All of my men are already on their levels,” Cartha said.

“And the staff?” I asked.

“All accounted for from my end,” Ophelia said. After a pause, her eyes lit up with surprise. “Oh, and before I forget, I should introduce you all to our new help.”

As Ophelia continued to speak, she pointed to each of the women who responded with a polite curtsy. “The one on the end with the emerald scales and matching tail is Issa. In the middle are Fera and Cas. And the twins at the end are Shani and Lani. Now, ladies, please greet your new masters.”

“Good evening, my Lord and Ladies,” they all said in unison.

Ophelia continued to surprise me. All of the women were drop-dead gorgeous. Issa towered over the others in both size and thickness. She looked like a hardy woman who had years of experience handling the physical nature of managing a home. But with that came luscious curves on top and bottom for the lizardkin.

Fera and Cas’s pointed ears gave the indication that they were elven, but they weren’t voidelves like Cartha. They looked more human. Fera reminded me of my time abroad back home. Her slanted eyes and plump lips were a beautiful combination to her braided white hair.

Cas’s short black hair and thin body gave her a spunky look. While they were thinner compared to Issa, that didn’t take away from their beauty. Their perfect skin and height made them look like a couple of runway models.

Then there were the two at the end. They were just a hair shorter than Yda, but their big mousey ears gave them their additional height. While I could tell they were twins from their faces, both girls held themselves differently.

Lani held herself very reserved. Her bangs of blue hair kept her eyes hidden and her ears folded. Even though Shani kept her head down, too, she struggled to. I caught her constantly glancing up at me with a wide smile, and her ears were pointed in my direction. Something about seeing her two different colored eyes and her boldness made me assume she was going to be another handful.

“It’s great to meet you all,” I said warmly before nodding toward Ophelia. “With that, I think we’re ready.”

Ophelia nodded and marched to the middle of the room. With a wave of her hands and a spoken incantation, she began the spell.

Just like before, small sparks of electricity popped from the metal sphere on top of the rod in the middle of the room. She guided a bolt of electricity to each of the crystals that hovered on the walls. They spun with the same intensity as the papers that swirled in the room. It congregated into the ceiling’s void until it was a constant cone of light. Yda held onto me as the entire structure shook.

“Here we go!” Ophelia shouted.

I watched as everything turned into noodles and shot upward. With a crackling boom of lightning, the tower slammed into the earth and shook. The feathers of lighting coming off the control rod slowly shrunk before dissipating entirely.

We landed with a heavy thud. The electricity fizzled before everything settled. Ophelia stood in the center, panting heavily and covered in sweat.

Fera brought her a plush chair to sit in once she was done, while Lani brought her a cool cup of water.

“Thanks, Fera, Lani,” Ophelia said, attempting to catch a breath. After taking a few gulps, she glanced at me. “We are here, Your Holiness. Please don't hold it against me if I don't jump up to lay my eyes on our new kingdom…”

I walked across and kissed her forehead. “I wouldn’t dare. Thank you for your hard work. Shall I help you to your chambers?”

She shook her head. “I’ll have the others help me when I’m ready. You have more important things to worry about than me.”

I nodded in appreciation as she took another drink. In agreement with Ophelia’s point, I turned my attention to Cartha. “It’s time. Go get yourself changed and then take our men to scout the area. I want detailed information about our new home and the surrounding areas. Prioritize any enemy encampments and movements. If you run into any resistance, I want you all to retreat.”

“I’m on it,” Cartha said before disappearing through one of the portals.

Once Ophelia's weakness diminished enough for her to get to her feet, Fera and Lani helped her up and towards one of the portals. She gave me a weak smile before disappearing to her room.

With Yda and I left from our core group, I turned to my love and asked, “Do you want to gaze at our new home?”

Her emphatic, “Yes!” filled me with excitement. Like a newlywed couple, I picked her up in my arms and carried her to the transportation arch that would take us to the top of the tower. Her cute giggles filled the air as I stepped through. However, once we reached the top of the tower, my smile faded instantly.

The information that we had was much out of date. The Bulwark was a ghost of its original creation. The buildings were completely decimated, and its great walls were full of holes, cracks, and debris.

“Looks like I’ve got a lot of work ahead of me.”
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“It’s… nice…” Yda struggled to say.

“Don’t be upset, master,” Malice said. “Stone can be molded and shaped. We will make it even better.”

I wasn’t sure what was more disappointing, the state of our potential new home or my companions feeling the need to try and reassure me of a potential mistake I’d made. It was the thought that counted, and so I rubbed my bandana and squeezed Yda tight.

“Thank you both,” I said. “I know it may not look like much right now, but I promise I’ll build this into something we will all be proud of.”

Yda slid her hand across my cheek, pulling my view down to her. “I know you will, my love. You always keep your word.”

“That you do, master,” Malice added.

While Yda and I shared a kiss, Malice’s groan helped ease our tension with laughter. I set the curved-horned beauty down, and the three of us stood for a few minutes, pointing out the various plots of land and making up ideas on what could go where. It helped keep the flame of my excitement lit and made me truly grateful for them both.

When we finished, Yda and I made our way back down to the main entrance. The transportation arch's glow diminished, and I found a newcomer waiting for me.

“Hello, Your Holiness and Mother Ansi,” the woman said before performing a formal bow. “It’s wonderful to finally meet you. I’m Minka Littlefinger.” When she straightened, she looked up at me and said, “Lady Yarrow informed me that I might catch you here. I was hoping to request a moment of your time?”

I had to stifle a chuckle at the halfling woman's formal tone. She was a few inches shorter than Yda, with a slightly slimmer build. With a pair of glasses and a meter stick, she would have made the perfect pint-sized librarian. Her look came complete with a messy brunette ponytail full of loose curls. It revealed a great view of her long-pointed ears that were slightly downturned.

Before I could respond, Yda answered for me, “I actually have a few things I would like to do, anyway, so that works perfectly.”

She pulled on my clothes, which became a signal she wanted to kiss me. I leaned down far enough for her to kiss me on my cheek before departing through one of the nearby archways.

With the two of us alone, I extended my hand. “Shall we speak in your office?”

The diminutive woman smiled while she led us through one of the portals. While I followed my treasurer to her office, which happened to be near Ophelia's library, I couldn’t help but think of our new situation.

The disastrous state of the Bulwark means it’s going to require a full renovation. That’s going to elongate our plans of readiness, putting us behind schedule. Further delays are going to weigh heavily on our coffers. We need to get started sooner rather than later, but that’s completely dependent on when Cartha and her scouts locate the bandits and their leader. Hopefully, they aren’t too spread out. It would make them easier to wipe out.

I’m not sure if Malice was picking up on my desire for combat, but she felt compelled to add weight to my own sentiment. “Master, you should leave this tiny woman to her work. It shouldn't require your presence to figure out a few measly numbers. Your might and power would be better suited to clearing out the insects that infect our new home. We should go and fight!”

I grinned, not surprised at her suggestion. “You want me to rush into an unknown situation and what? Hope everything goes as planned?”

I felt Malice’s sneer of derision through our connection. “Yes! My master is powerful enough to deal with a few bandits⁠—”

While I appreciated her confidence, I wasn’t about to let her dictate my strategy. “And smart enough to ensure victory with a bit of patience. I will wipe out the bandits squatting in my city, at my own chosen time. Do not question my motives again. Are we clear?”

“Yes, master,” Malice purred, making me snort that she liked it when I was forceful with her.

My terse tone wasn't an idle threat. While in Nubia and relative safety, I allowed her a modicum of freedom when it came to her outspoken nature. Here, with danger literally on our doorsteps, I wasn’t going to tolerate it.

“Good. Once Cartha returns, you and I can claim the satisfaction of clearing out the infestation. However, if you distract me again before then, I will leave you here and deal with them myself. Wobbly legs and all.”

“Of course, master. I only wish for your greatness to be felt!”

With Malice managed for the moment, I focused on the halfling leading me into her office. We continued through the library until reaching another set of double doors on the side. Initially, I was concerned that I would need to help her with them due to their overwhelming size, but when they opened upon approach, I smiled in satisfaction.

Ophelia really thinks of everything, doesn’t she? I mused.

When the door opened, Minka stepped to the side and waited for me to enter. The room Ophelia had formed for her was decently sized even for me. I appreciated the sorceress putting forth the effort to keep the person managing our finances happy.

Her desk was sized for her except for the chairs that sat on the opposite side of it. Large bookshelves flanked behind it, with a ladder on rails, giving her access to the number of books and scrolls that already lined them. A small desk sat with various jars and loose leaves marked for tea use.

As the doors shut behind us, Minka shuffled over to the desk. “Would Your Holiness like something to drink?”

“Only if you’re drinking,” I said.

After preparing our drinks, she handed me the porcelain cup. I didn’t even think about the size of it until I picked it up. It was almost as big as the end of my pinky. The motion of drinking it in one sip felt a little silly, but I didn’t want to insult her in our first meeting. It was, at least, flavorful.

After I set the cup back down, I asked, “Do you have everything you need, Minka?”

“Yes, Your Holiness,” Minka said, taking a sip. “Lady Yarrow has been fantastic to work with.”

Initially, I wanted to give her the option of calling me Devon, but I was reminded by my conversation with Ophelia about position and status and refrained. Instead, I was keen to see what this meeting was about. “Do you mind telling me what you wanted to discuss?”

“Of course,” she said, rummaging through some parchments. I wanted to verify with you the terms of the maid’s contracts. I understand Heluna is a… giving goddess, but their compensation is a little high for the services rendered.”

Minka handed me a parchment, and I scanned over it. It detailed that Izza was expected to be primarily our cook. It also outlined the dangers, duties, and compensation for her. Given that I had no idea what served as adequate compensation in this world, I had to lean on my expertise. Rather than questioning her, I figured this would be a good idea to see what kind of character Minka had.

“I’d already approved it with Ophelia, Minka,” I said, putting a slight edge on my tone. “Are you questioning my judgment?”

However, Minka didn’t waver. She stared at me with conviction as she took the contract from me when I extended it back to her. I took that as a good sign. Strong professionals always stood behind their word, no matter who they spoke to.

“I'm not sure what you and Lady Yarrow are planning for your kingdom, Your Holiness,” Minka said. “I applaud you for wanting to provide charity for your own, but these are chambermaids that now make more in a year than most blacksmiths in twice that time. Word spreads as fast as a whisper. Should this become common knowledge, it will set a bad precedent for the rest of your employees. This could build resentment as your kingdom grows. I don't see your guards, once you get them, accepting being paid less than a maid. And as you can imagine, setting such high wages could quickly bankrupt your kingdom as we try to maintain wage fairness. Currently, we have no income, so every expense must be scrutinized heavily.”

Once she finished, I gave Minka an impressed chuckle and nodded.

“Oh, I like her,” Malice mused.

“Thank you, Miss Malice,” the halfling said with a bemused grin. I let the elemental's comment go with a soft grunt. I sensed she was being truthful, and it seemed like a good idea for Minka to make a quick friend.

“That's all well and good, Minka,” I said. “My issue with your comment is that with lower wages overall, we will have problems bringing people to our side. I'm not naive enough to think that my goddess's message will be enough to fill our kingdom with the people we need. We lack craftsmen and a populace. Once we bring the Bulwark under our control, we will need a way to draw them in.”

“Of course, Your Holiness. I only wish to see you succeed. While we do have a sizable financial position, it’s the small things at the start that could lead to trouble down the road, and adjusting course later is always harder because you’re going beyond the status quo.”

She made sense, but she didn’t have the full picture, and now was the perfect opportunity. “Bringing in higher quality craftsmen means that we’ll be able to attract wealthier residents. I plan on using that early measure to draw attention to our kingdom. Nothing attracts people to a city like the opportunity to make and spend money. Once I personally take care of the bandits and secure our land, we’ll also be able to reopen the Bulwark for trade. I want to restore this place to glory and make it a major trade hub for Talis. We connect the east to west and have ocean access, giving us a prime position for that. I also have Queen Sekhet’s favor, which I plan to exploit with a favorable trade deal. And I need you to make that happen for us. You were hired because of your extension tax and contract knowledge.”

Minka's nod under my friendly smile let me hope I had her on board with my plan. It wasn't much more than old hopes from back on Earth. I knew from frustrating experience that nothing soured a good paycheck faster than seeing how much the government yanked out of it before handing back its tattered remains.

I waved nonchalantly as I continued. “I’m happy to take your advice and expertise into consideration, but additional money will come with time. As you said, we have a sizable amount in our coffers. With a full understanding of our goals, do you think you can make that happen for me? I need a competent financial expert by my side while I turn this pile of rocks into a kingdom. My high priestess will bring in those who are searching for purpose. Ophelia will help me manage my courtly affairs. Cartha, if she doesn't strangle too many of them, will be the leader of my guard. I need you, Minka, to keep us afloat financially. I know it is a big ask, but I wouldn't have employed someone who I didn't think could do the job. So, can you do it?”

Minka puffed up her chest and gave a firm nod of determination. “Yes, I can, Your Holiness. I’ll get started immediately.”

Malice let out a disappointed sigh into my mind. “And I was hoping she was going to be one like me who decided to test you, master. She seemed like such an interesting prospective plaything once I had my own body…”

I appreciated Malice not undoing all my hard work by making her complaint aloud. I smiled while I watched Minka go over the reports on her desk containing my treasury in paper form.

“She just might, Malice,” I repeated internally to her. “Give her time, and we might have a very formidable halfling to deal with about all things money.”

My excited comment to Malice trailed off when I suddenly realized something. Despite all our hard work getting here, I had never given thought to what to call my burgeoning kingdom. While Minka scribbled on her reports, completely forgetting about me and my elemental companion, I sat back in my chair and gave that some thought.

Two hours later, we three were still deep in our separate conundrums. Minka was furiously cataloging old tax data from a rather large book she had open on her desk, and Malice was contemplating how she might prod me for a taste of my semen for the twentieth time. It said something about Minka's focus that the one and only time I had given in to the elemental, the halfling had missed it entirely.

My issue from before Malice's milking still eluded a solution that didn't make me cringe. I had disregarded thoughts of naming my new kingdom after my goddess. The Kingdom of Heluna didn't sound right or grand enough to encompass all that my dragon goddess was. My attempts to jazz it up a little only made my head hurt to even think about saying them aloud.

The Empire of the Rebirthed Dragon Goddess Heluna was way too much of a mouthful, and The Theocracy of Heluna just sounded too plain.

A sigh slipped out of me as I gave up naming my kingdom after Heluna before I shifted to other possible names. I was grateful for Cartha's knock on the door a few seconds later.

She stepped in with her helmet under her arm. Her body was covered in sweat, dirt, and grime. “Sorry for intruding, but I figured you’d want to know immediately. We found the bandits and their leader.”

I breathed a sigh of relief when the voidelf's report gave me the perfect excuse to leave my failed kingdom-naming issue unfinished. “Thank goodness…”

My comment finally got the work-entailed halfling's attention for the wrong reason. “Not about you, Minka. You're doing great. Just other stuff on my mind.”

She stood there quill in hand, frozen, before accepting my smile of goodbye. I stood from my seat and followed Cartha to the door.

“How about I have this gorgeous, sweaty lady lead me to the Bulwark and our new kingdom, hmm?”

Cartha smacked me in the arm and laughed. She pointed out the door to follow. “After you.”

The sly smile she held made me chuckle. We shared a brief smile before I said, “So, tell me what you found.”

She cleared her throat and responded with, “It seems like our luck has stayed true. We had no issues, and the men performed flawlessly. From watching their comings and goings, it does look like the bandits number around a hundred men. They don’t seem all that well-equipped or funded. I’d guess it’s leftovers from their raids from the surrounding villages. It might make for a good way to earn some favor with the locals if we give them what they have. I doubt Heluna's Archon would have much use for a plow. From what Yda has told me, you do well enough without one.”

I chuckled at her playful tone, but it quickly faded when I glanced over and saw the blood splatter on her arm. I paused and turned her so I could look at it.

Her chuckle at my concern brought my eyes up to her dark purple face. “Don’t worry, it's not mine. We had to capture one of the bandits to figure out the location of his leader. It got a little more physical than I would have liked, but he caved on Utilly Spearhorn, their minotaur boss.”

“I’m glad you weren’t hurt,” I said.

The quick peck she placed on my cheek surprised me enough that it made her giggle. “Thank you for this.”

“For what?”

“For trusting me with this position. Trusting me to train your men. And trusting me to lead them into battle. I didn’t realize this was what I was missing. I feel like I have a purpose again.”

“You don’t have to thank me. You’ve earned this.”

Cartha's smile broadened as we continued toward the transportation arch. Unlike Yda, I knew the voidelf could handle herself in a fight. I imagined my Ophelia could, too, I just hadn’t seen her in combat, and I hoped I’d never had to.

Cartha's happy strides guided me through the transportation arch. Once we passed through it, I smiled at Ophelia waiting for us in the main hall.

“Good to see you, Your Holiness!” she shouted.

I smirked at my advisor's swift recovery before I pulled her into my arms. “You’re not up too soon, are you?”

“No, I’m fine. The maids are definitely earning their pay. A nice hot bath, fluffed pillows, and a nap have me right as rain. You should try it.” She leaned in to whisper, “I do miss scrubbing you clean…”

I laughed and shook my head in amusement before releasing the curvy temptress. Her fluffy tails swept behind her for a moment until Cartha’s own tease pulled my attention back to her.

“Depending on how our examination of the Bulwark goes, Ophelia, you might just get that scrub time.”

“I’ll hope for the best, then.”

As the two shared a smile, Cartha tapped me on the arm. “But we do need to go, Devon. I don't want to have to chase down Utilly again.”

As we headed for the entrance, Ophelia called out, “Don't get too dirty… or do.”

With plenty of souls for Heluna to gather, I planned on the latter if at all possible. It would be my first battle since our fights on Marta. I was ready to cut loose.”

“Shall I cover you properly this time, master?” Malice asked as we stepped out of the tower.

My laughter built as I felt ready to become the Blackthorn. I nodded, allowing my elemental companion to cover me with my pitch-black, fiery plate armor. Cartha’s wide eyes and smile made me feel powerful. Like, somehow, she respected me more in this form. Something about this moment made it feel like a date between me and her—just one where we split heads instead of the check.

Exiting the base of the tower gave us a different point of view, making the Bulwark’s size all that more impressive. All I saw were the giant walls, the bottom edge of its flat surface where most of the buildings would have been, and the mountain it was built into. Its nearly vertical peak would make it impossible for anyone to climb.

The surrounding flatlands had formed a mostly muddy bog between the ocean and the giant lake on both sides. Far off behind us, I spotted the forest’s edge, which I knew would be great for lumber. But making the flatlands suitable for buildings would also help expand our holdings on this side of the kingdom. I took a mental note as I continued scanning our surroundings.

“Are you ready, Your Holiness?” Cartha asked, pulling my attention back to her.

“Yeah, I think so,” I said, taking one final look. “Are the men ready?”

“They’re in position should we need them.” She pulled out a scroll from one of her belt pouches. “I have a signal ready if it comes down to that.”

“Alright, let’s head out.”

“I hope that armor won't weigh you down…”

When Cartha tore off in a full sprint, I smiled and chased after her. Unlike our run through Nubia, the relatively barren flatlands allowed me to stretch my legs. Her strides effortlessly propelled me forward. I contemplated staying back as I enjoyed the sight of Cartha's backside in motion, but my competitiveness pushed me ahead.

Her frustrated grunt when I passed her made me laugh, and then I teased her a little by slowing down enough for the speedy elf to catch up. Our race meant that it didn’t take us long to get to our eventual destination. As we got close to the Bulwark, I saw our hosts staring at us from atop the wall. Their vantage point on top of the walls would have been a formidable challenge for anyone.

Except for me.

The bandits stared at us with their weapons drawn and pointed in our direction. I counted on it, given the tower’s arrival made one hell of an entrance. However, it didn’t give them much. I’d planned to show them how ineffective that was, but I required a little help from Malice.

“Hey, Malice,” I said, still racing toward the wall. “I'm going to leap up there with Cartha in my arms. I want you to protect her. Do that and I will have a treat for you.”

I sensed the elemental's response to my request shift from mild disgust to sly interest. “If I may ask, master, what kind of treat?”

I smiled, knowing I already had her in my grasp. “A day where I do nothing but please my needy elemental until she is putty in my grasp. I believe we had a conversation about how much pleasure it would take to make you lose your form. I'm interested in seeing how long that will take. All you need to do is keep Cartha safe, and I will have you melting on my tongue and around my dick.”

Malice’s voice shuddered as she said, “As you wish, master!”

With my plan in motion, I slowed down and grabbed Cartha’s waist. Her yelp gave me a moment to explain the plan just in time for Malice to extend her protection around her. It was just in time as several bolts flew right where Cartha stood a moment ago.

As I slid to the edge of the wall, I crouched and mustered enough force before launching us above. The air whistled through my helmet as we approached the famous wall’s edge. The bandits shouted in fear and disbelief as we soared above them. But, to their credit, they continued to fire bolts and arrows at us.

As we reached the peak of our ascent, I spotted a bandit close enough and dove with all of our weight before slamming down on top of him. His chest caved with a meaty crunch under the heel of my boot.

I set Cartha on her feet beside me while the bandits surrounded us, ensuring she was still under Malice’s protective shield. My smirk at the swords, spears, and arrows pointed at us was lost behind my helmet. Several arrows and bolts bounced off my armor before the shooting stopped.

I took the opportunity to convey my purpose. I took a deep breath and spoke with my evil façade. “I am the Blackthorn! I've come to claim the Bulwark as the seed for my new kingdom. If you all wish to live, you will take me to your leader, Utilly.”

My declaration didn't go over very well. A spearman and a swordsman charged, assuming their weapons would fare better than the missiles. However, they glanced off me, only bolstering my laughter.

“So, this is your answer! I see a lesson is in order!”

Faster than both could react, I stabbed my fingers through the spearman’s chest and gripped the swordsman by the head. The first fell over rolling in pain while I raised the flailing man in my grasp. They all needed to see what was in store for them.

With but a mere thought, I reaped the soul from the man. He screamed in horror as his muscles withered and skin pulled taught against bones. When the spell finished, I tossed his carcass at the nearest man.

The bandits panicked into a terror-fueled fit. Several men dropped their weapons, and others stood completely petrified. I extended my arm down and took the soul of the spearman as I shouted, “This is the fate for you all until Utilly is brought before my feet!”

The spearman's screams grew in pitch while I slowly absorbed his soul. I smirked behind my helmet when several bandits turned tail and ran. A dark chuckle left me when Cartha glanced over at me, and I removed her protection. They didn't get very far before she cut them down in a flurry of swings from her blade. Only she didn’t kill them, instead saving them just for me.

She stood and waited for me. There was a sick pride I felt that she knew exactly what I needed and catered her fighting style for me. I marched toward her.

When I passed the shaking spears, and the swords of the others, none dared attack. A single bowman lost his grip, and Malice cut the arrow flying toward me out of the air.

When I approached, I tapped her helmet with my own as a thank you. She lifted one of the men crawling on the ground up to his knees and presented him to me like a trophy. Snot and tears streamed down the man’s face when I grabbed him by the back of his head.

“Please!” he shrieked. “I have a family!”

I snorted at the bandit's ploy before saying, “I gave you the opportunity to get your boss. Yet, you ran. You made your choice and must now live with the consequences.”

“No!”

Each new soul filled me with more power. It felt wonderful. Exciting. Addicting. The next few men gave me similar pleas and got the same treatment.

Once I had littered the floor with decaying husks, I turned back to the other group of bandits. “Final chance or I slaughter you all. Bring me to your leader.”

Most of the weapons pointed my way fell to the ground before I gained over a dozen chaperones. A lone wolfkin gained enough confidence to approach me. He pointed before leading us to the other side of the wall.

Cartha approached my side and spoke in a low tone so only she and I could hear. “This is going easier than expected. I could have done this.”

“It’s better that I set the stage,” I said, trying to match her. “These are the kind of men who need to fear my name. Any survivors will spread the word about the Bulwark being under new management. Those overconfident will become another soul for the goddess.”

“You’re letting them live?” she asked surprisingly.

I shrugged. “All it takes is one, but I haven’t quite decided yet.” She and I shared a dark chuckle as we continued forward. Once we reached the other side of the wall, I gave the rickety, wooden elevator contraption the wolfkin stepped onto a snort of amusement. It creaked heavily under my weight, and I decided it would be best for me to move myself.

This time when I picked up Cartha there was no yelp of surprise. I did get to see her give the bandits around us a smug smile. Once she settled into my arms, I stepped off the edge of the wall. Malice instinctively dug a few tendrils into it to slow our descent. I didn’t mind since I was going to have to repair it all anyway.

While we waited for the wolfkin to slowly be lowered to the ground, I gazed around the tiny encampment. The state of the village in front of us was as terrible as I’d assumed. The buildings that were once here had been reduced to nothing more than rubble.

The structures they were using for cover were glorified shacks, hastily supported by rotted wood and torn tarps. The nearby well had flies sitting above it, and the smell of shit hung heavy in the air. I cursed them for polluting the potential water source. That created a much bigger problem, which I hoped could be solved with some kind of magic.

When the platform the wolfkin and the rest of the men had been riding on hit the ground behind us, I smiled behind my helmet while the man led them hesitantly to us.

“This way, your…” The wolfkin said before trailing off.

“Your Lord Blackthorn…”

A smirk curled my lips when his ears flattened in fear. It was a good sign they’d heard the legend.

“Let me have him, master,” Malice hissed. “I could use a meal that hasn't pissed itself.”

My grin widened when Malice's request made our guide do just that. I swatted her approaching tendril. “Not yet,” I said in my mind. “We need him for now.”

While Cartha and I continued following him, I noted a few of the buildings that looked to have good enough foundations to build from. Once we reached the first one, a few bandits scattered from inside it. With a nod to Cartha, she sprinted forward, and I soon heard the screams in the distance.

Once our guide led us to the center of the village, we were greeted by dozens of men standing in front of me all heavily armed. The ones who followed quickly joined them and fell to the back ranks. Cartha leaped from a broken building and landed next to me without a sound.

“I expected more,” I said to the men.

Once again a volley of arrows and bolts flew my way. Malice was quick to protect Cartha, leaving all of them bouncing off my armor.

I caught one with a flick of my wrist. It was more for show than anything and got a few gasps of astonishment. After inspecting the bolt, I snapped it with a squeeze of my fist. Wanting to get a full count of the foes in front of us, I activated my Ground Detection.

An impressed smile curled my lips when I sensed ten of Cartha's twenty men and women hidden throughout the village. I wondered if the bandits knew that they were surrounded. With our net in place, I made my way to the front of the bandit group.

“Where is your master?” I yelled.

“So, this is the man who has the gall to call himself Blackthorn!” a deep, brooding voice shouted from nearby. “I'm sorry to say I expected… more.”

I turned to see a huge minotaur sitting on top of a rocky throne that shifted into a crescent moon arena. Even sitting I could tell he was taller and wider than me. The eyepatch he wore told of his experience in combat. He looked at me full of confidence as he spun his axe on the tip, eyeing me from above.

All of which will make his fall that much sweeter, I thought.

“And you must be Utilly,” I said, pointing up at him.

The minotaur puffed his chest forward and extended his arms out. “In the flesh.”

“Then I should tell you that the last man who thought he could belittle me and my name is rotting in Marta with the rest of Liberty’s Trinity.”

Utilly’s smile faded quickly as he shouldered his weapon. “So, Brick's dead, huh? That's unfortunate. I guess we won’t be expecting that shipment then.”

“Afraid not. It’s all gone. I burned it to the ground along with its leaders. But that’s the least of your worries right now.”

Utilly's chuckle at my comment made me tilt my head at him. A smile curled my lips while I formed a hammer with my Magma Manipulation. The heat it gave off got me some space to move toward the suddenly quiet minotaur.

I stepped forward into the center of the arena and pointed my weapon up at him. “I’m telling you this, you worthless sack of beef. Fight me and survive long enough to warrant some interest, and I might just let you and your men work for me. Otherwise, you all die here and now.”

The laugh the huge man gave my offer was strained, and I didn't believe his bluster for a moment.

“He dares laugh at your gracious offer, master!” Malice said, oozing with hatred. “Let me sear his impudent flesh from his bones.”

Malice’s words changed his tone. He shifted in unease in his chair. I knew activating my aura would make this so much easier, but part of me loved the spectacle of it all. I didn’t want to make it too easy.

Utilly slammed his fist into his throne and pointed his weapon down at me. “How about we let you leave and sample the voidelf as a gift, Blackthorn?”

I couldn’t help but laugh as two of the bandits went for Cartha, and she killed them before they realized it. The gurgling noises of their slit throats preceded them hitting the ground.

“That’s not a good idea. She may be worse than me.”

“Just let me kill him, and let’s be done with this,” Cartha groaned, wiping the blood from her blade.

I let out a heavy sigh. “Yeah, you’re probably right.”

As I took a step forward, Utilly’s panic took hold. “Wait! You fight my men first. If you beat them, I'll fight you, Blackthorn.”

I nodded back and forth, contemplating it before agreeing. “Very well. The dead men before me will make perfect offerings to my goddess.”

The announcement eased Utilly’s mind as he straightened on his throne. Instead of letting him use what little of his authority remained, I lifted my hammer and stalked toward the bandits.

To make a splash, I pulled my arm back and swung at the one closest to me. I was certain I overdid it when his head and upper chest disintegrated, showering the crowd of men behind him. The men stood shaken from the thunk as they wiped their blood-covered faces.

After rotating my shoulders a bit, I extended my arms out. “Any volunteers?”

None of them stepped up.

Utilly's roaring threat kicked a few into gear, and I grinned when two wolfkin rushed me. I side-stepped out of the way of the first blow, timing it with a heated leg. When I kicked him, his skin melted from his flesh and set his fur on fire.

While he rolled on the ground to put them out, I jabbed the flat of my hammer's face into the second wolfkin. His shriek of pain was muffled by his lips melting. A downward swing at the mess of his snout put him out of his misery.

I glanced at the wide eyes of the rest of the bandits when their friend's brains splattered across their boots. None of them stepped up to help their remaining friend while I walked toward him. My boot smoked against his back until my push caved in his back. Silence overcame my surroundings when the man's screams ended.

I sighed and gave Utilly a shrug when one of his men tried to run and got an arrow in his back for his troubles. This sparked even more terror from the bandits when they realized they were completely surrounded by foes they couldn’t see.

I marched forward to the leader. “Fight or die, Utilly. You're next unless your men grow some balls…”

Several bandits took me turning my back on them as an opportunity. I spun on my heel and swung. The blow lifted one off his feet, showering the others in viscera. A quick gout of magma covered the next. His legs carried him a step forward before he fell lifeless to the ground. The final two charged forward screaming at the top of their lungs like that would help them against me.

“Let them hit me, Malice,” I commanded my companion. I want them to know how outmatched they are.”

The elemental's dark chuckle continued when the point of the third bandit's sword hit my chest. It skittered off me, getting caught in Malice's edge. The man’s shrieks grew as I crushed his wrists in my grip.

I let the other one hit me as many times as he wanted while I slowly turned. When he swung a final time, I tore his sword arm off. A pulse of blood squirted from the missing appendage with each beat of his heart.

“Disgusting vermin!“ Malice hissed out.

I opened my mouth to make a comment before the elemental sent a spike of semi-solid magma through the chest of the fourth bandit. A sigh slipped out of me as the dying man's sword thumped against my side.

With the remaining bandits realizing I was inevitable, they all fell to their knees and pleaded for mercy. I turned my attention back to Utilly, my smug smile hidden behind my helmet.

“Looks like the fun is over,” I said, shouldering my hammer. “Come down there and die with honor, or I’ll make sure your suffering lasts for months.”

I was slightly impressed when the minotaur stood from his throne and jumped down. He landed in front of me with a heavy thud. Up close, his size was impressive. Outside of Brick’s transformation, he’d been the first individual that I had to look up to stare into his eyes. The huge axe he hefted in one hand would have been intimidating if I were a normal man.

Unfortunately for him, I wasn't, and he would go down just as his men had.

I grew excited when he surprised me. He began chanting. Curious to see what would happen, I let him complete the spell. Once he did, my eyes widened when the massive man rushed toward me.

Utilly's spell made him faster than anything his size had any right to be. He had become quick enough that I missed my first swing at his head.

The large axe he swung my way connected pretty well. Its impact slammed into my ribs, causing me to slide back. I was thankful that Malice took the brunt of the swing and was no worse for wear. He was fast and hit hard, but he was still no match for me.

I braced myself and rushed forward. Over the next few seconds, I went on the defensive. I swung blow after blow, but his speed kept me from connecting. It also gave him the chance to hit me.

“Is this really all you have, Blackthorn?” Utilly chided as another blow glanced across my chest. “All that show, and you’re still no match for the Great Utilly!”

Despite his attacks not doing much but staggering me a few times, I began to grow irritated.

“Shall I intervene, master?” Malice asked.

“No, Malice!” I yelled. I was no in the mood for help. His constant berating and effectiveness was getting under my skin. Even though this was exactly what I wanted, seeing that I had another blind spot frustrated me. I needed to learn, and so I focused and paid attention. I realized even though he was faster than me, he still needed to get close to hit me.

“This is so pathetic!” Utilly shouted. “You are much too slow to fight me! How about you surrender before I make more of a fool out of you?!”

His words no longer affected me. I had my plan. When the minotaur readied for his next attack, I gave him an opening and dropped my hammer to the ground.

“Master, what are you⁠—"

I ignored Malice’s concern as Utilly took the bait. He blew out of his bovine nose and charged. I did the same. With my weapon gone, I trusted in Malice's durability when we clashed. A grunt of pain slipped out of me as our combined momentum slammed into my gut.

I allowed it to fuel my strength and pulled him into a bear hug. I tightened my grip on him and smirked when I heard one of the bones in his arm snap. In one swift motion, I lifted him and slammed him into the ground.

Utilly's roar of pain turned into a gasp of relief when I released him. With his bulk under me, I lifted my armored hands and slammed them into his face. The spiked knuckles of my gauntlet tore through the lightly furred flesh with ease. My next swing with my other fist ended with a loud snapping sound as Utilly's snout caved in.

Red bubbles formed around his nostrils while I continued to batter my prone opponent. His ineffectual attempts to block my swings only got those appendages broken and battered as well. Silence except for my repeated blows to Utilly's nose and face overcame the group around me. I roared as I let my rage fuel my swings.

Once his body no longer moved, I stopped. I took a long breath before standing. As I took in my surroundings, Malice absorbed the blood and brain matter that covered her. Cartha joined my side, and we both stared at the bandits who were left.

“Are you sure you want to have them in our ranks, Devon?” she asked. “Not sure how I feel about having them fight with us after all of this.”

I smirked. “Oh, you misunderstood me. They won’t serve us alive, but they will serve us.”

“Ohhhh, I see now. Yeah, that makes more sense.”

Cartha's nodding ended with a snap of her fingers. The first scream of pain from one of Utilly's men was as short as the rest of his life. I watched as Cartha and her men ended the lives of the remaining bandits. There were a few I spotted running away, but I planned to get them eventually. They would all make fine collections to the start of my undead army. After Cartha and her men had finished, she joined me back at my side.

I pointed toward the arena. “Collect all of them here so I can raise them all at once. I'm going to go collect our stragglers and see if we missed any.”

Cartha's curt nod and smile got me on my way. It didn't take long to follow the cries and footsteps of the remaining bandits. Their pretty uninventive rush toward the opposite end of the Bulwark placed them at my mercy. With no time to open the very rickety gate, I took my time stalking the group.

“Whichever one of you tells me where the rest of your friends are gets a quick, painless death,” I said. “Everyone else gets to find out how it feels to get melted by magma from the feet up.”

I was surprised when one rushed over to take my offer while the other two hung back. He was a small goblin, no bigger than my shin. “There are twenty men hiding on the road leading east to the Azera Monarchy!”

The man's mention of the road in question was a bonus that came out of this meeting I hadn't expected. If it weren't for them, I probably would have waited too long to explore it.

I nodded and broke his neck as I had promised. I dropped his body to the ground beside me before pointing the others toward Malice.

“They’re yours.”

“Thank you, master!” she shouted with glee. While she used her Magma Manipulation to melt the ground around the two remaining bandits, I gave the gate and surrounding walls around it a long look.

With the bandits taken care of, and a small force I could use for defenses, my new task of rebuilding the Bulwark took precedence. All that was left was to take care of the bandits hiding along the road. But I knew that could easily be solved with Cartha or my new forces.

With one problem solved, I only had to look toward the next ones: the eventuality of the kingdoms finding us here and figuring out a damn name for this place.
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After gathering all the corpses in the arena, the ability to resurrect them was a trifle. The small army of rotting bandits trailing behind me had cost a pittance of my magic to animate. I certainly sensed the hit to my Death Magic pool, but I still had a vast amount of power left to me. It made me hope that more threats would come and give me the opportunity to see a legion of undead at my beck and call. The thought brought a smile to my lips.

“The Blackthorn is enjoying his new toys, I see,” Cartha said, hinting at my big grin.

“You could say that,” I said as I adjusted Malice into the bandana for the time being.

“And if I am, a happy monarch is an active monarch,” I said. “Once we get these little warning alarms set up on the eastern road, I can start the real work on our new home. You can't say that having untiring, ever-vigilant scouts watching our backs is a bad thing. Am I wrong?”

Cartha shrugged. I swiped at her playfully, only to have her dodge from my grasp. We played a bit of cat and mouse with me trying to grab her, only to have her duck and dodge out of the way as we walked. When she tired of the charade, she leaned into me, and I wrapped my arm around her.

“I love seeing this new side of you,” I said. “It’s nice seeing you be yourself.”

“Just don’t tell anyone or I’ll cut you,” Cartha teased.

I let out a short laugh and squeezed her tighter. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

The beginning of the eastern road was situated far behind the Bulwark's walls. It came into view as we strode over a small hill. Despite the years it had gone unprotected, it was in decent shape. That was a relief compared to the other side. Having one side working, meant the potential for commerce sooner.

We continued on out into the rolling hills as Cartha offered some advice. “I know that clearing the bandits came easy for us both, but I just want to express that I plan to keep us in a heightened emergent state. There is a distinct difference between Utilly's riffraff and Eimalon or Azera's army.”

“Oh, I’m well aware, and I’m in total agreement. I want us safe, which is why the undead will be a great tool for us. Having soldiers that don’t need to eat or sleep will be a boon.”

“But they aren’t as good in a fight.”

“True, but my Death Magic allows me to raise them as needed. It would only drain me totally if I was wielding a massive army and fighting concurrently.”

“Just like fighting a giant army like Eimalon or Azera’s.”

I nodded at the hint of concern in her voice. “Yes, but I don’t plan on waging war with them. I’m hoping diplomacy will rule out. I’m here to rule, not destroy the planet like my title suggests.”

“That’s good to hear. I'd like to see a city full of people that we can all be proud of. Building it on top of a world of ash doesn’t seem all that great.”

“No, it doesn’t.”

“But just so you know, if you asked me to do that for you, I would.”

I rubbed her back at the sentiment. “I’m glad you’re with me.”

Our moment was cut short when I detected danger ahead through my undead. A small swarm of arrows streaked through the sky toward us. Malice formed around my head and raised a shield for Cartha.

While Malice took care of the arrows with sprouts of magma, I issued commands to my small force. “Kill everything along the road. Once you have done that, ten of you will bring their bodies to me. The rest of you will keep anything and everything from passing along this road until I say otherwise.”

I smiled as the undead bandits rushed toward their former allies. The small force stood entrenched along the side of the road and shot arrow after arrow. But their weapons did little to stop my undead.

Those that landed pierced their bodies, but they continued forward. Even though they weren’t the smartest or strongest, they were rather durable. Once they reached the edge of the bandits’ defenses, Utilly plowed through them, carving a path for the rest of my minions to fill. Panicked shouts, undead groans, and clashing steel filled the surroundings.

With everything in order, I turned back to Cartha. “I think they've got it. Care for a mid-afternoon walk with a lonely archon?”

The voidelf snorted. “If you’re lonely, Devon, I'm a Scrofas.”

I shrugged and shifted one of my gauntlets into rings as I reached for her head, running my fingers through it. “Hmm, I don't know about a scrofas. A feisty kitten in need of a few scritches maybe.”

“Oh, shut up,” she forced before leaning into my touch and allowing me to do just that. After teasing her for a bit, I placed my hand around her back, and we made our way back to the tower.

Despite her comment about not being lonely, I wanted to spend more time with her. The ring had worked as I’d planned, and she was getting more comfortable around me. Touching her was something she didn’t shy away from, and seeing her enjoy my touch made it all that more enticing.

After reaching the tower and informing everyone of what had happened, I decided to bring everyone into the Bulwark proper to get a good lay of the land, hopefully building some excitement for our new home. After Ophelia cleaned me with her magic, I shifted back into my explorer clothes and waited for the girls to gather some basic supplies given I had no idea of how long we’d be there.

We carried crates of food, bottles of drinks, and some picnic supplies should we wish to stop. While Minka and the maids were initially nervous around my new undead, they didn’t mind the utility of having them carry supplies instead of themselves.

An hour later, we made our way through the gates and climbed to the top of the Bulwark. It wasn’t until Yda asked to be carried that I realized how intense a climb it was to get into the city proper for the others. I made a mental note to ask about purchasing some wagons and trisons for any transport.

By the time we reached the top, we took a half-hour break just to let everyone else rest. I was eager to continue, but I didn’t want our first journey as a giant family to feel disjointed. Ophelia went and cast a cleansing spell on them to make them feel refreshed.

Hydrated and with full bellies, we continued inside. As I scanned the surroundings, it reinforced that whatever hopes I had for refurbishing the buildings still were dead. After a more thorough inspection, I realized the western wall was going to need nearly a complete rebuild.

As problem after problem mounted, Yda did a great job of keeping our spirits up with all of her ideas. “Ooh, we could build a garden filled with fresh vegetables and a flower patch for outdoor services over there! A nice-sized amphitheater for city meetings and performances over there! That area near the oceanside cliffs would be perfect as a viewing platform for sunsets!”

It warmed my heart seeing Cartha and Ophelia laugh and humor Yda as she let her imagination run wild during our walk. I didn’t really care about ancillary buildings as long as everyone agreed they were needed. My major concerns were things like where we were going to live, where our soldiers should stay, and defensive structures.

As we continued on, Ophelia called out and pointed over the edge. “I think we might look into crafting a pier for our fishing efforts, Devon.”

“From the ocean side, if I remember?”

“Exactly. The lake’s much too dangerous.”

I nodded, remembering that’s why the Bulwark was so important for east and west travel. Curiosity took hold, and I wanted to see the lake for myself. I walked over to the edge to see. She wasn’t kidding.

The waves looked frightening and violent, rising and slamming into the side of the mountain. Their size and power looked odd. As I stared, a weird feeling washed over me like ants crawling over my skin. But it was pointed in waves. It gave me the feeling that what controlled the waves wasn’t natural, which made sense given the fact there was no wind that followed. I decided not to worry about it for now as I had plenty of other problems to contend with.

While Yda and Cartha stayed back with the maids, Ophelia joined me on the ocean side. The rubble from the dilapidated buildings and streets crunched under our boots until we reached the edge. Once we reached it, a gust of wind nearly sent the foxkin tumbling. I was quick to grab her waist to which she thanked me.

A soft glow filled her hand a second afterward. The next time the wind tried to push her back, I noticed a slight shimmering in front of her.

“A small shield spell,” she explained. “It wouldn't do much against an arrow, but it keeps the rain off you and the wind at a more sedate breeze.” She extended her hand out toward the ocean. “What do you think?”

I leaned over the edge and noted there was a set of functional stairs leading down to a tiny coast that bowed outward. It seemed functional enough. But for what we had planned, it would need to be bigger.

“Once we have the upper area cleared, I think I will expand this outward and create a fishing and trading dock,” I said. “I'll see if I can drum up some defenses while I'm at it. A nice sea gate might do. It'll give us time to whittle down any invaders before they reach our port.”

“That’s a lot grander than I was thinking, but as for the sea gate, as long as it isn't too energy-intensive to run, I don't see it being a problem.”

I gave the convex edge of the cliff a long look, teasing the idea of expanding the Bulwark along its edges. The idea of only having the sea gate and leaving the cliff edge open appealed to me more. A possible mode of opening and closing it made me gaze out at the open ocean.

If my idea did work, I would be able to secure my northern border, provide a safe harbor for fishing, and possibly gain some defenses for it as well. The idea of huge, undead monsters protecting my harbor, opening and closing the gates if needed, flew through my mind. I tempered my excitement, though.

I wanted my capital city to feel welcome and open to my citizens. The more undead that I integrated, the harder it would be to appeal to potential citizens. No matter how safe they were. Not to mention the colossal-sized beasts that I’d eventually like to wield. It’d be hard to hide something like that.

As I looked out into the deep waters, an idea crossed my mind. Unless…

I pushed it aside as I focused on what seemed practical for the time being. The addition of a secondary wall at the edge of the cliff and a vast stairway leading down to the docks seemed like a requirement to make all of this work.

“Malice, remind me when we’re done with the upper area to look into the composition of the rock beneath us,” I commanded.

Even as I waited for a response. I could feel the elemental doing some snooping. Feeling her intrigue made me smile that she was finding the fun in all of this as well. Eventually, she responded with, “Yes, master.”

My own plans for a retractable wall got placed on the back burner for now. After a few hours of exploring the rest of the area, I rejoined my companions who were enjoying some fresh fruit as they continued discussing their plans. Ophelia had made a makeshift table and sprawled parchment on it. Using her magic, she drew up plans for all of our ideas, ensuring we were all aligned. After everyone agreed, they departed without me. It was time for me to get to work, and there was a lot of it.

I reminisced about my first time building something with Malice's power. The lighthouse was a great first step. I was going to have to make a new one here, too, if I was going to build my alcove. But I needed my spicy companion ready to go; otherwise, nothing was getting done.

“Malice, I need you hot and ready for me,” I teased. “I need all that you can give me and hot enough to melt everything up and to the walls. Can you do that for me?”

Malice’s voice hinted with displeasure. “I most certainly have the power to meet and exceed your requirements, master. That you would even question it offends my very being. Don't worry, though, if it becomes too hot for you, I promise to protect your body with my very life.”

I grunted as the elemental secured something very tender before feeling the buildup of her power. Even though the heat didn’t bother me, I could still sense that without my power, I would be cooking alive within her. I smiled as I activated her Magma Manipulation and shot the first stream of rock.

This one was different. Its color glowed an almost pure white. The light intensity caused me to squint hard. Sensing my unease, Malice covered me in my plate armor and cast a thin purple rock over my eyes, helping with the brightness. It made it a bit difficult to see, but combined with my Ground Detection, it was working well. With Malice protecting me—especially my junk—the demo went quickly.

As the magma flowed over the ground, it melted everything it touched and created a strong foundation for me to build the city on top of. Once I shaped and molded it, I would have to worry about leveling the ground and carving out streets. I was going to turn this vast, crumbling city into a thriving utopia for the glory of my goddess.

The buildings I had passed earlier in desperate need of a tear-down melted into sludge. The firestorm that flowed away from me on the thin sheet of magma I had created grew to consume the whole of the vast, run-down city.

Once I felt like everything had been sufficiently covered, I braced Malice for what was coming next. A grimace of intense focus split my face in half as I pulled on every inch of that massive swath of fire-covered magma. The sight of its slow creep toward the wall to the east and west, stopping, and then reversing was mildly concerning.

I knew it wouldn't hurt me even if the white-hot melted rock touched me, but millennia of evolution tried to warn my monkey brain that hot rock burned. Once I got it all nice, smooth, and level, I smiled upon the foundation of my new canvas.

“Master, are we done?” Malice said, panting.

“Not yet,” I groaned. I could hear her worry in her voice. She was working harder than she likely ever had to before, but we were far from finished.

My first step was Heluna’s temple. I’d planned to create concentric oval platforms with Heluna's massive temple in the center. Once I brought the magma flow to the center of the city, I focused on it. I manipulated it to become hotter and more malleable, which allowed me to burn the last of the impurities it’d gathered from the surrounding rock. I could feel Malice’s power begin to wane; it was becoming harder to control.

“Just a little more!” I shouted. “Don’t quit on me now.”

Once the towering block glowed brightly, I sent it flowing back over my city. I smiled broadly as the wave of magma spread out in all directions. That wave, a few inches thick, smashed against the walls, melding into their stone in an instant.

“Master!” Malice screamed at me.

“I know, Malice! Just a few more seconds!”

I ground my teeth together as I felt the elemental's power waver. This wasn't our small temple in Nubia, and I knew she was reaching her limit. I groaned along with her as she shifted her focus to keeping the magma flowing over the remnants of the wall hot and malleable. Mine shifted toward filling the gaps and strengthening the stone that would keep my city safe.

I struggled to stay on my feet as I felt Malice’s warmth around my groin. She worked overtime to drain me of even the simplest of gifts. It was equal parts distracting and frustrating, but for now, I gave it eagerly.

Our roars of effort grew in sync while the white-hot magma flowed over the edge of the repaired wall. A shivery groan slipped out of me when I felt its core grow molten. Once I had all of it, both walls within my grasp, I hardened them.

The focus to hold them in place while Malice cooled them was mentally taxing. I was reminded of my first lesson in magic with Ophelia while I strained to keep every inch of the cooling rock stable. There were a few portions that weren't as perfect as I would have liked when they finally were able to stand on their own, but shaping small bits instead of an entire city would be much easier later.

With my home now hidden behind walls stronger than steel, I let out the breath I was holding and fell backward. I stared at the beautiful evening sky while sea birds sang above. The alien planets dotting the sky added to the majesties of the hour. Even though I felt weaker than I’d ever felt, it didn't keep the broad smile from growing on my face.

Once I gathered my breath, I sat up. All around me, still smoking slightly from its creation, was the foundation of my kingdom.

The dense, dark obsidian mixed with white swirls greeted me as I gazed around. The walls that had been in such disrepair now stood tall and glowed with the light of the sun. Their impenetrable reflective surface shone with the brightness I hoped that my kingdom would become known for. I couldn’t help but laugh at my excitement.

But Malice’s weakened groan pulled my attention to her. “Master…”

“Yeah?”

“If I may ask, could you spend some time with me?” She struggled to speak between her exhausted breaths. “I…I've worked hard…”

Even with the small tastes that she’d savored from my precum and the magic contained within, I could feel it was still not enough for the amount of energy she’d expended. I knew I was likely going to regret it, but she’d done well.

The more we bonded and gained pieces of Ninazu’s armor, the more it would allow her to grow in power and get close to matching my endurance. It was one of the many things on my ever-growing to-do list. Although, with Heluna’s blessings, I didn’t think there was anyone on the planet who could match my endurance except for other archons.

But, for now, my time was finished. If I wanted Malice back in fighting shape, I needed to give her more of my power, and there was only one way that I knew how to do that. I closed my eyes and felt myself drift into her mind palace. When I arrived, I found her lying on a circular makeshift bed with her legs already spread for me, taunting and waiting.

Her body was so unique that I never tired of looking at it. The sparkle of her grayish-black skin made her seem like a dark goddess, ready to be claimed. Her slit glowed with the same orange-yellow color as her fiery hair, calling to me like a forbidden fruit.

As I stood taking it all in, she smirked and asked, “Are you just going to stand there, master?”

Seeing her lips speak the words rather than just hearing her voice in my head was a whole different experience. I was already slightly hard, but that got me as strong as the armor I wore.

Ignoring her comment, I dispelled my armor with a single thought and climbed into the bed. Wasting little time, I grabbed her legs and pulled her to me. She’d always liked when I was rough with her, and I had no plan to stop now.

I dove between her legs, lightly kissing her thighs as I worked my way to her mound. I kissed around the opening, teasing her lower lips. When I thought she was ready for more, I plunged my tongue into her slit. I swirled and sucked, attempting to match her moans with each flick. I was rewarded with her shifting legs and trembling breath.

After spending a good amount of time on her clit, I readied her for more. I felt her walls tighten as I took a deep breath and plunged my tongue inside of her. Her deep gasp and the squeeze of her legs made me know I had her right where I wanted her.

The taste of her juices only made my time there more enjoyable. I bounced between tonguing her hole and sucking her clit to the beat of Staying Alive. I’m not sure why that song popped into my head, but it brought a smile to my face as I continued to savor my lover’s taste.

“Fuuuck! You're making me crazy, master!” Malice moaned as she grabbed tufts of my hair. The scent of her lust filled the air as her words fueled my intensity.

I pulled my hand back down and shifted to the side. As I stuck my two fingers inside her, I focused on her clit. In tandem, I curled them upward, hitting her spot as I sucked. With each passing second, her shouts cascaded louder throughout the room.

When she hit her peak, she cried out loudly and squeezed my head between her thighs. Her juices spread across my chin as she orgasmed hard. Her walls squeezed around my fingers until I slipped them from her. I leaned up with a big shit-eating grin, giving her a moment to collect herself.

But that wasn’t the goal. My goal was to make her melt, and so I had to keep on the pressure. I took a position in between her legs and teased her slit with my hardened cock.

She looked up at me with a curled lip and shouted, “Quit teasing me and stick it in already!”

I couldn’t help but laugh at her forcefulness. After ensuring it was nice and wet, I slid it over and over until I pressed it along her opening. With barely any pressure, I slid inside her.

Her head slammed back in ecstasy. She was so tight and warm. The whole sensation covered me in goosebumps. I leaned forward and braced myself as I started rocking. I took it slowly at the start, warming her up to what was going to come. Seeing such a strong creature look so pathetic from my cock filled me with a primal urge to give her more. I wanted her to fuck her into oblivion and make her worship my cock.

“Please, master, harder,” Malice begged. “I want to feel your power.”

I didn’t need to be asked twice. I pounded into her pussy with more force and vigor than before, enjoying the way her body hit mine, over and over. Our slapping skin echoed into the void that was becoming our pleasure palace.

Her hands dug into my skin, but it was a welcome pain that only made things better for both of us. With each thrust, a hot jolt of pleasure coursed through my body. I wasn’t worried about the growing sensation. My powers gave me no refractory period, and for Malice, it was good to fill her with more of my cum. She needed it for us to continue our work, and I was happy to give her as much as she could take.

Her walls began to clench around my shaft again, warning me of her impending orgasm. I felt a surge of power building from me as she came again. I grabbed her hips and thrust as hard and as fast as I could. I let out a primal shout as I released myself inside of her.

My balls pulsed with each load that filled her. The feeling compounded her own. Her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and her mouth stood open as she shook with another orgasm.

“Yes…” she slurred.

Even in her simple state, I could feel her inner walls squeezing, demanding more. Not to be outdone, I gave in and flipped her onto her stomach, positioning myself behind her. When I pulled out, our mixed juices dripped onto the platform. It gave us more lubrication. After squeezing and smacking her luscious cheeks, I gripped the base of my shaft and filled her once more.

“Oh my gods, oh my gods!” she yelled as her shaking legs struggled to keep her upright.

Her moans turned to screams as I slapped against that sweet spot just right of her entrance with each forceful thrust. Her movements became erratic; she twisted as if trying to reach something more intense. I grabbed the rocky antlers on her head for leverage. Her body curved under my power as she became limp in my hands. I pulled back, thrusting as hard and as fast as I could. The helpless grunts that came out of her made me wish I could see her face.

Her insatiable appetite was incredible, but I was no quitter. I promised to make her melt, and that’s what I planned to do. With one hand on her horns and another between her legs, I rubbed her clit with each thrust forward. I continued with that until she reached her third orgasm. When she dropped limp from my grasp, I grabbed her hips and filled her womb with another helping of my power.

When I pulled out, her legs twisted and danced before she collapsed on her stomach. My seed spilled from her, glob after glob. Eventually, her body melted into the platform, and she disappeared. The remains of our sweat and fluids were absorbed into its rocky slick surface.

As I fell back on my hands, her purring voice echoed all around me. “That… was glorious, master. You continue to surprise me with your ferocity.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed that,” I said, my pride filling me.

“Your power is incredible. I feel so content. You filled me with so much.”

“You deserved it, and I’m going to continue to need you at your best.”

“If you can fuck me like that, we’ll have this kingdom built in no time. Although, it’s a shame that I only get one of your gifts.”

I furrowed my brow, unsure of what she was talking about. “What do you mean?”

Malice took a long pause before saying, “A child.”

My jaw dropped. I’d never expected her to want something like that. Nor did I even know if it was possible. I honestly hadn't even thought much about it at all given she was a living object.

“Is that even possible?” I asked.

“No,” Malice said, giggling. “At least not in the traditional sense. However… with all the pieces reconnected, and me returned to a more traditional form… perhaps. But it wouldn’t be like you and Yda.”

“What would be different?”

“We're born of the magic of this world. So, we wouldn’t be creating new life. The best way to describe it would be… multiple copies of me.”

I shuddered at the thought. One Malice was enough to handle. I couldn’t imagine trying to control more than that.

“We still have a lot of work to do,” I said, trying to change the subject quickly. “If you’re up for it, let’s head out.”

“Of course, master.”
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A few hours later, I smiled when I heard Yda and Ophelia's light steps behind me. With Malice newly powered, we took a short trip back out to the area where the bandits were slain. After adding them to my army, increasing my undead numbers, we returned to the city and focused on refining the western wall. After finishing shaping the dull spots of the interior, we started working on the gate that would allow any new citizens to enter the city.

Once the pair stopped beside me, I paused my work to enjoy their visit. Several of my undead followed them, carrying a number of scrolls and books. After shifting into my explorer clothes, I made my way over to Yda and picked her up. She giggled as I dodged her lips to attack her neck for a moment before returning to them for a deep kiss.

When I pulled away, she teased, “Don't tempt me, Devon. I know you’re busy, but if you keep going, I won’t be responsible for diverting your attention…”

“Is that such a bad thing?”

“It is because I know how much work you have to do. The more you delay, the longer it will be before we can meet back in my chambers.”

“You’re not wrong,” I said before giving her a kiss on the cheek. I nodded toward the stuff the undead were carrying. “What’s all this?”

“We figured that you might want more scrolls and books to read in between Malice's recoveries,” Ophelia said.

I smirked internally when they didn’t realize that I was trying to prevent Malice from stopping, which meant we’d be constantly messing around until the work was done. But they’d come a long way, and so I played it off. “That’s so thoughtful of you two. Thank you.”

I kissed Yda once more before she patted my arm to be put down. I moved over to Ophelia who allowed me to kiss her on her cheek before smirking at me.

She pointed at the wall. “Your work is impressive, Devon. The walls are grander than I remember. Malice, you continue to impress me with your power. To think you and Devon have done so much in so little time.”

I nodded in gratitude as Malice took the opportunity to gloat. “My wonderful master continues to push me. It’s only through our bond that such miracles can be created. However, they can always be better. Speaking of… how goes the search for my remaining pieces and the mitarium ingots, Sorceress?“

I chuckled as the elemental's question caused a playful frown to turn Ophelia's lips down. The gains both Malice and I could obtain from her answer intrigued me as well. I had researched the metal more than a little over the past few months since Malice asked for her gift, but I left the search in Ophelia’s capable hands given how rare and expensive it was.

“I have combed through records on the western range between Eimalon and Bismark Kingdoms,” Ophelia began. “I found a few mentions of it being located in the mountains. That caused a rush to locate a possible vein, but none were found. The surrounding mountains are rumored to have some, so there might be an opportunity there. But the dwarves are masters of the mines. We could trade with them for refined ingots. However, that most likely won’t happen until we are established and accepted as a kingdom. On the armor front, I’m still investigating.”

Malice's, “Thank you,” was filled with excitement. If Malice had any say, doing some local digging for raw mitarium might be a priority. I could see why. Having it infused with her would make all of our metal stronger, which, in turn, would make our defenses stronger. With Malice excited to go dig in the dirt and rocks for a permanent pick-me-up, I decided to tease Ophelia a little.

“You mentioned that the walls have never looked like this. How long ago was that?”

Ophelia looked up with a nefarious grin. “Why?”

“Oh just wondering, given the ruins here must have taken a long time to get to this state. If you’ve seen it in its glory that must have been some time ago. Decades? A century?”

The chuckle my teasing got from the foxkin was as beautiful as she was. Her gentle nod before she stepped back from my work area was filled with amusement and more than a little mischief. “It would have been quite a bit more than that, Your Holiness. More like two or three centuries.”

I gave the foxkin's playful tone and her mention of my title a smirk. “You know I like a cougar.”

“A cougar?” Ophelia asked. “I’m not sure I’ve heard that phrase.”

“Oh right… It just means an older woman is involved with a younger man.”

“Well, if we go off your real age, you’re basically a child. You’ve only been on this world for a few months.”

That… I wasn’t a fan of. But the two girls enjoyed their giggle at my expense, so I let them have that one. After dropping off the supplies, the two women shared hugs and goodbyes before leaving me to my machinations.

After finishing the walls, I had plans to finish our castle, which would allow us to move Ophelia’s tower safely inside. That would also give us a chance to move in, so to speak. But I still had plenty of work to do.

Before we continued, Malice took the opportunity to ask, “Can we make a short trip to the mountains, master?”

I knew this was coming as soon as Ophelia mentioned there being a mitarium nearby. My clothes had not stopped vibrating since then. However, we had a ton of work to do, and I couldn't allow us to spend the days or weeks I sensed she wanted to take to scour the Itzan Mountains for the ore.

The run across the western land bridge and split between Eimalon and Harkwood territory would take a few hours if I really pushed myself. I did worry that our return trip would leave us working through the night, but it would let me finish up the foundation.

I wasn’t keen on the idea of leaving the others away for a bit, but with the walls nearly done, we could move the tower inside so they would be protected not only by our forces but also by my undead. It would make for a good test to ensure my people were protected.

“A short one, Malice,” I said after mulling it over. “But we need to finish the walls first, and I want to try to do something about the boggy nature of the western road.”

“Of course, master!” Malice said, full of excitement.

The hours of work passed faster than expected. I chalked it up to Malice’s excitement of getting her mitarium. It was good to see there were other things that motivated her other than my dick.

After we finished the final touches on the western wall, I frowned as I headed back inside. It’d almost been a full day since I’d crafted them, yet they were already beginning to decompose.

I watched one of their arms just fall off. It looked down at it before resuming its scan of the horizon, looking for threats. It was interesting to watch the arm flop around and slightly amusing when it began patrolling the road like its previous owner. It made me realize there was still more to my power than I knew.

I rounded up twenty of my undead for our excursion. On our way out, we stopped in front of the wall. I needed some kind of solution to help any travelers coming to be able to reach us without worrying about their carts slipping in mud and not being able to get out.

As I scratched my chin, an idea popped into my mind. Having a raised road from the forest’s edge to our walls would actually solve the problem and help our defenses. Anyone who would plan to attack from the west would have to take the road to reach our gate and would create a kill zone for any soldiers we had mounted on the wall. It didn’t need to be huge, only wide enough to allow for coming and going traffic. The bog would then create a hindrance for any troops that tried to avoid the road.

Satisfied with my idea, Malice and I spent the remainder of the night building up the road’s foundations and smoothing it out. Because of the length, it took us longer than I’d planned. But once we were finished, I was really happy with it. The road made for a striking view for travelers exiting the forest to gaze on because it drew the traveler’s gaze straight to the bulwark. And with the new walls, it presented strength and prosperity.

After our work was complete, I stopped by the tower and informed every one of my plans to head west and seek out the mitarium. I put Cartha in charge of security and suggested that Ophelia move the tower behind the walls until I got back. After sharing a few hugs and kisses with the girls, I left and continued westward.

I built up my speed and watched my undead soldiers behind me. While some of them initially struggled, most were still intact enough to keep up with my running pace. It was far from the speed I was capable of, but for a human, it was fairly decent.

As we continued on, I enjoyed the sights along the west road leading toward Eimalon. The forest that the road meandered through was thick with brush and strong trees. Plenty of animals filled it with their songs, telling me this would be great for hunting.

I passed a largish bear-like creature reminiscent of the scrofas I had killed in Marta along the way. The predatory glance it gave me and my twenty running partners made it seem that it saw us as prey, which meant that it wasn’t scared of humanoids. I mused that should the snow elves or dwarfs look our way, it would make for a great deterrent.

My worries about my minion's endurance were alleviated a few hours later when we reached the foot of the mountains. Their tall peaks reached high enough that their tips were covered in snow. Sharp rocks and shale covered their surfaces, which made me assume that any trek upward would be a challenge. That kept my focus low to the base to see what was obtainable.

There were a few things that I wanted. The first was any mitarium ore or nodes that we spotted. The second was raw stone, preferably massive boulders that I could use in combination with my Magma Manipulation to create additional structures that I needed. I was weary about carving into our new home, and this provided a great alternative.

I spotted some perfect stone and commanded my undead, “Two of you on each. Grab as many as you carry.”

While they moved to collect my building materials, I continued past them. I scanned looking for any opportunities for mitarium, and that’s when I noticed what looked to be the mouth of a cave a few hundred feet up. Using but a thought to Malice, I had her grow spikes under my boots to grip the stone. I sprinted up and leaped the remaining way until landing at the entrance to the cave.

When I turned around, I frowned when I saw the state of my undead. Their weak bones struggled to maintain the heavy weight. Some had already collapsed over and were trying to get back up. I hoped there would be an opportunity to strengthen them to give me more use out of them. Unlike my horde in Liberty Bay, I needed these new zombies to last.

Turning my attention back to the cave, I activated Malice's Ground Detection while I made my way inside. I had Malice’s fire run rampant around my armor, allowing me to become my own personal torch.

The moss covering the walls and thick pad of dust on the ground told me that this mine, for that was what it appeared to be, hadn’t been used in a long time. Broken carts and rusted tracks were all that were left from the previous inhabitants. Instead of concentrating on my immediate surroundings, I tried to split my focus into the ground as well.

I wasn't sure exactly what mitarium would feel like, but I hoped whatever it did feel like would be called out by Malice. We continued deeper in and passed tons of rocks of various densities before one stood out to me. It wasn't the largest node I had seen, only around the size of my head, but it felt different.

“That’s it, master!” Malice shouted. “You’ve found some!”

When I twisted my hand to get a better sense of its location, I could feel Malice drooling in anticipation as my armor flexed.

“Be careful not to get too excited,” I said, smirking. “I wouldn’t want to drown in here.”

“You know that's impossible, master. But if you move quicker, I’ll show you how wet my mouth really is.”

I let out a brief laugh while I melted the rock between me and the node. I knew her offer would be an eventuality given our schedule, but at the moment, I was too curious about what the mitarium node looked like.

My carefulness required me to move a little slower than she seemed to like. Her lips teasing the head of my cock to get me to move faster only made focusing harder.

Once I had the rock around the node melted, I grunted as Malice deep-throated me with an eager moan. The Pavlovian response was nearly immediate, and I couldn't help but enjoy the elemental's husky moan around me when I pulled roughly on my catch.

Red-hot magma burst out of the hole I had created before the slightly warm node of metal thumped into my hand. Once I pulled it out and gave it a long look, I could sense Malice’s disappointment.

“Ugh… it’s only part of the alloy, master. This is kasite. The other is asbin. They occasionally form near one another. We should save it until we can find the other…”

After Malice cooled the node, I nodded. I did another pulse of Ground Detection. “Sense any of the other metal?”

“No, it’s all junk,” she grumbled. We walked through the remaining mine, doing constant checks with my magic, but eventually came up empty. We left with only half of what we needed before heading back outside.

Once we made it to my minions and their boulders, I handed off the metal to one of them. With my minion’s hands full, we made the slower trek back home. I chuckled as Malice rambled about her frustrations of only finding half. Eventually, it got to a point where I had to remind her that we still had time.

“Slow and steady wins the race, Malice,” I said, trying to lighten the mood. “We've made a step forward by at least finding half of what we need. Maybe we can make our own if the other metal in the alloy is cheap enough.”

I sensed her perk up at my comment before she placed a kiss on my cheek. “My master spoils me.”

“Your master keeps his promises,” I said with a prideful breath. “If my lovely chaotic suit of armor wants a rock, then a rock she shall get.”

Malice's husky chuckle at my comment got me another headband kiss before she went silent for the remainder of our journey.
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After a day’s journey and a day’s rest from my adventure into Eimalon territory, I stood in the middle of the vast canvas of my kingdom. With an area comparable to dozens of football fields wide and three times as long, I had a lot of room to work with.

I’d made it completely flat at first. Then once we had decided where to put the castle, I slowly built a hill in the middle where our castle, ancillary buildings, and surrounding walls would go. On the flattened part of the hill stood Ophelia’s tower, which helped mark where our castle was going to be built.

Yda, Ophelia, and Cartha stood by my side. They each had their own roles to play in the upcoming construction. We waited while my minions brought the boulders, logs, and other materials inside. As they stacked more and more, my excitement grew. I had lofty plans.

Our discussions over how our city would be laid out had finally been settled and inked. Our first goal would be the expanse of our new home. Our castle would be the heart of the kingdom. A staple for what we were going to build this kingdom into.

With everything in motion, I glanced over at the foxkin next to me. “Are you ready, Ophelia?”

“Yes, Devon,” she said with a confident wink.

I nodded and readied Malice’s ability. Ophelia raised her hands and shouted an incantation. Her entire tower shimmered in a protective coating. Sweat poured from her brow as she focused her magic. She needed to keep it stable while we built our castle around it.

“I’m done; you can proceed!”

With her portion done, I focused on the keep walls. I grunted as Malice focused on the rocks almost two thousand feet away from me. Over a dozen of the nearest boulders began to glow a dim red before I sensed the elemental begin pulling the heated rock toward us. I smiled as their tumbling warmed the hardened rock beneath them.

With how many I was going to be pulling over the next few months, I figured the interior road from the west gate to the keep was going to be an easy one to make. By the time the boulders reached the trough where I wanted to keep the walls, they were nearly molten. It allowed me to easily mold the massive rocks nearly three times my height.

Using Malice’s powers, I used reinforced limestone to form the walls, and a uniform white stripe of the lighter stone ran up the circular wall at even intervals. This gave it a vastly different look compared to the harsh black of the city's walls and gates.

My role as the protector of my goddess's city required a symbol of the danger I could pose to her enemies. I smiled as those who stood safely under that umbrella followed me around the keep's perimeter while I formed the walls.

The portion of my city that I had set aside for the keep was fairly significant.

On one hand, I would need plenty of space to house allies and negotiate with my enemies. While in Nubia, it had become apparent that it was going to get a fair bit of use. I couldn't count how many times I had visited Queen Sekhet and Khepri in the queen's palace. Their constant affection helped make the long meetings bearable.

On the other, I wanted a big fuckoff castle just because I could. Jealousy was a useful tool to exploit. If I was hosting other royalty, having a show of size helped convey that I wasn’t to be fucked with, as a traditional castle of such size would be grossly expensive. Here, though, my magic gave me that edge.

It also provided me with the ability to see far and wide. I’d be able to look out my keep and see enemies coming from miles in any direction. I could also see across my kingdom to ensure its safety. All of this was extra, though.

As I finished up the walls, I glanced over at Cartha, ensuring her earlier directions were correct. “And you're sure we should only have northern and southern gates?”

She nodded. “As long as you plan to have a main thoroughfare through the city, yes. A direct line from the main gates to those of the keep is a terrible idea if we get invaded. The first walls will provide immediate defenses. If they are breached, the second set of walls will allow us an additional kill box, given they will have to traverse the winding road before reaching the main level of our keep’s holdings. This will give us multiple chances to stop any invaders before they reach the keep.”

I nodded as I formed the north and south gates of the castle’s exterior walls. I didn’t know anything about building proper castle and keep defenses, but that’s what my advisors were for. They were meant to be the best of the best to ensure my success as a ruler. And so far, they were doing a mighty fine job.

After finishing the initial walls, I moved on to the interior ones. These didn’t take nearly as long because of lower space. While I worked, I spotted the girls having food, chatting, and just enjoying themselves. While I was envious of their conversations, seeing them all happy together made me work that much harder. This was for them just as much as it was for me. This was the beginning of our new home for all of us.

When I finished the final walls and western and eastern gates, I made my way back to them. I wanted to take a break from walls and instead build something that mattered. I waved as I approached.

“Working hard?” Ophelia asked.

“More than you all,” I teased as I pointed at the baskets of food and open wine bottles.

Yda stood up and brought me an open bottle. As I downed it, she rubbed her hands along my thigh. “Heluna’s tenets say we’re supposed to live life to the fullest. I was only following her direction. But now that you’re here, I could always use more…”

When she trailed off, an eager hmmm rumbled in my chest as Yda gave a certain part of my anatomy a long, hard look. The gentle bite she gave her lip before licking their soft, plumpness almost made me grab her to help remind her of her oath.

Unfortunately for me, Cartha pulled her away. “If we give you two the time, I doubt we'll be getting much done today. Instead, why don’t you show the archon where to put your new temple.”

Yda blushed as she realized she’d said everything in front of us. “It’s the pregnancy! I swear I’m not normally like this!

“Sure…” Cartha teased.

The sheepkin let out an embarrassed groan as she placed her face in her hands while everyone shared a laugh at her expense. Once we had our fun, we followed Yda to the spot. Based on earlier discussions, we’d planned to build it along the coastal edge near the stairs leading to the docks. This meant that anyone coming into the city from the coast saw the radiance of our goddess when they arrived.

“Here it is!” Yda shouted, expanding her hands. “The greater space will definitely allow for more people, and the acoustics will be even better than our temple in Nubia! Ooh, I wonder if our coffers will support a daycare for our citizens? Nothing perks people up like having the free time to enjoy themselves. And our little one will have even more friends growing up!”

“Hmm, I’ve got some ideas if you’re open to them, too,” Cartha added.

“Please tell me!”

While Cartha added her two cents to my high priestess's dreams for Heluna's main temple, Ophelia curled a finger for me to get closer so she could whisper, “While I love Yda’s enthusiasm, I doubt we need or want to provide childcare through our services. That’s going to be expensive.”

“Yeah, I agree. Let’s not worry about it now.”

After Cartha and Yda finished their conversations, I pointed the women back to where they were. “Okay, I need you all to resume your places. I don’t want you to get hurt.”

“Have fun, my love!” Yda said, waving as she followed the others.

When they were a safe distance away, I clapped my hands and rubbed them together. “Alright, Malice, are you ready?”

“As always, master, though I might need a little pick-me-up once we finish…”

I smirked at the elemental's response and nodded. While repairing and reinforcing the walls, we had worked out a decent rhythm. Malice gave me everything she had while working, and I rewarded her with more of my power. My perks and her appetite seemed made for each other.

With our work ahead of us, we continued by using more of the boulders that we’d brought along with my Magma Manipulation. Yda and I had chosen a fairly Greek-inspired design—or at least that was what I saw it as.

The main entrance to the temple was to be broad to allow our partitioners to enjoy the ocean breeze from its steps if they chose. The center had closed walls, allowing for individual rooms for priestesses to stay and offices for administration.

The backside faced the ocean and was built with an open concept with lots of places to sit. The plan was to plant a lot of trees and bushes to create a serene garden, allowing everyone to relax and watch the beautiful sunrise and sunset. The thought of it full of our followers and priestess fueled my eagerness to see it built.

I raised the foundation of the temple with that in mind. The molten hunks of rock that reached me were put to that use immediately. Those that followed I was forced to use while splitting my focus between firming the foundation and growing the walls along its edges.

“Moving a little fast, Malice?” I asked.

“My master isn't getting overwhelmed, is he?” she teased.

I chuckled at the elemental's teasing tone before saying, “Not on your life.”

My focus shifted between the work battles going on around me. Once I hardened the foundation enough that it would support the weight of the walls and columns I wanted, I shifted my attention. Without much continuous thought, I formed the columns at the front of the temple at the same time as I worked on the walls and ceiling.

The vast sheet of molten rock that flowed above me made me smile. Its warmth felt like Heluna herself was blessing my work. My hope was that eventually, she would be able to visit and express her pride in what we’d built. But I imagined that was still quite some time away. Once the last part of the roof flowed over the columns leading to the outside of the temple, I spread my focus out to everything around me.

I spent hours as my fixation on the perfection of my work caused even the smallest disturbance in the building to smooth out. After I was satisfied with the last piece, I welcomed my women in for a final inspection. Hearing their excitement filled me with pride and joy.

“It's AMAZING, Devon!” Yda shouted. “We can have sermons here and a small office to the side over there for our flock who need some one-on-one time! This larger room off to this side for activities for families! Eeeee!”

Her excitement got the better of her when she leaped into my arms. The kiss she pulled me into was even more eager than her usual enthusiastic, passionate ones. I groaned into it as Yda's large breasts pressed against my chest while I held her. Her mumbled, “Love yous,” were muddied by her shrieks of excitement.

I forgot where we were for a few moments when my hands on her ass slipped under my sheepkin's light dress. With her lips still attacking mine between her words of devotion, my knees went weak when Malice chose that moment to get her refreshment. The mixture of Yda's happy squeals while I squeezed her ass and Malice's hot lips around my cock made me grow delirious.

My thoughts of having my sweet high priestess and tempting elemental at the same time ground to a halt when Ophelia's hand landed on my arm.

The chuckle she gave my leer at her breasts grew seductive when she pressed them together with her arms. “Now’s not the time, Your Holiness. We can save the sanctification of Heluna's temple for later.”

I groaned as Ophelia’s comment got both the women ravishing me to pause. I wanted them all and was eager at the opportunity to enjoy my harem in all of their glory. But I knew she was right. If I stopped now and satiated my desire, it could be hours before I got back to work.

Malice made it difficult when she gave the head of my cock a lick.

“But can’t we just take a short break?” Yda begged as she looked at Ophelia.

“Yda!” Cartha shouted. “Your horniness is showing.”

“But you don’t know, yet, Cartha! It feels and tastes so good!”

“No! If you start then we'll get nothing done all day!”

“But I need him!”

Ophelia and I laughed when Cartha grabbed her from my arms and began to carry her out of the temple. Yda's playful screams echoed out in the city. Once she was out of earshot, I gazed at Ophelia’s curves and raised my eyebrows in quick succession.

It was enough to get a laugh as she playfully pushed me. “Maybe later, Devon. There are a few things that require my attention. Malice, I ask as someone who wishes for our archon to complete his task. Could you try and keep him focused while you collect your rewards?”

My rebuttal got a finger over my lips while Ophelia waited on Malice's reply.

“Sure,” the elemental said as if she was conflicted about getting what she wanted but also having to agree with her rival.

“Thank you, Malice. I'll leave Devon in your capable hands.”

I tried and failed to find the words to say about the two, usually antagonistic women, working together. They disappeared from my lips when the foxkin grabbed my junk, and Malice opened my armor for her. Once Ophelia had collected a tiny portion of Yda and Malice's efforts on her fingertip, I glared at her when she pulled away.

She teasingly slipped her finger into her mouth, moaning at the taste. I was surrounded by a flock of teases.

As Ophelia backed away, she said mischievously, “Don't look so down, Devon. Once we have our city up and running, there will be plenty of time for more. Yda was right. You do taste amazing.”

Just before turning away, she snapped her fingers, removing her dress and allowing her to take in an eyeful of her curvaceous body. She leaned forward and swung her heavy breasts. My eyes swayed like a pendulum taking in the sight. After a teasing giggle, she snapped her finger again and walked off.

I shook my head, completely frustrated at all of the women. I just promised myself, I’d make them pay later. All that was left to do was to add the base of some greenery to the temple.

With my plan in mind, I activated my Magma Manipulation. Sometime during my previous life, I’d heard that volcanic soil was the most fertile on Earth. My hope was that it was accurate to this world as well.

Instead of completely liquifying the ground beneath my feet, I heated certain portions just enough to get them to crack. The process was pretty easy, and I grinned as I walked with the ground breaking into tiny pebbles. A vast swath of it followed my path toward the edge of the cliff.

Once I reached it, I turned around. It was thin and in need of churning with the ground under it, but there was a decently sized volcanic rock park leading from the temple into the city. I gauged the midpoint of it and moved a bit farther south. With the area split into thirds, I activated my Magma Manipulation once again. It was time to begin work on the amphitheater.

This time, I turned up the heat, melting the ground beneath me to about ten feet down. Once it was boiling and churning, I expanded the hole I had created. I twisted it and moved the rolling mass of magma toward the surface. Malice's chuckle as I stepped onto the lava flow made me smirk as I enjoyed Talis's first magma escalator.

As we descended, Malice said, “For the statue, I might need some rest, master. The scale that you planned for is significant.”

Her comment disappointed me because the whole point of us not having fun earlier was for us to continue working and getting more done. Malice had messed with me before, tasting me and having fun with me while I was doing other things, but she hadn’t quite gone all the way, which made for an interesting idea.

I posed the question with more curiosity than sexual interest. “If I were to give you free rein to…enjoy yourself while I use your ability, would you have enough energy for me to complete Heluna's statue?”

My question got me several moments of silence from the elemental. With her usual tendency to tease me mercilessly until I gave in, it was interesting to see her give my suggestion some real thought.

“If you stick to your dimensions, then yes, master. Although, I’d need you to be quick so you can power me with your essence…”

I smirked as Malice trailed off. Her eagerness to enjoy her meal was apparent by my vibrating clothing. I licked my lips in preparation for the distraction she was about to give me and the focus I would need to fight through it.

“Then let’s give it a shot. Until I say stop you may enjoy yourself, Malice. I'm going to push you hard, so don’t disappoint me.”

The hard edge of my tone only enflamed the elemental's excitement, and I clenched my teeth when her warm fingers wrapped around me.

“I wouldn't dream of it, master,” she purred. “All that I ask is you give me as much cum as you can muster.”

I took in a quick breath as Malice’s warm mouth slid over my dick. A soft moan escaped my lips as she began to bob her head up and down, slowly at first but with a fervor increasing by the second. Her long tongue flicked over my sensitive skin, tracing circles around my head before diving down to swirl around the thick base of my cock. Every suckle sent shivers down my spine, and she seemed to be enjoying it just as much as I enjoyed her touch.

While she made an honest effort to make me lose my mind, I hardened my focus on my current task. With her soft, eager moans ringing in my ears, I collected the still red-hot magma from my amphitheater excavation. The tons of molten rock weren’t enough though. I needed more, and so did Malice.

“Mmm… you taste so good, master,” Malice purred. “You are the meal I could never tire of.

As I collected the remaining boulders from my minions, Malice's hot lips, tongue, and mouth slid over me with aching slowness. The sound of wet flesh slapping against her soft throat mixed with her deep gurgling noises echoed into the open air. The heavy scent of our lust made it hard to concentrate on anything but how good her mouth felt on me.

However, that was the whole point. She needed my power to keep going, and I needed her strength to get my work done. I leaned back and closed my eyes for a moment, only focusing on the tightness of her tongue and her throat. I felt myself swell, and she could, too.

With a guttural moan, I pressed on the armor that was curved like her head, pressing her to the base of my cock as I filled her throat. Her thick gulps matched each flex of my balls as I poured more and more inside of her. I felt it all slide down my legs, only to be absorbed by the armor a second later. Finished for our first round, I let her go and shuttered before focusing back on my task.

“Mmm, mmm,” Malice said with a lip-smacking moan. “So much power. I don’t know why we never tried this earlier.”

I laughed as I pulled several massive rocks toward me from the western wall. “Let’s make something clear, this isn’t an open invitation. This is an as-needed situation.”

“Understood, master. That doesn’t mean I’m not going to take full advantage of the opportunity.”

“Don't you spill a drop,” I growled out as I pulled my red-hot boulders over to me.

“Out of the question, master. I would never waste such a tasty gift.”

I nodded as the dozens of boulders smashed into the now white-hot magma from the deep bowl in the ground behind me. Once the mass stood nearly four times my height, I shifted it toward the farthest third of the volcanic park. A soft gasp slipped out of me when Malice began rubbing me again.

My focus remained strong as I began forming Heluna's feet. The delicate structure of them along with that of my goddess's voluptuous form was firm in my mind as Malice's hot pussy replaced her mouth. I allowed myself a few moments to bask in the sensation of it sliding down my shaft.

“Oh, master, I love how you stretch me so good. I love your cock.”

The friction between us was perfect—hot and wet and full of intense desire. She began moving up and down in a steady rhythm that threatened to send me over the edge once more. Her sensations tested my focus, but I remained strong as I focused on my work.

I continued forming the statue, adding rock as I worked my way up. But even the task became its own challenge as I remembered the curves of her body. I slowed as I formed my goddess's plump bottom and thighs. When I made my way to her wide hips and slim waist, I almost dropped to my knees.

Malice’s pussy clenched tightly around me as she rode me, her body practically trembling with anticipation as we moved closer to the apex once more. I wanted to give into the pleasure. I grunted and clenched my jaw as she rode me with abandon.

Without her physically here, I had a clear view of my goal. I locked my eyes on my creation and forced the magma to mold to my whims. The magma continued up as I molded her chest and neck. I shaped her arms outward in a motion to show all were welcome and that they would find comfort in the embrace of her tenets.

But I paused again as Malice’s speed incentivized my incoming release, and I groaned as my next climax arrived. Both of our bodies shook as I filled the elemental's clenching pussy with my cum. My eyes dimmed, and I dropped to my knees. Something about the new experience did something for me more than anything else had before. To be used, but also for a purpose, I loved every second of it.

I couldn’t help but laugh.

“I hope master is pleased with me,” Malice teased. “You were so kind as to give me free rein with your body…”

“Yeah, that was a lot of fun,” I said, catching my breath.

When I stood back up and straightened, I gazed at my creation. She still wasn’t done. The beautiful head, hair, and face still needed to be carved. I initiated my Magma Manipulation once more, assuming the sexcapades were done. However, I was wrong.

I shivered and almost lost my focus when I felt the head of my cock slide from Malice's soaked pussy to her ass. A drawn-out, “Fuck,” slipped out of me as that tight, hot ring of muscle slid over me.

The elemental’s scream of pleasure, louder than all the others, rang in my ears. “Oh, fuck yes! That’s it!”

Her body shook and trembled as she rode my cock. I lost control of my focus for a moment as rogue magma shot out of my hands. I quickly pulled back the spray and used what I did to shape it.

Heluna's smile seemed to form on its own as Malice rode me in long strides. I could feel her soft ass press against my thighs with each thrust. Once those were complete, I groaned as I fought and remained focused enough to craft a simple but beautiful dress for her.

"Ahhhh!" Malice screamed again, this time louder as she climaxed once more.

I fought my eyes from rolling into the back of my head. Malice's hot release covered my thighs. With a valiant effort, I shaped the final piece of the statue. I groaned through my teeth as I collected it all in my mental grasp.

Malice's moans filled my ears while I hardened the statue. Like the temple behind me, I wanted nothing and no one to ever think they could bring it down. My focus wavered for a moment while I heard the moaning elemental's groans reach their peak.

My knuckles popped, and more rock became sand in my grasp as Malice's ass clenched around me. The juices from her cum-filled pussy drained down into my boots as I finished with Heluna's visage.

With that massive project done, I finally allowed myself to enjoy Malice's thorough distraction. I fell back to the ground with a heavy thud. Malice took the opportunity to fuck me into oblivion. The creaking sounds of my armor sounded like a jackhammer on a city street. All I could do was lie there and take it.

I groaned as I felt the warmth in my core build. My own orgasm hit me like the Fourth of July. My hot seed shot into her ass, coating the insides with it, filling her up.

“Fuckkkkk,” she breathed out through heavy breaths.

“You can say that again,” I muttered.

With both of us fully satisfied, I entered her mind palace and climbed into bed with her. We spent the next few hours lying together, just enjoying each other’s company. But I also found it frustrating that it was all in our minds. The closer we got, the more I wanted to touch the full thing. Finding the rest of Ninazu’s pieces became a growing priority.
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Over the next week, my newly formed work agreement with Malice became a routine. After finishing the castle, the temple, the amphitheater, and the remaining government buildings like the barracks and stables, I focused on some initial housing.

Starting with some empty housing meant it would be easier to draw in citizens because they wouldn’t have to worry about building their own. It would also give us a nice cash injection which would only cost my time, and thankfully, time was what I had a lot of.

The first houses were nobility, which sat closest to the castle. Ophelia had suggested that be the case because that was what was expected. The closer to the castle, the wealthier and more expensive the tax would be. It was seen as a position of status. It made sense to me, so that’s where I started. I made them as lavish as my abilities could make them.

With the elemental “refueling” herself with me constantly while I worked, we had made pretty quick work of those objectives. The castle had nearly a hundred rooms that varied from a kitchen that would make a five-star chef envious to my bedroom suite that was nearly as large as some of the houses, with towering, vaulted ceilings to match.

I built a recessed bathtub that was basically a glorified heated pool with how big it was. But that was important because I loved the idea of bathing with my entire harem. Ophelia and Yda were especially for that.

But as we continued with the building, I ran into two different problems. The first was Malice’s growing boldness. While it was fun getting to enjoy her while I worked, her desire and needs seemed to grow. It was as if she was becoming addicted to my power.

Any moment of a long time between our work and a break, she begged for it. Seeing the writing on the wall, I knew I had to cut her off. Our relationship was fragile compared to the ones with my other women. I constantly had to remind myself that she was, according to my HUD, a monster. And thus, I needed to keep her in a position that reminded her that she served me.

This led to my second problem. No matter how hard Malice and I worked, it became increasingly clear it would be likely months before my city would be ready for residents. I still needed to build a ton of buildings, drill a new well, craft craftsmen buildings, create a market area, and numerous other things on my ever-growing list. I also still hadn't decided on a name for it either.

I let out a sigh after I finished the current mansion to begin another. Picking up on my frustration, Malice paused her milking.

“You might need a bit of a break, master.”

“I can't, Malice. We need to get this place ready.

“I'm going to chance your ire, master,” Malice grumbled. “You have been working for a week straight. Even I have my breaks, very pleasant ones thanks to my gracious and skilled master. One for you, even a few hours, won't change much. I’m sure Yda misses you in your bed. Even the sorceress and voidelf likely feel the same. If you won't do it for yourself, you should do it for us, master.”

I was a little taken aback by Malice's concern. While her desires for me had grown, she was also becoming more empathetic for the collective. It made me equal parts suspicious and hopeful she could change.

I nodded. “I guess I could do with more than a quick clean from Ophelia. I'm glad you and her seem to be becoming more cordial.”

Malice snorted disapprovingly. “She is in your employ and helps you. And for that, she has my respect, master.”

As we left the first of my noble estates behind, I wanted to see how far that respect went. “Does that mean you could eventually become friends?”

“Let’s not push it.”

Her response made me laugh as I made my way to the tower.
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Once I stepped into the tower, I found Cas waiting at the entrance as if expecting me. “Good evening, Your Holiness. Given your time outside, I’m certain you’d love to relax. Shall I draw you a bath?”

I smiled, impressed by the elf’s intuition. “That would be great. Make sure it's good and hot, please. It's been a while since I let myself relax.”

My request got a nod before the maid hurried off. With the size of my tub, I assumed it’d be a minute until it was filled and wanted to use the time to see my curly-haired companion. I made my way to Ophelia's experimentation chambers, which she’d converted into an office for Yda.

As I made my way to her, I contemplated possible enchantments I might apply to Heluna's temple once I had the time. There were a few like Arcane Shield that I was in the process of learning that would work perfectly. If Ophelia and I could figure out how to activate it remotely, it would make for a great defense for any unwelcome threats.

However, I didn't have the time to learn it fully. All of my attention had been consumed by my kingdom and thus got put on the back burner. I wasn’t mad about it. I just had so much that I wanted to do, and my aspirations increased the list even further.

When I opened the door to Yda’s office, she stood in front of me with an outreached hand. She shook in surprise before realizing it was me.

“Devon!” she yelled happily before launching herself into my arms.

“Hey, beautiful,” I said, lifting her up. “You know, you probably shouldn't be jumping around like that in your…”

Yda’s lips brought me to smile as she used them to shut me up. Once she began moaning needily into our kiss, I pulled away briefly. Her frustrated groan when I did that made me chuckle.

“Don’t be upset,” I said, rolling my forehead with hers. “I’m gross.”

“I don’t care,” she said as she kissed me again.

I pulled back away, trying not to laugh. “Don’t worry, we have plenty of time ahead. I’ll come to your bed tonight.”

“Ugh, promise?”

“Promise.”

As she nodded contently, I set her down on the ground. She grabbed my hand as we walked over to her desk, leading me with her.

“I was thinking about converting one of the rooms in the temple to a pleasure room, one that offers our pleasures to the goddess.”

I froze, unsure of the implication. “Like a brothel?”

She laughed and waved it off. “No, nothing like that silly. I was thinking more for us and our flock’s use. Offerings to our goddess of our pleasure might help draw more priestesses to us if say… a certain archon would join in the service…”

I shook my head in disbelief. I assumed I knew what she was implying, but this was something that needed to be sure. “So, you want me to sleep with our priestesses as offerings to our goddess?”

“Yes, exactly!” Yda said, full of excitement. “Not only do I think it would bring in more quality talent, but your power is built around it, no? So, it will help our convent grow while you increase in power.”

The conversation floored me. It just clashed with everything I’d known from my previous life. Here was a woman I loved, pregnant with my child, discussing having me sleep with future priestesses because it was good for me and our goddess. I wasn’t sure if this was heaven, but it certainly felt a lot like it.

Even though I was beaming with excitement at the thought, I tried to play it cool. “That makes sense. We should live life to the fullest, and we need to for the good of the convent. We would just need to make sure that the priestesses are worthy of Heluna’s worship.

“Oh don’t worry about that,” Yda said, pressing her chest into my thighs, “I wouldn’t let anyone not worthy of beauty and spirit touch you.”

My bulge pressed through my pants, catching the head priestess’s eyes. She ran her hands along it as her red eyes stared deeply into me. She was making this hard to resist.

“You're going to make me let my bath get cold, Yda,” I said chuckling. “Be a good girl and let me get clean for you. Then we can spend plenty of time together.”

My offer got me a beautiful smile and a happy nod from my sheepkin. “My archon always keeps his promises, so I will wait until tonight. I love you, Devon Blackthorn.”

I smiled broadly and said, “I love you, too, Yda. I'll see you tonight.”

We shared a final kiss before I departed from her room. We made our way through the new transportation portals that had been crafted between the tower and the castle. I’d built the castle with no doorways as a security method.

Each room was sealed with transportation portals instead. The only entrance was at the very front, which allowed guests into a foyer and several great halls. This allowed Ophelia and me to control who had access to where. Should a threat somehow gain entrance inside, they wouldn’t be able to get farther in.

The distance to get to my bedroom gave me time to think. I still had to come up with the kingdom’s name and had plenty of construction left, the former of which was the least of my concerns. Those pertaining to my craftsman shops were at the forefront of my mind when I stepped through the door into my suite.

Its grand, vaulted ceilings covered with clear volcanic glass greeted me. The glow from the evening sun along with several lighting enchantments filled the room. I passed a small kitchen set aside for the maids to use should I request it. The small entertainment room full of couches, pillows, and a fireplace opened up to my right.

The short hallway that led to my bedroom was bare but held a few deadly enchantments in the off chance someone somehow got in here. I had Ophelia to thank for that. Only the staff, my harem, and anyone else I designated welcome was allowed in.

As I entered my room, Shani and Lani stood waiting for me. The towel in the former's hand told me I wasn't going to be undressing alone. But my final decision to make was whether to take off Malice and allow the maids to care for me themselves. But the thought of them seeing me, uncontrolled over my body like that, deterred me from allowing that to happen.

“If I let you stay, you will be silent and leave me be,” I said into my mind. “Are we clear, Malice?”

“As you wish, master.”

I’d expected that response since she’d only grown more attached to me, and the times we were separated previously had proved she really did not enjoy it. I suppressed a shiver as she shifted into a new form, dragging her touch across all of my sensitive areas. Once she was nothing but a circlet and a pair of matching bracelets, I nodded my readiness to the two maids. They both took the opportunity to glance at my naked body, but Shani’s boldness left her glaring longer as they wrapped the towel around me. It took her sister’s cough to realize the drool at the edge of her mouth.

With a nervous laugh, Lani pointed to the open doorway and said, “I-if you would follow us, Your Holiness. Your bath is ready.”

I nodded and let the two mousekin lead me toward the bathroom. A soft smile curled my lips when I noted their long, thin tails moving in sync with their steps. I wasn't sure if it was intentional, a product of their training, or something they just did, but I found it overly cute. Once we made it to the bathroom, I inhaled deeply with a smile.

The huge pool laid out before me was wide, deep, and, by the smell, seeped in wonderful fragrances. I couldn't say who I had to thank for them, but I was tired of smelling like sweat. A nice spa night was in my future, and I gave Shani and Lani a nod when they pulled on my towel. I let them take it and made my way to the edge of the tub. The steam from the hot water swirled around me as I stepped into it.

“Perfect, ladies. Let Cas know how well she did when you see her next.”

I paused my drop into the hot water when I looked back at the two mousekin. Instead of seeing them heading out the door, they just stood behind me. Lani stood there fumbling with her hands, her cheeks a bright pink while her sister stood with eager eyes as if waiting for my command. It was then that it hit me, that there was likely some expectation that I wouldn’t be bathing alone.

I was about to tell them they could leave when Ophelia walked through the bathroom door. She was wearing a red silk robe that was tied loosely and barely managed to cover her.

“You may leave, ladies,” she said with a light flick of her fingers. “I will be personally taking care of His Holiness.”

I smirked at the soft but firm edge in the foxkin's voice as she dismissed the mousekin maids. Their quick bows and scurrying steps out of the room were swift. My chuckle stalled in my throat when I saw Ophelia drop the robe she was wearing.

Despite Malice's treatment earlier, the view of the foxkin's ample curves had me rising to the occasion. My eyes focused on her large breasts and perfectly pink centers. Her slim waist shifted down into wide hips, giving her the perfect hourglass shape.

One of her tails acted as a modest shield in between her legs. But when she saw my stare, she removed it, showing me that the blonde fur was everywhere. As she passed me, she slid her hand across my chest and stepped inside.

“The water is excellent. You should join me instead of staring…”

I chuckled and followed her into the deeper section of the tub. The sight of her breasts bobbing as she slowly floated away from me made for a strong distraction. Once I was sitting, she dove under the water.

I watched her sway her way to me, her hands gripping upon my thighs before she resurfaced. The small beads of water fell down her hair to her slim neck. She stood and stretched, allowing her ribs to arch under her godly chest. It took all of my power not to shove my face into them.

“I need to stretch if I’m going to care for you,” she said leaning from side to side. It was a ruse to allow me to gawk at every inch of her figure. When she bent over and away from me, one of her tails swatted my hand away when I reached for her plump bottom.

When she turned around, she reached for the bracelets. “Shall I take these off?”

I shook my head. “We should be fine. Malice promised to be good.”

“That’s a welcome surprise.”

“I suggested this bath to my master,” Malice stated as if the words pained her. “I will not stand in the way of him enjoying time with you, if you swear to me that he will never suffer a scratch under your care. If you do that, then I will leave you two in peace for your baths together…”

I was surprised by Malice’s suggestion. We’d already agreed that she could stay, yet she was offering herself up. The last time they were at odds, Ophelia put Malice in a box, so I could understand the resentment. However, I appreciated her effort. The naked sorceress seemed to as well when she rubbed the bracelets.

“Thank you for your trust, Malice. I swear to keep our archon safe. With my life if need be.”

I sensed the elemental's curt nod before my circlet and bracelets melted and slithered into my right hand. I shook my head as Ophelia attempted to grab her from me. I needed to show her the improvements I’d made since our very first bath.

While I still felt like every movement would send me flying, my control over my body had improved significantly. But it required my absolute focus. If I faltered for a moment, it could cause me to throw Malice at the window. With delicate care, I set the cube on the edge of the tub.

“Impressive, Your Holiness,” Ophelia said with a small clap. “You seem to have improved greatly.”

I turned slowly back toward her and smiled with pride. “It’s taken a lot of work to get to this point. It’s one of the many things that I’ve spent my time doing while everyone else sleeps. It just requires so much intense focus that I can only do it a little bit at a time before I get so frustrated that I have to do something else.”

Ophelia swam forward. I shivered when she gripped my dick before giving it a long, firm stroke.

“Tell me, Your Holiness. Does that something else involve this?”

Ophelia's gentle rub on the underside of my head made me groan for two separate reasons. The first was how good her hands felt on me, and that made me hope she planned on doing more. The other was due to a much less pleasant thought.

“Not without Malice. I don’t think I could concentrate. I’d hate to accidentally hurt you.”

It took the foxkin a few moments to realize what I was implying. Once she did, she smiled and pulled me down for a kiss.

When she pulled away she said, “This long, hard temptation does make a lady question her desires for survival. You requested a bath, and your attendant needs a distraction before she decides to let you break her.”

Ophelia stood up on the edge and made her way to the edge of the pool where a basket sat. She accentuated her stride to give me a bit of a show, bending over and allowing me to see her pussy squeezed in between her thighs.

Once she picked it up, she swayed her hips with the swing of her breasts. As she lowered the basket next to me, she slowly brushed her tits across my face. Her nefarious giggle expressed her intent, and I couldn’t laugh with her as she sat on top of me, mere inches from my dick.

“Don't worry, my Archon,” she said, oozing with seduction. “I won't take advantage of you in your vulnerable state.”

Not wanting to lose out on a good time, I rebutted, “I'm very much willing to be an inactive participant if you're looking for permission, Ophelia.”

My reply got me another laugh and a quick kiss from the sorceress before she laced her arms around my neck. “Again, my Archon tempts me with a good time. No, I think I will wait until I can feel your hands on me for the main course. Until then, I will enjoy our bath time, and hopefully, my busy Archon will make time just for us…”

The long look Ophelia gave me when she trailed off made me chuckle. My nod got me another kiss. Her breasts surrounded my head, while she reached to grab the basket full of soaps and scrubs. I took the opportunity to inhale her scent. The hint of jasmine reminded me of our first time bathing together.

“Do that again, and it might make me start doing laps in the pool,” I said, rolling my eyes back.

“Are you insinuating I'm a drug for you, Your Holiness?“

I nodded and wished I could bury my face between the smiling foxkin's breasts to drive my point home.

“Well, if it motivates you to get around without Malice, not saying you should, by the way, I'll be happy to give you all the motivation you want.”

I smirked as Ophelia shoved her tits in my face and swayed them from side to side. The broad grin on my face when she finished got a chuckle from us both. When she finished, she got to work, grabbing the nearby rag and soaps and scrubbing my body. While they were purposeful, it still was relaxing. It gave me time for my mind to wander as I leaned back.

“Have you talked to your mother since we got here, Ophelia?” I asked.

Ophelia snorted as she continued cleaning. “I have. She’s still her usual focused self. She was more interested in your progress than mine. I can see her position, though. A new archon building his own kingdom is going to draw the attention of the others. It was clear that she was probing me to determine if you were going to be a threat to the Chalice.”

“What did you tell her?”

“Nothing but also enough to not draw suspicion. The last thing we need is to make another enemy, especially one as powerful as my mother.”

I frowned as Ophelia finished her reply with a shrug. The tight line of her lips told me she wasn't as ambivalent about her mother's disregard as her tone implied. I took my time raising my hand from my side to rest it on her hip.

“I'm sorry if the conversation made you upset,” I said. “I was just curious⁠—”

The sorceress's soft lips cut me off. Despite the sour mood my question had caused, our kiss was purely pleasure. The sweet taste of her tongue caused my cock to press up against her—something her bigger grin told me she enjoyed.

When she pulled away, she continued, “Don't worry about me and my mother, Devon. I'm more than used to her lack of empathy. I can say it was nice to talk to her. Despite what she has done, she is my mother. I doubt I will ever forgive her for her hand in my father's death. If she hadn't pushed so hard, allowed me to be the child I was, maybe they would both be here. That would have led me down a different path, though. If I hadn't delved into things I shouldn't have, I would never have had my visions. I would have never found my Archon, my Blackthorn…”

Hearing her declaration filled me with joy. “As long as you’re okay with it. I still hope you and she can find some way to reconcile…”

The snort my comment got ended with a patronizing sigh from the foxkin. “My mother wants to keep tabs on you, Devon, not reconnect with a naïve girl who delved too deep into the void and paid the price. We are out of the protection of Nubia. As much as Queen Sekhet used us like her personal attendants, the strength of her kingdom shielded us from the others. We need to be careful about who we bring in while being built. I'm sure once they know about us, and the other kingdoms, Dupont especially, will be eager to prod us for weakness.”

I nodded, acknowledging her truth. However, with her and Cartha acting as our possible defense against infiltration, our repaired fortifications, and my growing army, I felt we were in a good spot for now.

Seeing my mind lost in thought, Ophelia kissed me to regain my attention. “At this point, all we can do is keep an eye out. Watchfulness and caution will be our allies while we build our strength. I hope my adventurous archon will take that into consideration if he chooses to make another trip to the border of our enemies…”

I laughed, knowing she was right. “I had my reasons, but I understand. I will be more cautious in my adventuring. I will also promise to always be here to protect you and the others.”

Ophelia dropped the cleaning supplies and jumped to my mouth. She pressed herself firmly against me, and our lips intertwined. Her mouth was invigorating, like a sweet summer candy, and her taste I couldn’t get enough of.

She massaged my tongue with expert finesse, suckling the tip like it was all she’d ever wanted. Her hands crawled down my chest, stopping down at my waist. She gripped my cock, ensuring it was ready for her. She shifted it closer to her, rubbing it against her slit as we made out. Her moans echoed through her breath until she finally pulled away.

She gazed at me with a lustful smile. “I think it's time I perform a more… thorough cleaning.”

She lightly moved my arms to the edge of the bath, allowing me to grip hold. When I did, she cast a spell underneath me, turning the tub into a bubble bath. The pressure pushed my bottom up into the air, exposing my hardened cock.

After letting out a playful giggle, Ophelia slid her hand down to my crotch. My heartbeat quickened as she gripped me and stroked me slowly but firmly. Normally, in water, I’d expect an uncomfortable friction, but the other spell she cast on her hand made it slick like lube.

“There are many fun things that magic can do, and I can’t wait to show you,” Ophelia teased.

As she slowly stroked my cock, she added light kisses to the tip. Each peck caused it to jump with anticipation—a movement she took delight in reproducing.

“Stop it, you tease,” I said, frustrated.

“Ugh… fine. I just enjoy toying with you when you’re in this helpless state. There’s something fun about having a little control over the big, powerful archon.”

Ophelia leaned down and dragged her tongue along the underside of my dick. When she reached the top, she took the head in her mouth. As she stroked, she spun her tongue around the tip, paying special attention to the underside.

My whole body shuddered as tingles spread throughout my core. They only intensified as the intensity of her movements increased. In one swift motion, she plunged her head down, shoving my cock as far as she could take it. Excess spit spilled along the sides, gathering along the base as her tongue wiggled along my shaft.

“Fuck!” I moaned.

She pulled up and stroked my cock as she took a breath before slamming her head back down. My heart pounded with her movements as her mouth attempted to engulf everything I had. Her lips slid over my smooth skin, sucking like the world’s greatest shopvac.

The bubbles popping all around me added to the wild sensation, threatening to overload my senses. In between plunges, Ophelia would use her tongue and concentrate on my tip, flicking and sucking as hard and as fast as she could. I was worried I was going to shatter the edge of the tub; I was grabbing it so hard. My constant moans only seemed to encourage her hard work ethic.

I knew it was going to be over for me when she used her free hand to concentrate on my balls, or what I thought was her free hand until I felt her kiss her way up to my chest. When I looked down there were two ghostly aberrations that had replaced the sorceress’s mouth. They mirrored her face and hand and were equally competent.

When she saw me staring at them, she let out a giggle as she kissed her way up to my ears. “I told you there were benefits. But they’re only temporary. I just wanted to taste your lips again before I enjoy my next meal.”

Ophelia kissed me passionately. Her hands rubbed across my chest, massaging me in the same rhythm as our lips. Before I realized it, I was completely overwhelmed by the sensations. I wanted to shout, to tell her I was close, but I think she wanted me to cum from her thick juicy lips.

I moaned into my mouth as I exploded into the ghost’s mouth. My cum sprayed up into the ceiling like a geyser before crashing back down. When my frantic breaths calmed, only then did she relent my tongue.

Ophelia looked down at the mess and giggled before resuming stroking my still-hard dick. “It makes me happy that I can make you cum like that. But don’t worry. We’re not done. There’s still one more thing that I want to do.”

Ophelia shifted in between my legs and wrapped my cock in between her beautiful tits. I thanked Heluna for such a gift as she spat on the head. The mix of her and my juices made for an excellent lubrication as she slowly stroked up and down.

“I’ve seen the way you look at my tits when I’m around,” she said with a sultry look. “I figured this is something you’ve already thought about?”

“More like dreamed.” I laughed.

After she giggled, I took in a quick breath as she licked the underside of my cock. Her tongue darted out to taste every inch as she pressed her tits together. Her mouth pulled my attention as she stared deep into my soul as she kneaded her breasts around my cock.

I couldn’t help but moan as the warmth and wetness covered every inch of me. They were as soft as silk and equally as delicate. With both hands pushing her breasts together, she picked up her speed, slamming my cock up and down between them.

The slick and slush sounds of her frantic pace exceeded the popping bubbles. After a few moments, she took me back into her mouth, bobbing lightly on the tip. The sensation of her tongue flicking and dancing around the underside of my shaft was driving me wild.

“Fuck me!” I shouted.

Ophelia took the opportunity to tease me further and froze. “Do you want me to stop?”

“Fuck no!”

She let out a nefarious giggle as she fucked me with her tits. They continued their rhythmic movement up and down, each squeeze causing a satisfying squelching sound as they slid against my shaft. Her tongue darted out again to taste me once more, leaving a trail of saliva down the length of my cock while she played with her breasts.

She chuckled darkly as my breathing became more rapid and increased the pace of her beautiful breasts. Each bounce sent a shockwave throughout my groin. My eyes drifted closed as I savored every sensation: the warmth of her skin against mine, the bubbles along my body, and the scent of jasmine. My cock swelled as I reached my point of no return.

“Cum for me, my Archon. Give me everything you have.”

Her words put me over my edge. She wrapped her thick lips around the top of my cock and sucked the ever-living soul out of my body. I shouted as I came, load after load. She tried to swallow it all, but it was too much for her.

After wiping her tears and nose, she finished licking up the excess before sliding up to my side. “Now that was a fine late-night meal.”

“I’m glad you enjoyed yourself because I most certainly did.”

Ophelia kissed my cheek and nuzzled against me. We stayed there for a few more minutes just enjoying each other’s company before she rose and performed a quick cleaning spell.

Before I could say anything, she cast another spell, and we both fell into her bed. I had to do a double-take before I realized what’d happened. We were both still naked and wet, but another wave with her hand fixed all of that.

Without speaking a word, Ophelia breathed raggedly against my chest. When I gently laid my hand on her bare back, the shiver that ran down it had me ready to fill something other than her mouth this time.

“Mind your hands, Devon,” Ophelia said playfully. “If you keep going, I will hold you responsible for any damages to my person…”

I sighed dramatically at the foxkin's playful tone and chuckled when she lay down on top of me. Her furry pointed ears twitched mischievously while a broad smirk grew across her gorgeous face. I was almost tempted to risk it when she pressed her bare pussy against the base of my shaft.

When I didn't, my restraint gave me a genuine smile. “Caution and restraint will make you that much better of a king. Should I clothe us both so we can talk about your kingdom, or is your restraint up to conversing like this?”

My cock flexed, smacking against her plump ass, which I thought was a sufficient answer.

“As you wish, my Archon King.”

Once she settled in my lap, with my dick sandwiched between the cheeks of her supple behind, she twisted her wrist, summoning a piece of parchment.

“I have been scrying our borders a few times a day and thankfully haven't seen any evidence of either Azaran or Eimalon forces,” Ophelia said. “Same with Dupont or Bismark, but that’s expected this early. Bismark’s alliance with Dupont will make it unobtainable. They may be willing for some black-market trade, but anything official is likely out of the question. I would advise we look at making some other allies with Nubia being so far away.”

“Do you have anyone in mind?”

“We might look to Harkwood or Amonduin, though they are pretty much constantly at war with one another. Whichever one we decide to court as an ally, the other will most likely mark us as a threat and potentially declare war on us out of necessity.”

I sighed as the tumultuous relationships between the other kingdoms reared their ugly heads.

“Don’t worry, my Archon,” Ophelia said, rubbing her hand across my chest. “There is a silver lining to all of that. The last report I got from Queen Sekhet's spies said that Bismark was beginning to encroach on Harkwood's borders. My scrying has shown that to be at least partially true. There have been several skirmishes along Harkwood's southwestern border. If we choose to ally with Amonduin, the Harkwood elves would probably focus on pushing the dwarves away from their borders before turning their attention to us.”

“And Cartha has some history there that we could potentially leverage.”

“Yes and no. Her history with Amonduin royalty isn’t a good one. It could be seen as good or bad, depending on who we speak with, but I think that’s unavoidable and would be worth exploring.”

I nodded in understanding. If the other voidelfs were anywhere near as competent as her, they would be a great defensive ally. With Lake Vaymar, the Harkwood Kingdom, and the Corrupted Plains between us and our possible allies, there was a great deal of land and enemies to deal with. I almost smacked myself as I tried to run my hand across my chin in thought.

When Ophelia laughed, I focused on holding up my hand. “Hey now, it's an improvement. A month ago, I would have found out how tough the chin Heluna graced me with was. As far as our idea goes, let’s plan on reaching out to the voidelfs and see where it takes us.”

“A wise decision, Your Holiness,” Ophelia said. With a wave of her hand, the parchment disappeared and returned with a new one. “I understand that you are using our bandit friends to keep an eye on the east road, but I think a few of them should begin collecting wood to furnish the homes you've been building. If they are able, we could also use some fish to augment our stores.”

I sighed as I contemplated splitting some of my slowly rotting forces to assist with my advisor's request. If we cooked the fish after having the maids clean them thoroughly, I didn't see any issue with Ophelia's request.

“I can do that,” I said. “I do want to begin searching for more builders. If it becomes entirely up to me to build every house in our city and furnish it, I doubt we will be ready for many luxuries like electricity and plumbing.”

Ophelia cocked her brow. “I’m not sure how electricity will help with housing…”

“Oh right. Don't worry about it. Just stuff from home-building back on Earth. I do need some Talis builders though.”

My comment got me a grimace from Ophelia. “We are still in the beginning stages, Devon. Our space is very raw with not a lot to provide for craftsmen at this stage. For example, we have no stores, no forge…”

I sighed and nodded. “I get it. I can move from noble housing to the city's great hall, bailey, stables, stores, and forge. I could also work on some buildings for shops that would hopefully help to bring in a few eager merchants. With the walls up and the area secure, we should be able to draw in the ones who frequent the area. I can save my grand expectations for when we’re ready to spread the word that we’re open for business and settling.”

Ophelia leaned forward and kissed me. Her movement placed me right at the entrance of her growing slick paradise. Even with her eyes covered by her mask, the smirk Ophelia gave me told me she knew that as well. We shared a look while that thought slipped through our minds.

She whispered seductively as she said, “We have concluded our additional business, and you are already knocking on my door. Perhaps we should…”

Everything about me wanted to say yes, but I knew I’d already promised my other lover a night with her. Ophelia and I had already spent quite a bit of time in the bath, and I wanted to keep my word to Yda.

“I would hate to ruin the moment by doing something painful,” I said, using the lack of control as an excuse. “I think I should keep my promise to Yda and save that tempting treat for later. Although… would you want to join us? Her bed is definitely big enough.”

While I’m certain it wasn’t the answer she wanted, she made no indication of that with her warm smile. “I would absolutely love that. But before we go, I should get you squared away.”

With a snap of her finger, Malice’s cube flashed onto my chest. The cube spread across my body in a flash, forming the bracelets and circlets.

“Master, are you okay?!” she shouted frantically.

“Of course I am. Why are you so worried.”

“You both disappeared and left me behind! I got worried.”

“It’s quite alright. We just had some additional business to discuss.”

I could feel Malice’s anger as she grumbled under her breath about Ophelia. I chuckled that their rivalry was still very much alive. Ophelia let out a playful moan as she took the opportunity to slide down my shaft before pushing herself off me, and I took the opportunity for a little payback as I slapped her ass.

“Ow!” she yelped.

“That’s for teasing me so much.”

She turned around, biting her lip as she magically dressed herself. “Malice, if you would cover our king to protect his modesty, we have a pregnant sheepkin to cuddle with.”

Malice flowed over my body and dressed me in my relaxing robes. As she did, I thought about the number of titles I had at this point: King, Archon, Blackthorn. It was starting to get excessive. I didn’t know where one ended and another began. But at the end of the day, it meant authority, and I couldn’t mind that.

With all of us together, we left Ophelia’s room and made our way back to the castle to Yda’s. I’d given each of my women their own rooms separate from mine, which ensured control over my visiting hours. As we ventured back, my mind raced wild with possibilities. I’d promised Yda a fun night, and with Ophelia joining us, it could mean even more. And I was certain Malice wouldn’t want to feel left out. I felt like a kid on Christmas. The anticipation was killer.

But all of that left me as soon as I stepped into Yda’s room. Izza and Fera were sitting beside her bed. She lay moaning with a wet cloth over her head. I raced to the side, completely worried.

“What's wrong?!” I shouted. “Is she okay?”

My frantic questions got me a pained chuckle from my sheepkin. “It’s just the pregnancy. Just a mixture of an upset stomach and our little one growing along with their weight.”

I kneeled next to Yda and exhaled a sigh of relief. I grabbed Yda’s hand and kissed the top of it. “You had me worried for a second.”

Yda smiled groggily. “Your care makes my heart swell, my love.”

As I kissed her hand, again and again, Ophelia approached the side of her bed and said, “I know a few spells that might help with your sour stomach, Yda. Do I have your permission to try one of them?”

“Please. I’d do anything to not feel this way.”

With Ophelia’s spoken words and glowing hands, Yda’s demeanor shifted. The sweat evaporated, and she smiled. “Oh, I feel so much better. Thank you so much, Ophelia. My Heluna bless you.”

“You’re very welcome, Yda. I’m happy to help.”

“What are you both doing here? It’s clear no one told you I was sick.”

“Well, I came back to keep my promise, but it seems like you’re feeling a little under the weather.” I turned and pointed over my shoulder. “I invited Ophelia, too.

“Oh, are we all going to be in my bed?“ Yda asked, full of excitement.

My nod got me a happy smile from her before she lay back with a groan. It seemed like the spell hadn’t worked perfectly, and she was still feeling some of the effects. I had Malice leave me with only underwear as I climbed into bed. I curled behind her, wrapping her in my arms.

I froze when I saw Ophelia take off her robe and climb on the other side of her.

Yda's yawned and let out a sleepy, “You have such pretty breasts, Ophelia.”

“Thank you, Yda. Yours are the perfect amount of perky.”

I laughed and slid my arm under Yda's side. The differences in our heights let me take the weight of her growing breasts and belly off the bed. Yda's groan of relief made me chuckle pridefully before I kissed her cheek.

“I love you, Devon,” she muttered.

“I love you, too, Yda. Are you comfortable?”

Once she nodded, I reached over her, wrapped my arm around Ophelia's waist, and pulled her closer.

“We’re all cuddling together,” I said more as a demand.

“I’m here. Although, I'm not looking forward to being as exhausted as her with your child…”

My jaw dropped, but Ophelia fell asleep before I could expand on that notion any further. Instead, I enjoyed dreaming of the gorgeous blonde foxkin heavy with my child.
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Afew weeks later, I groaned as I finished up with the last of the buildings Ophelia and I had agreed on. The bailey surrounding the keep—containing the great hall, stables, storehouse, and forge—had taken me the last week to get framed up. I also finished the barracks that stood separately but kept our men close. I expanded it with enough rooms to easily fit hundreds more just in case we wanted to expand our physical troops instead of my undead.

The wells took the most time, digging and piping for us to pull water from the lake was tricky at first. But Ophelia helped by providing a pipe design that allowed us to pull straight water up. I created three different wells, one inside our castle walls, and two on each side of the city.

My next task was to fill all the buildings with the needed appliances. I made my way out of the mid-morning sun to the interior of the forge to craft the actual pit where metal would be melted down. Malice's gentle touch as she licked the last of the cum from my cock sent a shiver down my spine.

“Don't worry, master,” she began, “I will still have plenty of energy for the rest of your tasks. If you wish, I will let you pin me down later so you can participate…”

I snorted and shook my head as I continued to work. With our agreement to let her sip as she pleased, I couldn't say ravaging her in her mental space during our next break didn't sound appealing. Only the firepit and hearth for the forge, shelving for the storehouse, and counters, tables, and basins for the kitchen kept me from taking her offer immediately.

Still, I had lots of work to do. I pulled another set of boulders, heating them up as they rolled. While it made its way toward me, I melted the location of the firepit with a stream of magma. I sighed and tried managing the monotony of my work with memories of my last trip toward Eimalon. It was exciting exploring areas, and spending so much time just building was starting to wear on me.

As the melted boulder flowed into the forge, I closed my eyes, remembering the image on one of the scrolls I had read. The image of the hearth I planned on making bloomed in my mind. After lowering the pit in front of me deep enough to provide a path for the air from the bellows, I solidified the image into reality and gave my cooling construction a glance to ensure it matched my desires.

Satisfied with my work, I moved on to my next task. I gazed at a dozen of my minions bringing in their last haul of lumber from the western forest. Their deteriorating state made me worry that before too long I wouldn’t have any left. I gave the ones that still stood a short inspection as I passed by the barracks.

Cartha stood with several of our soldiers performing mock drills as part of their training. When our eyes locked, she smiled and tried not to let me be a distraction. I returned the glance, which only seemed to make it worse for her. She turned her back to me, only to have her shift her hips slightly, drawing my gaze to her firm ass—a move I knew she did on purpose when she peered back to ensure I saw.

“You could pin her down, too, master,” Malice teased as if reading my mind. “I'm sure the fight with her would be fun.”

I rolled my eyes and shook my head before making my way to the kitchen. She was right, but I wasn’t going to give her the satisfaction. Even though Cartha and I had our own duties, I made a mental note to visit her in the future. I grinned from ear to ear as I thought about making another scouting run with her.

It could be a fun distraction, I thought.

A few hours later, I was finally done with my tasks in the bailey and surrounding buildings. I gazed at the fully furnished storehouse with pride in my chest. Sweat began to form on my brow, and I winced when I felt Malice’s tongue lick it dry. As I exited the building, I perked up at the familiar voice that called from my side.

“I'm amazed how you can stand the heat in there while you and Malice are working,” Cartha said, pushing herself off a nearby beam. “I had to dismiss my men and women for a break after your last flaming boulder made one of them pass out from the heat.” She handed me a waterskin. “Water?”

The cool liquid helped with the heat a little, and I noted Cartha's gaze dipping while I drank. My only consolation to the heat she had mentioned was leaving my chest bare. With Malice feeding on me and my pants partially hiding that, I wasn't running around as naked as I could have been.

That didn't seem to make a difference to the voidelf watching the water I spilled dripping down my chest. I couldn't help imagining her black lips kissing their way down as I handed her back the container. A small smile curled on my lips when it took Cartha a few moments to realize I was done.

“If you want to touch, I won’t stop you,” I said with a cocky grin.

Cartha blushed furiously and turned her head. She let out a forced laugh as she tried to play off that she wasn’t caught.

“I, uh, don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“You do,” I pressed.”

After another forced laugh and wiping of her gear, she said, “From the state of your undead, I don't want to chance us getting caught unaware and unprepared…”

I let out a sigh and nodded. She was always right when it came to those matters. It didn’t help that the undead’s decay was getting worse, which only added to the horrid smell. I was worried that I was getting used to it by how I no longer reacted to it when the winds changed.

“I've been looking through Ophelia's scrolls for a spell that might help them last a bit longer, but she doesn’t have a lot of stuff on Death Magic. However, I did learn something that should help Yda.”

“Oh, like what?”

I took a moment to center myself before bringing up the spell I had learned from Ophelia's scrolls.

Spell: Settled

By imbuing the target with life magic, this spell cures the target of stomach and bowel problems.

The golden light that surrounded my hand as I trailed off was the same as the one that Ophelia had been using to help with Yda's stomach issues. I waited for Cartha to give me a nod to use it on her.

Cartha's eyes grew wide when I decided to alter my method of delivery. With some focus, I shifted the spell to my lips before pressing them against her own. Her surprised squeak before joining in on the kiss made my smile broaden. All too soon for my liking, she stepped back with a relieved breath and a sheepish smile.

“Thank you, Devon. I’m not sure what it did, but I feel… good.”

“It’s supposed to help you with any stomach problems. It’s a spell that Ophelia used for Yda to help her with the pregnancy sickness.”

“Oh, well that’s nice. I’m sure she’ll be happy about that.”

Cartha’s bitten lip and shy glances made me want to grab her and repeat our kiss. However, I jolted straight. My connection with my undead alerted me that something was approaching my city from the east.

“What is it, Devon?” Cartha asked after I spun in place.

“Something’s coming from the east.”

“Bandits?”

“I don’t know. We should⁠—”

Before I could finish, a portal opened next to us, and Ophelia stepped through it. Her excited expression helped ease my concern.

“We have an approaching guest, Your Holiness!”

“A guest?”

“Yes! Based on the wagons that they’re pulling, I’d assume it’s a merchant.” She turned to our voidelf companion. “Cartha, we should send your men to the eastern wall to greet them.”

When she looked at me, I nodded, backing up Ophelia’s orders, and watched the athletic voidelf sprint off into the distance.

“I didn't see anyone else but a lone bearkin making his way to us,” Ophelia said. “I hope he's just a merchant testing his luck with the bandits.” Ophelia reached out and draped her finger down my chest. “He could be here for more, so I think it would behoove you to change into something more expected for a king.

While she was the ultimate tease, I nodded in agreement. “Malice, something regal, please.”

“Yes, master,” Malice said.

While the elemental followed my instructions, Ophelia’s smile shifted harshly into a frown as my clothing changed. As quickly as it did, the sorceress cupped her hand to try to hide her laughing. It was mirthful enough that I gave myself a curious look.

Black flowers sprouted from my shoulders, as the lace-like cloth spun down my chest. The tight black pants to match were anything but comfortable. The outfit accentuated my physical form, but I looked more like a male runway model than a king. I sighed before glancing up at the crown situated at the top of my head.

“You asked for regal, master,” Malice said, trying to hold back her laugh. “I made it as pompous and tasteless as I could.”

“Stop messing around, Malice. You know what I meant.”

“Sorry, master. Just having a bit of fun.”

The elemental’s form shifted into a new set of clothes. It was a mix of elaborate maroon and black layers of a shirt, overcoat, and matching trousers. An ornate leather and gold kidney belt secured it to my waist and stomach.

A furred black cloak hung around my collar and shoulders before draping down to my feet. Ornate red fabric was woven along the inside, allowing it to shine like silk. Instead of gauntlets, she molded into golden rings on several of my fingers with some having large red gems inside. The crown sat perfectly on my head and held several red gems to match.

“Now that’s more like it,” Ophelia said, eyeing me up and down. “You look absolutely kingly.”

I nodded in appreciation. “Thank you, for the compliment, and thank you, Malice, for the clothes.”

“You’re welcome, master,” Malice said.

I extended my arm to Ophelia. “Shall we depart?”

Ophelia grabbed it before she spoke an incantation, creating a portal to the eastern wall. “Handy for short hops with enough power stored. But one that requires an anchor to work…”

“I guess we still need to rely on the tower then. But that could prove useful to move troops quickly from one end of the city to another.”

“Now you’re thinking like a king,” Ophelia said with a wink.

We both shared a laugh as we stepped through the portal. Our walk took us to the edge of the eastern wall, giving us a perfect view of the rolling hills, the road, and the sporadic trees spread throughout. Judging by the man’s calm state, it seemed that he didn’t notice my undead hidden in the trees.

That was a good sign. I didn't want their decaying state to give away their position to possible enemies; otherwise, their use as scouts would be pointless. I lamented the need to slow their decay for the thousandth time as Ophelia and I watched.

As the man got closer to the walls, I finally got a better look at him. The bearkin had short, round fuzzy ears and a plump stomach telling of his love for food. His clothing was thickly furnished with reds and golds, and his neck jewelry shone in the high sun. He whistled a jolly tune as his trison-pulled cart traversed down the road.

He seemed enthralled by the new updates we’d made. Every couple of seconds, his head darted from left to right, finding something new to smile about. When he got close to the gate, Ophelia and I made our way down to meet him with several guards in tow. When his cart slowed to a halt, he jumped off the front and met us in the open.

Cartha’s men took up defensive positions as she shouted, “State your name and your business, traveler!”

The bearkin took off his bag hat and bowed respectfully. “Good afternoon!” he shouted in a jolly, baritone voice. “My name is Namor Undin! I am a merchant who hails from Eimalon where I run the Northern Merchant Guild. I’ve just returned from completing trade with several businesses and towns in the Azeran Monarchy. And it seems there have been many changes since my last pass through the Bulwark.”

“You would be correct, Namor,” I said. “The bandits who once habited this structure are dead and gone. The Bulwark is under my new claim. I'm King…Matthew, and this is⁠—”

“Ophelia the Red,” the bearkin said with a wide smile as he bowed further. “It’s a pleasure to make the sorceress and His Majesty’s acquaintance.”

When he finished, I was surprised at the man’s recognition of Ophelia. I knew sorceresses were rare, but his comment implied he was either very informed or Ophelia’s fame was grander than I’d realized.

My decision to use my middle name for my title had been more of a split-second decision than anything. From my talks with Queen Sekhet, Ophelia, and Yda, I doubted claiming that the dreaded Blackthorn was setting up shop in the Bulwark was a good idea at the beginning. Not only would that probably get the other kingdoms rushing toward us with pitchforks sooner, but it might also scare away any potential constituents.

“It’s good to make your acquaintance as well,” I said, still deciding how I felt about the man. “As you can already see, I have renewed the Bulwark’s visage to beyond its original beauty. It is my goal to reshape this landmark into the capital of my kingdom. However, I am curious as to how you recognized my advisor from just seeing her…”

The hard edge I put into my comment got me a boisterous belly laugh from the bearkin. I still wasn't convinced that he wasn't more than he seemed, but when he laughed harder at my grim expression that worry dimmed a bit. It took him several more seconds to get himself back under control before he sighed in amusement and explained himself.

“Apologies, Your Majesty, my laughter is not at your expense,” Namor said. “It would be a question I, too, would have asked. It’s just that in my position, I make it my point to know as much about the rich and powerful as I can. And there aren't many blonde, masked, and beautiful foxkin that would show up in former bandit territory. What I am interested in is that I am not aware of you, Your Majesty. I know all of the nobles from Dupont to Azera, and I’ve never heard of a man of nobility with the surname Matthew.”

“Nor would I have expected you to,” I said, furrowing my brow. “My privacy is important to me.”

Namor tugged on his shirt to present himself better. “That is something I completely understand, Your Majesty. If I may boast about myself for a moment, I'm one of the only men in the north who has the balls to trek through such dangerous territory. That’s how Utilly and I came to an arrangement—may Xenith piss on his grave.”

While Namor trailed off, I examined the cart behind him. They weren’t the largest or the smallest I had seen, but they all seemed pretty stacked with goods. From bolts of cloth to a few crates with what looked like ore in them, the man seemed to be precisely what he said he was.

“Would you be open to a search to confirm you harbor no ill intent if we allow you through our walls?”

Namor opened his arms and stepped to the side. “Absolutely, Your Majesty. I have nothing to hide.”

I nodded to Cartha who ordered her men to search. They opened several crates and moved the equipment. But to Namor’s credit, he showed no weakness or concern of the movement. When the soldiers finished, they resumed their defensive positions.

“Everything is in order, Your Majesty,” Cartha said.

I smiled, impressed that Cartha had adopted the title before nodding to the jolly man who waited for my response. “We will allow you passage through the western gates.”

Namor’s smile twisted as he glanced around. “I hate to impose, Your Majesty, but we have been on quite a journey and could use a place to rest. The protection of your walls would be a great boon. A service I’m happy to compensate you for.”

I glanced over at Cartha and Ophelia who both confirmed what I’d already decided. “That would be fine.”

“Excellent, Your Majesty,” Namor said with another bow. “Your grace is as wide as your heart.” He turned and pointed over his shoulder. “May I offer you and Lady Yarrow a ride to the place you best designate?”

“I shall leave you in His Majesty’s capable hands,” Ophelia said. “It’s a pleasure again to make your acquaintance, Sir Undin.”

“You as well, Lady Yarrow,” Namor said, waiving. When the sorceress disappeared through another portal, Namor and I climbed aboard his cart.

“Welcome to Blackrock,” Cartha said as the cart moved forward.

I glanced at the voidelf in surprise. Her smirk from behind her helmet told me the name of our city had probably been her idea. With my attempts falling flat on their faces, I let Cartha have her win.

It was a little tongue-in-cheek, but it fit the city around us quite well. The black stone of the new walls, the city streets, along with the swirls of white blended into the buildings, did stand out.

As we continued in, I just had the opportunity to learn more about the man. “I mean no offense to say, but I’m surprised for such a long journey, you’re only bringing one cart.

Namor let out a deep chuckle before nodding. “None taken, Your Majesty. That’s mainly because Utilly and his friends always taxed based on the load. Xenith… There was even a time when he taxed an entire trison because he liked the meat. After that mistake, I only did single carts and told him business just wasn’t as good as it was. He didn’t know I was choosing smaller, more valuable items, so I was still making plenty.”

“Smart.”

“But thanks to you, Your Majesty, I'll be able to bring an entire caravan with me and inform the other merchants that the Bulwark—er… Blackstone—is open for business. It will be pretty tragic to lose my status as the only merchant braving the trek, but the increased loads I’ll be able to move should make up for that.”

I nodded as I imagined how the increased traffic would bring in more money for us. A small smirk curled my lips as I thought about my talk with Minka. The money that a toll would add to our coffers would certainly help with her worries. I made a mental reminder to talk to the halfling about it.

As I continued on, I noticed Namor’s glances, indicating he wanted something.

“Speak your mind,” I said.

“I don't want to offend, but do you follow Ninazu, Your Majesty?”

I cocked my brow. “What made you ask that?”

Namor pointed at my undead who hung around the walls. “Them. It’s not often you see controlled undead hanging around.”

I chuckled when I realized how silly it was to try to hide what I was when we were surrounded by a legion of undead. If he knew about Ophelia, then he knew that she wasn’t a follower of his, and it would be quite the jump to assume I employed others who did. Cartha didn’t help when she snorted as soon as Namor asked the question.

“No, I am Heluna's archon,” I said bluntly.

I kept my response short as there was no point spreading more information than needed. His comment about Xenith pissing on Utilly's grave seemed harmless.

“Ah, the forbidden babe,” the bearkin said with a firm nod. “I was wondering when she would start involving herself. Now I understand the reason for your privacy.”

“Is that an issue?“ I asked Namor absentmindedly.

“Not for me, Your Majesty. Coin is my goddess, and the sweet feeling of it filling my coffers is her tender kiss.”

I chuckled along with the bearkin as he finished with a wistful sigh.

“I would have thought Ikkala had your worship,” I said.

Namor shook his head without remorse. “No, that coin hoarder and I have always had a love-hate relationship. Money is meant to be spent on nice things. Drinks. Women. It's as useless sitting in a dingy cave for her to stare at as a scrofas in a brothel. Keep enough for a rainy day in your pocket, and have the rest make more for you. That is what I say.”

I couldn't disagree with Namor's point of view. The old adage ‘It takes money to make money’ seemed to apply on every planet. While I thought about the guild master and his ability to make more for me with his visit, I frowned when he stopped a few seconds later.

We had made it to the outer road running past Heluna's statue and the northern coast. I exchanged a curious look with Cartha when Namor left his cart to explore. My men stayed with the cart while Cartha and I followed him to the cliff edge.

The slight adjustments I had made to allow my minions to fish seemed to have drawn the bearkin's attention. I let him examine the steps and tiny dock I had carved into the cliff.

Once he’d seen enough, he turned and said, “I don't wish to speak out of line, Your Majesty, but do you have any plans to expand this further?”

“I do, Namor,” I said with a confident grin. “I plan on making this city a trade hub of the northern region. A dock seemed necessary to make that happen.

While I answered his question, I watched Namor's expression shift from sly contemplation to wide-eyed amazement. His disbelief shifted back to deliberation over my comment when he glanced back at my undead minions below us.

“I hope to see what you have planned in action, Your Majesty,” Namor said. “If I could make another suggestion, I wouldn't mind sending a few of my men your way to set up a guild here. With the Bulwark open for trade and a business-minded king such as yourself in charge, I could see this city becoming just that. If you’re interested, perhaps we could discuss numbers at a time of your choosing?”

I smirked and gave the bearkin's offer a nod. “As long as it's in good faith, I think we can work together, Namor. Let whoever you send know that they will be dealing with my treasurer, Minka Littlefinger. She is a little… firm in her beliefs about how my money is spent, but she has my trust.”

Once Namor shook my offered hand, I exchanged a smile with the man. “Thank you, Your Majesty. I’m sure you won’t be disappointed. And to think, I almost decided to take the sea route for this trip. It’s great to see someone finally decided to make something of the Bulwark. It almost makes me want to wait until Azera or Eimalon show their faces here. They've let bandits control this region for far too long.”

“I’m not interested in conflict, especially with our neighbors, but lawlessness is no good for anyone,” I said with a firm tone. “I’m eager to see everyone thrive in this kingdom, including the merchants.”

“That’s great to hear, Your Majesty,” Namor said. “I’m not sure if it’s because the elves live for so long, but it’s hard for them to take action sometimes. As a man of business, you’re saying all the right things.”

I nodded in agreement as the bearkin and I returned to his cart. Before the cart began to move, I watched some of our guards rushing down the streets to get ahead of us. It was slightly embarrassing to have to divert some of our people to add more credence to our guard efforts.

I hoped that once word got out we would have more than enough volunteers to fill those gaps. While I guided Namor down Blackrock's empty streets lined with similarly vacant houses and shops, I couldn't help but imagine them full of my people.

“I will try to return in a few weeks, Your Majesty,” Namor said. “But it’s been a while since I’ve been home. If I am unable, at the very least, I will be sending my assistant guild leader, Daniel, and his head guard, Zanti, when I reach Eimalon. I'll also put the word out that the Bulwark is now under the protection of King Mathews. I'm sure the cartographers will take a while to put Blackrock on their maps. Here's hoping that your success will ensure it happens sooner rather than later.”

When we reached the edge beginning the descent toward the western gate, I held out my hand, and Namor slowed his cart. I hopped off and nodded to the man. “This is where I leave you. I hope you enjoyed the early look at what’s to come.”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve been this excited, Your Majesty,” Namor said. “Thank you for your hospitality.”

“You’re welcome. Safe travels on your trip.”

“Thank you, Your Majesty. And good luck with your continued construction. I look forward to seeing Blackrock in all its glory.”

I chuckled as Namor left us with even higher hopes with his most recent offer. With a merchant guild now to build or create by altering one of the hundreds of buildings behind us, I had even more work on my plate. I didn't mind one bit, though. This was the first step in seeing the fruits of my labor.

Once word got out that Blackrock was open for business, I was going to ensure that Minka would have a rough time keeping up with its growth. As I watched the man’s cart pass by, I heard the sound of a portal before Ophelia's hand filled mine.

“It looks like we will be open for business soon, Your Majesty,” she said, extenuating my new title.

Ophelia's slight blush when I lifted her hand to my lips only made my good mood better.

“That we are, Ophelia,” I said. “How about a stroll through the business district? I hear they’re going to be getting a merchant guild there soon.”

Ophelia giggled. Once she linked my offered arm with hers, my smile broadened as the western gate closed.

We had our very first visitor, and it went better than I’d expected. But with his visit came the realization that word of our kingdom was finally going to spread. I just hoped that whatever other adventures came our way, the experience would go just as smoothly.
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From my perch atop Ophelia's tower, the city before me seemed much livelier than it really was. Hundreds of homes and shops stood tall, spread throughout the city of Blackrock, waiting on my people to fill them. The meeting with Namor helped break through the mental block I had, giving me a renewed burst of energy.

I watched the conga lines of undead bring in more and more wood from the nearby forests. Their decay had reached a point where this was the only use for them now, and it took them forever to trek back and forth. With their usefulness slowly waning as they decayed, I gave the lake to my south a long look. Deep within its depths was one of my brave minions fishing for a much larger catch than the ones we had been eating from the sea.

Visions of huge lake monsters creeping from Lake Vaymar's black depths to do my bidding flew through my mind before a blue flash from behind me drew my attention.

“Look at the smile,” Ophelia said, pointing up at my face. “You look proud, Devon. And you should be. In the history of Talis, a city has never risen so fast.”

I bowed deeply, eliciting an amused giggle from the curvy foxkin.

“Your praise is certainly warranted, Ophelia,” Malice said, interrupting our moment. “Our master has certainly invested something, though. If it weren't for his near-constant use of my power, I'd be willing to bet I would be bloated enough to seem pregnant with his child…”

I shivered as Malice trailed her sharp nails along my shaft. Her husky giggle was interrupted by Ophelia's playful sigh and grab of my arm.

“I would like to see how a metaphysical presence gets pregnant, Malice, truly,” Ophelia said, with a tone meant for a jab. “Speaking of pregnancies, though, Yda is having a better day with hers, and I think we should deal with some boring clerical business while she's able. By the way, Malice, I have continued searching for your missing pieces. I've got nothing concrete yet, but there are a few promising rumors.”

“Wait, really?!”

I chuckled at Malice's sudden sense of excitement. I still had plenty of plans to make my kingdom even more secure—like extending the width of Blackrock's outer walls to create a kill corridor—but those needed more planning before I could implement them.

I told my advisor to lead us on, which got me a smile and nod from the curvy foxkin. While I followed her toward the transportation gate, I chuckled softly at the idea of a Tower Defense for the corridor. Those thoughts and how to implement them stayed with me until we reached another room.

The walls were covered with dozens of maps with one giant table filling up most of the central room. This one had a world map that’d been stretched to fit the entire table, and small, carved stone pieces were set on top of it. Roads, political borders, and trade routes dotted all of it.

It reminded me of a giant Risk board meant for war planning. I noted a small pin placed on the map near the southern border of Eimalon and Bismark. It looked to be a port city by the anchor on the map, and I chuckled at the “Namor” label next to the pin.

“It's just a guess as to his location at the moment, Devon,” Ophelia said, tapping on the map. “The Northern Merchant Guild is located in Eimalon's capital city of Calia. It will be at least a month before we see either your large friend or his associates. Not everyone has a magical tower or your endurance.”

As I nodded, the door opened, and more of our party filed into the room. I gave Yda, Cartha, Minka, and the two maids tending us for our meeting a smirk. Once I took my seat at the head of the table, I saw Yda pensively eyeing her chair and mine. It was clear she was torn between taking her official seat or her preferred one.

“Live it to the fullest, love,” I told Yda.

Without a second to spare, she raced over and plopped her thick bottom in my lap. With my focus on our baby and the meeting ahead of us, I managed to keep my hands mostly to myself. Everyone, including Minka, shared a laugh of appreciation as they took their seats, although I caught the treasurer’s eyes lingering on my affectional touch to my lover’s belly.

“Now that everyone’s here, I think the meeting can get started,” Ophelia said. “We have done a great deal to get our city and kingdom ready for our official reveal. I'm sure once Namor reaches Calia, there will be plenty of rumors running around. There are certain spots at this table that need to be filled to ensure we are prepared for the reprisal and hopeful rush of citizens that will be coming our way.”

We all shared nods in agreement. It didn't take much imagination to think up dozens of ways the other kingdoms could wipe us out. Our walls would do a great deal to keep that from happening, but I knew there were other ways to get to us.

Ophelia, seemingly reading my concerned expression, continued, “Let's work on taking care of our king's worries then. First, we need a regent. They will be the interface between the crown and the people. We will need someone trustworthy to help build loyalty to our city and kingdom. They will be Blackrock's advisor in local matters. I would recommend someone with leadership experience. Preferably someone who has experience in dealing with the nobility and normal populace alike.”

There weren't many people I could think of who matched Ophelia's terms for our regent. Khepri could possibly fill that role, but I wasn't sure. During our courting, I had noted she was loved by the people of Nubia, but that love was built on decades of living amongst them. No one jumped to mind.

“Let’s keep it open for now,” I said. “We can revisit that one once a more suitable candidate shows up.”

Ophelia waved her finger, commanding a quill to scribble on a piece of parchment. “Regent awaiting the proper candidate. Thank you, Your Majesty. Okay, for the next seat to be filled, General, we need someone who has experience leading armies and building training regimens for our soldiers.”

I smirked as I raised my hand playfully. “I think I can fill that spot, Ophelia. I’ve already trained Nubia’s men, and with Cartha’s help, we can get it done. Fighting from the front lines will also inspire our troops.”

The sigh the foxkin gave me made me frown in confusion. “I appreciate your excitement, Devon, but while it's good to see a king leading his troops from the front, that will not always be the case. There will be times when you would be needed to talk out our issues with another kingdom while simultaneously fielding our forces to prepare for a fight. I doubt even you could span the continent in a split second if an order needed to be given. We will need someone we can trust, and it would be best if they had the experience to make those kinds of decisions without you.”

“Do we have any candidates?”

Everyone shook their heads before Ophelia continued her point. “This seat might take a while to fill. Most career soldiers who reach our required level of experience won't leave the kingdom they are serving for something as tenuous as being the general of a new one. Have patience, Devon, and while you do, there will be plenty of battles to fight.”

“Fair enough. She returned it before scribbling down some notes. While she did, I continued to run my fingers gently over Yda's belly.

“Moving on, the next position we need is a warden for our city,” Ophelia said. “The warden will be responsible for all the internal matters of the city, keeping it safe, policing its streets, training soldiers, and more. They will also be responsible for leading all defenses should the general be gone. They will also lead the king’s guard.”

There was no one else I thought of than Cartha. She was already performing the duties it required and was doing a great job at it. I glanced at the voidelf who was taking a drink of the tea.

“I think Cartha would make a perfect warden for Blackrock,” I announced.

Cartha’s choking filled the room. While she cleared her throat with several coughs, Yda and Ophelia both nodded in agreement.

“Wait?! What?! Why?!” Cartha shouted in hurried succession.

“Because you have the experience,” I said confidently. “You’re already in the role without the title, and I wouldn't trust anyone else with the safety of our city.”

Cartha blushed and rubbed her ring as she stared at me. It was clear she was feeling conflicted.

“I told you I hated that job, Devon,” she said, her voice full of remorse. “Why would you ask me to do it again?”

“Because this won’t be like last time. You won't be under the thumb of some asshole this time. You were forced to follow the rules of someone who didn't trust or listen to you. I'm neither, and if you take this role, I will give you every ounce of my trust. Hell, you already have it! What rules you come up with to keep our city happy, safe, and growing will be followed as if they came from my lips.”

After a few moments of consideration, Cartha looked up and smiled. “I'll take it, Devon, but I want my own trusted people for your royal guard. Hand-picked. “If I'm going to do this, I need to go and collect some good help. The men and women I've trained will be good enough to protect our walls, but I will only have the best watching the backs of my family and the man I protect.”

“You have my full approval and appreciation,” I said.

She took the opportunity to stand and approach my side. She leaned over and kissed my cheek before looming back overhead. “Thank you, Devon. May I be excused to go and collect some assistance to keep you and our little family safe?” I nodded. “I will need Abetha's amulet to get around quicker…”

Sensing an opportunity, I smirked. “I'm going to need something to make me part with such a precious gift…”

My teasing tone made the Voidelf roll her eyes playfully before asking, “And what would that be?”

In response, I slipped my hand resting on Yda's thigh around Cartha's back before pulling her toward me. My goddess's perks came in handy once again as I sensed the voidelf grow excited through A Partner's Desires. Instead of chasing down my elusive prey, to pin her against a wall to mark her as mine, I gently kissed her chin.

Once she smirked and dipped her head to kiss me, we enjoyed a much longer and more thorough twining of tongues. I felt Yda resting against my chest vibrate with excitement while Cartha and I made out. Once we finished our lengthy kiss, I stared into her purple eyes.

“There, now I have a slightly uneven trade,” I said, full of content. “Maybe another amulet to bring you back quicker will make it right.”

My teasing tone got Cartha's hands wiped down my face. Her sigh before she cupped my cheeks was one of the happiest I'd ever heard from the gorgeous voidelf.

“Maybe four or five more would do it, Devon. Do I have permission to leave, or do you need to unbalance your trade even more… Never mind, don't answer that. I’ll return when I can.”

“Be safe, and don’t hesitate to use your ring if you need help.”

Cartha nodded firmly. Her certainty that she would be okay was the only reason I released the woman from my grasp. Once she moved to leave the meeting room, I noticed our audience's gazes for the first time.

Ophelia's smirk at our exchange was the most normal of the bunch. Cas and Fera were staring longingly at me when Cartha walked past them. Minka was a surprise.

The halfling stared with a dreamy expression focused somewhere past my shoulder was much more so. I left the halfling to her daydreams while I enjoyed my last sight of Cartha's pert ass in motion for the foreseeable future.

It could have been my imagination, but I could have sworn there was an extra switch in her hips. I made a mental reminder to ask once she got back. The snap of my fingers that followed the door closing behind my voidelf temptress brought everyone back to the task at hand. Ophelia was really the only one who recovered normally.

I snickered at Cas and Fera's quick yelps as the former almost dropped a kettle the other caught. A quick glance assured me that they were okay. Minka's reaction was the most extreme. When she saw me staring at her, her pale cheeks, ears, and neck turned a bright beet red. When everyone was settled, I nodded to Ophelia to continue.

“For our next two seats, our head priestess is sitting in our king's lap, and our treasurer is doing an excellent impression of a tomato,” Ophelia said, trying not to laugh. “Yda, is everything settling well with the temple?”

Ophelia's comment made Minka's blush return in full force while her question got a nod from the horned beauty sitting on me.

“We have everything we need at the moment besides the sundry stuff for our ceremonies,” Yda said. “I plan on purchasing those from the craftsmen and weavers who decide to come to our city. However, I’d like to bring some priestesses here from Nubia when we can. We’ll need them to begin working on cultivating the land to the north of the temple to make it a proper park. Besides that, I will talk to Devon about whether there are any structural changes that need to be made.”

“Very good. You and I can speak about that later. We can take the tower to retrieve your priestess when we get a moment.”

“Thank you, Ophelia,” Yda said with a slight bow.

After their conversation was done, Ophelia turned her focus to the other side of the table. “Minka, you said earlier that you had a request?“

Milka shuffled some papers before she cleared her throat to speak. “I did, thank you, Ophelia. I wanted to make a request to use some of the lumber and ore from the boulders you've been collecting to start on a reserve for the kingdom. Once we begin to truly grow, I would like to have them on hand to help manage the prices of our goods. Ten percent of our materials placed into storage for such emergencies would be good with another ten to be used to ensure our citizens have what they need. When we find or acquire additional goods, we would follow the same format.”

I gave Minka's request some thought before nodding. “Let me or Ophelia know what goods you want to store away, Minka, and we will make it happen. Anything else…”

Minka shook her head, doing her best to hide from my eyes.

“We have the seat for the ambassador next,” Ophelia said, continuing to scribble. “This is going to be a tough one. Whoever we pick will be acting as a diplomat on our behalf across the various kingdoms. We need someone who is willing to build our kingdom's reputation and is capable enough to not get us into a war. They will also need to work well with Minka. They would have access to negotiate trade deals and goods on our behalf, so they would be working in tandem.”

I frowned a bit as I thought about who we could place in that difficult role. The fact Ophelia didn't have someone in mind meant that it wasn't one we could just throw someone in. The idea of getting tossed into the deep end of things made me single out Khepri again.

She had done well enough at Liberty Bay that they had given her a seat at their table. In her role as the princess of Nubia, I was sure she would be amazing at negotiating for our kingdom. I also wasn't ashamed to admit a little bias if it got her back by my side quicker.

She seemed like the perfect fit at the moment, and I decided to say so. “Maybe Khepri for our ambassador, Ophelia? She's got the experience and the upbringing to add credit to our burgeoning kingdom…”

I frowned slightly as Ophelia gave my suggestion a gentle shake of her head. “I agree that the princess would make an amazing ambassador, Devon. But there are other plans in motion for her as your queen that would make that assignment seem like a punishment instead of a job she would be great at.”

“Ah true. Sending our queen seems like a bad idea.”

“Exactly.”

“And this is why you are my head advisor, Ophelia. Gorgeous and brilliant.”

My question got me a beaming smile and a playful, “You are much too kind, Your Majesty,” before Ophelia moved on to the next seat to be filled.

“We have a need for an arcanist. It's a role that I have been filling at the moment, but once our kingdom begins to grow, it is one I fear will require more attention than I will have available. I do have a recommendation that I am working on securing. It will take a few more weeks, but I’m certain it will be worth it.”

I was positive whoever she selected to set before me would be more than qualified to fill her shoes. With what she had given up to reach this point, I trusted her in arcane matters explicitly. As we continued, a serious expression crossed her face a moment later.

“Our next seat is one that I believe we should make a priority to fill. While an army might certainly make our day rough, I think everyone will agree that our enemies would rather kill us quietly instead of making a show of it. As such, our spymaster, if we had one, would make that task difficult for our opponents in the other kingdoms. They would handle all matters of espionage, counter-intelligence, and intelligence-gathering. I would preferably want someone who has established contacts already in the other kingdoms. If we were to go to war, which seems inevitable, we will need to create resistance groups there to hinder them…”

Ophelia's sigh when she trailed off told me this was another seat she had no idea about who to fill it with. No one that could fill it came to my mind. I rubbed Yda's belly gently, and Ophelia continued.

“Another one for the still-looking pile then. We might or might not decide to fill the court jester seat with someone. Entertainment for our guests, while we collect ourselves for a negotiation, might help smooth things along. That's a very low priority, though. I doubt a tumbler's antics or a bard's songs will get us out of what will initially be coming our way.”

I chuckled in agreement with Ophelia's airy tone. “More like armies coming for our heads.”

“Almost certainly, Your Majesty. The last seat that needs to be filled I would, with your blessing, like to volunteer for…”

I sat up in curiosity as she said, “The final seat for Blackrock's supreme advisor is the one that will directly lead the other advisors, plan meetings like the one we are in now, handle the day-to-day while you are away, and advise you on all political and non-political matters. However, that doesn’t mean my decisions wouldn’t have to undergo your scrutiny, of course.”

I nodded as I gave the list of heavy responsibilities Ophelia was asking for some thought. “If there are no objections, I will accept your assignment, Ophelia⁠—”

“I do!” Malice interjected with force.

I’d never rolled my eyes harder when she started speaking. “I believe I should be my master's supreme advisor. My near-constant attachment to him allows me to know his will the best.”

I was slightly surprised by Malice's argument. It made a curious sort of sense. But her unhinged personality meant I would never go with it. But I still wanted to placate her.

“What happens when I need to be elsewhere and my supreme advisor is required here to run things, Malice?” I asked.

The confusion I expected from my question didn't materialize. Instead, Malice's focus shifted from me to Ophelia. “I will have a physical form as soon as the sorceress makes good on her promises of locating the rest of my body. Until then, I am willing to allow her to hold my seat.”

Her decent argument amused me. However, Ophelia’s crossed arms and scornful lips told me she didn’t find it as funny as I did.

“I think a set seat and not one temporarily filled would be our best option here,” I said. “It seems like you are pretty dead set on this, Malice, so how about a test?”

I chuckled softly as the elemental's excitement and pride swelled and then waned a bit while I spoke. Her slightly hesitant, "Fine," made both Ophelia and me smile.

“Good. Now, if I were in negotiations with... Bismark, let's say to get access to their mines for more ore, what would you do?”

I gave Ophelia's snort of amusement at my question a raised eyebrow that was only half playful. She rolled her lips over her teeth when she realized she, too, was being evaluated.

“I would send them an ultimatum, to give us what we needed or else we would crush them with our army and reap their souls!” Malice shouted with excitement.

I smiled before giving Malice's answer a shake of my head. “While I can appreciate the direct action you took, I would have done something a bit different. Would you like to hear my side, Malice?”

It took her a moment to get over that I hadn't immediately joined in on her Scorched Earth plan, but the elemental eventually replied with a, “Yes, master.”

“Okay, in this scenario, we are trying to curry favor with Bismark. They are allied with Dupont, who we know wants us all dead. I would have made them an offer so good that it would be worth breaking their allyship with Dupont or at least keeping the conversation hidden from them. Greed begets all, so knowing what they want more than anything would have helped. Otherwise, we could have used a third party to handle the transaction so that they wouldn’t know it was us they were dealing with.”

I paused for several moments while I sensed Malice trying to work around my logic. But I could tell she was struggling.

"We aren't going to be here by ourselves for much longer, Malice,” I said. “Eventually, there will be people here besides us who will require our protection. In Nubia, that responsibility was laid with Queen Sekhet.”

I allowed myself a moment to focus on Cartha's location far to the south of us before Malice shaped herself into my spiked gauntlet on my hand covering Yda's belly.

"Then what am I to be?! I'm a weapon languishing in a peaceful world! My master's whims are my own, but I am not a crafter! I was created to destroy, and without that, what am I?”

I was taken aback by Malice’s outburst, but it was Yda who rubbed her fingers across the spiked hand. “We all have concerns about our roles, Malice. I have my own, and they trouble me regardless of how much I fight against them. What if one day my goddess's will takes Devon away from us? What will I do then? How will I live in a world where he is absent from mine and our child's lives? I have my faith and trust in my goddess to fall back on. With you, I think another way of approaching the problem is required. May I share some wisdom with you?”

A phantom tickle formed around the red gem where Yda was rubbing before Malice softly said, "Yes."

"You love your master, right?"

I was more than a little surprised by the conviction in the elemental's, "Yes!" before her mind froze. I knew I cared for Malice and knew she felt the same. Love wouldn't have been my first name for that feeling, though. Attracted, devoted, lusted after would have been where I placed our relationship.

"He is a good master and one worthy of my love,” Malice added. “Even Ninazu didn't treat me as well. If I had tried half the things I have with my master with him, I would have been tortured or worse, destroyed.”

Yda giggled when the spikes shifted into fingers that the priestess rubbed and massaged. "I’m glad to hear you feel that way about your master. Your relationship with Devon is different, so a different means of serving him is required. Having all these others serve him in their own dedicated roles will be a big change, and I think you should let us step up to help him. But that doesn’t mean there isn’t a place for you. You two just need to figure it out. Does that sound like something you're willing to consider?”

Again, I was surprised when the elemental answered with a firm, "Yes." I could sense her determination fueled by her love for me. It was a new and different feeling from the elemental, and it was one that I wanted to explore. Just like our agreement to fuel her magic, I wanted to figure this out together.

But that was something only she and I needed to discuss. Malice seemed... raw to me, and I didn't want anything but her honest feelings and answers to my questions. It took me a few moments to realize a long silence had come over the room with me at its center.

"As long as everyone is on the same page, Ophelia will take the supreme advisor seat at my table," I said.

My decision got me smiles all around with the exception of the confused elemental covering my body.

"You OK up there, Malice?" I asked.

My question got me a soft, "Yes, master," before she went silent again. While I let the woman who had confessed her love for me figure out her scattered feelings, I focused on my supreme advisor when she swept her gaze over the room.

"Okay, all of that is settled now. The ones that are still vacant we will work on filling in the coming days, weeks, or months. We are still in a precarious position, so I believe any candidates we might find should be ones we can validate through trusted channels. I know that isn't ideal, but I would rather us exercise caution in selecting the perfect candidate instead of making any rash decisions.

I couldn't agree more with Ophelia's suggestion, though I was worried about the blind spots those empty seats would leave us with. With my minions slowly decomposing, our small army was becoming less and less viable by the day. With that thought in mind, I decided to push a little.

"Ophelia, can you reach out to Queen Sekhet about possible suggestions to fill our empty seats? I know she is hesitant to provide us with support that might signal to the other kingdoms that she is backing us, but I believe we might be able to get away with a few helpful suggestions. I can help, too, if needed."

My request made my supreme advisor smile at me before nodding. "I can certainly do that, Your Majesty. I will also speak with my contacts in the Chalice about a few of our seats. They will have their own priorities, though. Despite their position in the Chalice, they still have loyalties to their kingdoms. If we do this, the other kingdoms will know that we are here. We will need to be ready for their actions that follow."

While I wanted to avoid war, I couldn’t help this growing intensity inside of me being back on the battlefield. In combat, my powers flourished. Finding someone worthy of me, to prove to myself where I fit in this world had this growing importance. I’d been so focused on that, I missed some of Ophelia’s continued parting notes.

“Everyone else should do the same. If you have any contacts you’re willing to back with your life, then you should bring them to me. But besides that, if no one has anything else, we can conclude.”

When everyone shook their heads, everyone collectively got out of their seats. Yda hopped from my lap and turned around. We shared a quick kiss before she pulled away. “I’m going to go get things ready for my departure with Ophelia to get some priestesses from Nubia. If we want the temple to be the best that it can be for new visitors, I’m going to need some help.”

While having her leave without my protection was a concern, I knew she would be safe with Ophelia. “I think that’s a great idea. Just be safe, okay?”

We shared a final kiss before she pulled away and stared at me with lust-filled eyes. “And don’t forget about the pleasure chamber you built. If you should happen to visit us when we return, I'm sure a certain high priestess of Heluna would be able to reward her archon for his thoughtfulness..."

I pulled her in close and kissed her again. "I'm sure a certain archon will find the time to visit his eager priestess."

My words got me another, longer kiss before Yda slipped off. I watched her small tail wiggle above her plump ass as she left the meeting room. While I took a moment to let my dick settle after having her intoxicating curves against me, Ophelia approached.

"Despite your fight for my position, Malice, I have a gift for you.”

Ophelia leaned over the map and marked two new points on it. "I still haven't verified the presence of the boots or scythe, but where Salaria and Morgus used to reside, I have confirmed their followers still surviving there. This creates two opportunities. For Malice, you both could see if either of their settlements knows where more of Malice’s pieces are.”

Ophelia then looked up at me. “They are also followers of Ninazu. With you being the archon of his daughter and an instrument in his future rescue, I’m sure you could sway some of them to make Blackrock their new home.”

Malice was on board with the knowledge of some new pieces, and I was on board with all of it. If we managed both, it could give us a huge boost to our power and residents.

Ophelia clearing her throat a moment later brought me back to our conversation at hand. "We should be able to make the trip in a few weeks once we hear back from Namor. I would hate to leave the Bulwark without its protector while we go searching for Malice's missing parts."

I grimaced as my advisor's timeline differed quite a bit from mine. It felt like a waste to sit around doing nothing while we waited for word about the other kingdoms that might not affect us.

Malice made her opinion known. "We shouldn't be hiding behind our walls while our master could gain more power to defend them! The Bulwark has the undead army and Cartha’s forces to defend it for now.

I furrowed my brows and gave Malice's comment some thought while she continued her argument. "Just infuse them with more Death Magic, master. It will be significant enough to bring them back to full capacity, and you should have plenty of reserves left over."

I frowned as the elemental's comment bore some merit, and I loved the idea of exploring more of the continent and potentially gaining more power and people. But I also didn’t like the idea of leaving everyone here unprotected.

I glanced up at Ophelia having made up my mind. “How about after you and Yda return from Nubia, we gather everyone to go? We’ll leave Cartha’s men and the undead here to protect our holdings. If anything should happen, I’ll get alerted, and we can come right back.”

While I didn’t like going against Ophelia, I couldn't deny that Malice was right. If we had more power to throw at Dupont once he came knocking, I wasn't going to cut my own leg off in the spirit of caution.

Ophelia's sigh and nod made me feel even worse, but her raised hand stopped me from explaining myself.

"You both are right. I didn't want to tempt fate by leaving at such a vulnerable time, but the gains in power for you both would be significant enough that it makes sense. We can be ready to leave after Yda and I return and I get a chance to rest.."

“I’m glad you’re on board.”

Ophelia smiled, wryly. “It's a good thing, Devon. There will be worse decisions you will have to make in the future. I'm just glad all I have to do to make this one happen is jump the tower a few times.”

I took Ophelia's gentle kiss on my cheek as a good thing before she left to get our home ready to move. Once she had left, I rose from my seat. With my own preparations to make before we left, I hoped what I assumed was a deep well of power to draw on was as limitless as I’d thought.
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The days that followed were full of refinement of the city’s buildings, tightening up structures that I’d hurried through, and experimenting with my death magic. Malice's suggestion to infuse them with more death magic had helped with my decomposition problem but at a significant cost.

The amount needed to keep them moving had been a little staggering. From what I could feel, my available death magic had been halved with only a hundred admittedly resilient near-skeletons for my hard work. My hope was that our journey into the Corrupted Plains would lead to a new revelation of how to curb this.

After Ophelia and Yda’s venture back to Nubia, they returned with a number of treats including the two new priestesses. Xari and Melindi were exactly like what Yda promised, women with beauty so divine, it was worthy of Heluna’s grace.

Xari’s fierce exterior clashed with her submissive demeanor. Her bright red wings, bulbous tail, and furred claws matched her hair. She was the second tallest woman in my circle, only behind Cartha. And while she wasn’t as muscular, her toned stomach and thick legs showed that she wasn’t against hard work.

Melindi had the bright energy of any good follower, always willing to jump into whatever was asked of her. Built for aerodynamics, her body was thin and lithe, but her legs and arms were strong for flight. Her bright blue feathers and wings allowed her to cross the city quickly, making her an excellent runner when Yda was at the temple and needed to relay a message to Ophelia or me.

“Your Majesty!” Melindi shouted above.

I cupped my hand to shield my eyes from the sun, spotting the harpy flying above me. “Yes?”

“Lady Yarrow wished to inform you that she is ready to depart as soon as you are!”

“Thank you, Melindi. Tell her I will be on my way shortly.”

“Yes, yes, Your Majesty!”

I clapped my hands together in an attempt to remove the last bit of hardened magma from them. "Ready to head out, Malice?"

“Yes, master!”

The elemental's response was more excited than I’d heard from her in the last few days. I couldn't fault her; I was also excited for our trip. With the possibility of gaining power and people for our city, I walked with a pep in my step as I made my way to the tower.

When I entered, everyone was already waiting on me. After discussing it further, Minka volunteered to stay back in the city, keeping Xari and Case behind just in case any visitors showed up. I was impressed by her fearlessness of volunteering.

With Ophelia and Yda traveling with me, she was next in line for leadership. I was even more impressed when she spent a short time learning how to command the undead in the event something bad happened. She only winced at the smell once. It made me mildly eager to see how she would handle any issues that cropped up and built my confidence in her.

I smiled at Ophelia standing behind the metal rod in the middle of the room. While Yda made her way over to me, I nodded to the foxkin, giving her the command that I was ready to depart. I picked up Yda and surrounded her in my arms while the sorceress spoke the incantation to shift our home once again.

Lightning crackled between the blue crystals and the rod before Ophelia's curt nod singled us to brace.

The feeling of vertigo once we landed passed quickly. I set Yda down and waved off Izza and Lani when they moved to help our sorceress. Yda's smile followed me as I lifted Ophelia into my arms.

“Mmm, I could get used to this,” Ophelia said through weakened words. If it wasn't so draining to follow my king's orders, I might ask to be properly compensated. Though, a nice bath might be a good way to start. After a long nap."

A soft chuckle slipped from me when her breathing evened out into a light slumber seconds later. With Ophelia out of it, I turned toward the maids waiting behind me. "I'll get her in bed. If she wakes up before I get back, have a bath drawn for her. Otherwise, make sure our home is picked up after our trip."

“Yes, Your Majesty,” the maids said in unison.

Yda's hand on my thigh pulled my attention down. "I'll have two of them help me organize our spare quarters for any of Abetha or Ninazu's followers you come upon."

My nodding and leaning down to give my thoughtful high priestess a kiss unsettled Ophelia. Her soft murmur before gripping my arm made Yda and I both chuckle.

"You know she loves you, Devon," she said before leaving for her task.

I stood stunned at her comment. For all of our teasing, playful banter, and the sex, oral or not, Ophelia didn't seem like one to fall head over heels. She was more like a seductive succubus who was out to see me succeed because it was in her best interest.

While I made my way to Ophelia’s room, I let thoughts of more between me and the blonde foxkin flow through my mind. I was glad Malice kept her peace while I did.

The elemental was more focused on what was outside the tower than anything inside. Once I made my way to her room, I twisted my lips before deciding to leave. There was somewhere better.

My bed was larger, more comfortable, and at the moment, I wanted Ophelia to wake up surrounded by me, even if I couldn't be there. Her soft smile when I laid her down in my room told me I’d made the right choice.

"Mmm, Devon," she groaned in her sleep before pulling my pillow toward her.

I smirked while I watched the powerful woman in a moment of vulnerability. I’d hoped for more of those views while I covered her with my blanket.

Once I left the slumbering sorceress behind to recover, I glanced up at the circlet resting on my brow. “Now that she’s taken care of, I think it’s time to go.”

"For adventure and power, master!” Malice shouted full of excitement.

“Suit me up with my armor. We’re heading into unknown territory, and I want to be prepared for anything.”

As Malice molded her protective layers over me, she asked, “Shall I help lead us?”

I almost shook my head in reply to Malice's question before thinking better of it. There was certainly an itch to explore the Corrupted Plains, and I was certain I would scratch it in due time. Given the devastation and battles that happened here, I was sure there would be some pockets of life and death magic I could make use of.

Even if it was only to send back to Heluna to bolster her strength, I was sure it would be worth the effort. The thought of seeing my goddess again put an eager smile on my lips as I walked out of Ophelia’s tower, only to find myself immediately surprised by the sight before me.

The sky was gloomy and cloudy, yet a single ray of light shone down on the kingdom. Giant vines and exotic brush covered the remains of the once-great city, morphing it into a dense forest of draping vines and flora. Their bright colors and thick barbs told of the dangers they posed. The sights of battle and aged decay left most of the structures in disrepair.

“Nature has reclaimed this place,” I muttered as I continued to scan our surroundings.

"The infusion of life magic allowed the plants of Abetha's kingdom to grow wild,” Malice said. “I'm sure Ventri, her archon, melded some life magic into her portion of the spell that created the Plains. You'd have liked her. I’d heard she was the most beautiful woman on Talis, rivaling that of the goddesses themselves. Her desire for carnal pleasures was also well known; she ended up having over a hundred children prior to her downfall.”

I couldn’t help but laugh and chuckle at Malice’s good mood. I activated my Ground Detection and headed farther in. Everything under my feet was alive, and I could tell it was following my every step.

When I stepped over a stump, a giant carnivorous plant bloomed, blocking my approach. Green liquid dripped like acid from its bulb as it seemed to watch me closely. Without warning, a sharp spear-like tentacle shot towards my face. I grabbed it out of the air and held it in place.

The carnivorous plant, after finding out its meal wouldn't be so easy to kill and capture, tried to pull the spear back without success. It was strong but no match for my power.

When I felt the elemental’s intention of burning the planet alive, I called out to her. "Wait, let me try something, Malice."

The wriggling thing tried desperately to escape the longer I held it as if it knew what I was planning next. It let out a horrid screech as I began to drain it of the life energy animating it.

The amount was significantly less than it would have been with an animal or one of the races, but it still had its own essence that I could send to my goddess. I smiled eagerly while the plant withered in my grasp. I left its tendril and the fern-like body it had sprung from to crumble into dust while I walked forward.

Several dozen other tendrils shot my way in the next second. My hands flew in front of me as I grabbed each vine with my gauntlet-covered hand. Each that I touched crumbled in seconds as I reaped the life from it. The gem embedded in my gauntlet glowed with hunger as I transferred more life into it.

As tendrils continued to spring from all directions, Malice caught them for me with her own rocky tendrils. After dealing with the ones in front of me, I spun to find that she’d caught one trying to stab me in the back.

With an effortless tug, I tore it from the ground. I dragged it and the twenty others the elemental had managed to capture along with me as I walked through the marshy soil. As I sapped them of their life force, I tossed them aside and continued on my way.

"Do I keep going straight?" I asked my elemental GPS.

“Just slightly to the right, master,” Malice clarified.

Our process continued, fighting bush after tree. Some variants even shot thorn-like bullets, but it helped that they were all connected. Finding one thick root meant I could clear an entire area in seconds, leaving Malice and me to other conversations.

"Hey, Malice. When we were first starting construction on Blackrock, the foundation, if I remember correctly, I felt you absorb some of my magic in a non-fun way. I was led to believe that you couldn't do that..."

Several vines hit me in the chest, legs, and head when Malice froze in place. I swatted at the attackers heading for the eye holes of my helmet before the elemental resumed her duty. The fear I sensed from her as she readied herself to answer my question was sharp and mildly concerning.

With how she had attached herself in my explorer garb, requiring Ophelia to almost tear her off me, I had a little voice of concern about what the elemental would do to protect herself. We were a team, and I knew she had plenty of other times to betray me. The fact she had tried to seat herself at the head of my table, no matter how misguided, told me Malice was with me for the long haul. I exhaled a calming sigh when Malice handed me another bouquet of vines the next second.

"While I was serving Ninazu, I discovered a way to protect myself. In moments of absolute necessity, I could drain whatever I needed. It wasn't and could never be much, but it was a way to ensure my survival..."

I was a little taken aback by Malice's reply before I snorted in amusement. "So you were sucking me dry before I gave you permission, Malice? I'm not sure how I feel about being taken advantage of like that..."

The playful tone of my reply got me hit another few times by the vines around us. This time it wasn't due to fear but mind-boggling confusion. I collected some more essence for my goddess while I let the dumbstruck elemental figure out she wasn't in trouble.

“You’re not mad? B-but I kept this from you!”

If I didn't know better, I would have guessed the elemental was moments from shedding tears of relief or that slowly diminishing anger. She did shift her focus back to keeping my armor protected from the vines. With her attention on them, I collected more essence while I talked.

"I'm not mad at you, Malice. I was confused and a bit concerned initially, but I trust you. All I'm looking for right now is the why, and that's just to have some small talk with you. I know I was pushing you hard that day, so a bit of self-preservation wasn't a surprise."

I felt her relax at my statement. A flood of emotions swirled across me and around me. She was obviously thinking heavily about something, and I couldn’t help but pry.

“What are you thinking about?” I asked.

"You'll make fun of me, master..."

I smirked at the shy tone in Malice's comment before shaking my head firmly. "We are getting to know one another better while weed-whacking, Malice. Tell me what could make me make fun of my sexy little elemental?"

My question got me the sensation of an eye roll before I sensed Malice give in. "You are so very different from Ninazu, master. For what I did, he would have killed me on the spot. As to your question, I was appreciating Yda and the sorceress's views on carrying your children. I can see why having such a powerful but also caring mate would be tempting."

I blinked as Malice's comment surprised me. I could sense it was a passing thought but a powerful one. A long sigh slipped out of me as I contemplated if she and I could even make a baby.

“We kind of already talked about this. It wouldn’t really be a baby per se but a duplicate of you.”

“True. But I see you the way you are with Yda, and I can sense how the others would feel carrying your spawn. I can’t help but feel a bit envious.”

With plenty of time to figure out if we really got lucky, I decided to tease her a little more. The crunch of another vine under my feet accompanied my fake snort of amusement. "You're not living up to your name very well, Malice. One would think that the deadly elemental that fought and protected the dragon god of Death wouldn't have such thoughts.”

I smirked at the indignant gasp that flew through my mind. Another helmet thumping that I was positive Malice could have stopped followed before she jabbed back at me.

"See! I knew you’d make fun of me! I guess it’s okay, though. My master asked me to change, and it seems like thoughts of carrying his progeny come along with it."

My grin widened behind my helmet when the next vine flying toward my head was again ignored by the elemental. Only this time I had a chance to react. Using her Magma Manipulation, I formed two short swords. The first one sliced through the spike at the end of the vine before a brush of my left gauntlet consumed whatever the plant's soul consisted of.

Seeing my change and ease of deflecting danger, I could feel Malice’s desire to test me. With a simple nod, she lowered her protection as I rushed forward into the mass of plants.

The ones that flew at me lost their barbed tips as I swung my first sword. The second cleaved through the remainder as I triggered my gauntlet against the recoiling vines. More darted at me as I pushed forward toward the new challenge.

As I continued to cut through group after group, I grew disappointed by the lack of imagination of my leafy opponents. Another batch went down easily under my sword and backhand combo while I contemplated my growth.

With the object of our search being a weapon I had no training with, I figured I would be spending some time grinding. A soft chuckle of concern slipped out of me when I imagined recovering Ninazu's scythe, only to end up cutting my hand off with it. But my hope was, much like Malice, it could be shaped into a new form.

After hacking away another group of plants, I paused for a moment.

“Very good, master,” Malice said with a tone that conflicted with her words.

I snorted derisively at her fake praise. "Good if I was going to be fighting toddlers when the other kingdoms come knocking. This isn’t helping much. I need to collect more essence to expand my abilities.”

At this point, I was almost regretting dropping the Weapon’s Master perk. It would have made all of this even easier. Instantaneous proficiency with any weapon was tough to drop. However, it didn’t mean that I couldn’t learn it. It would just take time.

"Give me a scythe like Ninazu's, Malice," I commanded.

A second later, a long-bladed scythe began to mold from my two swords. However, as it took shape, I furrowed my brow. I expected an elaborately curved blade on the end of a staff, but what formed seemed even more deadly in its simplicity.

The weapon Malice formed for me was more like that of a bladed pickaxe with a gentle curve on its longer tip and a short, stouter one balancing it. The red glowing runes carved into the blade, shaft, and counterweight on the other end of it were the only decoration on the weapon. As the weapon took its final form, Malice’s painful groan almost caused me to drop it.

"I'm okay, master. I got ahead of myself when I tried to replicate the magic Ninazu imbued into his weapon. This is the closest I can get to it without harming myself.”

"Don't apologize, Malice,” I said, tapping my front plate. “I'm grateful that you tried, but if you were powerful enough to replicate a weapon crafted by the god of death, I would worry about you rethinking our agreement."

I sensed my comment distracting the elemental from her self-deprecation. The sensation of sly amusement reached me before she asked seductively, "Which one, master?" and teased the head of my cock, making me chuckle softly.

"That one most definitely, but also the one that makes you keep calling me master. What's my name, Malice?"

The heat I put in my question made the elemental reply with a saucy, "Devon."

"Good, I'll make sure you are screaming it long and loud tonight. Let's see about a test of something else before that, though."

My turn towards the snap vine forest behind me ended with me giving the stand-in scythe a test swing. It whistled through the air so fast that I thought it would cut through the fabric of reality.

I noted the weapon's shaft had been shaped to fit my palm like a sword's hilt. It gave me a clear way to hold the weapon, and my hand-chopping worries diminished a little. I sighed before stepping back into the edge of the forest. The vines that I hadn't left as brittle husks on the ground seemed to want a rematch as six of them shot out at me.

My first swipe at the barbed tips ended with them only getting an admittedly firm paddling by the top half of my weapon’s haft. While the torn bits of sickly green vine flew through the air, I exhaled a long sigh, realizing I needed a lot of practice.

"Circular swings, master,” Malice said. “You need to move with the weapon to put its edge to use."

A wry smile curled my lips before I gave Malice's suggestion a nod. "Be the seven-foot-tall ballerina you are, Devon. Pirouette and punish. Jete and julienne fries..."

My motivational speech did help with my circular attacks a little. It also got me a snort of amusement from Malice that I didn't expect. Questions about what she knew of ballerinas flew through my mind while the blade of my scythe did the same with snap vine tendrils.

"What's a julienne, and why would you need to fry him, master?" Malice asked.

I almost got thumped again when Malice's question made me laugh. A sweep of my new weapon's thick spike caught the vine. I tore it out of the heart of the plant a few feet away from me before answering. "It's not a person but a type of food, Malice..."

I trailed off as a rumbling far within the snap vine jungle ahead of me drew my attention. The snapping sound from the plant's barbed vines was drowned out by a long drone followed by crashes every few seconds. I had a feeling there was something bigger here, and I smiled under the assumption that I’d found it.

While I waited for it to reveal itself, I absentmindedly swayed out of the way of one barbed vine before shifting my grip on my scythe and slicing it in half. I caught sight of distant trees swaying and snapping. A heavy thud roared through the ground, indicating a formidable size.

As I rotated my position in preparation for welcoming the beast, I asked, "Could you meld my gauntlet with my scythe, Malice?"

“Yes, master,” Malice replied.

She didn't say anything else but melded my gauntlet with the haft of my weapon. My eyebrows furrowed at her grunt of effort as she moved the gem in my left hand into the center of the scythe's blade.

It pulsed for a few moments before glowing softly. When I opened my mouth to ask her if she was OK, I sensed her acknowledgment. With the huge monster plant getting closer by the second, I took the elemental at her silent word.

I activated my Ground Detection and focused on the jungle in front of me. The jumble of hundreds of thousands and possibly millions of plants was confusing for a moment. They managed to come into focus for a second before the first massive tendril from the colossal snap vine drove into the loamy ground at the edge of my perception.

My earlier excitement grew when I saw for the first time how big the plant really was. With its tendrils at least as wide around as me, it was going to provide me with plenty of essence to send back to my goddess. I also contemplated keeping a fair bit of it to purchase the Weapons Master perk.

I was at least going to look into one; it would make learning how to use Ninazu's scythe easier. My ruminations about my upcoming victory stalled once the huge snap vine came into view. With how quickly I had dispatched its little brothers, I took a moment to examine the massive plant creature.

‘Lovecraftian’ was a pretty apt description for the monster. Its base, covered with the same sickly ferns edged with blood-red trim, was at least as wide around as Ophelia's tower. The dozen or so vines that would have stretched a fair distance across my city twirled through the air before five of them froze in a threatening display.

Their spiked barbs, directed at me, hovered for a moment before they streaked through the air. My smile broadened as I easily stepped between two of the massive vines. My Ground Detection let me ride out the small seismic quakes that followed. Before the monster could pull them back, I swept my scythe through the nearest vines.

I cheered as I leapt out of the path of the next round of barbed vines as the one I had sliced through regrew its barbed tip. The essence I had collected through the gem glowing within the blade of my weapon was as much as ten of the plants from earlier. With plenty still on tap, I dodged away from one of the monster's next blows. As I cut through it again, it healed just as quickly, replacing the earlier vines with new ones.

“Oh, this is going to be fun,” I mused.

I dodged out of the path of two more of the tendrils before rushing back in to cut them down. Just as I had hoped, they were replaced by several of their friends, and each got me closer to my desire. The amount of essence I was collecting with each swing fueled my battle lust even further.

I could almost taste Heluna's lips on mine as my scythe's blade blurred through vine after vine. As I ducked under another sharp tip pointed at my head, I swung my weapon over that vine. My pull on its haft sent me flying through the air.

The drone of the vine monster’s roar sent a vibration through my whole body. With a twist, I rotated down the monster’s arm, reaping as I went. I imagined the sounds of a slot machine as my gem filled with more and more essence.

With another thought, I sent more to Heluna. While it drained slowly, I yanked on my weapon once my feet came close to the ground. Another frustrated swing from the snap vine colossus boomed overhead as I slid underneath it.

"Gotta be quicker than that!" I shouted.

I doubted the monster could understand my quip, but I really didn't care. With a turn of my heel, I moved to attack the four barbed vines embedded in the ground behind me. The sensation of them parting under my blade was only matched by the feeling of the essence I was collecting. My cheeks began to hurt as my wide smile beamed as I repeatedly cut into the monster’s flesh.

A soft hiss from a source I couldn't locate followed soon after. As I looked toward its base, I noted that its movements had become slower. I frowned in displeasure as the next five barbed vines it shot my way barely scratched the surface of the loamy ground around me.

I couldn’t hold back my disappointment when my next cut of vines no longer regrew. "Come on! We were just warming up!"

The lethargic retraction of the tendrils I had just dissected into the base of the monster made me suddenly concerned. "Oh no, you don't, bitch! You started this, and you're gonna finish it!"

I leaped toward the retreating monster a little too eager. A curiously fast backward swipe from one of its tendrils smacked me full in the chest due to my focus on its leafy base. I growled in irritation as I flew through the air. While I counted the seconds until I had some ground under me to chase the scaredy fern on, it swiftly grew smaller in my vision.

The trees around me exploded as they slowed my fall. But I didn’t feel any of it for now. Malice’s protection and my adrenaline helped keep me focused. Once the final one cracked in half and stopped my descent, I jumped to the ground and took off into a sprint.

I scoured for my enemy but to no avail. However, after I activated my Ground Detection, Malice spotted my enemy before I did.

"Over there, master! Kill it! Make it suffer for hurting you!"

I sprinted toward the retreating snap vine. With Malice managing whatever pain she was in, I focused on ending this fight as soon as possible. The snap vine's wriggling roots that propelled it rapidly through the dirt left a trail that was easy to follow. Once I was close enough to reach it, I put all the strength I could into my next running step.

I heard the ground below me vibrate with the power of my leap. A spear of concern blew through my mind at Malice's cry of pain that accompanied that.

“I’m fine,” she grunted as I landed on the base of the creature.

Its lurching gallop almost made me slip off its surface. I sank my blade into the creature, giving me the perfect handheld as I slowly drained it. As the monster's essence filled Ninazu's gem, I could taste sweet victory on the tip of my tongue.

My only concern as it sapped the monster of its strength and vitality was Malice's sudden screaming. I grew dizzy as her screech of pain and determination rang in my ears.

"You touched my master, you unworthy slime! If it takes my life, I will see yours fucking ended. No one, not the gods, the archons, and especially not you the lowest of fucking life forms will harm the man I love!"

If it wasn't for the agony she was enduring to act as the conduit between the gem and my blade, I would have been flattered. When I attempted to retrieve the blade, she stopped me by freezing the joints of my armor. I could feel them give when I pushed a little harder.

“Let me have this, master, please!” Malice pleaded.

I nodded before the snap vine shuddered to a stop. Malice's focus fell completely on holding her mind together under the strain of transmitting so much essence through her body. Once it was full, I sent what I had collected so far to Heluna. From the vast amount that flew toward my goddess, I hoped to see her in the flesh soon.

The remainder of the power left inside the gem when the monster's flesh finally began to grow gray around the blade I planned to use for myself. Once it began to crumble, I pulled my blade from it. After my leap to the ground behind it, I glanced behind me with a broad grin.

It crumbled to reveal a softly glowing orb amidst the mass of gray, dry leaves.

I cocked my brow and trudged through the waist-high mass of dead plant flesh toward it. After clearing the debris around the orb, I lifted it from the ground. I examined the softly pulsing veins that ran the circumference of the thing before focusing on Malice.

"Hey, Malice. Do you know what this is?" I asked.

I waited patiently while the elemental collected herself before she replied, "It's the seed of the monster I'd guess, master. Abetha's archon must have infused it with life magic to protect her city after the gods’ imprisonments."

I gave Malice's explanation a nod before focusing on the seed with the other magic Heluna had gifted me with. It wasn't surprising that I was able to connect with the pulsing sphere. The prompt that filled my vision made me smile as I examined it.

Name: Angora Seed

Class: Monster

Race: Gargantua Vine (Formerly Guardian of Salaria)

After reading the prompt, I felt a little bad for killing the Gargantua Vine. Even if its creator was gone, it was still loyal to her. My original intent was to absorb the life essence I sensed within the seed. But I smiled wildly at the other possibilities.

"Keep a hold of this, Malice,” I said, holding it to my armor. “I'm willing to bet whoever is left in Salaria knows how to bring this big girl back from the dead."

Malice groaned in pain as she enveloped the seed in my hand, and it slid around to rest on my upper back.

"Are you going to be okay, Malice?"

"I would say yes, master, but that combat was extremely painful. If I may ask for some of your essence to recover, I promise I will make it quick."

I chuckled softly as I sensed Malice's honesty and real exhaustion. Her fight to repay the monster for striking me was endearing. For her effort, I figured a more personal touch was needed.

"I'm OK with quick,” I said. “I do want to show you how much I appreciate what you did, though. When we started this, I wasn’t expecting you to fall for me…”

The teasing tone of my voice as I trailed off got me a soft chuckle from the elemental. "I didn’t either, master. If you wish to spend some time with me, I will keep your body safe while you do."

I nodded before taking a seat cross-legged on the ground. Small tendrils slipped from Malice to surround me in a small bubble. The pitch blackness that followed bloomed into orange tinted brightness once I slipped into Malice's mind.

As I looked toward where her bed usually lay, my soft smile fell into a concerned frown. Her supple black shimmering skin was cracked with leaking orange lava as if covered in scuffs and scrapes. It was the first time I’d ever seen her injured before, and I couldn’t help but feel guilty.

She winced as she leaned up to look at me but fell back into the bed with a smirk. "I would do more, master, but I don't have it in me today."

I smiled as I knelt on the edge of Malice's bed before stalking toward her on my hands and knees. "All I need from you today, Malice, is for you to tell me where it hurts. Will my tongue suffice, or do you need more?"

Her soft, shaky, "Both," made me smile. It contained her usual desire tinted with her pain and exhaustion. With her not truly down for the count, I still took my time. The jagged crack in her skin that ran down her right calf drew my eye for the beginning of my journey.

My first kiss on its torn surface elicited a soft moan from the elemental. It grew breathy when I slowly kissed and licked my way up it. She tasted divine. Warmth and the flavor of Malice coated my tongue as I worked my way up her leg.

"There, master," she said as I reached her thigh.

The small tear in her shimmering black skin was small, but I followed Malice's direction. Her soft hiss of pleasure once my tongue and lips took care of that turned my lips upward. My task of bringing my elemental lover back into the fight was my number one priority.

The slick lips of her dull orange pussy were my next goal. Malice's soft cry of pleasure once I reached them turned into a long groan as I began to kiss and lick them with a tender touch. I smiled into her when her hands slid through my hair a few moments later. Taking my time and focusing only on her, my gentle kiss on her hard orange clit sent a shiver down her body.

"I want you deeper in me, master,” Malice moaned. “I want your tongue deep inside me..."

Her breathy gasp filled the surroundings as I followed her request to the letter. I continued to ply her hot, drenched depths with my tongue until my Malice provided me with a tasty drink. Her shiver as she squirted for me was followed by the elemental going limp under my lips.

The next shuddering breath she took afterward concerned me. It wasn't one of relief but one that held more emotion than even I expected from her. The only thing I could sense through my connection with her was bone-deep sadness and frustration.

"Argh, I am so weak! I want to be more for you, master! I don't want to be like this! Unable to find my purpose and simply existing as your armor!"

Frustrated tears were the last thing I expected from Malice. Their orange streaks ran down her cheeks as I climbed on top of her. I ignored my own impulses once my eyes reached hers in favor of proving Malice's assumption wrong.

"What's my name, Malice?" I asked

My soft but firm question got my lover's orange, glowing eyes to focus on me.

"Devon Matthew Blackthorn is my master's name," she mumbled.

"Good. And yours is Malice, and you are mine, which makes you a Blackthorn. If you are questioning your purpose, I only want it to be having you by my side forever. We aren't short-lived beings, Malice. There will be time for us to find your true purpose. Until then, can being my protector and my lover be enough? You know I can’t do this without you."

My question got me a gentle nod and a small but happy smile. "As long as you will forgive my weakness and grow along with me, master, I can accept that..."

The long kiss I gave Malice after she trailed off turned into a frustrated groan when I lay down behind her. It didn't take much to roll her to her side and even less effort for her to place her leg over mine.

"My master wishes to treat me gently, I see. I guess I can accommodate him."

Her smile was a return to the one I knew as Malice. The gasp as I pushed into her hot, slick pussy from behind was even more like her. While I gently made love to the elemental who had stubbornly fought to keep me safe, deep down I was happy that she was content.

We both needed each other if we wanted to stand a chance against the other kingdoms.
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Iopened my eyes slowly a half-hour later. Our bond was now stronger, and with a quick infusion of my power, she was fully healed. I rose to my feet with every intention of meeting her goal and surpassing it.

A quick glance around me told me nothing much had changed while I’d helped Malice recover. The gentle wind blowing through the jungle behind me had taken some of the city's remains with it. Other than that, the overhead gloom sprawled across the horizon.

"Which direction now, Malice?" I asked.

My question was followed by the sensation of a languid stretch from my well-loved elemental. Her soft moan once she finished sent tingles down my spine. "To your left, master..."

The more-than-satisfied tone of her voice made me smile. I rolled my eyes as she decided to continue her play. Her lips tickled all over my body as a final thank you.

I let Malice have her way while I walked toward my destination. The few stumbling steps when she got her rewards let me slow down to appreciate the blasted landscape around me.

Unlike the jungle, the barren wasteland I was walking through contained nothing for me to interact with. The one time I touched the charred remains of a tree, I felt nothing.

There were a few bugs that scrambled out of that burnt mess, but that was pretty much it for the Corrupted Plain's fauna. Despite the flora that Ophelia had dropped us into, only death lingered here—a smoldering bog full of muck and earthy gasses.

After an hour’s trek, I smiled when I spotted a few green shrubs in a nearby crater. They were the first signs of life I had seen. The splash of green amongst the dull grey landscape made me pause for a moment. I almost wished I had some water to give the plant before another idea came to mind.

"Malice, you know how I infused the dead bandits with my Death Magic. Do you know if Abetha or her archon were able to do that with plants?"

My question got me a garbled answer as Malice tried to talk with her mouth full. Once she came off me, she took a second to answer. "I believe I answered that question earlier, master.”

I rolled my eyes at the saucy elemental's reply and kneeled next to the plant. Maybe instead of draining it, I can reverse the magic and push it into the plant? I wondered.

I thought through the feeling of the action a few times before closing my eyes. When I gently touched the leaves of one of the plants, my brow furrowed as I tried to push some of my magic into it.

It was a struggle not to drain it as I’d done so many times before. Eventually, I felt something like a tingle from my chest run down my arm. It made me shiver slightly as the ticklish sensation moved to my hand. The feeling turned warm as it exited my fingers and fused into the fern.

When I opened my eyes, I smiled as its slightly discolored leaf grew greener and more firm under my fingers. A popup alerted me to my newly discovered spell.

Spell Acquired: Life Infusion

User may infuse a living object, creature, or person with Life Magic, healing small wounds and injuries depending on the amount of magic spent. Incompatible with heavy wounds such as broken bones, punctured organs, or missing limbs.

As I smiled at my new acquisition, the clacking of a few rocks behind me caused me to freeze. I immediately activated my Ground Detection.

Huddled a few dozen yards behind me and trying to take cover behind a boulder was a child I guessed to be about ten.

Before I could say anything, Malice eagerly whispered, “Do you think she might know about my other parts, master?!"

I slowly turned in hopes not to scare her. However, I misremembered my ensemble and failed spectacularly. I cursed under my breath after she took off.

"Explorer gear, Malice,” I said into my mind. “Let's see if we can get her to talk to us if we're not seven feet of black burning armor...”

"I'm sure we could force it out of her, but as you wish, master..." Malice replied.

As my clothes changed and my weapon dispelled, I raced after the girl which only took a few strides. She yelped as I grabbed her and turned her around. Her furry tail curled under her legs as she refused to look up at me.

"Hey, I'm not going to hurt you,” I said, doing my best to ease the tension. “I promise I just want to talk. What's your name? I'm Devon."

“Let go of me!” she shouted.

“I promise I will if you promise to not run. Sound fair?”

She hesitated for a moment before nodding. When I set her down, I realized that she had blood dripping from her hands. Her clothes were also covered in dirt, and mud was caked in her fur.

I took a seat on the nearby rubble as I set her down. Even though she skirted a few feet away from me, she kept her word and sat on a nearby rock. While her hyperventilating breaths calmed down, I glanced around us.

From what I’d seen during my walk, I doubted another person was nearby unless they had some kind of invisibility spell. Fear strong enough to make her run I could understand, but enough for her to cut up her hands trying to run away was something else entirely. Once she was calm enough that she didn't look like she was going to pass out if I moved, I leaned forward.

"You got some cuts on your arms, and I need to stop the bleeding, okay?” I said, raising my hands.

While I talked, I grew curious about the girl's reaction to me. From what Ophelia and Yda had said, no one came to the Plains for a reason. My arrival made that clear, and I activated my Ground Detection again once I was close to the girl. Her eyes widened in pain when I gently grabbed her hands. After turning them over, I grimaced at the bloody furrows she had torn in them.

"Let's get these fixed,” I said, preparing a spell. “What’s your name?”

"Nave," the furred girl said.

"It's nice to meet you, Nave. Do you mind telling me why you ran so fast from me?”

It took a few moments for the girl to answer. While she shook under my fingers, I pushed some life magic into hers. It was a struggle to do both—keep an eye on our surroundings and heal the girl staring at me with wide eyes—but I managed.

"I thought you were a m-mezer beast," she whispered.

I almost missed her quiet response. As her hands slowly healed, the skin of her palms healing enough to form scars, I looked into the girl's eyes.

"I'm not that great at life magic, but I have a friend who is. I don't want to leave you with these scars if I can help it. Could you help me find your parents so I can ask them if it's okay if my friend can finish healing you?"

My question got me a soft frown before Nave looked down and away from me. "My dad says to hide if someone comes. He says they hate us because we still pray to the goddess. She and her archon could do life magic like you. Did she send you here?"

After she looked back at me, I smiled gently before shaking my head. "Abetha's daughter, Heluna sent me to find you, your dad, and anyone else that is still here. I have made a new home for all of us to live together, safely. There's plenty of food, water, and huge walls to protect us..."

Nave's eyes widening in surprise when I mentioned water and food made me trail off. I almost cursed myself for not bringing some with me. After Ophelia's comment about pockets of Abetha's followers in hiding and their choice of a home, I should have assumed they weren't doing the best.

"Dad says that one day the Blackthorn will come and return us to our proper place. Is that your friend?"

I blinked in surprise at Nave’s question. "It isn't, but I know him very well. What does your father say about the Blackthorn?”

The girl's firm head shake and soft chuckle made my grin widen before she answered me. "Dad says he is our protector sent by our goddess. If he is your friend, maybe you aren’t a bad man."

I noted a bit of caution growing on Nave's dirty face when she mentioned my "friend." Her vigilance was appreciated. Living where she was, it probably had kept her alive. With the possibility of having to switch roles on her from King Devon Matthew to the Blackthorn, I sighed before nodding slowly.

"I'm only a bad guy to the people who hurt the ones I care for. If the Blackthorn is supposed to be your protector, I'm sure he would want you, your dad, and your people to come to my kingdom."

The little girl examined me for a few moments before giving me a slow nod. My soft smile got me a smaller one from her. Her glance to her right with that same smile turned into a yelp of fear and surprise. Malice's scream of "Master!" was my only warning before what felt like a one-ton linebacker slammed into my side.

Teeth dug into my skull before Malice’s helmet morphed over me. My hands darted above, holding back the snapping maw that threatened to bite my face off. Its drool slipped in between the slits in my visor as I scanned the creature.

Name: Mezer Beast

Class: Monster

Race: Panthera

The huge monster had tiger-like features with black and grey stripes running down its body. However, instead of fur, it had a strong leather hide like that of an alligator. Tall spikes protruded from its spine down its thin tail that was sharpened into a blade.

Its giant claws scraped like nails on a chalkboard across my armor. Malice groaned in pain, and I knew I needed to do something. I slipped my grip off its shoulder and punched it as hard as I could in the throat. As it coughed, I braced my feet in its stomach and kicked as hard as I could. The beast went flying through the air until slamming into a thick mud.

I kicked myself up to my feet and glanced around my surroundings. Nave hid behind a boulder and was safe for the moment. As the mezer beast shook off my blow, I checked in on my protector.

"You doing OK after all that, Malice?" I asked.

My question got me a smug scoff from the elemental. "Little cuts aren't going to kill me, Devon. What do you want to do with it?"

"I’m halfway tempted to reap its soul—which I’m sure is worth a lot—but there is something to be said about having such a formidable creature in my service. Remember how well the scrofas did?”

“I do, master. So, we should kill it and then resurrect it!”

I smiled as the mezer let out a long hiss, ready for another strike. It sprang forward and charged. As Malice molded a hammer into my grip, I charged to meet it. When it jumped for me, I sidestepped and spun as fast as I could.

The beast's body folded around the head of my weapon and tumbled over and over into the ground. It let out a whining groan as it stumbled to its feet. As I jogged to finish the job, ghostly blue flames sprung up along the spines on its back. They flowed down its sides before encompassing its whole body. I snorted in amusement as the giant cat disappeared.

A roar echoed before muddy pawprints raced toward me. I braced my weapon in front of me, ready for anything. When the last thud hit the ground, I swung overhead and missed. Only to have a claw scrap along my back. I spun on my heel and raised my weapon, ready for what I needed to do.

I cast Ground Detection into the surroundings once more and concentrated on the beast's form. With my spell activated, I could see its full body with each step it took. It was my time to go on the offensive.

Together my enemy and I raced toward each other. At the last minute, I shouted, “Malice, scythe!”

With my hammer shouldered, I swung it on the end horizontally before letting go. I knew that the beast would be fast enough to dodge, which is why I needed something up close. As it darted out of the way, I closed the distance and sliced the creature along the side.

The mezer beast howled, and its invisibility faded. Blood gushed from its wound as the creature struggled to stand. I let out a barbaric shout as I tackled it into the mud. I stabbed it again, over and over, until it let out its final howl.

With the combat over, I took a moment to catch my breath.

“Great job, master!” Malice shouted. “Now, hurry and bring it under your command!”

I nodded as I stood from the muck of mud and blood. With my outstretched hand, I filled the beast with death magic. This time when I overcharged it, I slipped in some of my life magic. It helped heal some of the basic wounds and reduce some of the decay, but overall, it was still undead. Even if it meant more power, I felt it was worth it.

Now it was mine, I commanded it: “Sit!”

Its docile groan was a far cry from its original pissed-off state. After giving it a few head scratches, it seemed good enough. I turned, looking for Nave.

I’d hoped that everything hadn’t caused her to run away, but when I saw her, I smiled. Instead of the shivering mess I expected, the little girl was staring at me with wonder and surprise.

"The Blackthorn,” she muttered.

I chuckled softly at the awe in Nivea's voice before I nodded back to her. Malice dispelled my helmet, and I wiped away the bloody streaks from my face, leftover from the mezer beast’s teeth. Thanks to my Relentless perk, the wound had already been sealed.

"You got me,” I said playfully. “My friend and I are the same. When I'm him, I get to do things that King Matthew can't. Like meeting new people without them being scared of me. Can you keep my secret, Nave? If you do, I'll keep yours about wandering out on your own.”

It was a bluff that I didn’t know, but I figured it was accurate given the dangers and reclusiveness of the people. At first, the little girl seemed like she would try to deny my accusation, but as I continued, that faded quickly.

"I was a kid, too, once upon a time,” I added. “We like to get in trouble and have a little fun. There’s nothing wrong with that. And if you keep my secret, I can keep yours.”

Nave nodded. "Dad thinks we should stay in the catacombs under the city. The secret way has kept us safe, but all that is down there is dirt and rocks. If you promise not to tell him I was out checking on my ferns, I'll keep your secret..."

I smirked and offered the little girl my pinky to seal our deal. Like with Khepri, I had to curl her finger around mine, but it seemed like she got the gist of it quickly.

"Deal. Now, let’s go get you home, Miss Adventurer."

Nave smiled broadly before climbing up the side of the crater. She let out a giddy laugh when I picked her up, but that quickly turned into a surprised scream when I leaped into the air. My landing was light after the twenty-foot jump. The mezer beast cleared the space similarly and landed with nothing more than a small thump.

"The Blackthorn and a tamed mezer beast,” Nave said. “The guys won't believe me when I tell them."

I glared down at her with a smug smile. “Nave…”

"I'm not going to tell them! I swear! Well, everything anyway..."

I almost commented on the possibility of the rumors of what Nave might tell her friends before letting it go. Eventually, the people who would choose to join my kingdom would know the truth. Time would only tell if my secrecy would be a good thing or not.

An hour later, with my giant undead cat at my side, I followed Nave into another crater. This one was much larger than all the rest—enough that it boggled my mind a little at how deep the depression was. I caught sight of a few decrepit buildings rising from the other side of the indentation.

I expected to see some signs of habitation, but they looked just as bad as all the ones I’d seen up to this point—broken windows, missing roofs, cracked walls. It was the perfect place to hide. No one would expect people to live here.

What stood out to me were several water collection cisterns that looked suspiciously newer than the ruins around them. I followed Nave past several small gardens that also looked new. They were a bit wild, but I’d guessed that helped with the air of abandonment.

The signs of Salaria's continued habitation were slight, but I noted each as the little girl led me through the destroyed city. They increased with every block we passed by. I saw that each small indication was crafted to blend in with the destruction.

After we came upon a cratered plaza that had seen much better days, I saw my first follower of Abetha. The woman cleaning clothes in the shadow of a half-destroyed shop did a double-take when she saw me. Her eyes widened, and she dropped what she was doing. She went to reach for Nave before I noticed a smaller child cling to her mother’s leg.

With my size, I couldn't blame the woman for putting her daughter first. I had long ago dispelled my scythe to avoid raising any more reason for being a possible threat. After seeing the first woman, I activated my Ground Detection and saw the dozens of people hidden within the buildings around us. They, like the washerwoman, were watching us with worried expressions, mostly from the shadows. I let them get their fill and hoped they would see I wasn't a threat.

"These are the people you wish to build your kingdom with, Devon?" Malice asked in a condescending tone.

"I don't need warriors right now, Malice. I need people to fill the homes and businesses I have created. These people need a proper home and clearly know how to survive. Don't complain when they manage to surprise you..."

I smirked at the sensation of the elemental's eye roll before she went silent. While she contemplated what Abetha's followers could offer me and our kingdom, I followed Nave into the depths of hers.

We continued through the city until turning a corner. A large cave-like hole descended underground. Small torches glowed deep inside, providing some light. A lone guard stood idle, leaning on his spear. As I smiled, he jerked upright and pointed the weapon at me. He slammed his hand into what looked to be a nearby gong, alerting the interior. The echo rang deep within before several more guards appeared with their weapons. They eyed me with a mixture of surprise and suspicion.

"This is King Matthew,” Nave said, pointing up at me. “He's here to talk to Dad about us joining his kingdom."

When the initial guard didn’t respond, Nave whispered harshly, "Izar!"

It didn't do much but make Izar utter a similarly harsh, "Hush, Nave!"

"Robes, Malice."

My request for a more regal outfit got me a playful, "Yes, master," from the elemental. I sighed as a mixture of my armor and regal robes flowed over my body. With my introduction slightly spoiled by Malice's teasing, I looked up from myself to Izar.

What I didn't expect was tears to be flowing from the man's eyes as my transformation completed. I gave Nave, who was smiling broadly, a glance out of the corner of my eye. Several of the other guards dropped to their knees and bowed as Izar muttered, "The Blackthorn comes..."

This was the second time they knew me as the Blackthorn, and I wasn't sure whether I wanted to deny his claim or accept its clear implications. One would keep my anonymity should my talk with Nave's dad go south. The other would let me lean on Ophelia's legend to get them to my side more easily.

I sighed as one of the guards raced inside shouting of my arrival. Dozens and then a hundred or so people walked out into the dim light of the Plains. Like Nave’s bony self, nearly all of them were bordering on emaciated.

I kept myself still as the huge group came to me and touched me like they were afraid I would disappear before their eyes. Whispers of "The Blackthorn" filled the air with hopeful tears.

"Is this something of your doing, Malice?” I asked, given the mix of clothing.

Malice gave a husky laugh. “Abetha's sheep always did let themselves be led by their noses. I simply proved to them that you were worthy of wielding me and thereby in the good graces of their goddess's husband. Not to mention your new pet."

I nodded in understanding. At the end of the day, it didn’t really matter. I was Heluna's archon, and I’d hoped that that and our plan to free their goddess would be enough for them to join my side.

When a man who had Nave’s matching fur color caused a stir with his arrival, I noted his annoyed glance at Nave. I had seen it plenty of times at stores and parks. It was one that parents gave their kids when they brought something unpleasant into their homes.

I didn't take offense. Having your savior appear, guided to your home by your child, had to have been shocking. While the growing mob parted around the man who was no older than his late twenties, I adopted what I hoped was a regal bearing. He glared at me with expected suspicion.

"It’s been years since another has visited our home,” the man said as if speaking for the entire community. “I am Michael. I lead what remains of Abetha's chosen. It seems my daughter has brought an outsider to our doorstep. And the people around me believe you to be someone of great importance. So, I ask you your name.”

I spoke with authority. “My name is Devon Blackthorn.”

A gasp rolled through the crowd as the man raised his hand, silencing them. “A name is just that. May I ask what you are doing here, Devon Blackthorn?”

“I have come to bring your people to sanctuary. I have founded the Kingdom of Blackrock northwest of here, located on the remains of the Bulwark. There I will provide you with homes and protection from those who would prosecute you. All that I would ask is your loyalty in return.”

Michael shouted over the roaring discussion of the crowd. “You come here wearing Ninazu’s armor and speak to us of prosecution, yet that is something we do not fear! Our faith keeps us strong; otherwise, we would have left many years ago. Our families have stayed here, generation after generation, because we have our goddess’s love! We pledge loyalty only to her! It is we who stand on her remains because we believe in her faithful return. Pray tell us, Blackthorn, who do you serve with your undead puppet?”

I smiled at the man’s conviction. He was good. It was clear he was the leader for a reason.

I spun and extended my arms, talking to the people as one. “I am Heluna's archon and am working to grow her power here on Talis. She, as you all know, is the daughter of your goddess Abetha and the god Ninazu. Once we are ready, we are going to rescue Abetha and Ninazu from Xenith's prison. I need your help to make that happen."

The crowd grew wild with excitement as Michael fought to keep them under control. “You speak of the impossible. How would you manage such a feat? Heluna is a mere babe in the pantheons of the gods. She is the black sheep, shunned by all others. What you speak of is blasphemy.”

“Yet, it was your goddess’s decision that she was born. So, tell me, Michael. Does your conviction conflict with your goddess’s desires?”

I almost felt sorry for the man when the crowd turned on him. The others shouted and pulled on his clothes. It was clear they all harbored suppressed anger, and at that moment, he was their outlet. I couldn’t let my first meeting turn this way.

I raised my hand and shouted. “Followers of Abetha! Please do not look to your fellow man as an avenue for your justified frustrations. Instead, let us use that passion to create a home glorious of our goddesses' names. To be a beacon for all so that they will rise to glory once more, giving the people of Talis what they deserve: a beautiful and happy life.

The crowd cheered and clapped. I smiled and nodded as discussions erupted in possibilities. Michael raised his hands once more, and against the crowd's initial distrust, they let him speak.

"I understand your goal, Blackthorn, and many of us here would love to help you accomplish it. Before we accept your offer, I have one question: If we wished to worship both Abetha and Heluna, or just our goddess, would that be an issue?"

The crowd fell silent. Everyone looked up at me with fearful eyes as they waited for my response. I was reminded of Dupont's draconian views on the worship of other gods in his kingdom before I shook my head.

"Both or either, it doesn't matter to Heluna. When you and your people meet my high priestess and our convent, I'm sure many of you will find my goddess welcoming you with open arms. I promise you this once and henceforth.”

The crowd erupted with cheer. It was good to see the people happy for once. I felt like their savior and was excited to welcome them into my kingdom. Many ran off excitedly and gathered their things. Michael waved me out of the crowd as what little food and drink they had, they used to celebrate with.

“It will take a while to get everyone ready to leave,” Michael said. “Possibly a day at most."

“How many of you are there?” I asked.

Michael rubbed the back of his neck. “It’s been a while since we’ve done a full count. I’d guess a hair over a thousand.

My eyes widened at the man’s number. It made me realize the caves they lived in must go deep underground. With news to deliver to my women about our new guests, I hoped Ophelia's tower could handle their numbers.

I nodded. "I need to inform my people of the numbers so we can get ready for you. I'll be back a few hours after sunrise. Would that be enough time for everyone to get ready?"

“Yes, Your Majesty. I will certainly do my best to meet your timeline.”

“Then I shall see you then.” Needing to inform Ophelia and Yda of our new passengers, I turned to head out, only to pause when I remembered we were here for two reasons. "It’s clear that you and your people are aware of my living armor, Malice, who once was Ninazu’s. Her pieces were scattered upon his imprisonment. Do your people know of any remaining pieces nearby?”

I frowned when Micheal shook his head sadly, and he bowed at my feet. “We tried and lost many people trying to save our protected piece of the armor. I would like to offer myself in payment for our failure should Malice wish to exact her revenge.”

I waited silently while the man prostrated himself before me. It took her longer than I would have expected to respond. I smirked when Malice realized she was the one being spoken to.

"I task you with working with Ophelia the Red to locate the missing piece of me your ancestors lost,” Malice commanded. “Complete that task and you may have your life."

I chuckled softly at the elemental's high and mighty tone. When Micheal rose from the ground, he bowed again before responding, "Yes, Malice."

With their agreement completed, I turned and walked off.

"Enjoyed that, didn’t you?" I asked.

“Very much so, master," Malice said. “It’s been a while since the peasants treated me with the respect of my position.”

I laughed it off and was happy she was feeling sanctified. With a long run in my future back to the tower, I commanded my undead minion to follow. Once I had reached the edge of the blasted city, I began my long run.

A sense of accomplishment filled my chest as my feet ate up the miles. With Abetha's followers joining my cause, I was that much closer to making my kingdom one that could fight back against what was coming.
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The next morning, I smiled as I gave the land far to the south a long look. Cartha's latest jump with Abetha's amulet had taken the voidelf the farthest away from me she had ever been. With our separate jobs keeping us apart for the moment, I sighed softly as I focused on mine.

The long line of bodies streaming into the tower looked to last for quite a while yet. Ophelia and Yda stood beside me as our maids did their best to tend to the massive influx of people.

"I can't wait to see what they can do with the resources from Blackrock if they are bringing all this with them from the Plains!" Yda shouted with excitement.

Another cart piled high with the larder passed by us as she spoke. It would have been enough for a few hundred to survive on. The thousands that were entering the tower would have made quick work of it, though. Their thin bodies made it clear they’d been rationing heavily.

"Minka will love balancing our food budget once she sees how many people we brought her and how little they brought with them," Ophelia added.

I nodded in agreement. "She will manage. That's why we picked her. Only the best for Blackrock."

Whatever came of our return to our kingdom, one thing was sure, the empty city we had left behind was about to become a bustling metropolis and a hub of trade and safety. Ensuring the last part remained true was going to be a full-time job for all of us.


11




The following day, we situated our guests in a number of new rooms Ophelia had created in the tower. While they were initially a little skittish about being locked behind portals, the offer of our maids staying with them helped ease some of their worries.

With everyone onboard, I burst with eagerness to head to Morgus to see if we could do some similar recruiting there. But when we readied ourselves to leave, I furrowed my brow with concern seeing Ophelia’s yawn as she struggled to stand.

"I will be fine, Devon,” Ophelia said after taking my hand. “When all this is over, I may be exhausted enough to sleep for a month, but don’t worry about me. I’ll be fine. Although, I wouldn’t mind more pampering like last night."

After we got everyone on board the previous evening, Ophelia and I retired to my room. I returned the favor of bathing and massaging her—a gift for all of her hard work. All it led to was her passing out for a restful night's sleep, but she deserved it.

"As long as it won’t hurt you, go ahead," I said.

After her nod, I braced myself for our little slice of Blackrock to make its way to Morgus. With Yda and the maids tending to our guests for their first jump, it was only Malice, the mezer beast, my supreme advisor, and me in the main corridor.

The familiar crackle of lightning from the metal pole in the center of the room began as usual. Ophelia let out a croak as she directed the glowing spears of blue light toward the crystals. While the lighting formed the cylinder, I moved toward her as she swayed on her feet.

She held out her hand and shook her head as she continued chanting. The blood that seeped from her nose made me grimace. With a final grunt, the tower jumped.

As soon as the pulling sensation ended, signaling our arrival, I surrounded the foxkin in my arms. I grew worried when she immediately collapsed, unconscious, in my arms. Only the even rise and fall of her chest kept me from panicking.

I put my Life Infusion spell to use. The only way I could tell it helped was when the bleeding of her nose stopped. I hadn’t spent enough time to really get a hold of life magic, but it was the best I could do for her at that moment. Her subtle smile helped ease my worry as I carried her back to her bedroom.

Once I had Ophelia lying comfortably in her bed, I felt Malice’s tug on my emotions. "No one will fault you for staying at her side, master. Morgus isn’t going anywhere.”

While I appreciated her concern, we were on a time crunch. I navigated the tower before reaching Yda, who I brought back with me to oversee Ophelia’s care. When she confirmed that she was sleeping perfectly fine and didn't show any issues, I felt comfortable leaving the tower.

After having Malice change into my armor, I stepped back out into the Corrupted Plains along with the mezer beast at my side. The distinct change from Salaria's lush floral environment to the completely barren landscape of Morgus was striking.

Its blasted terrain was void of anything but ground torn up by the final battles that had destroyed the city. Old machines of war, composed of rusted metal and rotted wood, jutted from the muddy earth like grave markers. However, unlike the desolate remains of the previous city, this one was different.

Ghostly green energy flared between the cracked seams of the surrounding walls and buildings. It kept them standing and secured together like magical duct tape. Several tower keeps stood floating even with massive holes punctured throughout their structure. The dull roar of the unknown power filled the space between the city and me.

"Any clue as to what's doing that, Malice?" I asked, pointing to the weird glow.

"Several things, master, and none of them good. Shall we investigate?”

Her vague but excited response hooked my curiosity, and I marched toward the city. When I got closer, I saw movement along the surrounding walls. It wasn’t until I focused with my enhanced sight that I spotted several skeletons massing on the parapet. Their bare bones held bows, indicating, to me, they were either intelligent or controlled, just like my own undead.

However, unlike my walking corpses, these skeletons were clean with no remaining flesh. Greenish flames filled their eye sockets. Their bodies were held together by the same swirling green energy that secured the walls. They moved with a fluidity that mirrored their real-life counterparts.

Instead of concern, I was filled with excitement. The idea of having my own skeleton army that seemed to not suffer from the same decay as my own filled my mind. I was eager to obtain the knowledge of such a feat.

As I approached the wall, the skeletons took up defensive positions, aiming their weapons at me. I conjured my hammer out of caution and prepared for a fight.

The sky above me swirled like a storm, and a deep, grating voice boomed overhead. "WHAT. ARE. YOU?"

"I AM DEVON BLACKTHORN!” I shouted, doing my best to match its intensity. “WHO ARE YOU?!"

"I DID NOT ASK WHO, BUT WHAT YOU ARE, BLACKTHORN! COULD YOU BE TRUE TO YOUR WORD? I SENSE A GREAT DEAL OF MAGIC WITHIN YOU…”

Before I could respond, several more skeletons lined up at the walls, raising their weapons at me. It looked like a fight was inevitable, but I still held hope that we could discuss things peacefully. Whatever wielded such magic was powerful.

"I AM. I AM ALSO THE ARCHON OF HELUNA, THE DRAGON GODDESS OF REBIRTH!"

Silence filled the air as I waited for a response. Eventually, a gust of wind blew over the wall with a distinct sigh.

"I FIND YOUR CLAIM TO BE LACKING. THE BABE IS TOO WEAK TO STAND AGAINST THE OTHER GODS. THAT LEAVES YOU AS AN IMPOSTER WHO SHALL DIE FOR HIS HERESY. HOWEVER, YOUR BODY WILL MAKE A FINE ADDITION TO MY COLLECTION.”

The twang of a bowstring drew my attention upward. I swept the descending arrow out of the air with ease. As dozens more filled my vision, I commanded my mezer beast. “Go invisible, and kill as many as you can!”

The beast roared and disappeared ahead of me. The only sign of its advance was the dust it kicked up as its claws tore into the stone. I shielded my head as a reflex as Malice took care of the remaining arrows. The constant crash of them glancing off my armor sounded like wind chimes in a tornado.

With the volley finished, I leaped up onto the wall. I crushed two of the skeletons as I landed before charging forward. My heavy swing shattered several undead in an explosion of bones. The shrapnel destroyed several more that stood nearby.

Now in melee, several of the skeletons dropped their bows for well-maintained swords that sat nearby. Sparks flew across Malice’s surface as several of their weapons connected with my armor, but my backward swing sent them flying over the wall.

As I continued to slam into the remaining foes, the mezer beast helped clear the other side. Its invisibility and strength did wonders in shattering our bony foes. Its sharp tail sliced two in half with a single swing. It surprised me how effective it was compared to when I faced it.

As I turned my focus back on the remainder of my foes, I stepped down from the parapet, giving me a chance to see what I was up against. My eyes widened at the sea of white before me. Thousands of the undead crowded the streets of the city past the wall.

If it wasn't for my goddess's perks, I would have exercised more caution. Instead, I let out a hearty laugh. The feeling of crushing skulls and rending bone from bone made me revel in the fight. With nothing to do but fight my way to the castle and its intellectual owner, I dove into the next group of skeletons.

With each explosive swing, I grew more excited. The thought of more power fueled my bloodlust as bones showered over me with each swing. I wanted answers about Ninazu's armor and weapons, and I sensed the entity whom I currently fought knew something.

However, after cleaning out the first block of the city, I realized I was throwing more skeletons off my back than obliterating the ones in front of me. I’d been so focused on blasting away foe after foe, that I hadn’t realized what was happening.

After smashing a group of the skeletons into the earth, I watched as the ghastly green mist that spread throughout this area pulled them back together. I stumbled back a step as dozens of its friends slammed into my side. It was like a wave of bones, all attempting to cut me down.

I struggled to shrug them off and bring my hammer back around. My fury raged as each enemy I crushed or slammed into rebuilt itself in less than a minute. I knew I had to do something quickly.

I let out a barbaric shout as I swept my hammer in a circle. The flying bones helped clear a big enough circle to give me a few seconds of breathing room. I then commanded the mezer beast to reappear and help clear out my surroundings. It pounced in the center, rolling and taking out several with its giant claws before disappearing back into the shadows. With no moment to lose, I focused on one of the broken skeletons with my death magic.

I smiled as my magic caused the shattered bones to freeze in their attempt to reassemble. With a grimace, I battled the unknown entity in a clash of magical prowess. As I continued to pour more of my magic into the skeleton, another wave of undead minions slammed into me.

I stumbled backward as hundreds of bony bodies joined that one. My curse boomed into the surroundings as their weight moved me farther away from the frozen pile of bones. I sensed I was losing that battle and focused all my efforts on the pile.

While Malice protected my body from the clawing fingers, I focused on controlling my magic and fueling it. The crack of Malice’s spears anchoring us to surrounding cobblestone made my concentration waver for a moment.

Eventually, as the skeletons bashed, scratched, and chopped at us, I felt the fight for the pile of bones tip in my favor. I smiled wildly as my foe gave up. It was at that moment, I knew I could win against it.

My only concern was my waning magical reserves. But the thought of new knowledge kept me motivated. Instead of attempting to fight the unending horde swaths as one, I systematically focused on one skeleton at a time.

After dropping my hammer, I grabbed it and reaped the magical energy within it. I drank from the magic, tasting it like a fine wine, savoring its unique notes to get a better understanding of its construction. When it dropped lifeless, I did it again. And again.

Each time I battled their master for control, the fight became easier. Finesse seemed to be his main mode of control, and I learned to easily overwhelm him with my stronger magic. When I performed the action one final time, I imbued the skeleton with my own spin on it. Instead of the glowing ghastly of my foes, a dark purple and black flame filled their eyes and their bodies. A new pop-up appeared in front of me.

Spell Acquired: Animate Skeleton

By imbuing a skeleton with death magic, User can animate a skeleton, bringing it to life as a functional construct. The size of the skeleton determines the amount of death magic investment and reservation from User. The skeleton can be commanded through direct or subconscious thought as long as they are in visible range. Multiple skeletons can be commanded at the same time with the same order. If no command is issued, the skeleton will follow User and defend itself and User against hostiles. Once a skeleton is given a command, it will follow it until it’s complete. The spell lasts for as long as User’s magic is reserved and until it is dispelled. Skeleton will not deteriorate as long as the spell is active. If User perishes, the spell ends.

I continued the pattern until I cleared a small area around me full of minions of my own design. The skeletons were evenly matched, especially when my allies began picking up their foes' fallen weapons. Once they managed to push back my foes to the point where I was no longer constantly being assaulted, I thanked my partner.

"You can retract, Malice. Good thinking with the anchors. Otherwise, they would have likely toppled me.

“I’ll do anything for you, master,” Malice said, her tone not hiding the intent behind her words.

I snorted in amusement and appreciation. However, I needed to focus; I had an undead army to steal. After picking up my hammer, I jumped into the fray. With each swing, I smashed a group of skeletons before reaping the magic and imbuing them with my own. I repeated the process until I had an army big enough to fill a city block.

Eventually, my army did all the combat before me, allowing me to focus just on my magic. In less than an hour, I’d grown my army into hundreds. After clearing the inner city, my path led me to the inner-city walls.

Like those around my own castle, the walls were the last line of defense before I reached the castle. Unlike mine, it was guarded by a twenty-foot-tall mass of bones. Its arms were shaped into massive columns. Broken femurs were carved into jagged teeth.

I left my army to watch my back as I walked toward the towering hulk. Something like this will make a good protector for Blackrock, I thought.

It let out a booming groan as it readied to attack.

"Not going to make this easy, huh!” I shouted with excitement. “Oh well, I hope you're as durable as you look!"

With my hammer held at my side, I leapt toward the golem. Despite its size, the monster was fast. But not as fast as my Malice. Her tendril wrapped around its swinging arm, allowing me to pull myself toward its elbow.

My swing shattered its arm from its body. While it fell to the ground, I threw every bit of free magic I had at it. I grimaced as the golem remained in its master's firm grip. When I hit the ground, I rolled out of the way of its kick and cursed when its arm flew back to the stump I’d left.

“Master, I’m not sure if this is wise,” Malice said.

While I worked on removing its tree trunk legs from its body, I asked, “What makes you say that?”

"Golems require much more investment of power than the skeletons you have taken so far. And as you already know, the bigger they are, the more power it takes. You’ve spread yourself thin over the forces in Blackrock and the skeletons here. The required power to break the necromancer’s control would likely destroy the creature.”

I couldn't hide my dislike of Malice's reasoning. With enough time, I figured I could make a big bony guy of my own. I couldn't keep myself from hoping to beat the odds, though.

"Just give me a little more time, Malice. If it doesn't work, I'm sure it's not immune to my hot elemental's lava."

My praise brought Malice to my side. With my eagerness to do whatever damage I could without completely destroying the golem, I threw caution to the wind.

I leaned into the golem's next swing along with the flat head of my hammer. The golem's fist composed of thousands of tiny bones broke into a shower of pieces under my swing. It was almost too easy to break.

As my swing carried me through, I stumbled and barely lifted my arm in time to block the golem's counter-swing. It connected and sent me tumbling into a building across the small square. Once I’d managed to extricate myself from the rubble, I threw all of my magic against the necromancer's control.

Even with the golem's shattered arm still reforming, its master's will held strong against my power. My attempt to wrench control of the monster from them got me a very unwanted surprise.

The golem looked my way with its empty sockets, and I swear I saw a smile grow on its face. It pulled back and sent a spear of bone flying toward me. I barely managed to duck. The sharp point screeched across my helmet, throwing my neck backward and sending me to my ass. When I looked up, I saw my helmet had a new sunroof before Malice reformed the wound.

“Alright, no more attempts,” I growled, pushing myself up to my feet. “I’m going to fucking murder this thing.

I sensed how relieved my comment made the elemental. With how close we had come to testing my Resilience and Relentless perks, I figured I had taken enough risks for a new toy.

I strode ever faster toward the golem until I reached a sprint. Its blank face watched my approach before it took a step toward me.

I wasn't going to let it get close enough to possibly impale me with one of its surprise spears. Once I got in range, I raised my hands and activated my Magma Spray. It threw one more spear as I ran toward it.

The weapon slammed into the ground a few feet toward me before it exploded into useless overheated dust. While that settled, I continued to pour more of the red-hot magma onto the golem.

I covered its thick legs as it tried to back away. They disintegrated from the extreme heat, melting like butter. The beast let out a horrendous shriek as it fell back to the ground.

I continued to cover its body with the searing magma and smiled as the magic holding it together slowly waned. I poured more on it until a pool formed underneath it. I smiled as the head slowly sunk into fiery bubbles.

The next wave of skeletons that the necromancer sent at me a moment later got the same treatment as the last dozen. While they clashed with mine, I tore those I could from their master’s hold.

The sounds of swords held in bony hands clanging against those from the necromancer filled the air behind me as I examined the keep’s gates. They, like the rest of the city, were held together by the ghostly green aura. However, unlike the previous walls, the barrier that protected them rose high into the sky. I knew I wasn’t going to be able to easily jump over these.

"I wonder how durable this spell is..."

"I'm not sure, master. There were very, very few necromancers that could have stood up to an archon. Especially Ninazu's. They would have all died long ago, though their teachings might have been passed down."

I rolled my shoulders while my skeletons kept the area behind me clear as I thought over Malice's comment. While I did, I snatched a few more for my army. I twisted my hammer in my hands.

"Well then, let’s put it to the test!” I shouted as I pulled the weapon back.

I swung for the fences. My expectation to at least rattle the gates ended with numb arms and a very much still intact barrier to entry. After I dropped the heavy hammer, I frowned as I opened and closed my hands to get feeling back in them.

"Maybe a gentler, shaper touch..."

I picked up the handle and allowed Malice to reshape it into the scythe. I gave the blunter end of it a go. It did just as well as the hammer and thankfully didn't leave me with pins and needles afterward. I let it fall to the ground regardless and gave my roadblock a long look.

"Maybe I’m coming at this the wrong way,” I mused. “Maybe it works like the skeletons..."

I closed my eyes and placed my hand on the barrier. I pulled into the deep well of death magic inside me before I tried to yank control of the gates from the necromancer hiding within them.

The battle, like the one with the golem, was tough. Whoever I was fighting against certainly didn't make my task easy. Unlike with the golem, it didn't seem like they had invested as much magic into the gates of the keep. I wasn't sure how long we wrestled with the doors, but again, my vast reserves of power won out over the necromancer's finesse. Eventually, the magic faded, and the gates returned to normal.

“This guy better have a whole chest of these spells stored somewhere,” I thought.

I sensed Malice nod in agreement. After picking up the hammer, a single blast sent the doors off their hinges. I left my minions to hold the gaping maw of the bailey against an ambush from behind as I strode into it. Unlike our castle, this one was devoid of any life.

Even the skeletons I had been running into during my tour through the city were absent. An eerie silence hung in the air. While I crossed the bailey, I took note of the evidence of a battle fought long before my arrival.

Within the city, the necromancer had put some effort into keeping the structures whole or as much as the blasted, crumbled buildings could be. Inside the bailey, and the castle itself, the battle looked fresh.

I gave the dead left in their armor respectful glances as I passed them. Once I reached the castle doors, I smiled grimly as they opened of their own accord.

“Wasn’t expecting a warm welcome,” I said.

A hissing laugh that was more of a death rattle filled the wind that blew over me. It stank of old rot and the smell of water before a hard downpouring of rain—a heavy musk.

"What is life if not struggle, Devon the Blackthorn, Devon, Archon of Heluna, Devon, King Matthew of Blackrock..."

The last part of the whisper on the wind sent a chill down my spine as I looked around. I hadn't mentioned the title of my kingdom. Without anything else to go on besides our host having a darn good spy network, I didn't want to escalate the situation.

While I examined the battle-torn walls, ceilings, and stairs around me, I responded to the former part of the necromancer's comment.

"Struggle lets us learn, lets us grow, and lets us appreciate what we have. Life without struggle is dead, meaningless, and stagnant."

I followed the voice on the wind down another hallway.

"Indeed, struggle is necessary for a full life, Blackthorn. Answer me this: what was the reason you chose to make yourself a title instead of claiming the one that was prophesied?”

The question and the wind that carried it made me turn another corner while I smirked. "I’m not of this world, and my plans are great. Taking on too many enemies at once could easily bring about my downfall, and I plan to live this life to the fullest."

A long ‘Hmm’ filled the air around me as I trailed off. The intersection I’d arrived at became a great deal less confusing as the gentle wind became more prominent. I continued with our banter as I navigated the structure.

"There is an old debate about what makes a hero a hero and a villain a villain. I lean more toward the 'let the world burn' side of things to protect the ones I consider mine. A hero would sacrifice everything to see their sense of justice fulfilled. I’d rather stay alive. There are other archons who have already tried to kill me, and Heluna has tasked me with bringing balance back to the Pantheon. I’m not one to disappoint beautiful women. What about you?

I asked my question to the door the necromancer's breeze had brought me to. It, like the gates to the keep, was shrouded in a ghostly glow. I’d gained a better sense of the magic animating the barrier. Whether it was from my Fast Learner perk or my affinity with death magic, I could tell this one was different.

I could tell that the necromancer had invested a significant amount of magic in reinforcing this one. The rattling chuckle that came a few moments later ended with the barrier opening by itself.

Now that I wasn't focused on stealing a golem or figuratively beating my head against a wall, I could sense the necromancer's magic at work. The pull he used to open the doors wasn't that much different from how I controlled my own minions. Learning this spell would give me added protection for not only my people but also my loved ones.

As I walked into the decayed remains of the throne room, I was greeted by the necromancer. He wore black tattered robes with a tall, ceremonial hat coated in skulls and bones. His gray skin stretched over his bones as if he’d been alive for thousands of years and not once taken a drink of water. His long fingernails curled around the armrests were yellow and caked with dirt and grime. When I approached, I concentrated on him to see what he’d appear as.

Name: Alcaris

Class: Monster

Race: Lich

“Of course it’s you,” Malice hissed.

“Hello, Malice,” the lich replied with a cocky twist.

“You two know each other?” I asked in my mind.

“We… worked together. We both served Ninazu.”

“And you didn’t realize this yet?”

“I had a hunch, but I couldn’t be certain until I saw him.”

While I wasn’t sure how I felt about the revelation, I pointed at the thick layer of dust and mouse droppings. "I'm sure Ninazu would love what you've done with the place, Alcaris.”

The creature smiled at my realization. “I doubt it. This is a far cry from the former glory that was once my master’s kingdom.”

“So you still serve Ninazu?”

“Yes, I happened to have survived my master’s capture and the destruction of his kingdom.”

“So, you fled.”

The lich jumped to his feet, his teeth chattering with anger. “Nay! I did not flee like some rat! I fell in battle like the rest. Only my master’s gifts allow me to be reborn. However, the process is slow, and by the time I reappeared, the damage had already been done.”

“I see… Well, Alcaris, what now? I came here in hopes of finding the remains of Ninazu’s followers.”

Alcaris let out a croaking laugh. “You destroyed many on your way in here.”

“And you commanded them to attack me. So, what are we doing here?”

While Alcaris made his way down the tiered dais toward me, I almost pulled back my weapon. But once he reached my level, he bowed in respect.

"I could never be the enemy of an ally to my master, especially one who has claimed his armor.”

“That he did,” Malice said with a pointed huff.

As he straightened, he returned, "Then I assume you have come for this…”

With a wave of his hand, a black void appeared at my feet. From it rose, a set of metal boots that matched my armor.

“When Salaria fell, I couldn't take the chance of it falling into the hands of the other kingdoms,” Alcaris said. “Even now, I fear I might have overstepped by touching them without my master's permission. My faith has been rewarded, though, with the marvelous sight of its return..."

I could feel Malice vibrating with unbridled excitement. A smile curled my lips as a tendril flew out from my legs and wrapped around them. They melted away as the tendril drank from their form. The feeling of power that filled me and the elemental when she suckled the last drop caused my whole body to tense. It took everything I had in me not to shout.

But what happened next, I wasn’t expecting. The cold air of Morgus suddenly flowing over my skin was a shock as my armor dripped completely off me into a pool of liquid fire at my feet. From its burning embers rose the beautiful form that I’d seen in my mind for so long.

Her blackish-gray skin sparkled in the dim light. She stretched to the sky, giving me a perfect view of her heavy breasts and thick bottom. Her full body shook, revealing her lava-like hair and tall antlers. When she opened her eyes, she smiled seductively.

"Now, I can take my rightful place at your side, master, but it seems I now owe a debt to the sorceress for giving me this... blessing..."

I smirked as Malice gave my naked dick a long look as she trailed off. With nothing to be ashamed of, I let her get her fill with her newly formed orange eyes while I looked up at the lich in front of us. It was an awkward moment, but he played it cool.

"Ninazu's blessings to you both,” he said with a bow.

When I turned back to Malice, she was eyeing me with a lustful intensity I’d never seen before. She licked her pitch-black lips before pointing at my junk and saying, "Later, and for a very, very long time..."

I nodded and shivered as she stepped forward and kissed me. As our tongues twisted, she flowed across my body, returning to her previous form. It might have been the promise in her eyes, but the sensation of the embrace felt more sensual than ever before.

When she parted, I cleared my throat to resume my conversation with the lich. "Blessings are great, but what I need now is allies. It will take more than just my follower and me to bring about my goddess's ascension and return of her parents to their proper places in the Pantheon. Will you join us?"

The lich shook his head. "I can't in good faith abandon the remnants of my master's kingdom. What I can do is assist you in your endeavor. Whenever you have need of me, all you need to do is speak my name, Alcaris, into this amulet, and I will give you what help I can. Also, as a parting gift. I noted your interest in my necromancy. I believe you shall find these helpful.”

I nodded and kept my disappointment to myself as I collected the two scrolls and amulet that floated over to me. After I gave Alcaris a grateful nod, I opened both scrolls in turn.

Spell Acquired: Death’s Door

User can summon a visible barrier of death magic at a point User chooses within fifty feet. The barrier appears in any orientation User chooses: horizontal, vertical, or curved. It can be free-floating or connect to any surface, but it must be static. The strength and size of the barrier are determined by the investment of death magic imbued into it and equates hit points equal to that amount as a 5:1 ratio of essence invested. The spell will remain in effect until the User dispels it or its hit points fall below zero. While the barrier is up, nothing can physically or spiritually pass through it.

Spell Acquired: Bone Golem

By investing either essence or Living Dead creatures, this spell creates a golem formed from the bones of the invested corpse. This spell requires an initial sacrifice of an undead controlled by the caster. The power of the golem is directly tied to the essence or sacrifice invested. This spell remains in effect until the Bone Golem is completely destroyed, the Bone Golem spell is dispelled, or User perishes.

I smiled as I rolled up the scrolls and shifted my gaze to the lich. "Thank you for the spells and your support, Alcaris. Despite what worries you may have, whenever you find yourself a bit lonely, you are always welcome to visit. My kingdom is located in the Bulwark, so come by when you have the chance."

My comment about Blackrock's location got me a broad, evil smile from Alcaris. "I think I just might do that, Blackthorn. It would be nice to see the other kingdoms quell in fear of my master's magic once again. Until that day comes, I wish you and Malice good hunting."

With his dismissal clear, I returned the lich's nod before leaving his throne room. His evil cackle echoed throughout the castle as we left the remains. With my skeleton army awaiting my exit, I looked down the hall and questioned whether this would be the last time we saw Alcaris.

"Do you think he will come by for a visit, Malice?"

“I don’t know, master,” Malice said. “Alcaris was always hard to read. He was one of Ninazu’s most trusted advisors, yet, I had the feeling he was plotting his own machinations.”

I was a bit worried about being left stark naked again for our run back to the tower as the elemental slipped off me. That worry fell away when I saw she’d left me in my explorer garb. When she formed out of her mass, she stood fully dressed. Her choice of clothing was, in a word, spare. It was more of a micro-bikini that had a loose flowing cloth for her front and back, with decorative pauldrons.

"Damn, I’m going to get used to seeing you in the flesh.”

Malice rubbed her hands down her body playfully as we shared a laugh. “As am I, master.”

“What goodies did the boots bring besides the view?”

The heat and teasing tone of my comment got me a smile from Malice. Her answer was to have the bottoms of her feet glow bright orange before she gave my cheek a searing kiss.

"Catch me before we get back to the tower and I will reveal all to my master..."

I smiled as Malice's challenge was made all the more tempting by her spare clothing falling away. It seared into the castle floors as her feet did a second later. The glowing footprints she left in her wake made me eager to slip into something equally as warm. With that thought in mind, I chased after my elemental temptress, eager to explore her new form.
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The race back was more teasing between two lustful beings than an actual challenge. I let her get ahead of me before I launched myself forward, kicking up the ground around me. We repeated the motions of her running away, me chasing her, and then me catching her.

For my victory, I stole a kiss and a firm squeeze along her backside before she’d pull away, and then we’d do it all over again. Before I knew it, we’d already cleared the distance back to Ophelia’s tower. As I snatched her up in my arms, she turned and wrapped her legs around my side.

I held her there while we shared a deep embrace. Her kiss was forceful and intense, as if she’d been dreaming about this moment since our first meeting. In recollection, we both were. Everything before this was in our minds. Even though it felt real, there was always the subconscious notion that it wasn’t the real thing.

Her taste was sweeter, her body warmer, and her skin smoother. In the flesh, she was so much more than I could imagine.

When our lips finally parted, Malice let out a chuckle and nodded behind me. “Looks like we left your army in the dust.”

When I turned around, the skeletons were racing across the barren plains, trying to catch up. “Looks like it.”

“While we wait for them to join us, let me reward you with my new power.”

At first, I thought this was something Malice was planning to show me in the bedroom; however, when she molded back into my body and shifted my armor back to my plate, I realized she was being more literal.

“Since we already merged in power when I got the boots, I’m just going to unlock the knowledge for you,” Malice said. “It might feel a little weird…”

When the elemental unlocked the thought to me, it felt like fingernails were crawling across my skull. It only lasted a second, but it caused my whole body to shiver. As I stared out into the desolate surroundings, new alerts popped up in my vision.

Perk Acquired: True Malice

Enhances Armor of Malice. While wearing Malice, User may request her to reveal her true form. This will magically grow Malice and the wearer to a Huge size and turn her into a siege monster. Anything within ten feet will begin taking fire damage. While in this form, all melee and fire damage is doubled. Any damage to non-living objects or structures is quadrupled.

Note – This ability is extremely costly for both Malice and User. Caution is advised.

Perk Acquired: One with the Stone

Enhances Armor of Malice. While wearing Malice, User may request her to change her form at will. This will shift the look into either that of a statue, boulder, or similar stonework, masking the individual’s presence. A high-level Perception or detection spell will spot the ruse.

Perk Acquired: Magma Step

Enhances Armor of Malice. While wearing Malice, User may invoke this perk. Each step will result in a trail of magma being left behind with each of the User’s steps resulting in fire damage to any pursuers. User will also be able to adhere their hands and feet to any surface, allowing them to climb up walls as well.

Spell Acquired: Magma Trap

User can create a ten-foot-by-ten-foot-by-fifty-foot pit full of magma. The top of the pit is filled with a thin layer of earth and masked in an illusion to give the impression it is safe. Anyone who steps on the top layer will fall through and begin taking massive amounts of fire damage. A high-level Perception or detection spell will spot the ruse.

Spell Acquired: Magma Grenade

User can build up a five-foot-by-five-foot ball of magma and throw it up to User’s visible range. Upon their desire, User can trigger the explosive, sending molten shrapnel in a fifty-foot radius. Anything that comes into contact will immediately take piercing and fire damage.

Spell Acquired: Eruption

Digging deep into Talis’ core, User creates a localized crack in the planet’s surface, creating a volcanic eruption. This is contained in a one-hundred-foot radius. The eruption lasts for one minute and can be cast in any visible range to the User. Everything in the area is impacted and will take fire, bludgeoning, and force damage. After the spell concludes, the fissure will heal itself; however, surface-level destruction will remain.

Note – This spell is extremely costly for User. Caution is advised.

I felt like a giddy kid on Christmas as the spells scrolled across my eyes. All I wanted to do was test my new abilities. I eyed Ophelia’s tower up and down before sprinting straight up it. When I felt my feet adhere to it like they were covered in thick glue, I laughed maniacally. Each heavy schlop of my footsteps sent me higher and higher. When I reached the top, I grabbed the edge and pulled myself up.

“Yes!” I shouted into the Corrupted Plains. “That was fucking awesome.”

“I’m glad my new power pleases you so much, master.” Malice purred.

Next, I poured the magma into my hand, shaping the ball that would become the Magma Grenade. Once it was formed, I pulled it back and launched it out as far and as high as I could. When it reached the edge of the cloud, I squeezed my fist, erupting the explosion into my own self-made firework.

“Fuck me, I can’t wait to use that in combat,” I said after letting out another laugh.

“Perhaps we should take the fight to our enemies instead!” Malice said full of bloodlust.

“Yeah… I don’t know about that. Trust me, I want to really see what the Eruption spell does, but I’m not about to start a bunch of wars just to see how much power I can really wield.”

Malice’s groan of disappointment was drowned out by the sound of the portal opening behind us. I turned to see Ophelia stomping their way toward me with an expression that told me I’d fucked up.

“Devon, can you tell me why the tower’s alarm system is blaring like crazy like we’re under attack?” Ophelia asked.

I had a troubling suspicion I knew the answer to her question and peeked over the tower’s edge. My footsteps were still burning, marking my way up to the side. I spun on my heel, put on my best apologetic smile, and nodded. “Yeah, that’s my fault. We were able to obtain Malice’s last piece, and I was feeling a little overzealous in trying out her new abilities.”

Ophelia let out a sigh of relief. “I’m sure everyone inside will be relieved. We thought we were under attack.

“No. Nothing like that. Just a mistake on my part.”

Ophelia approached the edge before extending her hand and casting a spell. The fire dissipated, and the tower’s surface groaned as it returned to its normal shape. When she finished, she glanced up at me with a smirk. “While I’m glad you and Malice are feeling invigorated, just try not to damage the tower. The alarm blasts throughout all the rooms. Yda and the maids are going to have their hands full calming down your followers.”

I slapped my hand to my forehead. “Shit. I didn’t even think about that. Should I go tell them it was me?”

“I think taking them to their new home would be a nicer way to ease their worries, don’t you think?”

I beamed at Ophelia’s wink and suggestion. “You’re right. We just need to get our new army inside, and we’ll be ready to go.”

She pointed toward the skeleton army stopping at our door. “Seems like you both have been busy. Although, I’d expected Ninazu’s to still be alive.”

“Unfortunately, everyone was killed. Only one man is left, and I’m not quite sure you could call him living. However, he did seem like a powerful ally.”

The sorceress wrapped herself around my arm and pulled me toward the portal. “Why don’t we let in our new army, and then you can tell us all about it.”

As we made our way downstairs and opened the front door for our skeleton soldiers, I explained to Ophelia everything that had happened. While Ophelia questioned the man’s intent, she eventually relented—given the power he gave me.

During our conversation, I noted Ophelia’s weariness. Heavy bags hung underneath her eyes, and she kept herself tied around my arm until she didn’t have to. I attributed it to the constant jumping of the tower and how much it took it out of her.

“Are you sure you’re okay to do this?” I asked her after the last skeleton had been moved into their holding room.

“Yes and no,” she said cheekily. “Is this going to be painful? Yes. But I’m hoping this will be the last time I have to move the tower for a while. Also, I don’t think your people like the idea of being trapped in an interdimensional building. The faster we get home, the better it will be for everyone.”

I couldn’t argue with her. Even I was eager to return to Blackrock and get everyone situated in their new homes. I led her back into the main room before she took her position near the center pillar.

With a wave of her hands and a booming voice, Ophelia began the spell to move the tower. However, as the lightning darted across the crystals, she dropped to one knee in pain. As I rushed to her, she shouted, “No!” keeping me back.

Blood spilled down her nose as she gritted her teeth and pushed herself back to her feet. The entire tower shook violently with her arms as she tried to maintain the spell. But as the final preparations finished, the structure and everything in it stretched into thousands of noodles before slamming into the ground.

I sprinted forward, catching the unconscious foxkin in my arms. I immediately cast my Life Infusion spell, doing everything I could to heal her. Ophelia’s gasp startled the both of us as her whole body shook. I patted her on the back as she coughed.

When she regained her composure, she smiled through sweaty bangs and said, “Mmm, I like waking up and seeing your face.”

“Are you okay?” I asked, cupping her cheek. “You had us worried.”

“Just… tired…”

“I can help with that. Let’s get you in bed.”

As I carried her to her room, I grabbed Issa and Fera to watch over the sorceress. I tucked her into her bed and wiped her face with a cold rag that one of the maids had brought me.

“I want you to stay in bed until you’re fully recovered,” I said, playing up my authority. “Archon’s orders.”

“Yes, Your Eminence,” Ophelia said with a slurred smile.

“Don’t worry, Your Majesty,” Issa said. “We’ll take good care of her.”

I waved with my thanks before departing the room. Once we were out of earshot, the elemental elbowed me in the arm to pull my attention.

“Are you sure she’s going to be alright?” Malice asked.

“Are you worried about her?”

“I’ve just never seen her like that before. She always holds herself so strong and confident even with missing eyesight.”

“I shoved as much light magic as I could into her. With Heluna’s blessing, she’ll bounce back quickly.”

“I see.”

“Are you actually worried about her?”

“Absolutely not. Just curious.”

I smirked as I caught her lie. “Let’s go chat with Minka.”

As I made my way to meet with Yda and my followers, Malice asked, “Do you think that the kingdom was attacked, master?”

I shook my head. “No. If it was, I would have felt it.”

“We were in a lot of combat, though. What if you missed the signal.”

“Do you have such little faith in my power?” I asked, smirking.

“No, master. My apologies. Perhaps it is only that I wish there is a battle waiting for us so you can use me to my fullest potential.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll use you plenty one way or another.”

I felt my armor shake with anticipation. “I can’t wait.”

After retrieving my undead army, I commanded them to follow, and we exited the front of the tower to a bright blue sunshine day. I commanded them into the surroundings to check and make sure everything was fine. With the castle and walls all looking intact, I paused, taking a big breath of the clean air—a welcome change from the stench of the bubbling bogs of the Corrupted Plains.

As the troops raced off to check the surroundings, Minka’s small legs rushed over with Xari and Cas close behind. “Welcome. Home. Your Majesty,” the halfling said with heavy breaths.

“Hey, Minka. How were things while I was away?”

“I’ve completed a proposal for our tax rates and defined what I believe to be an acceptable traversal tax for merchants based on other kingdoms. Otherwise, quite uneventful.”

“That’s good to hear. Things are about to get a lot busier. Follow me.”

I marched toward the castle’s walls before climbing the stairs. Once I reached the top, I pointed at the houses. “Ophelia is going to be resting after so many jumps, so I’m going to need your help assigning our new constituents their homes. Everyone is going to need to help with as many people as we have, Yda, Cartha, and their leader, Michael.”

Minka looked around before finding a small crate. She slid it over next to me and stepped on it to see what I was pointing towards. “Do you have any requirements of where to put people?”

“Not really. Just wherever you think is best.”

The halfling pulled a quill from behind her ear before tapping the feather to her lips. “Well, there’s two ways we could go about doing this. We could be more methodical about it, keeping people together, or we can let them choose where they want to live.”

I rested my chin under my fist. “Letting them choose would probably make them happier.”

“True. But it would be more work for us. Also, we’d want to set up some kind of limitations. We wouldn’t want to allow them to take nobility homes unless they could prove their nobility.”

“Good point.”

“How many people did you bring?”

“A little over a thousand was the estimate.”

Minka let out a huff of air. “That’s a big surge all at once.”

“Is that a bad thing?”

“Our food stores are a concern. We need to begin preparing for that immediately. We can purchase food for now, but we need the people to begin providing for the kingdom, immediately. If any are farmers, then we should allocate land outside the walls and begin designating plots for certain crops. Same thing for fishermen. We need the harbor completed to begin bringing in fresh fish.

“I'll see what I can do.”

“I’m also worried about the sudden surge of people with so few guards. I may be wrong in this assumption, but we don’t know these people⁠—”

“Don’t worry about that,” I said with a big smug grin. “As you saw, I also brought an equal number of new troops.”

“Yes, I guess that should help in case of any issues. But I would still advise our soldiers to keep an eye out for any issues.”

“Fair point. Is there anything else you can think of that you want to share or need before we start getting them slotted?”

Minka furrowed her brow for a moment before she shook her head. “No, I don’t think so. I’ll just need to coordinate with our troops to keep things organized and recorded.” Minka’s face lit up. “Oh. I’m going to need a lot of ink and parchment.”

“Then see to it, and let me know if you need anything.”

Minka smiled before giving a slight bow. “And before I forget, congratulations, Your Majesty. Having your first vassals is a tremendous first step in solidifying your kingdom’s legitimacy.”

“Thanks, Minka. I couldn’t do this without you.”

The halfling let out a nervous laugh as she rolled her hair across her ear. “Well, I guess I should go and get to it.”

I nodded and watched as she hopped off the crate and headed toward the castle. As she departed, one of my skeletons crossed her path.

“Nothing to report, Your Majesty,” the skeleton said, with a chattering voice. “No signs of any footsteps or travelers nearby.”

“That’s the best we could hope for,” I said, leaning onto the parapet. “Right. Go ahead and start bringing the people out into the courtyard. I’ll make an announcement informing every one of the plans, and we can kick things off.”

“Yes, master.”

After informing Malice to change me into my kingly grabs, I waited as my team coordinated all the efforts. In a matter of minutes, my new flock exited the tower into the castle’s courtyard. A few more than a thousand souls stared at me as I addressed them.

“My good people!” I shouted with raised hands. “I know all of this is new for many of you, but it is not a moment to feel afraid. Instead, this is a moment to rejoice! Just look at the sky above that both Abetha and Heluna have blessed us on this day. The goddesses have brought us together for this very reason. It’s time for us to unite against the forces of tyranny that once assaulted your lands. It is from this rock that our kingdom will blossom into something even greater.”

I allowed the crowd a moment to cheer before continuing. “In just a few moments you will all head into the city to choose your new homes. Please do not rush, and be careful along the city’s edge. If you have any suggestions for improvement or emergent needs, please seek out your community leader or any of my staff who will relay the requests back to me. I’m just as excited as you all to have you here, so, please allow me to welcome you to your new home.”

I nodded mental instructions to my skeleton soldiers who opened the gates for our castle walls. While sitting on the parapet, I watched as my people weaved their way through the city. Against their parent’s wishes, children raced through the crossing streets. Excited laughter filled the air as the people chose their new homes. It was a moment I wouldn’t forget.

As the day turned to dusk, I ventured out into the city and walked the streets. Many of the people had already put up cloth curtains in front of the doors and windows. A smith stood building his instruments for his forge. Many gathered in Heluna’s temple, praying and relaxing in the surrounding designated gardens which were now in full bloom—an effect I attributed to the local’s gifts.

As I entered the temple’s inner courtyard, I found Yda and her priestesses speaking with several others. When the red-eyed beauty spotted me, she raced over to me and shouted, “Devon!”

I kneeled and caught her in my arms. We both shared a kiss to the gasps and laughter of our onlookers. When our lips parted, Yda rested her forehead against mine.

“I wish we were alone,” she breathed.

I couldn’t help but chuckle. “You’re telling me you’re not excited for all the new people?”

She jerked back, wide-eyed as if she’d said something wrong. “N-no! I’m so thankful and happy for all of this.”

“I was just teasing. No need to get worked up.”

“You butt!”

“Careful, I’m sure there’s some kind of penalty for insulting the king.”

Yda leaned forward and whispered in my ear. “Maybe you’ll just have to lock me up then and teach me a lesson.”

I struggled to stifle my laughter. I loved the moments when she just went for it. Every time was such a stark contrast to the quiet girl I originally met. Underneath all of that façade was a little freak, and I loved it.

I stood, and she pulled my hand. “Walk with me.” As we continued our walk, she pointed out all the recent changes. “Did you see the garden and amphitheater areas? Some of Abetha’s priestesses helped cultivate the land.”

“I saw on my way over. Glad my assumption was right.”

“They’re all so beautiful. They also said if we want to add more plant life to the surrounding city, such as trees, bushes, and flora. They would be more than happy to help us add some in.”

A spark of inspiration popped into my mind. “Actually, you can speak to them about farming. If they can help us there, that’s something we’re definitely going to need.”

“Oh, yeah. I can definitely do that.”

“Is everyone getting along otherwise?”

Yda’s tail wagged a bit as she looked up at me with a smile. “So far it’s been great! We’ve had several people talk to my priestesses about conversion. While no one has officially done so, we’re getting a lot of interest. We also received several donations. They’ve been small, but it’s clear the people have been appreciative.”

“That’s good. Have there been any complaints?”

“No complaints. But there have been asks about establishing a market or purchasing supplies.”

I nodded, knowing this was coming. “The market is open for any stalls should someone want to begin selling supplies. However, we’ll probably want to talk with Minka about having them pay a fee for setting up space. I’m sure before long it could boom into something overly competitive.”

“I’ll point any inquiries to Minka for now, then.”

As we continued on our walk, a terrified shriek echoed into the air. Both Yda and I looked at each other before I leaped into the air.

“An attack, master?” Malice asked, as if more excited than concerned.

“I don’t know,” I said as her body shifted back to my armor. Concern flashed into my mind that my army had missed a covert attack just like the mezer beast. I spotted a crowd off in the distance before landing on the ground. I sprinted the remainder of the way.

People huddled on a nearby street along the coasts. The woman’s screams for her child rang through the air as others tried to calm her.

“Move!” I shouted, trying to weave through all the smaller bodies. Once I reached the edge, I spotted a catkin a few feet down the side of the mountain. His claws kept him from falling to his death. Without hesitation, I used my Magma Step down the side of the mountain and snatched the child into my arms. We reached the edge a few seconds later to the crowd’s cheers.

The mother raced to the child, scolding him and holding him with tearful eyes. Once he was certain he was okay, she came to my feet kissing them in respect. “Thank you, my Lord!” she cried. “I will forever be in your debt.”

“Rise,” I said. “I do not need your gratitude. I’m just glad that you both are safe.”

She wiped away her tears and nodded. I watched as the pair stumbled away from the edge only to have Yda race over to me shortly thereafter in a near panic.

“What happened?” Yda asked.

“A kid must have been playing along the edge and slipped,” I said. “Nothing to worry about now. I took care of it.”

Yda stepped to the edge only to retract quickly back from it. “I doubt this is going to be the first occurrence.”

“Nothing like the threat of death to make you realize the importance of something as small as a wall.”

“What should we do?”

“I’ll order my skeletons to patrol along the edge and keep everyone away from the edge for now. Since we’re back home, I might as well get back to work.”

“Shouldn’t you rest?” Yda said, placing a hand on my thigh.

“I don’t have to, remember?”

“Oh… right… I guess I was just hoping we could spend a night together.”

I leaned down and kissed her on the forehead. “I’d honestly love to, but now that everyone is here, I need to keep them protected. There are women and children here.”

Yda wrapped her arms around my thigh and squeezed. “We don’t deserve your compassion.”

“I’m doing all of this for the safety of us and our people. What happens when that little one pops out of you? We wouldn’t want the same thing to happen to them.”

Yda let out a heavy sigh. “I know you’re right.” She pulled on my clothes, signaling for me to lean down. We shared a deep kiss before she pulled away. “Don’t work yourself to death.”

“I won’t.”

“And keep him safe, Malice.”

“Always, Head Priestess.”

“I’ll leave you to it, then. I love you.”

“I love you, too.”

After another kiss, Yda made her way back to the temple. I turned on my heel, glancing back and forth at the length of the coastal edge.

“Looks like it’s going to be a long night,” I said, after a heavy sigh.

“It’s a shame it wasn’t an attack,” Malice groaned. “It would have been a good test of my new powers.”

“This will be, too. We can see how much larger your reservoirs are without needing my essence.”

“Wait! No. No. No! That’s not what this means.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at her panicked laugh. “That’s exactly what that means. No more distractions.”

“Arg… I should just take the boots back.”

“Let me go swap out my undead for the skeletons, and then we’ll get started. I want to get this done as soon as possible.”

“As you wish, master.”

Before we began, I gathered all my undead forces that were still decayed including my mezer beast. I readjusted the spell, moving them from corpses to their skeleton equivalents. The return of death magic felt like a huge weight lifting off my shoulders. I then ordered them all back to their patrols.

With that taken care of, Malice and I got to work on building a small wall with a parapet top all the way around the edge of the city. Dusk became night, and night became morning.

After finishing and taking a much-needed water break, Cas approached me and bowed. “Your Majesty, Lady Yarrow requests your presence.”

“Is everything okay?” I asked.

“Yes, she’s feeling fine. She, the head priestess, and the treasurer are waiting for you in the war room.”

“Sounds interesting. Thank you for making me aware. I’ll head there shortly.”

As we watched Cas leave, Malice asked, “What do you think this is about, master?”

“I’m not sure. Maybe news about Cartha or some other information she has. Whatever it is, it warrants everyone getting together so it must be important.”

After finishing my drink, I made my way through the city and entered the castle. As expected, Minka and Ophelia were both waiting for me once I entered the room.

The foxkin perked up as I entered through the portal. “Welcome, Devon. I take it you just finished with the wall?”

“How could you tell?” I asked with a cocked brow.

“I can smell you.”

I raised my arms and immediately put them back down. “I see.”

“Don’t worry. Hopefully, this won’t be too long.”

As I took my seat, Yda pulled several scrolls out of the air with a snap of her finger. She placed them all in front of me as she spoke. “I’ve heard from my contacts, and we have more candidates for the position of your court. For general, we have two options. The first you’re familiar with. It's General Praecon.”

My eyes widened in surprise. “How is that possible? Queen Sekhet is going to give up her general?”

“General Praecon has been training a protégé. He wants him to take over. The queen is interested in getting new blood in her army given the recent conflicts. It’s also likely there is some loyalty there. The queen and the general may have an agreement to provide information about your actions.”

“Hmm… not sure how I feel about that.”

“Think of it this way. You’re one of the most persuasive people that I know. I’m pretty sure you could press the general of what his intentions are when he gets here. It might be worth working out some kind of deal to feed the queen information on a drip, but we get to choose what to reveal. That’s a pretty good transaction for having a general with years of experience.”

I nodded but was still interested to hear about the other candidate. “What’s our other option?”

Ophelia tapped on a scroll revealing the hardened lizardkin’s face. “This is Jiemal Jorgun. He’s a former general for the Azera Monarchy. He comes with more years of experience than General Praecon, but the last several hundred years he’s been a wanderer.”

I shook my head in uncertainty. “You said he’s a former general and a wanderer? Do you mind clarifying?”

“The current leader of the Azera Monarchy is Mileena Azera. Prior to her rule, her brother Horus led the kingdom. During the Night of a Thousand Cuts, Mileena betrayed her brother, slaying him and usurping the throne.”

“Not sure we want a general who fell into a trap like that.”

Ophelia nodded. “I can understand why you’d say that, but I would not put the blame on him. Internal family squabbles can be difficult for subordinates to navigate. Especially, when they were dealing with other conflicts at the time. The general was in the middle of winning the wars for his king, and there was little he could do. The reason why I’m suggesting him is because he is considered the best swordsman in all of Talis. He’s known as the Fang of Azera. But he’s been acting as a wanderer, moving from place to place, doing good where he can, when he can. Having someone like him would not only give us internal information against Azera should they attack, but he would be a great trainer for our troops.”

“So, it’s Praecon or Jorgun,” I said, twisting my lips. As I thought for a moment, I glanced over at Minka. “Could we afford both?”

She scribbled down something on a parchment before nodding back and forth. “While I wouldn’t recommend it for most roles… yes, we can.”

“Then send for them both. Both men can offer a lot for us.”

“Perfect,” Ophelia said before showing two more parchments. “Next is the ambassador position. Dessa Ora is a graduate of the College of Bournia located in Harkwood. She’s highly accredited and comes from a long lineage of ambassadors. The Oras are well known all across Talis, which gives her quite the network already. The alternative is Ekhal Marrowin. He’s a very popular diplomat in Harkwood and is well respected in certain circles. Has strong values and tons of contacts as well.”

“Both sound great. Almost too great. Any negatives?”

“Well… Ora is going to be expensive, and Marrowin is going to have conflicts with Cartha.”

“What? Why?”

“Because she’s a voidelf.”

“Oh, fuck that. He’s out. I’m not going to tolerate racist fuckwads.”

As several giggles rolled through the room, Ophelia struggled to finish her thought. “So, shall we go with Lady Ora?”

“As long as we can afford them.”

With a chuckling nod from Minka, Ophelia changed the parchments once again. “Next is our arcanists. I surprisingly got more interest in this than I thought I would.”

“That’s a good thing, right?”

“I’m not so sure… But let me tell you about the candidates. Evelyn the Green and Clara the Orange are interested in joining us as a pair. I’m not surprised they’d want to join as a pair, the sisters have always been tied to each other’s hips. However, my concern is their eagerness.”

I furrowed my brow. “Explain.”

“I’m not quite sure. They’ve already been working with Harkwood for decades at this point. For them to change all of a sudden… I feel like there is some ulterior motive behind their actions. And to be completely honest, I don’t trust them.”

“Well, if you don’t trust them⁠—”

“But I don’t want my personal feelings to cloud your judgment. Evelyn and Clara are two of the best combat sorceresses in the Chalice. Having them both would be a boon.”

“We have other options, though, right?”

Ophelia grinned. “Otis the Blue has expressed interest in the role. Again, a surprising development as Otis has been a sort of isolationist for a while, not getting involved in the politics and aligning himself with individual kingdoms.”

“Why do you think he wants to join us then?”

Ophelia shrugged. “I have no idea. Otis likely has ulterior motives. He likely sees something I don’t. He’s the wisest out of all of us. Including my mother. So, having him would be extremely valuable. But he’s not afraid to be opinionated and can be a bit quirky.”

“As long as he’s respectful to me, I will be respectful to him.”

“You can count on that.”

I nodded with a smile. “Then it sounds like Otis is our man.”

“I’ll reach out to him personally.”

“Is that all?”

Ophelia swapped the papers. “Just one more. Our spymaster. We have two more for here. The first is Hayli Altheed. So you’re aware, she’s a referral from my mother. She’s a contract killer and more of an assassin than a spymaster. However, she’s very good at what she does, and I would not put it past her to be able to get done what we need.”

“If she’s a referral from your mother, then she’s likely going to be reporting back to her.”

“That’s my guess, too. But my mother knows talent, and if she’s a referral, I’d imagine she would be a good asset.”

“Who else do we have?”

“Lipa Truewebb. A referral from Evelyn and Clara. Unfortunately, I don’t know much about her.”

I knew the answer before I asked, but I couldn’t help myself. “Could that be a good thing? I mean being a spymaster is part of her job.”

“I can see what you mean, but in this business, no. Unless you’re coming from a strong referral, then I would discount it. Personally, I would wait to see if I can scrounge up some more for you. If we can’t find anyone, then we can consider these two.”

“Yeah, that makes sense. We’re not in a rush.”

With a snap of her fingers, the remaining parchment disappeared, giving Minka a moment to contribute. “With the ones that you’ve chosen, I’ll get their contracts in place. They will still need to pledge loyalty to you. I’ve also drafted up the initial taxes. Given everyone’s new and getting settled, I would recommend we bypass them for one year. That should allow everyone to get on their feet. Instead, we will be taxing businesses, trade, and any caravans that need passage through. That should help pad our coffers once the coin is spent.”

I nodded in appreciation. “Perfect. I can’t wait until this table is completely full and we’re running like a well-oiled machine.”

It was clear that the others in the room didn’t quite get my euphemism, which was enough for me to depart. “And with that, I’ll take my leave. I feel a shower calling my name.”
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With most of my responsibilities concluded, I took a few days to relax and spend time with my companions. Both Malice and Yda were eager for some alone time. Their growing libido would have been impossible to keep up with if I hadn’t taken Heluna’s perks.

It also gave me the opportunity to refine our defenses. Using the new spells I had learned, I crafted two towering bone golems in front of each wall. They stood tall and fierce like guardians built to protect the city proper. I created them from the thousands of dead bodies that clashed against the Bulwark’s walls. Years of combat had given me plenty of bones to work with.

After another successful day, it was time to relax. I wandered around seeking my companions; however, I found them all busy with their own tasks. Malice enjoyed her new freedom with a walk around the city, Yda and her priestesses were preaching to the new flock, Minka was busy with her contracts, and Ophelia was busy working on our spymaster problem. With my newfound free time, I wandered back to the castle with the intent of getting to know my new maids better.

I found them in our washroom. It was an even greater luxury thanks to our sorceress who filled it with a magical spring. She’d cast a cleaning spell on the water that cleansed any material of any dirt or impurities with a single dip.

When I first entered, I had to remove the formalities. My offers of help were politely refused, and instead, they brought me a table and chair to sit. Issa served me lunch while the others went about their duties.

The lizardkin woman's laugh was as hissy as her usual voice, but I liked the break from her usual proper attitude. I wasn't sure if it was my own change into comfortable shorts and a linen shirt, but the three seemed to have let their guard down a bit.

"Do you have everything you need, Your Majesty?" Shani asked with a playful tone.

"I’m perfect. You all are doing great by the way. When I was single, and not dead on Earth, I rarely did my laundry. I’d just ball it up before throwing them in the closet.”

“Perhaps I can make it a bit better?”

I smirked at the mousekin's forwardness as she brought some of the linens with her and hopped up in my lap, not stopping folding as she did. Her plump cheeks folded perfectly around my cock to the point where I tried to focus on the others.

"So, I know we all have been working around one another for a while, but I don't think I ever got real one-on-one time with you guys,” I said. “What’s everyone's story? If they're good, I promise to tell you one of mine..."

The two mousekin maids let out a giggle while Issa's response was demurrer but still held a hint of playfulness to my challenge. Shani's fingers trailed along mine while she exchanged a spunky look with her sister.

But Lani’s wide glare did little to break her sister’s teasing as Shani spoke. "Lani and I were born in Harkwood. Growing up we were pretty poor. The elves there don’t give much thought to the other races like in Nubia. We eventually picked up jobs working for the same noble house, the Castilis. It was a much better life than we expected."

After Shani paused to set down the bedsheet, I caught her and Lani sharing another look. Once she was finished, she stretched obnoxiously before wiggling further in my lap. I was positive everyone in the room knew what the seductress was doing based on their shared grins and giggles.

The mousekin's long tail tapped against my thigh while she thought over what to tell me next. Despite my attempts to prevent it, I began to harden against her ass. Lani's chuckle as a slight blush colored my cheeks saved me a moment later.

"Once we earned enough respect from the family, we were allowed to travel with them on a trip to Nubia,” Lani said. “We weren't aware at the time, but it was going to be our last few weeks with them. I know you're aware of the animosity between Harkwood and Amonduin, Your Highness..."

“Of course,” I said.

As we continued with our conversation, Shani’s motions seemed a bit more deliberate as she picked up the next sheet, slowly shifting her hips ever so slightly. She only stopped as Cas and Fera entered the room through the portal a moment later.

"Anyway, our house was coming up dry on funds due to their donations to the Harkwood crown. The trip to Nubia didn’t prove as profitable as they’d hoped, so they had to release us from their service. However, we’re both grateful that they did. Right, Shani!"

The soft intensity of Lani's comment made Cas and Fera chuckle softly as they passed me and the teasing mousekin.

“Why are you getting upset with me?” Shani said, faking like she didn’t know the reason.

“You know why!”

"Please, Lani. I’m only doing what’s expected. The high priestess and Lady Ophelia were quite clear on His Majesty’s preferences. Excuse me if I am speaking out of turn or against your wishes, my King, but they said certain...allowances were okay should your appetite suit ours..."

Shani wiggled in my lap, forcing Lani to sigh in acceptance.

"She is correct, Lani,” Fera said before turning to me. “We are available for you in all forms, Your Majesty, should your tastes lay in our direction.”

Lani threw up her hands and huffed. “Regardless, I would like to keep my job, Shani, and tempting our employer isn't the best way to do that!”

I shook my head in amazement as Lani's skip around her sister's teasing jumped right into the crux of her issue with it. Shani's shrug only made Lani's frustration worse. With a possible fight brewing, I decided to let my upper head think instead of the one pressing against Shani's thighs.

"Let’s not push things too quickly, alright, ladies?” I said with all the restraint I could muster. “I would hate to think that any of you would expect something as tasteless as one and done from me. My women and I might enjoy each other’s company daily, but my feelings and theirs go deeper than that. If you’re looking for that, I definitely don't mind, but be sure it's what you want..."

I stared into Shani's wide eyes as the suddenly shy mousekin nodded. She slipped off my lap and joined her sister in folding the mound of clothes between them seconds later.

Fera let out a chuckle as she shook her head. "Frightened off by commitment. I never thought I would see the day from a woman.”

“Now, where were we? I want to hear more about each of you.”

"My story is similar to your admirer and her sister's. Instead of Harkwood it was Azera, though, and it was my decision to travel to Nubia. We can't all have loving, caring houses to work in..."

I joined the women around me in a chuckle as Fera trailed off to stare playfully at Shani and Lani. Their response of sticking their tongues out at the other woman made all of us laugh harder.

"Anyway, I was a little worried after Head Priestess Ansi’s speech about us living our lives to the fullest. I didn’t really understand what she meant about it. But the longer that I’m here, the more I realize how much you all embrace it. I don’t know if it’s just a new place and new beginnings, but I’m at least excited to be here."

“That makes me so happy to hear that.”

Fera bit her lip as we both shared a smile. Being surrounded by so much beauty made me feel like I made the right call spending time with the maids today.

"Issa, I'm sure our king would love to hear how you came to be in his service..." Fera said, teasing her.

Issa’s head popped up when everyone looked at her. The slight darkening of the scales was pretty pronounced. As soon as she and I locked eyes, her head darted away, and she hurried with her task.

"I'm sure His Majesty will excuse my lady and her wishes. I used to be in Princess Khepri’s service before she tasked me with ensuring her soon-to-be-husband was fed only the very best. She was quite clear that I would keep an eye on you and your food along with your mood when you received her letters."

I snorted in amusement at the realization that the sneaky princess had inserted herself into my life from so far away. The secret being revealed only made me hope for our eventual reunion. I got lost in thought, thinking about her. Only when the moment faded did I realize everyone was looking at me.

When I met Issa’s teary eyes, she raced over and hugged me. "I promise I only told the princess the full and complete truth!”

I smiled warmly, returning the lizardkin's hug. She gave a sigh of relief when she realized I wasn’t upset with her. When she pulled back, I held her hand.

"I'm sure you'll have plenty to talk with the princess about when we go and get her in a few months,” I said. “Maybe, if your tastes suit hers, the three of us could spend some time together.”

Issa’s face turned a bright red before she began to stammer "I... I couldn't! Wouldn't, Your High⁠—"

My finger on her lips cut her off. Once her breathing evened out a few moments later, I gave her a gentle nod.

"I'm playing, Issa...or maybe not! Only time and the arrival of our princess will tell. Until then, thank you for taking such good care of me."

Issa smiled bashfully and nodded. While she made her way back to her pile of linens for the kitchen, I turned my attention to the other maid in the room.

"How about you, Cas? Got anything to share?"

My smile fell as Cas's expression grew sad. I saw the others give the sour elven maid comforting smiles before Shani stepped over to hug her.

"Yes, I don't mind, Your Majesty,” Case said after thanking Shani for the hug. “My story isn't as happy as the others, though." The room around us grew silent as everyone focused on Cas and her story. "My family was one of those that escaped Salaria's fall when I was just a babe. Once the goddess stopped answering her archon and priestess's calls, my grandfather saw the writing on the wall. We ran west to Harkwood, and then on to Bismark where I grew up..."

The shame in Cas's tone made me want to get up to hug the distraught woman. I blamed myself for not noticing the woman’s shift in mood earlier, no doubt from my follower’s arrival.

"I’m sorry to hear that, Cas,” I said, before standing and giving her a hug. “I didn’t know.”

The elf smiled and nodded as she hugged me back. "And how would you, Your Majesty? Only Head Priestess Ansi and Lady Yarrow knew of my family's past. I've never been one of Abetha's followers, but I remember my grandfather and grandmother's stories about her radiance. It hurts to think that they will miss her return, but when the goddess does return, I will be sure to enjoy it for both of them..."

I returned Cas's smile before her gentle kiss on my cheek surprised me. "That was for your concern and for what you have done for those of my grandparent's sect. Anything else you desire from me is yours, my King..."

The invitation in Cas's eyes was clear, and I appreciated her offer. However, it was clear that I lacked the knowledge and rapport with my staff that I eagerly sought.

"Let me keep that promise first, Cas,” I said. “What happens afterward will be because you want it, not because of any feelings of obligation."

The elven beauty smiled broadly, showing that she’d been holding back more desire than she’d initially conveyed. I was sorely tempted to make use of A Partner’s Desires to see just where hers and my other maids lay. Instead, I chose the higher path that would hopefully see me enjoy them with a clear conscience.

I would have to be dead to truly turn down what the women around me had to offer, but I wanted more than their willing bodies. My other relationships had given me my own appetite for love that came with more pleasure than I could ever believe. Once I took my seat to keep my hands busy, a much lighter conversation began.

While I listened to the women around me speak of their old lives and the ones that had begun because of me, I grew to appreciate the impact of the power my goddess had gifted me.

A few hours later, while we enjoyed a long laugh at one of Shani and Lani's stories about their previous family, I wiped away a tear as Ophelia appeared in the room. Her smirk and head shake at me didn't diminish my amusement one bit. But at her presence, all the others went silent as if not to cross any unnecessary boundaries.

"If I were to have a picture that represents our king to show to the other kingdoms, I doubt this one would be the one to instill the proper...respect in them,” Ophelia said, pointing at my clothes. “Ladies, if I may, I’d like to steal your company for a bit."

“Yes, ma’am,” the maids all said, bowing in sequence.

I followed Ophelia’s beckoning finger as she walked out of the room. The maids and I shared our goodbyes as I followed closely behind her. When I caught up with her, there was one thing that I wanted to ask her more than anything else. "Did you and Yda give the maids free rein on me?"

My supreme advisor's snort of amusement at my question only made my grin widen.

"We did,” Ophelia said without hesitation. “It was a part of our interview process to avoid any potential issues with the applicants. There were varying degrees of interest in it from our chosen maids, but I didn't think it would take this long for any of them to begin the chase."

"Well, Shani I had a feeling from the get-go, but the others have been more restrained. We have been busy, though. I guess it is a part of our tenets.”

Ophelia shrugged while we walked. "Regardless, try not to fill your day with too many of your admirers. I would hate for something to happen in the midst⁠—"

I caught Ophelia's confused expression out of the corner of my eye as something from the west gained the attention of my skeletons. She and I both shared an intense glare, knowing trouble had finally come to our door.

Ophelia opened her hands and began an incantation. An image appeared before us showing a small arsenal of fifty soldiers marching through the western forest headed for our direction. Their white and blue banners made it clear who they represented.

“Eimalon,” Ophelia said as if reading my mind.

"Took them long enough," I said. "I'm going to let them approach. While I wait for Malice to get to me, have our guards from the east gate join those in the west."

My orders got me a curt nod from Ophelia before she disappeared in a flash of light. As she handled her part of my plan, a wicked smile curled my lips as I readied myself for mine.

"Come to me, love,” I said into my mind. “We've got elves to play with."

I could sense Malice's confusion before what I said settled into her mind. The excitement that came after was almost orgasmic as my eager elemental grew excited for our meeting with the snow elves.

"I am coming, master,” Malice said, reverberating through my clothes. “If it comes to a fight, please let me have your cock while you kill them."

A shiver ran down my spine as I sensed what Malice wished for should we come to blows with the other kingdom. "Be good while we speak to them, and I might reward you later.”

I could almost hear Malice's husky giggle as I approached the castle entrance. Dripping would have been an understatement to describe her readiness, and I was very much of the same mind should the snow elves push their boundaries with me.

Minutes later, I stood atop the west gates to my city, covered in my Blackthorn armor. After our rush to get ready, the nearly forty-five-minute wait for the group of elves to reach Blackrock was infuriating. During my wait I’d been tempted to speed their arrival up in a few ways, including sending Breaker—what my citizens had affectionately begun calling our bone golem—to chase the elves toward us.

Ophelia’s intense glare told me that she wasn’t in a kidding mood. "You know better than that, my Archon. Now, think happy thoughts and⁠—"

"Ready yourself to crush an entire army!" Malice shouted.

The foxkin let out an exhaustive breath and rolled her eyes. “Ugh… Sometimes I really… You know what? Never mind.”

"She's not wrong if things go bad," I said, shrugging.

"They do move incredibly slowly; I'll give you that..."

Ophelia's comment made Malice and I chuckle before I gazed at the approaching forces.

From what I could see, it didn’t look as though Eimalon had sent either of Lezariel's archons. Their arrival would have been a challenge, one that I wouldn’t have minded if it meant testing out my newfound powers. However, it would have been a great risk to not only me but to my people. From what I’d learned from Ophelia, each was an incredibly skilled magic user in their chosen discipline.

My guess was that they were still readying their kingdom’s defense for the impending invasion from Ossein Island. Based on that, I was confident I could take care of this small group if things got nasty.

However, Ophelia still echoed her concerns. "This is telling me that we need a spymaster sooner rather than later, Devon. If we had one, we might know if they knew about you or not..."

I nodded in agreement with Ophelia's nervous comment while we watched the tiny force approach. "Part of me thinks that’s a no since this is such a small detachment. However, I agree with you. But once Eimalon knows about us, I’m sure word will spread. From this point forward, we should ensure we’re best defended."

The foxkin's nod coincided with five of the snow elves breaking off from their group. As they rode up the thin road, Ophelia turned to me and asked, “Shall we go meet them?”

I nodded, and she opened a portal for us. We stepped through, and I activated my Aura of Malice. The reaction from my foxkin companion and the elves and their horses couldn't have been more different.

Ophelia's soft sigh before she stood up straighter, regaining her usual cool, composed demeanor, directly opposed the horse's terrified whinnies. Their flight reaction was intense enough that their riders were forced to drop to the ground or be tossed. My smile behind my helmet only grew wider as the five men dressed in lavish armor stared incredulously at their running mounts.

"Welcome to Blackrock,” I said, playing up my role as the Blackthorn. “Kingdom of King Matthew. To what do we owe your... intrusion?"

With my voice deepened and Malice's Aura cutting through their courage by the moment, I smiled as the most elaborately dressed of them jumped off his horse and stepped forward. I couldn't help the soft snort I let out as the huge feather the elf had on the top of his shining helmet wilted under my gaze.

"I-I've been sent by my kingdom to remove the interloper from the Bulwark. You and any who have come here without Eimalon's permission are to leave!"

I smiled as the elf's voice cracked as he over-emphasized his order. But I was still impressed he managed that compared to his men who looked like they were going to piss themselves.

"No," I said with as much brooding force as I could muster.

My response forced Ophelia to hide a bark of laughter with a choked cough.

The elven leader fought through his fear and shouted, "You must not know who it is you speak to, brigand! I am Commander Isalias, and by ignoring my orders, you would be forcing me to use force! I will say this one last time! Leave or be removed!"

It took entirely too much willpower to not mock the snow elf before I stepped toward the commander. Malice's Aura easily kept his guards at bay while I reached out to touch the long feathers poking out of the top of his helmet.

"You couldn't if you tried, Commander Isalias,” I said as my smoke swirled around him. “You don't have enough men, magic, or might of any sort to move me or my people. Just look at the creature behind me.” I heard the man gulp hard as he watched the bone golem move from its statue-like position. “Now, I'm going to be merciful and let you keep your pride intact. For that, you will sit and speak with me, or I will give you just enough time to appreciate the shit storm you walked into before you die..."

My mental order brought Breaker a few steps closer, shaking the area around us, and adding weight to my threat. The shout that went up from behind the commander's men as my guardian made its trip across the strip of land nearly sent his men running behind him.

"Now you need to make a choice, Isalias. One of which leaves you still breathing. The other lets you die for your lord right here and now."

Isalias’s gaze hadn’t left the bone golem as he nodded with a trembling lip. With the vast differences in our height, I felt like a father praising his son for figuring out a simple problem.

"Have a seat. We'll talk, and you can report back to your king that the Bulwark is under new management."

I didn't give the commander or his men time to respond before I quickly crafted a table and chairs out of Malice's Magma. When the heat from my construction tried to force them back, I smiled at the elves’ renewed courage as they endured it. A soft chuckle slipped out of me as Isalias' feathers burned away by the man's stubbornness.

Once I had the spot for my tete-a-tete created, I took a seat on one side of the table.

Malice let me know of her displeasure. "Weak, scared little snow elf! You should kill him and be done with this, master. He will only run crying back to his king with excuses as to why he had to save his waste of flesh!”

I couldn't disagree with Malice's take on our upcoming talk. My plan to let the elf go should his mouth not get him killed would most likely end up with him crying to King Ozerian in Eimalon. Ophelia's gentle touch on my back made me chuckle softly before I leaned over.

"I'm not going to kill them if I can help it,” I said into my mind. “If war is coming, I’d much rather have King Ozerian send a more significant force that we can add to my army, but that’s only if they force my hand."

Malice’s soft whimper of disappointment allowed me to redirect my focus back on the important matter.

"So, here are your choices as I see it,” I said, tapping on the table. “You leave and give your report to your king that King Matthew claims the Bulwark for his new kingdom of Blackrock. You tell him that we are open to negotiations and want to see a prosperous relationship. You do that and you live.”

“What’s my other option?” Isalias asked.

“I kill you all, claim your souls, and use your bodies as teeth for my golems. Now if that’s not enough for you, know that I know your kingdom is preparing for war against the wild clans. I don’t think you, your king, or your archons want to fight two armies.”

With the elven commander's options laid out before him, I waited on Isalias to make his decision. There was no doubt in my mind that Ozerian would rather save his people than send a more significant force my way. Even with the possibility of one or both of Lezariel's archons rushing down to deal with us, I knew their visit would be short. They would need weeks to travel this far, and there was no telling how soon the clans would attack.

"I choose the first option, but I will need a concession from your king.”

Ophelia and I shared a glance of achievement before I nodded for him to continue. “Proceed.”

“There have been rumors of the prophesized Blackthorn seen in and around the Bulwark. My king won't allow such a hazard to the world's peace to roam free. I will need it handed over to my custody before my departure."

I shared a smirk with Ophelia as the snow elf tried to demand a damn thing from me. After checking to make sure Malice's Aura was still active as the man grew a backbone from somewhere, I leaned forward with my arm on the table between us.

"Who do you think you’re talking to, Commander," I hissed. “Only King Matthew can direct my will, and I’m telling you right now that I’m not going anywhere. So with that in mind, what are you going to do about it?”

I saw the threat in my tone as I trailed off, causing beads of sweat to roll down the elf's forehead. Each of the taps of my gauntlet's sharp fingertips on the table afterward made the commander flinch. My patience ran out, and I slammed my fist through the table. “What’s it going to be, Isalias?”

“We’ll go!” he shouted in fear.

“Then don’t let me see you coming back here unless you’ve made your peace with your gods!”

Isalias jumped from his seat and onto his horse. His men rode back as fast as they could. While the elves tried to maintain their decorum while racing with their tail between their legs, I looked over at the sorceress.

"Send a message to Ozerian. I know he's deep in Dupont's pockets, but an olive branch after what Isalias is about to deliver him might shift his opinion a bit. If he doesn’t...we'll have plenty of visitors to our little slice of Talis."

"As my king wills it, so shall it be,” Ophelia said with a short bow. “How long should I wait for Commander Isalias to deliver his message? It should take them a week at most to return to Calia."

I snorted as the elves’ charge toward the city in question beat out the speed of their arrival several times over. "Give it a day or two. I'm almost positive they're going to impress you with their speed."

"We're in it now. Going back to needing a spymaster means we should probably pick someone sooner rather than later, right?"

The foxkin's nod didn't give me any hope for an alternative option popping up. "Hayli works for mother, and Lipa doesn't. That's all I've gotten, Devon."

I let out a heavy sigh. “You make the decision on this one. You know your mother better than I do.”

Ophelia didn’t take long to decide. “Lipa it is, then. We can't afford to be surprised like this again."

I nodded, and Ophelia leaned into my arm. I grabbed her waist, and we walked back to the city. With the other kingdoms most likely right behind Eimalon, we were going to need more than comforting touches to prepare for them.
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Following the arrival of our neighbors up north, a much more welcome arrival popped me out of my study. A broad grin split my face as I sensed Cartha’s magic ring being used to return to the kingdom.

I closed the prompt in front of me after my fortuitous study inside Ophelia’s libraries brought me an increased arsenal.

Spell acquired: Negate I

By channeling the flow of magic around themselves, User can Negate some of the power of magical attacks. Any magic attack below level III has its damage halved. User may cast this spell on another object or person for half the magical protection. Spell lasts until dispelled or damage exceeds hit points cast. Can’t exceed more than fifty hit points in protection.

Damage reduction seemed like the ideal option, though my main focus was on the last part of the new spell. I would tank all the blows on Talis if it kept my family safe. It also meant that my family would be protected from me if I wasn’t around.

"What are you so excited over, Devon?" Malice asked, sensing my glee at the voidelfs return.

Instead of responding, I concentrated on rushing through our city. The streets blurred around me as I lengthened my stride to get to my voidelf that much faster. A few yells and laughs from my citizens filled the air behind me as I made my way to the west gates.

I didn't even wait for them to open. Instead, I put every ounce of my strength into leaping over them. My smiling face was all my guards got to see before I rushed to the opposite side.

I braced myself against the waist-high wall while I scanned the road outside of Blackrock. It didn't take me long to locate Cartha through her ring. I was surprised by the procession with her. A group of white-haired voidelves rode atop what looked like gigantic jumping spiders.

"Let’s go say hello to her,” I said before jumping over the wall.

I chuckled at Malice's comment before a sly smile grew on my face.

All of the members of Cartha’s party looked wide-eyed as I raced with speed towards them. With my heavy plate, I’m sure I looked like a threat, and they all seemed to draw their weapons in preparation.

"Let's give them a show, love," I said.

Malice let out a husky giggle as we descended on the group. Much to my surprise, Cartha didn’t tell them who I was and allowed them to react on instinct. I didn’t mind because I too wanted to test my new guards’ abilities.

As the arrows the five voidelves fired soared toward us, Malice’s tendrils deflected those projectiles except for the one I ripped from the air. When I came into melee range, I was impressed as the elves switched from ranged to close-quarters combat in less time than it took to blink.

I ducked under a swing from one of the two swordsmen. The fact one of them was a woman of similar build and height to Cartha only added to my fun. Once I was past them, their dual thuds filled the air behind me as Malice tripped them. My leap over the dagger twins and their dual-sword-wielding big brother got me within arm’s reach of my goal.

I saw Cartha's amused smile widen before I swept her off her spider mount. The surprised hiss from the huge arachnid made me chuckle a moment before my focus was taken by my voidelf's lips on my helmet. When we landed a dozen paces away, my helmet peeled back, and I savored the taste of her lips.

When we parted, she blew her hair away from her face before giggling. "You could have waited for introductions, Devon. I missed you, too..."

Cartha's laughter rang in my ear as I attacked her neck. Once I relented, her eyes held amusement and no shame. I was happy to see my voidelf was slowly becoming more relaxed in our displays of affection.

A few moments later, I followed her gentle tap on my arm and set her on her feet. Malice slipping off my body to form her physical one was a bit of a surprise. While the two women shared a long look, I was just happy the elemental hadn't left me naked this time.

"I am glad you have returned safely, Cartha," Malice said. “A lot has changed in the short time that you’ve been gone.”

Malice's greeting and kind tone didn't surprise me as much as they would have a month earlier. Her smile I sensed was genuine also. I didn't expect her to start handing out hugs, but I was happy about her growth.

"So it seems,” Cartha said, eyeing her up and down. “How has our archon been?"

Malice stepped next to her, and they both gawked at me. “Strong. Powerful. He’s staked his claim to the land and left our foes running away like little ants.”

Cartha frowned. “Were we attacked?”

“Nothing like that. I’ll tell you later.” I nodded at the other voidelves. “Are you going to introduce me to your new friends?”

Cartha spun on her heel as she pointed out each one. "I’d hoped to do this with Ophelia, Yda, and Minka present so they could get to know them as well, but it only seems fair since they all decided to attack their new king…” The men and women’s eyes swelled when they realized they’d fucked up. “In order from left to right my friends are Seria, Fresk, Malik, Jakir, and Vanra."

I nodded as I took in the group, shying away from my elemental.

Seria was the voidelf I had noted had a similar build to Cartha. When she sighed and stepped forward, I assumed she was possibly the leader of the group. Malik, the other swordsman, and the dagger-wielding twins, Jakir and Vanra, maintained their distance from Malice as she circled them.

"They did pretty good with my surprise, all things considered,” I said. “How long until you think they will be ready to watch my back?"

My question got me a chuckle from Cartha. While Seria tried to calm Malice with an apology from the very unapologetic instigator, I heard the voidelf against my side sigh long and loud.

"After that introduction, I'm not sure. Despite how good they are for what they are, it's going to be hard to convince them now that you really do need the protection."

I couldn't bring myself to apologize for my enthusiastic greeting. I smiled as Cartha slid her arm around mine before twining her fingers with mine. After I saw Malice let Seria calm her down with a half-decent apology from Fresk, I dipped my head to whisper in my voidelf's long, pointed ear.

"Let's head home and get those introductions out of the way."

Cartha nodded, and our walk toward the group got everyone back on their best behavior. Seria's shift from reluctant protector to leader of the group was pretty drastic. She seemed to have some military training by her straight back and thousand-yard stare into my eyes.

"Thank you for that interesting greeting, Your Majesty,” she said. “It's nice to see that Cartha's praise of your skills wasn't an exaggeration..."

I smiled with a nod before I watched the two women share a knowing look. It seemed that I had been the topic of a few of their conversations over the past few weeks.

"Yeah, I’m not sure how we’re supposed to keep up with someone so fast,” Fresk added. “He cleared hundreds of feet in seconds upon his attack.”

Seria hit Fresk over the head to the others' strained laughter. The group of Amonduin elves were going to be around, I hoped, for a very long time. I hoped over time they could learn to relax around me.”

"It might have been,” I said, my tone growing more serious as I went on. “What I'm looking for is loyalty and commitment. I’m more concerned with your team’s ability to protect my loved ones and family than myself. I'd hate to have to hear an explanation as to why one of them was hurt on your watch. Make no mistake, should you fail in your task, you will meet the end of my blade. Do I make myself clear?”

Each of the voidelves shared side glances before shouting: “Yes, Your Majesty!”

I clapped and brightened up. "Good. I'm glad you all decided to make the trip here with Cartha, and I hope you all enjoy many years with us..."

I trailed off as the group whispered amongst themselves. We walked the rest of the way while we spoke.

“So, tell me about these men and women,” I said, nodding to her men following us.

"I was in charge of these idiots during my time in Amonduin's military,” Cartha said. “That was a long time ago and very much not my choice... They’re good soldiers, though. Strong. Fight fiercely. They’re just young and have much to learn about the world.”

“Maybe one day our Thresh Leader will allow us to regale you with stories of her past,” Seria called out, obviously listening in to our conversation.

Cartha rolled her eyes. “I doubt he wants to listen to all of you idiots rabble.”

Her men shared a laugh as Cartha pointed to our new golem. “I assume that’s not just a new statue?”

“Nope,” I said proudly. “Our visits to Abetha and Ninazu’s kingdoms were fruitful. We’ve got our first thousand inhabitants, all followers of Abetha, Malice picked up her final piece, and I gained a few new spells.”

“Looks powerful,” Cartha said.

“It’s already proved useful. There’s one on each wall.”

“Hopefully, it’s a good deterrent.”

I nodded before turning back to my new guards. “What do you all think of Blackrock?”

"Its walls look strong, Your Majesty,” Fresk said. “A little like home if I'm being honest."

The man's comment got a round of agreement from the other elves. When the road ascended, the voidelves climbed aboard their mounts.

“What are these things called, Cartha?” I asked, pointing to the giant spiders.

"They’re a thresh. Beasts that are native to Amonduin. Due to the underground layout of the cities in Amonduin, they are the easiest means of getting around. They climb better than most of the mounts the nobility uses and are much better at crossing chasms. They can produce webs, and their bites have a paralytic poison. There is one issue, though: they prefer nearly pitch-black darkness to raise their young..."

I followed Cartha's glance from her lofty seat to the silk-covered egg sack tucked under her mount’s abdomen.

"I’m going to take it those weren't something you were gifted?"

"They are—or were—my retirement plan,” Cartha said with a smug grin. “Well, now I've got them. Sanctioned or not, that bitch of a queen owed me at least this if not more..."

I bobbed my head in silent agreement. From their firm nods that followed, her men and women agreed. If the gigantic spiders and their young became an issue with the voidelf kingdom, I figured mine would fill me in before that occurred. I knew I would take her side and damn the consequences, but it would have been nice not to have had that decision made for me.

“So if they need a cave for their young, how deep of a cave do they need?" I asked.

"Not deep necessarily, just dark."

I nodded as my idea became more viable. Having a mounted unit as a pseudo-calvary could come in handy to my growing army. I just hoped my thresh stable idea would work out.

I smiled as the guards at the west gate opened them in near-perfect sync for our arrival. They were getting much better with it since my adjustments a week or so ago. I’d hoped these practice runs would also benefit us when we had friendlier guests than those from Eimalon.

“Have we had the merchant rush Namor promised us?" Cartha asked.

"Nothing yet, just a few travelers making treks across the land,” I said. “Ophelia did receive a message from him apologizing for his tardiness. It seems that the buildup in Eimalon for the Ossein Island's attack has forced the snow elves to pull more from their citizens than usual. I can't say I blame them—other than their actions affect our plans."

While I’d been speaking, I noticed a decent-sized group of kids gathering nearby. They gawked and pointed at the new mounts. I appreciated my team’s empathy when they answered questions as the children asked them about the creatures.

"It still amazes me that some kingdoms don’t have this intermixing of the various peoples like we and Nubia,” Cartha said. “I wish it was more of the rule than the exception.”

I nodded my agreement as we paused our walk to let my citizens take a look at the unusual mounts.

"We could be more like Liberty Bay or Dupont if you'd like..."

My wry smile stayed in place despite Cartha's gentle kick to my shoulder. "I'll stick to being us, keeping the peace, and not being murdering despots thank you very much."

I chuckled in agreement before giving Seria a curt nod. It was nice to have someone else play the bad guy for once as she ended the kid's fun. Several ‘awws’ followed the voidelf clearing the path in front of us, with Fresk's being one of the loudest. I hoped the elf could fight as well as he played with kids.

"I'm not doubting you, mind you, Cartha, but are they as good as I hope they are?" I asked.

"I trust them with my life, Devon. I know they look young, but they have it where it counts.”

"That’s good enough for me."

My response to our short talk got me a broad smile from my warden. As we made our way to the keep and my next task, a thresh stable, I hoped my guards, for all the skill Cartha said they had, would never have to exert themselves more than getting dressed in the morning.

The next few days went by quickly. I spent most of my time carving a hole deep in our mountain for our new mounts. Cartha met with the others to get up to speed on everything while my new guards made themselves home in the barracks.

After completing the thresh stable, I called Cartha to ensure it was sufficient for what she needed. We walked into the deep caves with Malice illuminating our way. We did a full walkthrough before doubling back.

The tunnels I had carved into the rock below the barracks had been easy enough to craft thanks to Malice’s ability. With six separate tunnels for each thresh along with one for Cartha's brood of new ones far in the back of the small cavern, only the particulars were left to complete.

"I'll have Malik draw up the engraving we usually have for our thresh nests,” Cartha said. “Otherwise, it looks good, Devon."

“Engraving?”

“Yeah, it’s like a sign to indicate that’s what this place is. Just a habit, I guess, from back home.”

"I think that is the first time I've heard you talk about your culture, Cartha."

My comment made the voidelf blink and nod with a soft snort. "It kind of is, isn't it. I'm sure you'll be hearing enough about it over the next few weeks as my guys chat about our time together serving the crown..."

I smirked at Cartha's thick layer of disgust when she mentioned her old bosses. Noticing the light casting upon her purple smile, our eyes locked in an intense gaze. Cartha's smile fell as I brought my face level with hers at the same time as I slipped my hand around her lower back. The wall just behind her back took my weight easily as I braced myself with my other hand.

While I brought my lips to my voidelf's long, pointed ear, I smiled smugly as I noticed the pulse in her neck had sped up quite a bit.

"My ring has been on your finger and you on my mind for the past month, Cartha,” I whispered into her ears. “I’ve been waiting for a moment for us to be alone.”

Cartha looked up at me with envy in her eyes. “Me, too… Just know that while I want this, I truly do. I’m not like Yda. I’m not one who can put a smile on her face in front of royalty. I’m rough. I hate. Especially those who wrong me. Just the idea of having to play their games makes me itch. I'll be happy enough to just be yours and let one of the others wear that heavy burden."

I closed the distance between our lips. After sharing a few kisses and feeling each other in the moment, Cartha pushed back for a moment. "Come now, Devon, before you soil the royal pants..."

Once our kiss ended, I smirked at Cartha's comment. Her glance down at my readiness for her made me shrug. "Or I could soil my gorgeous warden. Repeatedly..."

Cartha’s laugh echoed deep in the caverns before she gave my cheek another peck. "You have much to learn about our new mounts, my eager king. Thresh won't nest in a cavern with predators in it, especially one that has the fresh scents of being used by their caretakers.”

“I guess so,” I said, chuckling.

“I’m surprised Malice isn’t jumping out, offering to help you in my stead.”

"She’s not here. This is all me. I’ve actually been practicing more without her since she gained her last piece. I'm definitely not going to be running around, fighting, or...other things anytime soon, but I think I have the walking thing down!"

My smile was infectious, and Cartha rose up on her tiptoes to give my cheek another peck. The impressed grin she gave me made me want to say ‘fuck the tunnels, I’ll carve them some more’, but Cartha’s teasing helped calm my intensity.

"Congratulations, Devon. It seemed like only a few days ago you were bouncing, naked, around the room Heluna dropped you in. Are you going to adhere to my rules in the thresh nest with your new-found freedom?"

I gave Cartha's comment the chuckle and nod she was looking for. "In your domain, I'm but the student eager to learn, love. Lead on, and I might not stare while I do..."

The wiggle of my eyebrows as I finished made her snort. Instead of commenting on my lecherous threat, I watched her lead me out of the thresh stables with those swaying hips.

Later in the day, I joined Cartha with her men as they sparred. I grimaced at their ferocity. They each came at each other as if they were trying to kill one another. It made my training look like child’s play.

I winced as Seria barely avoided Malik's slice with his sword across her neck. As with all the other attacks by the elves, the swing had neither been pulled at the last second nor easily deflected.

"I told you this wasn't for the faint of heart, my King..."

After her comment, Cartha smirked as she beat through Vanra's defenses. She shouldered the other woman to her back the next moment. Her smile fell away as she followed through by swinging for Vanra's legs. The voidelves training was a deadly business.

"And you just… try to kill each other?" I shouted.

Cartha's snort as she dodged Vanra's backhand swing as she rolled to her feet ended with a grunt of effort. "And you tossing around Queen Sekhet's guards wasn't as dangerous as this?!"

I frowned as Cartha's idea of events differed from mine. General Praecon might have given me pretty much free rein with his recruits, but I never really tried to... end any of them. The voidelves weren't pulling their punches, swings, or kicks when they wouldn't get their legs chopped off by doing so.

"My training wasn't as... decisive as yours!” I shouted before pointing to the men. “There! Right there! Malik almost cut Jakir's head off right then!"

Cartha’s laugh was swiftly followed by the rest of the elves. I couldn't say I liked their methods, but the results seemed to speak for themselves. The fact it pretty much said ‘get better or die’ was definitely the way to develop the best of the best.

I was about to make another comment before Cartha managed to catch Vanra's forearm with the tip of her blade. The voidelf's furious shout of, "Bitch," seemed to be more focused on herself than her wound.

"Yeah, I've got you," Seria said as she walked over.

While the elf healed her friend so she could get back to her training, I sighed and left them to it. I couldn't say I was happy seeing my people get injured in service to me, but it was what they both wanted and needed.

Seeing them hurt in war was a different story.
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Ifelt getting ingrained with my new guards was important not only to get to know them better but also to build up trust. Soon I found myself, taking treks with them. However, today Vanra mentioned the guards had a surprise for me. I followed her into the thresh nest.

"Any hints?" I asked excitedly.

"No, Your Majesty. The cap— warden was right about your penchant for over-excitement. It sometimes makes me wonder what she sees in you. But I guess you are one of a kind."

The light tone of Vanra's comment made me take it at face value and not in offense.

"Well, I can rip a man in half with my bare hands, so there is that!"

"There is that, Your Majesty,” she said, grinning. “As to the reason for our visit. I will be taking care of the thresh’s needs as one of my duties. That comes with ensuring that my king can come and go into the nest as he pleases. If you could remove your shirt, please, we can begin that process."

I was a little surprised by Vanra's request but complied with a nod. Her glance at my bare chest was more of an inspection than speculative.

Whatever she saw made her cock her brow before she handed me a long black piece of cloth. "Please tie this around your waist. It holds the scent of the queen of their previous nest."

I wrapped the fabric around my hips before fastening it like a sash. A smile quirked my lips as an image of belly dancing for the spiders flew through my mind. With that taken care of, she waved me to follow. I traveled with her deeper into the nest, noting that the thresh had made the space their own by the cascading webs that filled the corridors.

"The current queen first, Your Majesty. If she accepts you, then the others will as well."

I acknowledged Vanra's comment with a nod before the queen in question, the same one Cartha had ridden the day before, stepped toward me from inside her web-covered stall. I smiled as she hesitantly reached for me with her front legs.

The huge spider made a soft hiss as she examined me. Thoughts of whether her forearm-sized fangs could pierce my skin flew through my mind while she decided if I was kingly enough. When the huge spider finished her inspection by lowering herself to the floor, I glanced back at my chaperone.

"She accepts you, Your Majesty,” Vanra said. “If you would follow me to the rest of them, we’ll soon be done for the day."

I beamed with success as I followed her to the remaining stalls. She murmured, “Very excitable,” as she caught my gaze. General Praecon’s earlier mention of me being an active archon popped into my mind. If me being a happy, involved member of my kingdom made me excitable, then I would wear the title like a badge of fucking honor.

As we finished up with the last member of my thresh meet-and-greet, I jerked my head toward the entrance. My scouts spotted someone approaching from the west. Then there was the sound of a horn. From Vanra's lack of reaction, my hearing must have been more sensitive than hers. It took me a moment to remember what the specific pattern meant, but when I did, a broad smile grew on my face.

"Are we done here, Vanra?” I asked. “We've got friendly guests at the gate."

"Yes, Your Majesty,” she said with a slight bow. “I would ask that you visit at least once a day for the next week to get the thresh fully comfortable with your scent. After that, a visit every other week should suffice to keep their loyalty."

“Will do, and thank you for doing this.”

“It’s my honor to protect you.”

I acknowledged her bow before leaving her to her duties. I sprinted out of the nest in eager excitement. Once I stepped into the bailey, I gave Cartha and Fresk, my guards for the day, a wave to follow.

"We've got some guests coming. I want to be the first to greet them. Please try and keep up..."

I saw my voidelf smirk at my request while the other frowned in confusion. It took Fresk a second before he understood my meaning and spent the rest of the time playing catch-up.

While my warden ran at my side as we rushed to meet our guests, I smiled as the guards manning the gates began to pull them open for us. I barked out a laugh at a lagging Fresk calling for us to wait as we passed through them. Once we cleared the gates, I extended my stride.

"You've gotten quicker, Devon," Cartha said from beside me.

"I have? It's probably due to Malice's absence. Her time separated from me has really forced me to spend my odd hours training."

"Your inexhaustibleness..."

She and I shared a hinted glance of what she was thinking about. Her glare below my waist was enough. But it faded quickly when she struggled to keep up. With my Perks in full effect, I pushed just a little harder to see what she could do. My growing city blurred around us as we rushed toward the west gates.

Our citizens shouted with excitement and surprise as we blitzed down the central street. As we got closer to the gate, I slowed down, allowing me to pick up Cartha before leaping to the top of the gate. Her yelp of surprise shifted into laughter as we landed.

"Is this how you got to me so quickly yesterday?" she asked.

"No, I was faster yesterday, love,” I said. “It's amazing what one can accomplish with the proper motivation."

Cartha's smug smile at my reply ended with a kiss on my cheek to which I replied, "I can't damage such precious goods by being careless."

Cartha's snort of amusement followed me setting her on her feet. "One would think you've been running like that without Malice for years. I remember when you were having trouble with anything more than a walk.”

I shrugged in response to my voidelf's comment before sliding my hand along her hip. "Again, properly motivated. Call it the power of love if you want, gorgeous. I'm just enjoying having you back."

Again my comment got me a snort of amusement before Cartha leaned her head against my shoulder. "You’re so dumb... but don’t ever stop, though."

Fresk's arrival a moment later broke the tension of our stares. "If…I…had…thought…sprinting…would—Whoo!—be…a part…of…this…job. I…would…have…asked…for…more…money..."

Cartha's tsk of displeasure as her subordinate flopped onto the ground behind us made me chuckle before shaking my head.

"He's just not used to me and my… excitableness. Give him some slack for a week or two. Afterwards, if he's still not up to snuff, I'll make sure he hates the word cardio for the rest of his life."

With Fresk's job being to keep those I loved safe, the edge in my tone and the promise that came with it got him on his feet in record time. "Apologies, Your Majesty."

I nodded in reply before walking toward the other side of the wall. "Don't be sorry, be better, Fresk. I made a promise yesterday, and if I ever have to make good on it, I'm quite sure you'd rather be dead than deal with the consequences."

I was a little surprised by the voidelf standing taller under my regard instead of shrinking under it. The thump of his fist on his chest made me give him a curious raised eyebrow. "My life for yours, Your Majesty."

"Our lives for yours, my Archon," Cartha said a moment later.

"Let's not ever test that vow,” I said before pointing to the hundreds of carts waiting patiently at our gates. “Instead, let’s focus on something more important. Guests!"

As I scanned the impending group, I spotted Namor's broad grin as he led the huge caravan toward our gates. His broad belly wasn't that hard to discern at this distance, and I’d hoped he had some room in it for a celebratory feast. From the dozens of different carts sporting myriad tools of various trades both large and small, the bear man had taken my comment about our need for tradesmen to heart.

"Open the gates!” Cartha shouted before turning to me. “Devon, would you mind sending some of your minions to the east gate so I can use the guards there to work through the caravans?”

“Of course,” I said before mentally sending the command. Several of my skeletons shifted from their posts and marched their way toward the other side of the city. Cartha then stepped up to take care of business. She shouted commands of her guards to prepare to accept the new arrivals, while Fresk went to his post to stay at my side. With everyone else handling their affairs, I needed to as well.

“Hey, gorgeous, I need you.” My mental call to Malice through the gem on my bracelet got me a husky giggle in response.

"How may I help you, master?"

“For now, I need to seem regal for our guests. Then go and get Ophelia and Yda and join me at the west gates."

"I will let them know, master. See you soon..."

I smirked at Malice's salacious tone before her remaining half that clothed me shifted into my kingly wear.

"I hope we didn't interrupt anything important, Malice," Cartha said.

"Not at all. I was helping Micheal's life mages cultivate the common grounds. I'm finding their methods of seeding the volcanic gravel left over from Devon's work quite interesting."

I smiled at Cartha's nod in reply to Malice's comment. Pride in my elemental filled my chest as she worked on keeping herself busy building our kingdom. The fact she had taken her little project upon herself only made my joy in her fulfillment grow.

"Yda and her priestesses are on their way, and Ophelia is making her way as well, master."

“Excellent,” I said before glancing at Cartha. “Your guards are on the way. I'm going to take a few with me to meet Namor and his friends. Fresk, stay close."

Once my voidelf had selected a few of her men and women to join me, I nodded as Fresk gave his chest a thump. Our small group followed me as I took the much slower way down to the gate, and I smiled as I saw the east gate guards running down the street toward us.

As I waited for the gate to open, the men all took up formal positions, adding weight to our professionalism. Regal banners added a bit of color to Blackrock’s surroundings, and magical sconces were lit with glowing blue flames. The thirty-foot-long tunnel masking my traps shifted from sky light lit darkness to a warm, welcoming passage into my kingdom in a matter of minutes.

"Cartha always had a way of making the most complex drills seem so easy,” I mused. “They probably spent hours or days working at it to look this good. Even more while she was gone it appears...”

A moment later, one of my city guards stepped forward and extended his hand down the road. "The west passage is ready for you, Your Majesty."

I gave the wolfkin a grateful nod before leading my small party toward the light at the end of the tunnel. From somewhere far inside the city behind us, I heard a huge gong fill the air.

"High Priestess Yda requested that every time you leave or arrive in the city all of its residents should know," Fresk said.

"Sometimes I feel like people act like I’m a bigger deal than I really am, though I appreciate Yda's thoughtfulness," I said, chuckling.

My introspection got me a long look from each of my guards. Even Fresk furrowed his brow at me. "You are, Your Majesty. Each time you leave and arrive with news, help, or even empty-handed, every one of us feels safer, more...protected. We pledged ourselves to you. The growth of Blackrock would not be possible without you. You’ve given us a home and opportunity."

I was a bit embarrassed as the guards following me added nods and murmurs of agreement to the end of Fresk’s declaration. "You've proven that you have the power to change the world for your people, Your Majesty. How long did you think it was going to take for the pomp and circumstance to begin?"

"Well, I guess I'll just have to meet those expectations then," I said, chuckling.

"You already have, master," Malice said into my mind.

The confidence in Malice's tone as we passed beyond the second gate humbled me a bit. I let the silence linger as I contemplated my role. From my beginnings running from Dupont's men to arriving in Nubia, I had seen myself as more of a fixer of problems. That job now encompassed my new kingdom. The people who had joined me placed more reverence in my role than even I initially expected.

With failure not being an option, I embraced those lofty expectations.

A minute or two of walking later, I returned Namor's excited wave. From his position at the front of the mile-long column and his much larger cart giving him a bird's eye view of my approach, it seemed like the bearkin was leading quite the circus into my kingdom.

"Hello, Your Majesty!” he shouted. “I'm glad to see you in good health.” Namor's belly laugh that followed put a smile on everyone's faces. When he hopped off the cart, I was worried his trison would take his gear off without him when they began moving forward.

"It’s good to see you, too, Namor,” I said before shaking the man’s hand. “It looks like you brought friends. Although, it seems that your party is leaving without you.”

Namor waved me off as he laughed. "Bah, those two have entered and left more towns, villages, and cities than a whoremonger making rounds at a brothel. They know what they're doing, Your Majesty. Just watch..."

After following Namor's glance, I chuckled incredulously as the two huge animals stopped just in front of the guards at the outer gate. A soft snort left me as the trison waited patiently for the guards to begin inspecting the cart.

"Well, I guess they do. I don't want to seem unappreciative, but how did you manage all of this?"

As I swept my hand down the row of passing carts, Namor let out another belly laugh. "I’d originally thought of just sourcing people from Eimalon, but that felt a bit uninspired. I made an announcement of the Bulwark opening and a new kingdom’s founding. Everyone came from all over Talis to make this pilgrimage.”

I tried to hold back my concern about the cat being out of the bag and instead focused on our new possibilities. “How many are with you?”

“Slightly north of three hundred and fifty merchants, tradesmen, and their families, King Matthew of Blackrock.”

I couldn’t believe it. This one man had done more for me than I could have done in months, maybe even years. While I knew he sought his own gain, I was completely floored as the loaded carts continued to draw into the city.

"But I should make you aware, Your Majesty. Quite a few of them have traveled from your neighbors to the east and west. While I’m sure what they bring to your kingdom will be worth their weight in gold, none of the kingdoms will be happy at losing their citizens to you. Especially your closest neighbors."

I shared a devious grin with the bearkin when he trailed off in a whisper. With that conflict coming sooner rather than later, I didn't mind moving up our plans for the chance to grow our trade population.

"Thank you for the awareness, but we have plans in place. Although, I'm sure Ophelia and Minka will have words for you for upsetting our timeline."

Namor acknowledged my comment with a glance over his shoulder and a nod.

“With all these new inhabitants coming in, may I ask if you’ve also planned for those? This is a lot of mouths to feed.”

I smiled smugly, proud of the surprise that was waiting for him inside. “We’ve been busy since your last visit. We’ve already got over a thousand living inside.”

“A thousand?!” Namor said, wide-eyed.

“Yeah. Mostly followers of Abetha and Ninazu. But don’t worry, we’ve been working on our food stores. Abetha’s followers have done well setting up farms in the rolling hills toward the east. I’m also planning a new dock that will allow plenty of fishing and sea trade.”

“Most impressive, Your Majesty,” Namor said with a hearty laugh before leaning over. “This is only a taste of what's to come. I’m sure you’re aware of the current political climate. There are even more merchants who would love a change of location…”

After Namor trailed off suggestively, it didn't take much brain power to see what he was alluding to. With Eimalon in the midst of preparing for the wild clan's raids, I was sure they wouldn't mind me poaching their merchant guild.

If they did, we would deal with it.

We had walls, a growing army, and plenty of food coming our way to endure a siege if it came to that.

"We have the might to make that a possibility, Namor,” I said. “But I'm sure there are other things that I could offer to sway those sitting on the fence."

We both shared conniving grins before the bearkin hopped back on his cart. If there was one thing I knew for sure, it was that people were always looking for the chance to make an extra buck.

"You seem in quite the persuasive mood, Your Majesty. It’s true that the elves tax us to near poverty all in the spirit of the greater good. I, for one, would love it if they would swallow their pride and come to an agreement with the wild clans. It would make them gentler on our coffers and hopefully open up a new trade route. Speaking of trade routes, I'd suggest you prepare to make your kingdom part of the northern routes. Word has spread that the Bulwark is back open. I’d imagine it won’t be long until these kinds of caravans will become a common occurrence.”

I nodded with an eager smile at Namor's suggestion. That problem—if I wanted to think of it that way—would fix itself in time. I was more interested in reaping more gains from Eimalon.

"If the Northern Merchant Guild was interested in relocation out of concern for their safety due to the incoming Ossein Island invasion, Blackrock would welcome them with open arms. I’d even be able to negotiate a sizable tax incentive on their behalf.”

Namor smiled wryly before the bearkin tapped his lips playfully. “You’re speaking my language, Your Majesty. I could very well see the members of my guild moving away from the possibility of war and a much more temperate climate should their pockets be better protected. If memory serves, your northern coast is prime real estate for a harbor. Adding that to sweeten the pot would most assuredly bring them running."

I couldn't help the smug smile Namor's suggestion put on my face. With my own plans for a harbor, I was sure I could exceed Namor's expectations. Ophelia and Minka joined a moment later to hear my offer.

"That’s good to hear. I’ve already got plans for that. We are more in need of people and the trade they bring than actual money right now. I'm not fool enough to make an offer without consulting those I have entrusted with keeping my kingdom running, but I'm positive fifty percent of what Eimalon is charging the guild won't be a problem for us to consider. As I've said so far, safety, from those of the land and the deep, is my main priority for those who reside in my kingdom. What it takes to ensure that… well, let's say I've put quite a bit of effort into that..."

With a subtle thought, I shifted the bone golem toward Namor’s presence. While the shift spooked some of the trisons, it was well worth Namor's bug-eyed expression.

"By the gods!” he shouted in amazement and fear. “If I had half of my guild present for this, I doubt I could stop them from packing up and rushing here to set up shop! If you're sure that you agree to accept a fifty percent reduction in taxes, along with building a new harbor, I'm willing to send out the letter today!"

I turned to my advisors who shared nods of agreement.

"We can agree to His Majesty's offer for a term of five years,” Minka said. “After that, we will open opportunities for renegotiation. That should be plenty of time for the merchants in question to see what Blackrock has to offer.”

While the merchant guild master counted his extra coins in his head, I turned to the halfling. “That works for me. You should probably head in with the rest of the caravan to help get everyone situated.”

"As you wish, Your Majesty. Can I ask for you to visit me once everything’s concluded?"

I smirked at the halfling’s request before nodding. While I was pretty confident she was all business, the stares I caught from her always displayed her interest. My mind raced with a potential bath meeting to go over everything that we’d figured out.

After my nod got her moving with a decided pep in her step, I ordered Fresk to follow and protect her.

Namor came back a moment later with his decision made. "I think we’re all in agreement, Your Majesty. I'll find a place to park for the night and get my letter to the others sent off."

“Great,” I said, shaking the man’s hand once more. “This will be a great change for the both of us.”

The bearkin agreed and bid me farewell. Once he and the long line of carts began filling the town behind us, I gave my supreme advisor my full attention. I extended my arm, and she eagerly took it and kissed my shoulder.

As we walked, we met with Malice, and I explained everything that’d been discussed. To my surprise, she pointed to the northern border and said, "I'd like to begin working on the harbor then, master. Will he be safe in your company, Ophelia?"

Malice's teasing tone made me a little worried about what my foxkin might have in store for me. Her bitten lip and seductive, “Oh, he will,” didn’t help either.

"Then I will begin on that project.” Malice stepped and pressed herself against me. “A kiss for luck and motivation, master?"

I chuckled softly at my elemental's request. My nod got me a bit more than I expected, though I definitely didn't mind. I lost a bit of time while we savored each other’s tongues. Once our kiss ended, I gave her plump ass a nice squeeze.

"If you get too tired, make sure to come visit me,” I said. “I'd hate to miss the chance to give such devotion a reward.”

While I was eager to spend time with her, I needed to reinforce all this positive behavior I’d seen from her lately. It was a small price I was eager to pay if it meant a more mellow monster. She kissed me on the cheek and dissolved into the earth, disappearing from our view.

Ophelia, nodding at the chub I was sporting, continued to pull on my arm. "Hmm, I might have to take care of that for you, Devon, though some privacy may be in order. I don’t think we should incentivize obscene displays.”

After following Ophelia's gaze to the line of carts passing by behind us, I shrugged. "I'm not going to apologize for loving you or the others. Regal is good and all, but I'm never going to become a stuffy bastard with a stick up his ass. Regardless, I had a thought. For our regent problem, what do you think about Namor?"

My question got me a thoughtful look from my supreme advisor. It took her a minute or two of walking by my side, but she eventually gave me a hesitant nod.

"He does seem to be able to draw people in, that's for sure. I'm hesitant to give him the immediate go-ahead. Our spymaster selection has me on edge. I still haven't been able to figure out much about her. If you'd humor me, I'd like to spend a day or two using Namor to work off that worry."

I couldn't disagree with Ophelia's issue; I had some of my own as well with my decision. That lack of that seat being filled had already bit us in the ass. With the influx of merchants and tradesmen going to require some work to figure out, I didn't see a problem with taking an extra day or two to give us both some peace of mind.

“That works for me,” I said.

Ophelia smiled, and we followed the line of carts heading toward the commons in the center of the city. A peaceful silence grew between my foxkin and me. Once we made it, I spotted Yda's beautiful face supervising her priestesses.

"Busy morning, love?" I asked her once my pregnant sheepkin walked over to me and Ophelia.

"Yes, but it's a good busy. You should have seen the children when the toy maker's cart rolled past the commons. It's so exciting! We even got a few new prospects for the sect. I can't wait for those who convert to formally join us!"

I smiled and leaned down to place a kiss on the top of my excitable sheepkin's head. As I stood around, taking in the view, I spotted Seria's shadowed presence behind one of the tall towers flitting to the next as she kept watch on my high priestess and our child. Despite what was leveled against us, just the voidelf's presence gave me some peace of mind.

I was going to build on that by growing our kingdom into something to be both feared and respected. Whether through might or money, I wasn't going to allow anything to destroy the peace and prosperity we were building.
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Ismiled as Malice and I finished the northern docks. It’d taken us a few days of hard work, but it was well worth it. The gain of claiming the Merchant’s Guild would bring financial potential that would put us on the map.

The pure white stairway leading down from the heights of Blackrock's cliffs fit quite nicely with the end of Heluna's temple. I gazed across the empty berthings for possible trade ships my new regent could bring to our shores before smiling widely at my citizens adding their own touch to our work.

The several dozen huge planters I had built into each landing of the stairway leading down to the docks had been quickly taken over by Abetha's sect. They were in the midst of cultivating the volcanic soil Malice and I had created. With their life magic, I was continually impressed by the variations of plant life they were able to create.

A huge palm-like tree with pink fronds planted into one of those huge planters blew in the wind as I basked in our hard work.

"I believe we are done, master,” Malice said. “If you want, I can inspect the hidden wall once they grow bored with their new play area."

We looked up at the hundreds of people who had joined the life mages in exploring the new stairwell and docks. The grin she gave me as I slid my arm around her slim waist shared a hint of more than just lust. There was contentment and love.

Most of our time was spent on building a raisable wall in case the docks were ever overrun. We’d built the docks on giant blocks of stone we created with our magma abilities. After construction, we tested it with my skeleton army to ensure all of it was safe.

While we enjoyed our success, a guard approached to inform me that the last of our new staff had arrived thanks to Ophelia and Otis the Blue’s efforts. I thanked him before he returned to his post.

After he left, Malice and I headed up the stairs before the elemental stopped near the temple. “I think I’ll leave you here, master. While you deal with the bores of court, I'm going to see if Yda needs some help. Once you are done, and if they haven't left by then, I’d love to enjoy some time with you.”

“Are you sure you don’t want to come?” I asked, pointing over my shoulder. “You know you are always welcome.”

While she gave me her answer, the elemental’s sharp claws traced a line from the collar of my explorer garb to my waist. The cloth, parting the clothing like soap through an oil slick, left my chest bare before my temptress leaned into my neck with a gentle grab of my cock. “I am. But I'll be waiting patiently for you when you’re done, master."

After shifting my clothes into my regal wear, Malice twirled from my grip. Her panties dissolved to give me a quick flash of her bare ass. I sighed in frustration before walking to the keep. As I walked, I focused my mindset to that of King Matthew of Blackrock.

I was going to have to deal with the men and women who would, hopefully, decide to work together to make our kingdom a bastion of prosperity. With General Praecon and Jiemal, the former general for the Azera Monarchy, already butting heads as Ophelia had warned me they would, I did note they had both remained here despite their dislike of one another.

With Praecon questioning the other's loyalty due to his disgrace, I wasn't too eager to squash that growing feud. When I entered the war room, I found them already going at each other’s throats.

"Your men are disorderly and uncouth!” General Praecon shouted. “I've already had one of them placed in the dungeon for stealing from the wine merchant! I can't see how His Majesty decided that it would be a good idea to ask you to join his kingdom! I could have done better with a few dozen children! At least they would listen to orders!"

"And they would fall apart as soon as you tried to place them in your orderly fucking lines!” Jiemal yelled, towering over the man. “We aren't soldiers to be restricted by the common rules of warfare! We are the ones who bring chaos to our enemies and leave them sleepless, waiting on our attacks from the dark! I don't expect you to understand, General. What I do expect is for you to try to get us killed by failing to use us properly!"

I sighed as Praecon and Jiemal's screaming match from yesterday seemed to have continued despite me telling them to shut it until we talked today. My harsh, "Silence!" made the two men freeze in their verbal tracks. Their mouths slammed shut as I cut off their apologies with a swiftly raised hand.

While I passed them without acknowledging their presence further, I glanced around the room. I exchanged a smile with Ophelia, who was sitting beside Otis and Namor making small talk. Her soft chuckle and smile in return ended with a nod toward Cartha and Dessa Ora.

"Amonduin is anathema to strong alliances between the other kingdoms. I don't mean to offend, but your people don't work well with others as a general rule. The treatment of the delegation that Harkwood sent over fifty years ago is still talked about in the wood elf courts to this day. I don't see how us aligning with them, never mind their numbers protecting our king and his family, will endear us to the other kingdoms."

I shook my head in amazement at the harpy's lack of self-awareness, not to mention self-preservation. Cartha's deadly frown at her by all rights should have at the very least magically sealed the other woman's lips. Instead, Dessa seemed to take my voidelf's silence as if she was thinking over her comments.

"Although, I’m sure you are of better stock than your peers by your position here! Although, your choice as warden to place voidelves in the royal guard is quite the bold decision…”

I cut off whatever else the oblivious harpy might have had to say as I dipped my shoulder, passed the two, and slipped my arm around Cartha's waist. My move came the moment before she leapt at the mouthy woman. While Cartha growled and struggled in my light grasp, I made my way toward Ophelia, Namor, and Otis.

I gave who I assumed was Lipa, hiding in the dark corner, a glance before taking my seat at the head of the table. Cartha took a seat next to me as she glared at Dessa from across the table. Seconds later, a small figure rushed into the room.

"Sorry, sorry!” Minka shouted. “I received a new report about our first harvest from Micheal and wanted to have it ready for our meeting!"

I smiled as she stopped breathless in front of me. She handed me a parchment before taking a seat at the table. When Dessa opened her mouth, I glared and shook my head to cut off the comment about the halfling's tardiness I saw coming.

"It seems like we are all here,” I said, excited to begin. “My first order of business will be an order for everyone to mind their manners. Praecon, Jiemal. Come here."

While the two men made their way toward me with heads hung low in shame, I couldn’t help but notice Cartha’s death stare at Dessa. Whether it was her upbringing or lessons learned from her time in school, I saw I was going to need to break the harpy of her unproductive opinions.

That mess was one I would have to work out later.

For now, I was going to make the feud between my two generals an easy one for them to end.

Once they stepped in front of me, I looked them both in the eyes and said, "You both have differing opinions on warfare. That in and of itself is part of the reason why I requested you both join my kingdom. General Praecon, you will lead my conventional armies. Jiemal, I will have more clandestine operations for you. You both WILL take the time to educate yourselves on the other's tactics. Otherwise, you will both leave my kingdom, and I will place myself in your roles due to your failures. Do I make myself clear?"

The growl I put into my tone made both the men shrink a bit before me. I waited for their answers as Praecon's tattered ears slowly lay against his head. Jiemal’s forked tongue flicked in the air several times before both men shared a short glance and less than amicable nod.

In unison, both men kneeled before me and said, "I swear to uphold your rule and orders with absolute loyalty, Your Majesty, King Matthew of Blackrock."

As they spoke their words, several screens popped up in my vision.

Follower Claimed: General Markus Praecon

Class: Warrior - General

Race: Wolfkin

Perk Acquired: Battlefield View

While the seat of General is filled, User may gain insight and statistics from any battle General Markus Praecon and/or his army participate in. This is a passive perk and will remain available until User dismisses General Markus Praecon from their service or he dies.

Follower Claimed: Commander Jiemal Jorgun

Class: Swordsman - Revered

Race: Lizardkin

Perk Acquired: Roving Awareness

Enhances Battlefield View Perk. User may gain insight and statistics from any battle Commander Jiemal Jorgun and/or his Renegades participate in. This is a passive perk and will remain available until User dismisses Commander Jiemal Jorgun from their service or he dies.

I smiled as my two generals found the one thing they seemed aligned on. The perks they brought with their vows would come in handy in any future encounters. After their perfectly in-sync vow finished, I dismissed them and the prompts their vows brought up. With their dismissal, I looked around, waiting for the rest of our meeting to begin. Each of the other followers stood, ready to give them their own vows of service.

I almost contemplated telling them that their presence was vow enough, but Ophelia had other plans. I watched her begin an incantation to, I assumed, bind my court to me through their vows. With each passing vow, I thanked them for their trust and dedication.

Follower Claimed: Namor Undin

Class: Merchant

Race: Bearkin

Perk Acquired: Will of the People

While the seat of Regent is filled, User may gain insight and statistics into the morale of their citizens. This is a passive perk and will remain available until User dismisses Namor Undin from their service or he dies.

Follower Claimed: Dessa Ora

Class: Diplomat

Race: Harpy

Perk Acquired: From the Horse's Mouth

While the seat of Ambassador is filled, User may gain insight and statistics into the kingdom she is in or has recently visited. This is a passive perk and will remain available until User dismisses Dessa Ora from their service or she dies.

Follower Claimed: Minka Littlefinger

Class: Accountant

Race: Halfling

Perk Acquired: Dollars make Sense

While the seat of Treasurer is filled, User may gain insight and statistics into the finances and supplies available to their kingdom. This is a passive perk and will remain available until User dismisses Minka Littlefinger from their service or she dies.

Follower Claimed: Otis the Blue

Class: Sorcerer

Race: ???

Perk Acquired: Cast of the Same Cloth

While the seat of Arcanist is filled, User may gain insight and statistics into all magic known by Otis the Blue. This is a passive perk and will remain available until User dismisses Otis the Blue from their service or he dies.

Follower Claimed: Cartha Orrawyn

Class: Warrior - Revered

Race: Voidelf

Perk Acquired: Good Fences Make Great Neighbors

While the seat of Warden is filled, User may gain insight and statistics into the area of their kingdom under guard. This is a passive perk and will remain available until User dismisses Cartha Orrawyn from their service or she dies.

Follower Claimed: Lipa Truewebb

Class: Sorceress

Race: Half-arachnid / Half-???

Perk Acquired: What is Hidden Will Come to Light

While the seat of Spymaster is filled, User may gain insight and statistics into the hidden ongoings of her spies. This is a passive perk and will remain available until User dismisses Lipa Truewebb from their service or she dies.

Follower Reclaimed: Ophelia Yarrow

Class: Sorceress

Race: Foxkin

Perk Acquired: One above All

While the seat of Supreme Advisor is filled, User may gain insight and statistics into the knowledge of all other seats remotely through her. This is a passive perk and will remain available until User dismisses Ophelia from their service or she dies.

With only Yda left to vow her loyalty, and knowing very well that she would, I sighed playfully as Ophelia rose from her knees in front of me. Her wry smile as her breasts brushed against my knee made me chuckle softly.

"Now that we have that out of the way,” I began, “l want to hear what everyone has set for their goals for the next month. Our kingdom is growing, and as my council, I want everyone to be on the same page."

My request got me smiles all around with the exception of Lipa who had returned to sulking in her corner. The arachnid arms protruding from her back masked well in the near darkness. Only her yellow eyes gave way to her presence.

I nodded to Jiemal and Praecon first to kick off their strategies. “I want you to tell me what you two have planned for the defenses of our kingdom.”

I smiled as the two men glanced at each other before Jiemal nodded for Praecon to begin. "For our armies, I've brought one hundred men, and I believe General Jiemal has thirty-five..."

After my second general nodded, confirming Praecon's guestimate, the wolfkin continued. "Our first order of business will be to begin combining our forces with that of our warden's guards. For the next month, I want us to become comfortable with each other's jobs. As it stands now, we aren't in the proper position to field an attack force. While we get our defenses in order, I also want us to recruit."

I saw both Jiemal and Cartha nod in agreement with Praecon's plan before a wry smile curled my lips. "I have my skeletons to offer, and I believe Minka will confirm that they will follow orders besides mine if given permission..."

I frowned slightly as my addition to the conversation got me hesitant looks from my generals and warden. When the two men looked toward Cartha to give me the bad news, I chuckled and shook my head gently.

"I'm not going to bite the heads off anyone at this table for correcting my misconception about something. I want you all to speak freely."

After my request made my voidelf give the two men a smug smile, I saw them inhale before sighing loudly. Jiemal was the first one to speak up, and I gave him my full attention.

"Your Majesty, your skeletons make a sizable force and excellent infantry out on a battlefield, but besides harnessing their savagery and durability, they lack the awareness to truly defend our home. The damage they might do to the homes and businesses you have built while trying to do so would probably not be ideal in a defensive scenario. Clear, well planned out countermeasures and trained soldiers will be our safest bet."

Silence filled the room as the lizardkin waited patiently for my response. The whole table seemed to be waiting on it after Jiemal had so gently shut my plan for my skeleton army down. I smirked as my deep inhale made my two generals flinch.

"I see. This is why you two fill the seats that you do. I can't find anything wrong with your logic, but I will request that you don't allow that resource to go unused."

My reply to Jiemal's argument got me a relieved smile from him and Praecon.

Cartha was then quick to clarify what we all seemed to know. "We need more men, Devon. We can speak all day about recruiting and such, but right now, we need solutions. Minka, how much extra money do we have to possibly hire some mercenaries? I know it will be expensive, but that would be the simplest way of fixing our manning problem in the short term."

I saw the halfling give Cartha's request a snort of amusement before she shook her head. “Most bands that would place themselves in the sights of the empire would be incredibly expensive, Cartha. To fund a force large enough to repel an attack from any of the kingdoms would bankrupt us in months. The cost to feed them to avoid them sending raiding parties to feed themselves would be astronomical.”

I watched almost everyone at the table give Minka's comment a firm nod. With a mercenary force out of the realm of possibility, I shifted to a different tactic.

"Let's see about possibly recruiting from Abetha's sect. Cartha, Praecon, Jiemal, get with Yda and see if she's heard of anyone who wants to join up. If anyone else has any ideas, please speak up.”

I tilted my head to the side as my comment caused Namor to stand with a contemplative expression across his face. He pointed to the map as he spoke.

"I’m aware that quite a few of the towns on Azera’s borders are pretty keen on dumping the monarchy. They get hit by Ossein Island raiders and pirates every so often. Azera seems to not care enough to send consistent guards to help protect them. Instead, the towns end up just paying them off and get taxed by the queen on top of it.”

Namor gave a wry smile. “This could be an opportunity for us. If we promise to do Azera's job for them, I'm positive we will have hundreds if not thousands of new recruits from the Blackrock's eastern gates to the Itzan Mountains in mere days."

I furrowed my brow in contemplation. It would fix both our farming problems by bringing in food from those towns and villages and our recruiting problem in one fell swoop. What kept me from running with it was our paltry force at the moment.

Even with my skeletons, the vast plains and forests to the east would currently be nearly impossible to police. The time it would take to get our new citizens up to speed, regardless of their competency, would allow Azera or any of the other kingdoms to attack while we were spread paper-thin.

"With how far we would have to patrol, I doubt we would be as effective at it as Azera is at the moment. We can begin recruiting those villages closest to us, though. While we are in the midst of that process, I want us to start recruiting elsewhere. Our promise of a new opportunity, great protection, and financial possibilities can be a huge draw.”

My emphasis on slow expansion to the east was received quite well by the nods it got. The mention of more ad hoc recruiting was a bit more divided. From her expression and thinly veiled glare at Dessa Ora, Cartha was keen on suggesting more of her race to fill our ranks.

My time watching them train made that a tempting if harrowing prospect. With visions of purple-skinned elves flipping and nearly decapitating each other around my kingdom, I voiced my opinion on that idea. "Cartha, how many of your people do you think would join us if given the option?"

"A few thousand if we got permission from the queen. Most don’t know this, but Amonduin’s tunnels are vast. We hide it well, but our kingdom is massive. But we live rather reclusive lives. As it stands, and has for far too long, the other kingdoms have shunned us for our differing views on life. I hope from what everyone has seen from my royal guard that we aren't as... erratic as others believe we are..."

I sighed as Cartha glared at Dessa Ora as the harpy gave her suggestion a patronizing smile. "My King, before I left the empire, Dupont decreed a plan to push all of the beastkin, Ossein aligned or not, out of their kingdom in preparation for the upcoming raid. There we could find thousands if not tens of thousands of people to join our kingdom. I know you are an understanding ruler, and what few voidelves you've placed into your service would drive that point home."

I chuckled softly at Cartha's reaction to Dessa Ora's suggestion. From the pair's pointed noses and snarling lips, I was willing to bet I could get them to work together whether they knew it or not.

"I believe we aren't in the position to turn away any help right now,” I said. “We are surrounded on all sides by potential enemies, and our only ally is on the other side of the world. Cartha, get me more of your capable people. Dessa Ora, the beastkin will find safety within our walls and live free from injustice in Blackrock. That is what we are building here, and all are welcome who will help us grow. Let that be the message you deliver to your contacts in the empire."

Both women responded with words of confirmation. The quick look they shared once I gave them each a nod ended with the two women looking away from one another. I smirked at the begrudging friendship the two were building despite their differences. Whether it would end with them as bosom buddies or at each other's throats I wasn't quite sure.

My anarchist clearing his throat a moment later brought my attention to the gray-haired sorcerer. "My King, I believe building an academy of the magical arts here would bring both students and their families to our kingdom. That along with augmenting our conventional forces with those both magical and committed to protecting their home would make such a decision seem necessary, wouldn’t you agree?"

I smirked at the old man as his light tone belayed the eagerness I saw in his bright blue eyes. The twinkle behind that grandfatherly visage seemed to hold visions of that force, grown from our own people, standing alongside our guard and army as we defended our home.

My only concern was the Chalice and what that would mean. But by Ophelia's impish grin and silence on the matter, I doubted she would have a problem with snubbing her nose at her mother.

"That does sound like a necessity, Otis,” I said. “Please talk with Minka about what you would need for such an academy. Once plans for its courses and funding are in place, Malice or I will craft it for you."

"Am I to be a mason in my new life, my love?"

I smirked at Malice's mental question before nodding gently. "Hmm, I guess I could do it all on my lonesome. It would be a terrible waste to not make use of my lover and her talents, though..."

While Otis spoke to Minka about his initial plans for his academy, I sensed my elemental smirk at my reply. "My master tries to tempt me, I see. I'm not immune to flattery. I will do this for you, but I will be very demanding with my payment..."

Even from her faraway position listening to Yda direct her priestesses as they assisted the new members of our kingdom, Malice's claws running down my shaft felt as real as always.

"Have I ever failed to make one of those payments?" I teased.

My question got me a husky chuckle and a firm, "Never," before I sensed Malice's focus go elsewhere. With her on board and a very, very tempting payment in my near future, I was almost giddy to see what Otis had in store for Blackrock. While I imagined that exciting event, I saw Dessa frowning.

My glance her way got the harpy to focus on me a moment later. "Got something on your mind, Dessa?"

The sigh my ambassador gave my question worried me slightly before she leaned forward and rested her chin on her hand. "If I may be candid, Your Majesty. We could use some influence here in Blackrock from the Talis nobility. With our current reputation being less than stellar, if we invested some time and effort in garnering some favor, I believe we might be able to mitigate some of that. Despite the power the surrounding kingdoms wield, there is more than enough in the aristocracy to influence some of their decisions."

I gave the harpy's suggestion a hesitant nod as she paused to gauge my reaction. My time on Earth made even the idea of dealing with hoity-toity nobles seem like torture, but I couldn't completely disregard her suggestion. She smiled brightly as I said, "Tell me more," before the feathers on her arms fluttered with excitement.

"With a proper envoy, I could make the rounds of the kingdoms and nudge them more to our side. I could also confirm our allies and their commitment to our growth. Nubia would be my first stop, and I believe I could convince the queen to release the princess to our custody. Her presence while we travel would reinforce our position and possibly bring a few adventurous nobles to our gates."

I knew I was being manipulated a little by the eager harpy, but I couldn't disagree with her logic. It took a bit of effort not to accept her proposal on just the promise of getting to see my gorgon in the flesh, but I refrained from showing my emotion. Instead, I nodded and said, “Continue.”

"During my time in Eimalon, before my arrival here, I heard about your run-in with King Ozerian's envoy. Their alliance with Dupont would make taking the princes there untenable. For the rest of our travels, I would like to visit Harkwood, Bizmark, and, yes, even Amonduin. From there, we will return here, avoiding Azera and her forces if at all possible. From the plans so far, I doubt we would be welcome after they move forward."

With her itinerary laid out, and my hopes that the optimistic harpy could accomplish half of what she suggested, I gave her plan a firm nod. “If you believe you can make all that happen, Dessa, you have my permission. I will leave Praecon and Jiemal to build your protection detail.”

Once Praecon and Jiemal gave my orders a firm nod, I glanced around the room. Another issue came to mind a moment before I ended our meeting. With Abetha's sect accepted into our ranks with ease, my next topic felt a little more worrisome.

"For your rounds, Dessa, would an acolyte of Ninazu's be a reasonable ally? While in Morgus, I came upon a lich named Alcaris, who used to be one of his followers. He did offer his assistance should we ask for it. How much influence do you think we could possibly gain from that?"

The harpy grimaced before she tapped her lips in thought. "Not much, my King. Despite what power he might possibly wield, I doubt the lich will influence any of the other kingdoms positively unless we are at war. In which case, that could be a rather good deterrent.”

After Dessa’s glance their way, I saw Praecon and Jiemal nod in agreement.

"Well, we can rely on him if it comes to that,” I said. “I could see his presence causing a bit of discomfort.” When I finished, I glanced at the corner of the room. “Lipa, you've been quiet. Is there anything you'd like to add to our discussion?"

I watched the spider woman sigh before nodding. Her yellow eyes locked onto me as she pulled back her cowl, revealing more. The other ones, pure black and unmoving, arranged along the side of her face and brow, seemed to take everything going on around my spymaster at once.

"The only thing of note I have for you is confirmation that Eimalon and the empire are too occupied with the wild clans to look our way. My spies in the snow elf kingdom have also confirmed that their archons have been ordered to the north. My best guess as to how long this current raiding season will last is five months at the very least. We have until then to prepare for their assault."

I gave Lipa's report a nod of gratitude before giving Ophelia a questioning look. After the short smile we shared, enjoying our choice to fill that seat and the comfort her report brought, I watched my foxkin rise from her seat.

"As long as everyone has their orders from our king, I am calling an end to this meeting. Please make sure to give any further reports to me so that I may compile them for His Majesty to examine..."

After her short clap, I sighed and relaxed in my chair as my council dispersed. Ophelia remained by my side with a wry smile at the departing council, her slide into my lap once they were gone making me smile.

"If I may ask for some of your time, my Archon, I'd like to discuss something with you..."

By the seductive tone of my foxkin's request, I figured I wouldn't want to miss this talk. My nod got me a bright smile, and I chuckled as a portal formed beneath my ass with a wave from my supreme advisor. With dozens of possibilities in mind as I fell through space, I basked in my accomplishment while Ophelia rode me into the void.
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We landed on Ophelia's bed a moment later with bundles of laughter. When we settled, I stared up into the smiling blonde's scarred face, wrapping my arm around her.

"That was almost as entertaining as watching you work, my Archon..." Ophelia said with a seductive grin. She shifted to straddle me, her hands sliding under the hem of my shirt.

"Oh, did getting to see me in action do certain 'things' to you, my supreme advisor?" I asked, playing up the moment.

The leading tone of my question got me a sharp laugh from my foxkin before she swiftly mumbled an incantation. I watched with a smile as her fingers slid up my chest and dispelled the clothes Malice had left me. I must have had a concerned look because she was quick to reassure me.

“Don't worry. I’m only doing this because she isn’t here. Her magic is a bit more of an illusion.”

“But how am I going to get my clothes back?”

“Now, why would you want that when I want them off?”

I smirked at Ophelia's teasing grin before smacking her ass. With her robe hiked up around her waist, all that stood between me and that expanse of pale, supple skin was a set of panties. But with a wave of her hand, they disappeared. I reached over and slid my hands across her bottom, squeezing giant handfuls.

"Mmm, yes, I’m so glad you have your control back. I’m so happy to see you taking your claim. Seizing your destiny. Seeing you wear that crown… it fits you. You were meant to lead.”

“I'm just doing what I think needs to be done to protect what’s mine, Ophelia. Nothing more.”

She slowly shook her head, sending her long blonde tresses flowing across her body. Her tails rubbed along my legs, keeping me warm in the cool room. She leaned down, every inch of her body touching mine. As she brought her face toward mine, my heart pounded with my excitement.

"You are too humble, my Archon, but I guess that is what makes the best rulers,” Ophelia whispered. “Those who seek power usually do terrible things to keep it. That is your draw, your pull, that brought so many to your cause. It is one that has shared me as well. I want to see you succeed. I want to see us thrive. I want to see our kingdom grow under your rule..."

Ophelia trailed off, holding me captive with her full lips while my desire for more than just my kingdom swelled. The smile filled with blissful happiness that curled my foxkin's lips as I slid a hand over her cheek was followed by her leaning into it.

"What I want is you right now, Ophelia..."

My hushed comment got me a broader smile before the sorceress closed her eyes and murmured, "I am already yours, Devon."

I pulled her to my lips, and our tongues tangled. Her lips were full and supple, perfect for sucking on. We explored each other’s mouths with deep, passionate breaths.

My hands explored her back as we stayed locked in pleasure. Her skin was smooth and silky without imperfection, except for the part of her that she kept hidden. My hands slid up her neck and went to grip her mask, only to have her jerk back and grab my wrist.

I smiled warmly and said, “I want to see all of you.”

“Not that part,” she said, frowning. “I’m…”

“It doesn’t matter. I love you for who you are. Flaws and all.”

“I’m afraid you’ll think I’m hideous.”

“I won’t. I promise.”

Her grip lessened, and as I pulled the mask away, it disintegrated in light blue specs of magical dust. Left behind were her solid white eyes. Dark blue scars expanded from the edges of her eyes to around the sides as if lightning had erupted from them. She stared, lip trembling, as she waited for my reaction.

I pulled her forward and slowly kissed the edges of her scars. When I ended on her nose, she giggled.

“You are so beautiful, Ophelia,” I told her. “I don’t just love one piece of you. My love is all-encompassing and eternal.”

Ophelia dove for my lips again, and our tongues twisted in a new intensity. Her hand caressed my chest and stomach before moving lower. My body burned with the anticipation of her touch.

I gasped as her fingers landed on my hard cock. Her palm squeezed hard, yet delicately. She stroked me gently, her other hand massaging my neck. Her forehead pressed against mine, eyes closed in pleasure as she moaned softly, “Gods, I love your big cock...”

I smiled and ran my fingers through her hair as she continued to tease and pleasure me. The feeling of her wet lips against my skin sent shivers down my spine, and I couldn't help but want more. Even with the heat building between us, I reveled in the intermixing scent of honey and lavender.

Her lips pulled away from mine before kissing along my jawline. When she finished, she whispered in my ear, “Including my years of studying magic, you make me feel things I've never felt before.”

She pulled back slightly to look at me once more, her eyes full of desire and something else. Gratitude? Admiration? It was then that I realized how much this meant to her; not just the physical pleasure, but also the emotional connection we shared. It was more than just powerful beings reveling in each other’s touch. This was true love.

I pulled her towards me, unable to resist one more taste of those plump lips before speaking again, “And I wouldn’t be here without you. We were meant for each other.”

We shared another passionate kiss as Ophelia continued to stroke me, only this time, not just with her hand. She positioned her pussy along the base of my cock and rode the length with her own small thrusts. Her heavy scent quickly filled the room, making my arousal burst.

When she pulled away, she leaned up and braced her hands on her hips, smiling with a bitten lip as she slowly ground on my cock.

“Do you feel how wet you make me?” Ophelia teased.

“You’re such a fucking tease,” I said, chuckling.

“Don’t make me have to pull out the magical manacles. Just be patient. Good things come to those who wait.”

I fell back into the bed and let my sorceress sufficiently lubricate us. Her beautiful tits bounced lightly on her thin stomach with each shift of her hips. The soft orange light in her room cast beautiful shadows along her form. She danced slowly, letting out subtle moans as she went.

When I was certain I didn’t think I could get any harder, Ophelia swiped her pussy, stroked me a few more times, and then slowly eased me inside of her. It squeezed me all the way down until she rested at my base.

“Ohhhh fuckkkk,” she gasped. “Your cock is so fucking big.” Her legs shook in pleasure as she took a moment to revel in the feeling.

“And that pussy is magical,” I added with a half-smirk.

Ophelia let out a giggle as she leaned back and braced her hands on my thighs. She slid herself up before dropping herself back down. Her soft pussy clamped down on me with each thrust. She kept her movement slow as she struggled to contain her shouts.

“Gods damn, this feels so good. I know it’s been a long time, but I’m going to cum on your dick so fast.”

“I’m here to please,” I said cheekily.

Ophelia leaned back and continued to ride my cock to her pleasure. As her moans filled the room, I reached out to offer her a hand. I played with her clit with my thumb, drawing small circles with the same tempo as she rocked down my cock. It didn’t take her long before she gasped through panted breath, her whole body shaking as I continued to rub her.

“Fuck, okay, okay!” she shouted, half-laughing with aftershocks. I chuckled with her as she came down from her high.

“Don’t laugh at me. It’s been a while.”

“I’m not laughing at you. I’m laughing with you. This is fun for me.”

“I’ll show you fun.”

Ophelia shifted around with me still in her until her ass was facing me. I smacked it out of instinct, only to have her growl as she rode me. She popped her ass up and down, sending a mesmerizing wave across her thick bottom and wide hips.

I let out a soft moan as her constant friction became more pleasurable. Her tails brushed across my skin and face, adding to the playfulness. She frequently looked back with a toothy grin, ensuring my stupor.

“I think you might be having more fun than I am.”

“I, too, like to see my partner in pleasure.”

At the end of her words, she picked up the pace, slamming harder and faster. Slaps of our skin echoed into the tall chamber of the room. Every thrust sent a shockwave through my groin. I felt my cock flex, ready to burst.

“Are you going to cum for me?” she asked between pants.

“Is that what you want?”

Ophelia bit her lip and nodded. “Really bad. I want you to fill me up as much as you can.”

I reached out and grabbed her hips. I joined her thrusts with some of my own, sending me deeper inside of her with each upward thrust. Our moans filled the room as we came together. However, as I filled her, her body went rigid and upward. From her shout, blue light poured out of her from her face, and the entire building shook. I glanced around in a mix of post-release euphoria and confusion. Eventually, the sorceress collapsed back on me in panted breath.

I rolled around her and asked, “Ophelia, are you alright?”

She looked up at me in a hazy stupor. “Oh yeah, I’m great.”

“You mind telling me what the fuck just happened?”

She let out a giggle. “Through our love making our essences intertwined. You filled me with your essence, making me stronger. Since sorcerers are sterile, we don’t share children, we share magical essence.”

I relaxed a bit. “Oh.”

My lover rolled on top of me. “Sorry, I should have told you sooner. I didn’t mean to make you worried.”

I chuckled softly at Ophelia's happiness before shifting to laying my head on her shoulder. "I could go again if you want, love. I can never have too much of any of you."

My comment got me an exhausted laugh from my well-loved foxkin before she leaned up to kiss me. I smiled as she moaned softly into my lips when I deepened it. Her soft squeak when I teased one of her hard nipples only made my eagerness to sample her for the rest of the night worse.

"Hmmm, I'm glad there is more than just me to satiate you. If I thought my mind could survive another round, I would enjoy a few more hours with you deep inside me. As it is, I will be truly useless if I give into that temptation..."

I smirked as Ophelia ground her reddened ass against my swelling cock. After resting my forehead against hers and sharing a soft chuckle, I sighed dramatically. "I guess I will just have to let my temptress rest for a while. Though, I don’t think you’d miss a whole lot skipping a few meetings if you were to, say, enjoy another round or five."

Ophelia barked with laughter and then kissed my lips. "If it only ran that way, my love. I do think I should preen a little, though. If you think that my absence for even a day would do so little to the efficiency of our kingdom, then I must be doing a very good job."

My attempt to argue my assumption got me another smile and a gentle finger placed on my lips. "Shhh. Your confidence flatters me. I do hope that our growing council will take some of that leg work from me. Mine will be quite weak if I partake in the bliss my archon so readily dispenses."

As she lay down below me exhausted and in all her nude glory, I forced myself to focus on what Ophelia said and not her body which had me ready to push her request for a break. "I will admit, I'm finding their skills comforting. When you officially swore to follow me, did you receive a message?"

My question got me a thoughtful frown from my foxkin before she shrugged. "I received access to the others if that is what you mean. It should work somewhat similarly to your connection with Malice. Thoughts shared across distances are something most rulers decide against using, though. For all of your power, there are weaknesses that our enemies could take advantage of if they were able to access your thoughts. I think we should be just fine if we use it sparingly and with the utmost caution."

"And maybe for a little fun now and then?"

I smirked as Ophelia spoke into my mind in a similar way to how Malice and I spoke. It worked just as she had mentioned, though I noted a difference. Unlike with my elemental where I could sense her emotions as well, all I got from Ophelia was her thoughts and only those she decided to send.

"Don't tempt me to test it out, love. I'm sure I would have been able to understand more of what you said before if your face wasn't pressed into the pillows."

After my reply got me a short laugh, I leaned down to kiss my smiling foxkin's lips. I made sure to keep our kiss short as I was certain the hour was late.

"Stay the night with me, my love," Ophelia asked as she sensed my departure. I nodded and allowed her to shift into position. Once she had rolled to her side, making sure to rub her ass against me in the process, I pulled her in my arms. With how great my day had gone, it was a bit of a struggle to fall off.

Ophelia's soft snores a second or two later told me she didn't have the same problem. While that soft lullaby lulled me to sleep, I enjoyed my win and hoped that there would be many more to come in the following days.
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Several days later, I smiled as I walked into Heluna's temple. With my council taking care of the daily responsibilities, I felt like I had a chance to really breathe for the first time in months.

Yda's bright smile snatched the one I inhaled as I stepped into her office. Every time I saw my sheepkin, it felt like she had been made for me and me for her. The sight of her belly, rounding further each day with our growing baby, filled me with a happiness nothing else could.

"Good morning, Your Majesty," Xari and Melindi said in unison.

"Good morning, girls. How are you two doing with our influx of new residents?"

My reply to the two priestesses' greeting got me twin chuckles from the pair. "Well enough. We will leave you to the one you came to see. Although, we recommend shutting the door, should either of you need any privacy.”

I couldn't help but chuckle lightly at Xari's teasing of my sheepkin. I also couldn't deny that despite my role, my visit today was to see Yda. My high priestess blushed under her subordinates’ smirks before they left. Once they passed me with similar teasing smiles, I sighed happily before closing the door behind them. Left alone in the office with my pregnant sheepkin, it was a struggle to remain focused on my task.

"Good morning, my Archon..."

Yda's seductive tone as she waited for me to close the distance between us made me smirk.

"Good morning, my Head Priestess."

The edge in my tone before I licked my lips at the sight of her nipples hardening under her robe held the barest hint of restraint. At the moment, I would have been very happy to capture my sheepkin's lips before pressing her against the wall, on her desk, and possibly on her chair if I could. From Yda's bitten lip and gaze directed at my swelling shaft, she would be game.

I saw my pregnant high priestess's breathing grow a little rapid as I walked toward her. Once I was close enough to reach out and touch her, the gentle brush of my fingers along her cheek and neck got me a soft moan of need.

Yda's soft, "Yes," before she leaned into my hand made me swallow thickly to get my reason for visiting out of my throat.

"I need your vow as my high priestess, love..."

While I stared down into her red eyes waiting for her response, Yda's kiss on my palm and slow drop to her knees did dangerous things to my control. Once she reached the floor, staring up at me, I flexed in my pants as her gentle breaths slipped over me. Silence reigned in her office for nearly a minute as we gathered what control we had left.

Yda's inhale as she prepared to give me her vow felt like she was drawing not only the air around her into herself but also my focus.

"I, Yda Blackthorn," she began with a wry smile, "do swear my undying, unyielding, unwavering, love, loyalty, and devotion to my husband, my Archon, my King, Devon Matthew Blackthorn. I swear to stand by his side, tending to him and our flock in the name of our goddess, Heluna, The Dragon Goddess of Rebirth, for now and forever."

A soft, reverent, "A-fucking-men," slipped out of me before I slid my hand under my smiling sheepkin's chin. I smiled as I dropped to one knee in front of her and dipped my head to kiss her.

"I, Devon Matthew Blackthorn, do accept your vow, Yda Blackthorn. I swear to honor and cherish it, now and forever. I swear to grow and protect our family from all dangers or may our goddess strike me down..."

As I trailed off from my own vow that came unbidden from somewhere deep inside me, I shared another kiss with my smiling sheepkin. Our kiss deepened, becoming a prelude to our usual lengthy visits before a light above and between us drew our attention.

"I bless this union between my high priestess and archon. It may not be unique, but it makes me proud to see the love that has blossomed between my archon and favored priestess. I will make this quick; our time together is always too short. Mind your circle, Devon. Exercise caution, Yda. That is all I may give you both until I have more power to defend myself. Let your love deepen, all of it, and I may be able to visit you again..."

I nodded along with Yda before Heluna's smile disappeared as she trailed off. The excited smile we shared before I ran my hand over her rounded belly turned into a shorter kiss.

"It seems that the power of our love is quite potent."

I snorted at Yda's soft comment before kissing her once again.

"As sweet as that sounds. I doubt that is the case. It probably has something to do with our vows, devotion, or something along those lines."

My sheepkin gave my comment a nod and shrug before sliding her hand over mine.

" What I do know is that I love you and our family. Those here now and those who will be with us one day..."

I smiled along with my goddess-blessed wife as we both gazed down at the little life we had created. When our eyes returned to one another, I saw Yda lick her lips eagerly. Her other hand slid up my chest before gently pulling me down by the back of my neck.

"Devotion, love, or Heluna expending her power for our happiness, they all are amazing gifts that I cherish, my love. Another would be for my husband, my king, my archon to expend some of his for our happiness."

I chuckled softly at the suggestion in Yda's tone before her lips on mine drew my attention to more salacious thoughts. Once she ended our kiss, I watched her rise. My sheepkin's walk to her desk and her swaying hips under her robe held my attention until the seductive smile she threw over her shoulder captured it.

It held me in its loving grasp while she climbed onto the vast expanse I had crafted with tender care for both her and our goddess. Once she had made the short climb atop it, resting on her hands and knees, the eager smile that had held my rapt attention turned sly and seductive.

"Come, my Archon. Fill me to my absolute fullest."

With my view shifting as Yda pushed the back of her robe aside, exposing her plump ass and glistening pussy, the view of her rounded belly between her thick thighs only made her request all the more tempting.

"A gift for my husband and his favored wife."

I smirked as Malice's teasing comment ended with my clothes flowing off me. While they returned to my other wife outside the temple, I strode toward the one staring eagerly at my bare cock. I licked my lips as it bobbed in front of me, and my sheepkin's eagerness made her arch her back further for me.

My first slow, insistent thrust into my high priestess pulled a long groan from the both of us. With pleasure only she could give me driving my hips, I hoped the door behind us was locked, sealed, and soundproofed from what came after.
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A few long, pleasurable hours later, I sat at the top of the stairs leading down to the docks.

I scrolled through my new perks, scanning all the data and statistics of my people. We’d done well to grow the inhabitants in such a short time. I created a second tally of people next to my followers list that included not only Heluna’s followers but also the followers of my kingdom. To my surprise, the followers of Heluna increased by the same amount, indicating those under my throne also counted toward Heluna’s number as well.

A moment later, I felt a hand drag across my back along with an intense heat. When I looked up, I saw Malice grinning at me. She took a seat next to me after we shared a smile.

"Enjoying the view, master?”

“It’s nice, but I was just checking out the new perks I received from all of my council members. How are you doing? It seems like ever since you got your new body, I've seen you less and less."

My playful comment on Malice's roaming got me a husky chuckle from her. "It’s been interesting being my own elemental. But if it’s bothering you, I can always devote more of my time to enjoying my master. I most certainly have plenty of motivation to stay close..."

After she trailed off suggestively, I chuckled as Malice gave my dick a squeeze. "There’s the woman I know. I've almost missed that. What I want is for you to enjoy yourself as much as possible. I like all of my women to be happy.”

My reply got me the sensation of Malice's broad grin along with her arms sliding around me. The hug that came after along with the sensation of her lips on my neck made me smile with joy.

"Come here,” I said, motioning her over. “I want to hold you."

I smiled as Malice followed my request, moving into my arms. Once she was within them, I returned her hug and gave her neck a gentle kiss.

"I love you, master."

"I love you, too, Malice.” We sat there for a moment enjoying the sun across the horizon and the cool ocean breeze. After a few minutes, I asked, “Take a walk with me?"

After she agreed, I placed a firm smack on her dress-covered bottom. Her giggle and wiggle that followed it made me chuckle softly before watching her rise. Once I got over my initial desire to throw her on the ground and ravage her mercilessly, I rose from my spot and filled my hand with one of hers.

The silly smile that simple show of affection got me was more than worth my restraint.

While I walked toward Namor with Malice by my side, I saw the bearkin send off the person he had been chatting with. Another swiftly replaced them, and I noted what I had assumed was just a simple conversation was really my regent dealing with the woes of our people. I nodded, impressed with the bearkin's easy way with the residents of my kingdom as his very large salary paid for itself.

"Good morning, Namor," I said.

After a break between his impromptu meetings, Namor responded to my greeting with a bright, broad smile.

"Good morning yourself, Your Majesty. Mistress Malice, it's always a pleasure. I'm glad I got the chance to talk to you, my King. There were some improvements I wanted you to see and others I would like to ask you or your lovely companion to assist with..."

While his praise got him a prideful smirk from Malice, I nodded in agreement. Namor pulled out a scroll and pointed to the surroundings.

"We have moved into the guild hall you so graciously provided. My men, Vanyard and Prescot, will be managing it as my new position takes more of my focus..."

Malice and I shared another smirk as the bearkin preened at his own congratulations about his new position. I didn't mind. From everything I’d seen, he had the job well in hand.

"I have also spoken to Dessa about her travels and possibly bringing in a few rare goods. We have yet to speak to Minka about funding it, but for the time invested, not to mention the travel, we should be able to sell it for a significant profit once they reach our shores."

I was tempted to ask what Dessa and Namor were up to before Malice beat me to the chase.

"I would like to request any mitarium the harpy comes across during her journey be purchased. I have scoured the entirety of the Bulwark from the east hills to the forests out west, above and below ground, with no success."

I nodded as Namor glanced my way for confirmation of my elemental's request.

"It was promised to her by me, Namor. I'll speak to Minka and have funds set aside for it.”

“As you will, Your Majesty. Also, I wanted to inform you that we’ve staffed a blacksmith in the bailey. Cartha has vetted him, so no concerns there. I've also sent men to join your skeletons in mining the hills and collecting lumber from the western forest.”

“Are those supplies being added to our stores?" I asked.

"They are, and I've commissioned a few of the craftsmen to prepare for a celebration in around a month. Possibly some announcement about our city's population passing the few thousand mark. It will help keep morale high and provide our craftsmen with money until we begin trading in earnest. Speaking of craft or tradesmen, or tradeswomen in this case, I have two I wish you to meet..."

I frowned and shared a confused look with Malice as Namor began walking toward the city commons. After a shrug, we decided to follow and see what the bearkin had up his sleeve.

Of all the things I expected, a new play area for the children of my kingdom, a merchant square put together by my new arrivals, or even just a gathering that Namor had put together, a one-woman circus was the last thing. After the bearkin stopped beside me to gloat at his find, I gave him the benefit of the doubt and gave the show a look.

The blank-faced woman wore face paint similar to that of a harlequin and dressed in a blue corset and skirt meant to draw onlookers’ eyes. She danced around tossing sweets into the crowd, much to the children’s delight. As I watched, I saw Malice grimace as the woman performed a backflip before posing dramatically for the crowd.

"She moves well enough, but I fail to see the draw, master,” the elemental said with a hint of jealousy.

I nodded in agreement as the frown-faced clown tumbled across the stones and grass of the commons before performing a double backflip. My eyes widened a bit as she added another, and then one after that, a triple with a twist, that left her standing just behind Heluna's statue. After she finished her next dramatic and still deadpanned pose to cheers from the kids and their fathers, my eyes were drawn upward by the clown's pointed finger.

My eyes widened again as I took in the sight of another garishly dressed woman standing on my rendition of my goddess's ample behind. This one matched the other in height and outfit. Except her hair was long and flowing, instead of the short bob cut. And her outfit was all red instead of blue.

"Ladies, gentlemen, kids, moms, dads, and fiery guests of all sizes!” the bright voice shouted. “I draw your attention to the last part of our show! A leap of faith, and possibly a smack on the ground from yours truly, Velora!” She then whisper-shouted at her peer, “Now, Bonnie! Give me a proper introduction! We have royal guests today!"

I smirked as Bonnie, the expressionless clown on the ground, stumbled dramatically after Velora's shout. A soft chuckle slipped out of me as the ground clown scrambled toward their cart in a pretty realistic harried manner without her expression changing one bit. Once she leapt into the flat-bottomed vehicle, I chuckled again as colorful confetti was tossed in and outside of it.

Despite her similar lack of expression during the show, I heard Malice snort in amusement beside me as Bonnie leapt triumphantly from the cart. The musical get-up she’d thrown over her corset and skirt had a name that escaped me for the moment. When she began playing an off-key tune on the contraption, I saw my elemental shake her head.

"I should just melt this all down."

Despite her comment, I saw a ghost of a smile cross Malice's face. The crowd the two performers had drawn tried and failed to find the rhythm to Bonnie's tune, much to the joy of the children around her.

With a very monotone, almost disappointed voice, Bonnie addressed the crowd. "From across the breath of Talis, Bonnie and Velora's traveling show has brought joy, terror, and quite a few pissed pants with our acrobatics, comedy, and death-defying acts. Ladies and gentlemen of Blackrock, I bring you one for the ages. Feast your eyes upon the danger. The absolute bravery. The stunning visual of Velora's Leap of Death!”

I'm not going to die, Bonnie!” Velora added in a hissed tone. “It's just a turn of phrase to build anticipation!”

I shared a soft chuckle with Malice and Namor as the two clowns exchanged a long look. My eyes widened a bit as I saw a single tear slide down Bonnie's cheek. Her despondent walk toward her friend caused the contraption of random instruments to bleep, bloop, honk, and squeak the whole way.

Whatever they did was working. There wasn’t a single person around who wasn’t laughing and enjoying the show. A round of laughter echoed from the kids watching. Even a few of the mothers joined in before a gust of wind lifted Bonnie's skirt.

Velora shouted, "Bonnie! Cover up! There are children—and worse, married men—present! We don't want another Amonduin on our hands!"

I snorted as the split-second view of Bonnie's striped underwear ended with her slamming her hands on her skirt, causing her instruments to squeak and squawk in complaint.

"Goodness, Bonnie! I swear you try to get a few admirers each time we do this! I don't know what you expect that disappointed mug of yours to do for the men! You know the guys always want a more adventurous girl like me!"

Velora's statement struck a chord with her friend when Bonnie honked a horn at the other woman to vehemently disagree with her statement.

Velora’s wide smile shifted to anger as she shouted, "Don't you squeak at me, you...you...you harlot!"

Even though I could tell it was part of the act, her acting was convincing. My eyes widened a bit as Velora and Bonnie’s tiff devolved into a shouting and throwing match. For her part, Bonnie kept up well enough with her furious honks and squeaks. The other woman's tantrum was more impressive, though.

I wasn't sure where she got them all, but she seemed to have an unlimited supply of colored rags, tiny colored balls, and insults to throw at her friend. While I noted none of them came anywhere near reaching Bonnie, I saw every ball the clown threw somehow managed to reach a child or their parents. Once the kids noticed the prizes, a ruckus went up for more to be tossed out.

"She knows wind magic," Malice said, nodding toward the trick.

"And with decent power," Ophelia said from my other side a moment later.

Her smug smile at my slight flinch made me shake my head gently. From that surprise, I knew that I would probably be having a conversation with the two clowns. If they could distract me enough that I missed my foxkin's bright, blue portals then they would certainly do a damn good job as my court jesters. Namor’s laugh seemed to only reaffirm my assumption.

"That's it! I'm coming down there! Whoa, whoa, whoaaa!"

My initial reaction to Velora's obviously planned fall was to smile at the act. After she passed the midway point of her fifty-foot fall without slowing down, I began to grow a little worried. My step toward her impact sight came to an end when a gust of wind sent the clown twisting and spinning.

After a second of watching her fall, I frowned a bit as her trajectory shifted. At a near sideways path, my eyes widened when I noticed the flailing woman was headed straight toward me. Even my increased reflexes weren't up to dodging as that revelation bloomed in my mind. My eyebrows made a quick ascension to my hairline as I got a visual of bright blue and yellow striped panties a moment before Velora crashed into me.

Laughter from my citizens behind me covered up that from my women and Namor before I felt Velora's legs tighten around my neck.

"Hey, Your Worshipfulness. If you could, would you mind turning around, please? I kind of messed up my arrival."

After Velora's whispered request, my muffled agreement got me a soft giggle from the clown. It and her colorful undergarments forced me to hide a smile after I turned around, and she backflipped off my shoulders. I got another flash, and a smile this time, before the reddish-haired beauty posed dramatically for the crowd.

"Ta-da! Now for the next part of our show, we need someone versed in the mystical, magical arts! Bonnie! Find us a volunteer, please!"

I smiled as the other clown, still wearing her noisy contraption, brought her hand to shield her eyes from the sun before glancing around for a volunteer. When Malice and Ophelia pushed me forward, I let out a chuckle as the straight-faced woman pointed excitedly at me with a very neutral: "There!"

I glanced over my shoulder to see twin smiles and laughter from my women. The crowd cheered in excitement to see their king take part in the fun. There was no denying them. Once both Bonnie and Velora rushed over to pull me toward the waiting crowd, I smirked at the latter's bright smile.

"Thanks for volunteering, Your Hunkiness. Bonnie and I both appreciate a willing participant as amazing as you."

I chuckled at the blatant flirting from Velora before Bonnie's wolf whistle after squeezing the muscles in my arm made me snort.

"We sure do, Vel."

While the two made me feel like a piece of meat between two hyenas, I blinked as our walk suddenly ended.

"Your ruler, his gorgeous, hotness himself, King Matthew, has graciously volunteered to regale us with his deep well of magical abilities. Watch, people of Blackrock, as he blows your minds!"

I smirked at Velora's showmanship while Bonnie's dramatic oohing drew the crowd in. With little to show that wouldn't sear their faces off or be flashy enough, I drew from a bit of "magical" knowledge from Earth.

"Keep them safe for me, love," I thought to Malice.

I activated the barest stream of her Magma Spray. The tinkling of the rocks hitting the ground as the searing pebbles cooled the moment they left my hands thanks to my elemental followed by the dramatic waving of my hands. The orange glowing spray that flew off them, I hoped, would be as showy as a small fireworks show.

Once I had their attention with the crowd leaning in to see what I had planned, I saw Velora and Bonnie staring at my hands as well. After I brought them together with a smack that made everyone flinch and giggle at the surprise, I performed the old finger-pull-apart trick with a Talis twist. Where my finger seemed to pop off, I increased the flow of magma.

The excited shrieks from the kids and chuckles from their parents at my dramatic groan of pain ended with a wave of chuckles when Velora and Bonnie pushed on my arms with a dramatic: "Oh no!"

After I let the two push on my elbows, bringing my finger back together, their twin, "Ta-das!" were followed by a long, loud cheer from the crowd. I let the two pull me down for a deep bow that got us another cheer. Once Ophelia, Malice, and Namor joined us, signaling the end of the show, I smiled down at the two women still latched to my arms.

"My King, I would like to introduce Velora Bren and Bonnie Vespin."

After exchanging hellos with the two women, still holding me hostage, I saw my foxkin and elemental share a knowing smile.

"That was amazing, Your Hunkiness! We've never had a noble join in our little game before! Usually, they’re all like ‘Why would I stoop to that level.’”

“‘Or why is that knife in my chest’," Bonnie finished.

I did a double-take as the second's deadpanned addition took me off guard. While I tried to keep my gentle pull out of the crazy woman's arms from seeming too rude, I heard Namor chuckle from beside me.

"Velora and Bonnie are a pair of traveling clowns and assassins. I believe they will fit just fine in your vacant jester seat."

I sighed as I gave my regent's suggestion a nod.

"I know another seat Bonnie and I would like to fill..."

My snort as the two stared intently at my face ended when Bonnie grabbed my hand before placing it over her breast.

"Honk, honk, Your Handziness."

With our conversation devolving into the gutter, and my mind and body very much willing to take the ride, I cleared my throat softly before giving Ophelia a long look.

"I can most certainly vet them as you call it, Your Thickness,” Ophelia teased. “Give us a couple of days, ladies, and I will have an answer for you."

I rolled my eyes at my supreme advisor's lean into the tease before Malice cleared her throat. "If you two happen to get the job, make sure you grasp his Girthiness firmly. He has a habit of trying to get away from you at the worst times..."

After Malice joined in on the joke by grasping said girth, I gave up trying to steer the conversation out of the gutter. While my ladies and prospective jesters talked about the perks that came with their station, I was left alone in their hands.

It took a while, but Velora, Ophelia, Bonnie, and Malice finally let me escape their clutches. I left them to their interview for both their positions and walked toward where the bearkin had been waiting nearby.

"How much of that was planned, Namor?" I asked.

The bearkin shrugged. "The introduction and that's pretty much it. The show was one of their own makings, probably to drive the point home about their wish for a seat on your council. The hunkiness comments are very much all them. I've never seen the two of them keep up the act further than what is needed. You're a lucky man, my King."

After my interesting night, morning, and afternoon, I couldn't argue with the man next to me. As much as he had already done for our kingdom, the addition of dual-purpose jesters for the council was very much appreciated.

"I know Ophelia sweetened the deal for your position quite a bit after your arrival, but is there anything that I could do to show you some appreciation for your gifts?"

"My King, all I do is for the betterment of our kingdom. I could never ask for more than I've already received. There is but one thing that I would ask for that would further help me in my role as your loyal regent."

After his dramatic reply, I shared a knowing look with the jolly man beside me. The shrewdness in his gaze would have worried me a bit before the proof of his loyalty. Now it just made me give as good as I got, and we shared mischievous chuckles as we walked off.

"Go ahead, my loyal wingman… I mean regent. What could I offer one who brings me such treasures?"

My smirk as we walked toward the castle in the center of my city got me one in return before Namor answered me.

"I find that I do my best work when amongst the people, my King. I am eternally grateful for my quarters in our well-crafted castle. What I would ask is for my ruler to let his regent lower his standing and lodgings to allow him to better serve his role. A home amongst the people would certainly do that..."

I shared a conspiratorial smile with Namor before giving his request a firm nod.

"That I can do, my most loyal and trustworthy regent. How many stories would best help you serve? Four? Five? Maybe a wing or two. We wouldn't want a man who works so hard for his kingdom to strain himself by having to walk too far to find his bed at night..."

After my suggestions got me a huge smile from the bearkin, I knew I had hit the nail on the head. "That sounds amazing, my King. A home near the Noble Quarter would best fit me in my role. One must make sure to keep both in mind to ensure all parties are kept happy and safe..."

Once Namor gave me the location of his new home, I let him lead me on another merry adventure. The last one had given me more entertainment than I had expected, and I was sure the next would give just as much now and later.


18




Emile Dupont III, uncontested leader of the Holy Dupont Empire and the de facto power on Talis, grimaced as his children took their seats at the new table in his council room. Each of them had been given a task, and other than Viggo, who he hadn't heard from since sending him to Master Aemon, all sat in the room.

"Cristia, how fares our supply lines to the north?" he questioned.

The raven-haired, dark-eyed woman said, "They are well-supplied and our camps reinforced. Everything should be ready for the wild clan's attack."

After hearing from his favored child, Emile moved to the next in line. A wry smile curled his lips as he laid his eyes on Hira.

"Hira, or should I say, Lipa Truewebb, how is your infiltration of the Kingdom of Blackrock?"

Just the act of speaking the name of the kingdom he had been searching for months gave him a great deal of pleasure. His spymaster's smirk, displaying her rows of sharp teeth, gave him even more as her good mood meant good news.

"It’s going very well, Your Imperial Majesty. I have successfully exchanged vows with King Matthew—or Devon Matthew Blackthorn as his women call him. I have confirmed the presence of the magma elemental that Devon gains his powers from. It’s rumored to be an ancient monster that the fallen god, Ninazu, wore as armor. My assumption is that she is also controlling his skeleton army, which is composed of a little over a thousand bodies. However, he also has two gargantuan bone golems. Those are the biggest threats he commands. Even though his magical abilities are limited to his armor, he has two sorcerers in his employ. Ophelia the Red and Otis the Blue. Both would be formidable in their own right."

Hira paused when Emile frowned. Magic always complicated things, and Otis was well renowned as the eldest sorcerer on the planet, and as with all things magic, experience brought power.

“Continue,” Emile grunted.

"The walls of Blackrock have also been upgraded. They have built kill paths beyond the walls should they be breached. That is all I was able to glean at this time. Despite my acceptance into his council, several still eye me with suspicion.

After Hira stopped, clearly frustrated and done for the moment, Emile gave her a nod. "Then deal with it. We've given enough time to Devon and his kingdom.”

After Hira rose and awaited either his ire or permission to speak, Emile grew curious and provided the latter with another nod.

"If I may be given permission, Your Majesty, I believe I can damage their council, if not wipe most of it out. May I deal with them as I see fit?"

After a moment of thought, Emile gave his daughter a nod. "Wipe as many of them as you can off the face of Talis, Daughter. General, Head Priest, I want the forces I ordered you to assemble ready to take advantage of the chaos that follows. How soon do you plan to strike, Hira?"

With the use of her name and not her title as he asked his question, he watched his daughter straighten her shoulders before she spoke.

"A week at most, Your Imperial Majesty. That will give me enough time to supply myself with the poison needed to end the man and his council. There is a favored one that, should he survive, will break him the most with her loss. His head priestess is carrying his child and will strike them all the hardest with her death."

As his daughter spoke, a broad grin grew on Emile's face.

"Cristia, get them everything they need. I want this assault as our highest priority. If we need to take men off the lines to the north, General, make it so. Head Priest, double the inquisitors I've ordered you to assemble. Does everyone understand their orders?"

Excitement flowed through him as each of his advisors answered his question with a "No, Your Majesty." Once they all filed out of the council room to eradicate the archon and his burgeoning kingdom, he slid his hand gently into the inner pocket of his imperial robes.

"You’ve overstayed your welcome, Archon. This is my planet, and only I will be the human to rule it.”

He pulled out a small black vial. As he twirled the gift Viggo had given him, he clenched his teeth before placing it back in his pocket. With the force he was sending toward the tiny kingdom, he doubted it would be needed. When his forces pushed back the wild clans to their home, he would then use that incredible weapon to cleanse the islands of their stain forever.

With that thought in mind, he leaned over the table, reviewing the troop patterns. Once Ossein Island was gone, he would then set his sights on Talis as a whole. Each of the kingdoms would fall under his control. With his plan in motion, he would claim Talis in Anstartus’s rule. Only then would order be the rule instead of the exception.
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Each passing day was a blur. There was always something going on. From training with Cartha and the guard to calculating numbers with Minka. Today, I stood with Yda as she got ready to give a sermon to our flock.

"I am glad to see our temple so full today! As the most important of our goddess's tenets, it is nice to see the support from our kingdom as we enjoy our lives. For today we will be speaking about family.”

She paused to hold her stomach and look at me. As I rubbed her back, the claps rang through the amphitheater. I stood looking at all the people with both excitement and concern.

We were suffering from our own success. With the influx of citizens over the past week, our food stores were strained. The fishing helped, but we had to be cautious about overfishing. We also didn’t want to burn through all of our gold. We were already spending hand over fist on incoming supplies to get the people what they needed. With little to do about our food situation besides waiting for our upcoming harvest, I hoped it would be enough to bring that metric back to its proper place.

Even in the midst of that struggle, it made my heart swell with happiness to see how much we’d brought to the castoffs from the other kingdoms. We were a collection of the rejected, black sheep, and damned. Yet, it made us stronger than all.

A few claps and congratulations went up before Yda gave them a grateful nod and continued her sermon. "I give thanks to all those who wish my archon and I well, along with our family as it grows. That is a blessing that Heluna has given us. A family that grows and supports one another. Even though we all come from different backgrounds, both happy and sad, we, the residents of Blackrock, both faithful and those seeking somewhere to belong, have made a home we can all be proud of. Our goddess, in her infinite wisdom, has also given those who were torn from their homes a place to return their sect to its proper place."

While Yda paused again to smile down at those of Abetha's sect who had chosen to serve both our goddess and her mother, I heard a soft "psst" from near my high priestess's office. When I glanced over, I saw my halfling treasurer give an embarrassed wave.

She immediately apologized quietly, but whatever it was, it seemed important.

"Go see what she wants, my love,” Yda said, catching our new guest. “I can take care of this.”

"I apologize, citizens of Blackrock,” I said, addressing our people. “Our kingdom requires my presence."

Several sad groans and claps echoed through the crowd. I leaned down and kissed Yda, which only got a few haughty gasps and laughs from the crowd.

When we separated, I blew her another kiss and said, “I love you, Yda Blackthorn."

"And I you, my king, my archon, my husband."

While Yda went back to tending to our flock, I smiled at Minka’s repeated apologies as I walked toward her.

"No sorrys, Minka. Knowing you, whatever it is must be important."

While she was there on business, with my perks, I could sense there was more that she was thinking about as she looked me up and down.

But ever the professional, she pushed the lewd thoughts away and said, "There has been an... altercation that requires your presence to judge, my King. Miss Ophelia, Cartha, and Master Namor are waiting for you in the war room."

After her explanation, I breathed out a sigh of my own and followed Minka out of the temple's side door. While we made our way toward the castle, I noted a few tense arguments between my citizens. The one I watched before we passed the rear of the temple was between a baker and one of their customers.

"I hold every right to limit my goods! There will be more flour available once the harvest comes in! Until then, you will mind your words before you are banned from my shop!"

My eyebrows rose as the lizardkin baker and catkin customer stared daggers at each other with a growing line behind them. Minka's sigh and glance down the street toward the keep turned my attention to a small group of three guards running toward the confrontation. I was a little surprised to see Vanra with them before she broke off to follow behind us.

"Cartha sent me to keep you out of this and whatever else you might run into on your walk, Your Majesty."

I smirked at the voidelf's teasing tone before her, "Hello, Mistress Minka," led the two women to talk about the other issues cropping up around the city. With our harvest coming in a few weeks, I’d hoped that we could avoid what was happening now.

The scene replayed itself several times during our walk. With each reminder of our tenuous state, I found more and more reason to involve myself. I wasn’t sure if it’d work, but the idea of pouring life magic into our fields until I was drained ran through my mind as we walked into the war room.

The tense atmosphere was heavy and thick. Whatever discussions had happened prior to my arrival were heated. But the mood lightened as I took my seat at the head. We had a full quorum except for our spymaster.

"Ok, let's lay it out, ladies and gentlemen,” I began. “I'm well aware of our food situation, so let's begin with solutions to that."

My declaration got me hesitant nods from my council before Namor exhaled a sigh, drawing our attention to him.

"As we all know, our announcement has proved more potent than we expected. Even with the northern docks adding to our fishing efforts, we are coming up short. Added to that is the issue of most of our citizens coming to us with barely enough food to sustain themselves for a week, little coin, and nothing to their name. I've leveraged a bit of my pull with the guild to get a priority shipment of food sent our way. It should balance the scales for a month or so until our harvests come in, but it will take a couple of weeks to reach the docks."

I gave Namor's solution a grateful nod. With plenty of need here, I hoped that whatever goods coming our way would sell quickly and at a decent price, which would entice more trade to our harbor.

"I've looked over our stores, Your Majesty,” Minka said. “If we open them to the people for a reasonable price, we should be able to afford it and take care of one of those weeks. We could also build a southern dock, which would help prevent overfishing and give us more immediate food.”

I grimaced as I didn’t like the idea of opening the southern docks. The waters were violent. If a rogue wave were to scoop someone off the edge, it would make it more dangerous. I also wanted to build more golems on the north and side docks for protection.

I glanced over at Otis and Ophelia. “I’ve noticed that the waters from the lake feel like they’re magically controlled rather than something that’s naturally occurring. Is that something you two can investigate? I would feel more comfortable about building a dock then.”

The two shared a whisper before Otis said, “Absolutely, Your Majesty. In the interim, I also have an idea that could help control the situation. We’d deploy a few control rods in the surrounding area which I could use to cast a ritual. It would then deploy a slow effect of time, helping prevent any major waves from slamming into the area.”

“Wouldn’t that slow the people as well?”

“Traditionally, yes, but we’d have them wear an inhibiting amulet that would cancel out the effect. That would also help us ensure no one goes into that area unless qualified. That should prevent any wanderers roaming about.”

“Wonderful,” I said, smiling, “let’s do that. Malice and I can take care of the docks then. I’ll also build two new golems to defend the areas. There are more than enough bones surrounding our walls to help with that.”

My comment got me a round of approving nods. As I glanced around the room, eager to ask about any current concerns of impending threats, I was reminded that one was missing.

"Does anyone know where Lipa is?" I asked.

My question got me shrugs all around before Namor snapped his fingers. "Ah, she said something about dealing with some rumors before leaving a day ago. I assumed it was to take care of whatever gossip might have slipped out of Blackrock about our food situation..."

I frowned as the bearkin trailed off before shaking his head. For the first time, I saw concern from him. His fidgeting hands didn’t stop until he spoke again. “I do need to bring something to the table for you all. I know they aren't in any official role yet, but I sent Velora and Bonnie to keep an eye on Lipa. It didn't sit right with me for her to run off during a time like this. I feel like I’m a good judge of character, and she’s not sat right with me since her arrival.”

I furrowed my brow over at my supreme advisor. “Did you know anything about this?”

“I did, Your Majesty. Namor and I both had our suspicions. As stated previously, I could not find much information about her, and while it is pertinent a spymaster stays busy with her own spies, Lipa has kept a comfortable distance from all of us, instead choosing to remain in the shadows.”

“Isn’t that what she’s supposed to do?”

“Yes and no. There are certain universal expectations of the role, and while Lipa has done her duties as asked, she also has a tendency to never be around when needed.”

“Why not just scry on her?”

Ophelia and Otis shared a glance before the sorceress sighed. “We have, Your Majesty. Like most powerful spymasters, she likely has an artifact that prevents us from doing so.”

“What about Bonnie and Velora?”

“They, too, have protection.”

I glared at everyone in the room. The thought of betrayal made me want to smash through the table in front of us. But I kept my cool and made sure everyone knew where I stood. “Each of you was brought here for a reason, and each of you vowed your loyalty to me. And I expect it! I will not tolerate someone I cannot trust. And gods help you should you betray me.”

Ophelia rushed to my side and threw herself at my feet. “This was my fault, Your Majesty. I made the call to bring her on.”

“Get up,” I commanded. “You’re not solely to blame. I gave you the decision. It was equally my call.”

“You shouldn’t blame yourself, Your Majesty, for my error,” Ophelia said on the verge of tears.

“This conversation is over. Everyone, you know where I stand. Do. Not. Lose. My. Trust.”

Ophelia stood and sniffled as I turned my attention to Cartha. "I saw a few fights trying to break out that our guards were quick to deal with. Good job with that, Cartha. How are we handling that influx of crime and our people’s frustrations?"

My question got me a grimace from my warden before Cartha, Praecon, and Jiemal shared a troubled look. "We've been trying to work as well as possible together, but there is a distinct difference between guards and soldiers, Devon. I want to praise General Praecon and Commander Jorgun’s men, but their eagerness to end the fights with violence has been a bit of a problem. With that being said, they’ve been doing their best. We just need more guards. Shy of building a dungeon to enforce punishments, further dropping the morale of our kingdom, I see little else we can do."

“Then prioritize recruitment of guards over soldiers until we have a sufficient retinue.”

“But what about our enemies, Your Majesty?” General Praecon asked.

“We’ll have to rely more on my undead. I know you said that you have reservations, but I still have plenty of reserves of my power to raise more as needed.”

“Of course, Your Majesty. We’ll do what we can.”

I scanned the room. “Alright, who’s next?”

Minka cleared her throat and raised her small hand. "Our warden and regent, along with our generals, have brought up an issue that we need your express permission to deal with, Your Majesty. With our population rising, there have been claims to land in and around the city. We’ve reaffirmed this is your land and no one has any right to claim it. However, a decision needs to be made."

"I believe, my King, that we should craft some laws and ordinances to deal with that specific issue,” Dessa added. “My suggestion would be to draw up some boundaries and lay your claim to those. Then you can decide how you’d like to carve up territory. Most nobility expect their land to be owned by them, compared to your typical peon, but I would advise not to sell any land within the Blackrock’s walls.”

I gave Dessa Ora's suggestion a nod before sweeping my gaze over the table.

"I agree. But I want these ordinances to not stray too far away from those of other kingdoms without hindering our population from continuing to grow. Once we have our food problem fixed, we still want Blackrock to draw in the cast-offs from the other kingdoms.”

Everyone nodded in acceptance. With that problem taken care of, I moved on to our next issue.

"Now that we have solutions in place, let's fix our morale problem, at least for the short term. Everyone in Blackrock has been putting forth their best effort to make sure our kingdom is running. I think a day or two to officially celebrate our success will help our citizens relax and be able to appreciate that. I want what we have decided so far to be disseminated to all of our people, Namor. Minka, draft up a list for them to hand out. I'd like our guards to have more than words to assure our citizens that we have their issues well in hand..."

I paused as a grimace pulled the halfling's lips back before giving her a nod to speak. "I love your idea, Your Majesty, but I must caution that our coffers are already strained with the commission we paid for Namor's express order. I doubt we'll be able to handle a reasonable feast if we purchase what we need for a feast from our food merchants..."

I sighed with a gentle nod as Minka made a very good point. With my own purse set aside for the purchase of mitarium for Malice, I took a deep inhale before focusing on her.

"Hey, Malice. I have a question for you."

I sensed the elemental growing smug as my comment gave her plenty of scenarios to use my upcoming favor. "Yes, master?"

My smirk as Malice's teasing tone flowed through my mind got me a soft grin from Ophelia. Her nod to the rest of our group made me wonder if asking for a favor from the elemental here and now was the best idea.

"It seems we have an issue. We need to spend some money, and we're coming up short. I plan on throwing a feast for the city, and I need our savings for your mitarium to make it happen. Are you all right with postponing that purchase for a while?"

I sensed Malice give my request some thought before shrugging. "I'm OK with it, master, but I will hold you to your promise and expect to be paid back with interest..."

I smirked at her suggestion. I knew this was coming but was perfectly fine paying up. With a trade taken care of, I shifted my focus from her to my council.

"Minka, you have permission to use my personal funds to pay for the celebration and the feast afterward. Namor, once you get in contact with them again, let Velora and Bonnie know that they have a stage to perform here if they wish. Let them know to keep Lipa as their priority, but once that is handled, I would like them to return. If they're going to be running interference, I'd rather have them in an official capacity. Everyone else has their roles for the upcoming weeks. As long as there are no more issues that need our attention, I'll adjourn this meeting."

After my comment received no new problems for us to deal with, my nod got everyone out of their seats and moving. Minka stayed behind and waited until everyone else left.

"Has later arrived already, Minka?" My question and direct gaze made my diminutive treasurer blush a bit before shaking her head. She placed her hand on mine and asked, "I… uh… wanted to know if... you had time… perhaps you and I could… go over some documents?"

I tilted my head in surprise. I wasn’t quite sure what brought the sudden boldness, but I could sense she wasn’t just talking about file reports.

“What brought this on?”

“I’ve seen the way you are with the others, and while Ophelia made mention that there were no requirements from me other than my current duties… I want to prove my commitment to you.”

I snorted. “Minka, you don’t have to sleep with me to prove yourself to me. You’ve been doing a fine job, and you have my trust.”

“It’s not just that, Your Majesty. I see how much you love Ophelia and the others, and while I could never match what they have, it does get lonely at night…”

“So, you’re seeking companionship?”

“I just have needs!” Minka shouted before clasping her hand over her mouth. “I’m so sorry. I shouldn’t have said anything.”

When she turned to leave, I grabbed her hand and laughed. I pulled her close and brushed her hair from her face. “I understand that, but I’m not just here for physical intimacy, Minka. I love each of my women, and they know that. Is that what you want, or are you just looking for a warm bed?”

Minka let out a heavy sigh. “I want something more, too, Your Majesty. I’ve never been in a relationship before. My focus has always been my work. But surrounded by you all, I never realized until now just how lonely I am. Ever since I first saw how you kiss and care for your women, I’ve been… envious.”

I put my finger under her chin and tilted her face. “And you want that with me?”

The halfling nodded with longing eyes. I pulled her to my lips, and we shared a deep, passionate kiss. Her small lips were hard to grab onto, and she lacked experience, but she quickly picked up on my motions. When we parted, she kept her eyes closed for a few beats before opening them.

“When things calm down, we’ll make plans to spend some time together,” I said.

"I eagerly await your visit..."

Minka spun around and made her prim, proper exit from the council room. With her plump ass wiggling with every step, I enjoyed every moment of it. Reality made its rude return once the halfling temptress left me alone.

I leaned in the back of my chair and took a moment for myself. With each new person, our growth compounded our problems. As new people showed up every day, I hoped our plans would get us back on the right track.
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Ilay next to my dozing high priestess. After satiating her needs for a third time that day, I spent time next to her just enjoying her languid afterglow.

I smiled as I watched Yda's gently curved ears twitch in her sleep. The sleepy grin that crossed her face the next moment made me ache with love. Her beautiful curves shivered in my arms. I returned Yda's soft smile as she woke.

"Hello, my love,” she said sleepily. “Are you eager for more?”

I chuckled before shaking my head gently. “Just enjoying your beautiful face and our little one for the moment.”

“Once we finish getting our kingdom back on track, we will need to start thinking about our little one's accommodations. I'm sure Cas, Fera, or even Lani would love to become a nursemaid. Maybe in truth, if you ever choose to accept their offers...”

I chuckled again at my sheepkin's teasing. With how busy we’d been, I hadn't had the chance to do more than exchange greetings and a few hugs with our maids. But based on their looks and subtle tells, all seemed eager to join us.

"While I appreciate the offer, I think I have my hands full as is. Besides, I'd like to have our home more... put together and our baby born before we decide to add more ladies to my dance card. Speaking of, I heard your sermon was a hit. I'm sorry I missed most of it."

My apology got me a soft chuckle from Yda before she shook her head gently. "There's nothing to apologize for, my Archon. When we reached the Bulwark, I knew things would change drastically, which would require more of your time. I do hope that when our community settles and we have less to worry about from our neighbors that we can enjoy our goddess's tenets more. The first seems to be the driving force for our growing congregation, but the second and the fourth are those I would like to see more of from both you and our kingdom."

She always had the ability to keep me eager for more. I wasn't quite sure if being my true self at the moment was the best course of action. I might revel in the tenets fucking my way to an early grab, but I knew that a modicum of modesty and restraint was necessary. My priority was the family I already had.

My goddess's third tenet made me smile a bit as it came to mind. Despair was the farthest thing from my mind. Making those who would threaten us enjoy the chilling embrace of death was more my style. Even the thought of anyone hurting my family put my teeth on edge.

Yda seemed to sense the shift in my mood. She pulled my hand to her belly and kept me with her. A small, silly smile curled on my lips as we both ran our hands gently over the tiny life we’d created.

"Have you thought about a name?

Yda before she nodded gently. "Derrick if he's a boy, and Delilah if she's a girl.”

I kissed her gently before rubbing my fingers through her hair. "Which one do you want? A girl or a boy?"

"I will be happy with either, my love. Healthy, happy, and here is all I want for our little one. What about you? Do you want a little me or you running amok in our home?"

“A boy first.”

“So, you want more?”

“As many as you want.”

After our grins fell a bit and Yda pulled my hand slowly from her belly to her breast, I watched her eyelids lower hungrily as she bit her lip teasingly. "I want you again, my love."

Yda let out a soft moan as I teased her hardening nipple. As she reveled in my touch, I shifted my free hand up her thigh. With her reddened pussy awaiting my tender touch, I growled as I heard someone walk through the portal.

"Apologies, Your Majesty,” Shani said, trying to hold back the smile on her face. “The preparations for the feast and party have been completed. The whole city is awaiting both your blessings to begin..."

"I guess our kingdom calls,” I said with a heavy sigh as I looked down at my red-cheeked priestess.

"And we must answer the call, my Archon,” Yda said before turning toward the maid. “Shani, please let everyone know we will be with them shortly..."

I smiled as the two women shared a long look before Shani gave Yda a nod. "I will, High Priestess. If I may inquire..."

"Maybe later, Shani,” I said. “For now, let them know that Yda and I will be dressed and ready in a bit."

"Yes, my King."

After we were left alone again by the eager woman, Yda said, "She and the others aren't going to let you go that easily. Maybe a group session might bring you into the right frame of mind. There is also Xari and Melindi. They’ve been asking about their own... time with our archon."

"To the fullest," I said teasingly.

"Now and forever, my love. Now get up before I make us late."

Yda's request ended with her gazing longingly at my cock before she sighed and moved to get dressed. While she did, I couldn't help but note that she’d made sure to put everything but her underwear on first. I enjoyed that temping show while I did the same. Once we were finally dressed, I followed my eager sheepkin out of our room with only a few smacks to her bare bottom.
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An hour later, I was enjoying the sight of my cheery citizens reveling in Velora and Bonnie's show along with a troupe of bards the two had come across.

"Thank you all for coming to our king's celebration!” Velora shouted. “Tonight, my beautiful companion and I will be your hosts to a night of revelry, debauchery, wine, and dancing! Blackrock! Are you all ready to enjoy your Founding Day evening to the fullest?!"

While my two new court jesters worked up the crowd, drinking and dancing under the watchful eyes of our goddess, I smiled as Ophelia sat beside me. Our kingdom's response of a resounding, "Yes!" ended with Otis' planned fireworks going off.

"They are so beautiful,” Yda said dreamily.

I nodded in agreement with my high priestess's comment as I watched my arcanist's take on fireworks explode high above us.

"I'm glad Otis was interested enough to take my suggestion for shapes mixed into his explosions. Although, I wasn’t expecting a visual history of our initial assault on the Bulwark.”

Cartha smirked when a firework of me kicking Utilly square in the nuts exploded above us. After the huge horned man burst into a flash of greens and blacks, I shifted my gaze to the anarchist enjoying the absolute hell out of himself.

Otis snapped his wrists, sending magical streams of multicolored light high above us to play out the scene of Malice and me ravaging the Angora forests. I chuckled softly as I heard Nave, deep within the vast crowd, squealing in excitement as our meeting on the outskirts of Salaria played out above us.

Even my undead cat-thing got a short cameo as our fight played out. Once we came to the part of the story where Abetha's sect joined us, Ophelia rose from her seat. During our preparations for this celebration, there had been talk of flags and seals. I understood well enough that my kingdom would need more than a name and a place to lay our heads.

I smiled grimly as she collected both fire and ground magic in her grasp. A huge ball of that swirling green and red energy grew in the space between her hands.

After a day of planning and talking with the citizens of my kingdom, my council and I had figured out what we wanted to represent our kingdom. Over the next few moments, a seal composed of a strip of land surrounded by water cut through with orange lava streaks and enveloped by a ghostly purple strip grew between her hands.

Once she had that glowing orb ready, she spoke an incantation, and the spell shot into the sky. I smiled with pride at the crowd’s oohs and aahs. The spell twirled and spun through the air. Once it had everyone's rapt attention, the spell activated.

The explosion unleashed could have leveled the commons if Ophelia hadn't set its energy free over a thousand feet above us. The thundering boom shook our surroundings to everyone’s excited screams. The sight of our seal glowing high above us, covering the entirety of Blackrock with its luminescence, caused raucous cheers from my people.

"The Fiery Seal, ladies and gentlemen! Courtesy of our king, our archon, in all his handsome, hunky glory, King Matthew of Blackrock!"

I stood and bowed after Velora's introduction. As the bards began to play, I took a moment to dance a little. The crowd moved out from the amphitheater seats to dance in the center and in the streets. Before I could wave at my women to join me, two sets of hands pulled on me.

"Come dance with us, Your Sexiness.”

After Velora's request accompanied by Bonnie's fake teary-eyed frown, I nodded with a chuckle.

"Don't hurt him," Cartha added playfully while the two women pulled me into the crowd, getting eager giggles from my kidnappers.

"Don't worry, Your Firmness. We don't bite... hard."

I smirked in response to Bonnie's deadpanned comment. With us standing hands-in-hand, Velora, Bonnie, and I danced to the music. Back home, I’d always loved to dance. It was one of the few things that brought me joy. Seeing my moves seemed to surprise my jesters.

"Quite the spry one we've got, Vel."

"Yes, good with his hands, feet, and mouth if you will believe Malice.”

While I was used to the consistent teasing, the immediate shift in Velora’s tone caught me off guard. “My king. You have a snake in your midst.”

When I tried to stop to better understand her claim, they jumped in my arms.

"Don’t stop, my King,” Velora said. “We shouldn't give away our roles. We are your dutiful, playful, and sex-crazed jesters. If one were to know that we have evidence to expose her… well, things could happen that would hurt our new master..."

I forced a smile and chuckled with a nod in response to Velora's comment before Bonnie's gentle kiss on my neck caused me even more confusion.

"We are here to swear to protect you and our family, my King. Anything that might hinder that must be destroyed, eradicated in its entirety..."

The seriousness in Bonnie's tone threatened to end everything to get to the bottom of what was happening. But as I stared into the depths of her dark eyes, I saw a fanatic devotion that matched Malice’s. When I looked her way the next moment, Velora's lighter-colored eyes held the same fervor.

"We've come to the decision to honor our pledge to you, mind, body, and soul, my King. That vow comes with plenty of perks that I'm sure you'll enjoy at your leisure... Until then, it will be our pleasure to ensure our family is kept up to date on all things dangerous."

I would have smiled at Velora's return to her usual teasing if it wasn't for her direct stare at Lipa standing in the nearby shadows. She glared at Yda as the head priestess, Ophelia, and Cartha readied to enjoy a drink. Velora and Bonnie's harsh giggles drew my attention back to them a few moments later.

"Everything for our lord," they said in unison before kissing my lips firmly.

The embrace ended quickly before they pushed themselves off of my arms and chest to go airborne. I watched their aerial acrobatics place them in line with Lipa before I saw the spiderkin smirk as Dessa swayed on her feet.

After that, things moved quickly. Dessa fell flat on her face. Bonnie raced to her side and sniffed her breath before pulling out a vial and pouring it down her throat.

As Dessa vomited up the contents, Bonnie shouted, “Velora, her glass was poisoned!”

Ophelia was quick to shout an incantation, causing sparkles to shimmer in everyone’s glasses.

"I'm afraid your show is over, Lipa Truewebb, or should I call you Hira Dupont!" Velora yelled.

The music halted, and all eyes turned to the spymaster. Velora threw several pieces of nearby cutlery as Hira pulled her daggers. The betrayer darted into the shadows, and I gave chase. She was faster than I’d had guessed, but she was nothing against my power. In seconds, I closed the distance between us.

I got a glimpse of the spiderkin's astonished expression a split second before my hand covered her mouth and upper neck. I glared down at her with rage as Velora secured her hands. When I turned around, I saw Yda lowering her shaking glass, which only filled me with rage.

Ophelia and Otis covered themselves and the council with defensive spells. Minka's quick hyperventilation breaths made my hand around the spiderkin's mouth tense. I felt two points pierce the skin of my palm followed by Hira's muffled bark of laughter. Curiosity about that laugh made me shift my hand down to cover the woman's entire neck.

"Fool! My venom will melt you from the insides, and as you perish, I’ll make you watch your wife and child die!”

After her villainous decree, I raised my eyebrow at the smug spiderkin. With my Resilience perk as high as it was, I was curious as to if the traitor’s last-ditch effort to fight me would work. Over the next minute, I watched others try to help Dessa, but nothing seemed to help. When I turned to show I was still kicking, Hira’s face filled with fear.

“Seems like you’re wrong,” I growled.

I wanted nothing more than to crush her in my hands, but before I killed her, I knew we needed information. While the council calmed the people around us, I walked over to my seat. I smirked at Namor's furious expression as he slid it around the front so that the traitor in our midst could stand trial in front of all of Blackrock.

"If we may, our king?" Bonnie asked with her sister as they extended their hands out to me. I gave the betrayer to them as Cartha approached with a snarling scowl. I smiled darkly at Hira's deep, shaky breath as my voidelf unsheathed her sword. Despite the firm, grim line creasing her face, her eyes widened in fear as she felt the steel press against her back.

With her sufficiently secured, I took my seat and leaned forward. "Are you going to answer my questions? I'd really prefer not to torture you in front of my citizens..."

I smiled as Hira spat in my general direction. "The hard way then. I can't say I'm not going to enjoy this..."

When I rose from my seat to walk toward the spiderkin, I caught Velora's excited gleam out of the corner of my eye. Bonnie held up a hand for me to wait.

“If we might offer our help to our king, there is a certain... drink we had saved for His Grandness that would be useful in this scenario.”

I frowned as Bonnie then Velora pulled out twin vials of red liquid from between their breasts with their free hands.

“You were going to use that on me?” I asked, surprised at their confession.

"It’s completely harmless, My Kingliness! It’s just a truth serum we cooked up. We’d hoped to slip it in a drink before we shared your bed. Bonnie and I had a bet on which of our pussies were better, and we needed the truth!"

I wasn't sure how to react to the two women trying to roofie me as Velora trailed off. On one hand, the fact they were willing to go that far to settle their bet was a bit flattering. On the other, the idea of being at the pair's clearly questionable whims was a bit worrying. Hira's astonished eyes slipped back and forth between the two as they waited for my response.

When Hira attempted to pull away, the pair brought their sudden rage down on her. They pulled out giant oversized playing cards and began to beat her. Each blow rang like she was getting hit with a bat.

"You. Tried. To. Hurt. Our. King," Velora began.

"You. Must. Pay. For. That." Bonnie continued matching Velora blow for blow.

"We. Should. Cut. You."

“And. Bleed. You. Out."

They paused only for a moment for Velora to say, "That's too quick for her, Bonnie. She must suffer for daring to touch our new king!"

“That I agree,” Malice hissed, forming next to my side. “You should let me burn her alive, master!”

“Yeah!” Velora shouted. “Let us smash her and then burn her!”

I shared a wide-eyed look with Cartha as the angry trio began beating the shit out of her. It was hard not to laugh as Malice made new friends over defending me.

“Okay, okay, that’s enough,” I said, not wanting them to kill her just yet.

The three landed one more final blow apiece before Velora said, "Oops. Sorry, Your Girthiness. Have you made your decision?"

"Give it to her," I said darkly.

Hira let out a whimper of pain as the pair gripped her bloodied and bruised face.

"Quiet, traitor,” Bonnie said in the most nonchalant, annoyed tone. “Soon nothing will matter besides answering our king’s questions.”

I glared down at the spiderkin as Velora added a grim nod to Bonnie's statement before they both wedged Hira's broken jaw open.

When she refused to swallow, Malice wrapped herself around her mouth, face, and eyes. Her head shook violently as the elemental shouted: “DRINK!”

Eventually, she did, and Malice flowed outside of her, sending her into a coughing fit. Once she had drunk down the red liquid to the last drop, I stepped toward the swaying woman.

"What have you told your father about us?" I asked.

With my attempt to yank the band aid of her treachery off as quickly as possible, Hira's response made me grimace. “Everything.”

"Then what are his plans?"

“He’s diverted his army from reinforcing Eimalon to attack you in secret.”

I gripped her by the throat and raised her in the air. “WHEN?!”

“Now…”

I felt our enemy’s approach from undead scouts to the west. I turned to look, knowing they were coming. They’d brought most, if not all of their force. My men could feel the vibrations of their thousands of soldiers stopping through the forest.

“Sound the alarm!” I shouted.

Seconds later, the alarm horns rang in the air. I ground my teeth together as Cartha, Praecon, Jiemal, and Ophelia jumped into action. While they got our people ready for the surprise attack, I grimaced at my foe. Her life would end soon, but I needed to push for more.

"Quickly tell Velora and Bonnie where to find any notes about your empire or others that we could get to easily.

I watched the spiderkin fight my order for a few moments, sweat beading on her pale brow before she exhaled a long groan of defeat.

"I've left a compilation of documents to use against my siblings in an inn inside Azera. The inn's name is the Galloping Gazana. The notes are located under the fourth floorboard inside the third room on the second floor to the left of the doorway..."

I saw Cartha and Seria rush toward the west gate while Hira almost spat out the details of her traps protecting her notes. When Vanra, Malik, Fresk, and Jakir broke off from the group of guards to head my way, I nodded toward Yda, Ophelia, Minka, and Namor.

"Keep them safe while this all gets sorted,” I ordered.

"Yes, Your Majesty," my royal guards responded, and I shifted my attention back to Hira.

"And be careful of the hidden dimensional spike on the fiftieth page.”

I smiled as the spiderkin's strained tone indicated she knew exactly how much she was giving away to the enemy. When I stepped over to end her for trying to kill my family, a wry smile curled my lips.

"I was just going to break your neck. Quick and painless. But I've thought of a better idea. Love, how about we show whoever is at our doorstep how badly they fucked up?"

“Yes, master!” Malice shouted with glee. “Let’s kill them all!” She morphed into my body, shielding me in my black armor.

More guards approached to protect me, only to have Velora wave them off. "No, protect the others! We will protect our king!"

My royal guards frowned and glanced at me for confirmation. "Only one of you, if you insist. They have proved they are capable enough."

The light tone of my orders got me grateful nods from my guards before they performed what looked like a game of rock, paper, scissors but with daggers instead of hands. While they sorted out who was coming with me, Malice finished forming over my body.

"Cut, tear, and burn them, master!”

Readied, I took off toward the west gates. Once I landed on it, I smirked as I saw first Velora and then Bonnie land beside me.

"Lead on, Your Spikiness,” Velora said. “We’ll be sure to defend Blackrock’s ass."

I smirked at the jester's comment before she leaned back, reaching under her skirt for something. The giant hammer, replete with garish colors, that she pulled from between her legs made my eyes grow wide. After looking Bonnie's way to make sure they hadn't somehow drugged me up, the flat smirk she gave me with a giant sword in hand made me blink again. Both weapons were comically twice their size and made me wonder if they had some kind of magic tied into their acts.

The kiss Velora gave the head of her hammer made me roll my eyes before mumbling, "Let's go." Hira flopped in my grasp as I leapt again toward the West gates. Several times, I let her body slam into stone chimneys, roofs, and the ground a few times when I ran out of houses to leap across.

Once we reached the gates, I grimaced as I strode to the edge.

Arrayed across the breadth of the isthmus was what looked like an army numbering in the thousands.

"One thousand of my father's best along with whatever dregs the elves could cobble together to match his order of at least five hundred. You are well and truly fucked, Blackthorn."

After her snide comment choked out of her throat, I glared down at Hira before tightening my grip on her neck. While she gagged and her hands grasped ineffectively over my armor, I gave the army a sweeping glance. Once I found what I was looking for, someone important enough to kill the spiderkin in front of, I gave Velora and Bonnie a long look.

"If you can't get back without putting yourselves in danger, stay here. Understood?"

With quite a few strange items waiting for my arrival, the most curious ones being a few huge cages, I didn't want my two guards to bite off more than they could chew. Instead of giving me an answer right away, the two decided my worry was actually flirting instead.

"Ooh, Bonnie! He's worried about us!"

"He is, Velora. I wonder if we should take advantage. I bet his cum is soaking with magical essence.”

"It is,” Malice teased. “But for now, he’s all business when we collect souls. I’m sure if you prove yourselves, master would want to enjoy you both…”

“That sounds like a challenge, Bonnie!” Velora shouted with glee.

“It does, Vel,” Bonnie groaned. “Now we have to kill them all.”

I chuckled and rolled my eyes as the three played off each other. Vanra's breathless arrival signaled the end of our talk. I gave her a moment of recovery while I locked in my gaze on the huge man standing at the head of the army.

As siege towers broke the tree line and engineers prepared trebuchets, I figured a little shock and awe were in order.

"Bring her up to date, you two. I've got some men to ask about a spider."

With Velora and Bonnie's giggles ringing in my ears, I leapt toward the army standing ready to threaten what was mine. I hoped they brought reinforcements because I was ready to release some unspent rage on all of their asses.
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After my short drop to the front of my gates, I shook Hira still in my grasp when she tried to struggle.

"Malice, if she tries that again, cut off a limb and cauterize it so she doesn't bleed out."

My request got me a husky chuckle. "Yes, master."

The spiderkin fell limp in my grasp. I wasn't stupid enough to think she was going to play nice.

The two men, one a massive hulk in red armor and the other in similar if much redder robes than my high priestess, gathered their men around them as I walked toward them. I eyed a half-minotaur’s huge horns that would make a fine trophy when this was all said and done. Fifty of their closest soldiers drew their weapons and surrounded me upon my approach.

"Alex and Mythias, I assume..." I said, nodding to the two men.

Both of their eyes widened before I continued. "You two couldn't have honestly believed I wasn’t going to educate myself about who was coming for me, could you? Listen, I’m only going to make this offer once. Have your army lay down their arms, and then I won’t kill you all.”

Laughter roared from the men and their soldiers before Mythias spoke. "If you hand yourself over to us, Devon Matthew Blackthorn, we promise to spare the lives of your people. Fail to do so in the next three seconds, and we will level your city and end every life in it as an example of what happens to those who oppose our father and the empire!"

I smirked as Mythias puffed himself up to threaten me. With his brother adding a nod and a wave of his sword to get his men moving toward me, I exhaled a long sigh.

"Remember this moment.”

With nothing left to do but make good on my promise, I smiled down at Hira. She was still struggling to breathe, and her eyes widened in my tightening grip.

"How about a family reunion, Hira. I know you've missed your brothers while stabbing me in the back..."

Before she could respond, I threw myself toward her brothers. Arrows, bolts, and spells of all sorts flew toward me as I skimmed over the ground below me. A few carefully placed footsteps allowed me to dodge quite a few of the nastier-looking spells. The more mundane weapons I let Malice take on her figurative chin.

With her Resilience almost as high as mine, I was positive the sight of us coming out the other side unscathed was pretty badass. What wasn't was Alex's rush toward us that put me back on my heels. With nearly five feet of steel reaching for my neck, I was hesitant to see if I was that resilient.

What turned out to be was Hira—or her legs and thighs—as I swung her at her brother's midsection. The blow did little to stop him, but regardless of the resounding ting of her body against his armor, she remained in one piece for my next swing.

"Hira!” they both shouted, realizing I had their sister in their grasp.

I couldn’t help but laugh as I readied my next attack. I simply adjusted Hira's path toward her brother's head. After he ducked the swing, getting my boot in his chest for his troubles, the rest of our party finally made it toward us.

I was reminded of a certain grizzly cartoonish TV show as I rammed the spiderkin through Alex. While he tumbled back toward his brother, I leapt at the nearest of the group of soldiers trying to attack me from the side. The man encased in his armor got a face full of spiderkin ass as I batted him away with my fleshy weapon.

I had a moment of curiosity over whether Hira counted as a Bludgeoning Weapon and was thereby influenced by my perk before a massive war cry sounded all around me. With hundreds of bodies rushing past me toward the gates, I only focused half my attention on knocking the man on his ass.

The other made me grimace as I saw the first hail of arrows fly away from my walls. Their numbers, while not small, were nowhere near up to stopping the huge wave of bodies rushing toward them. My half-step toward my people to help defend them ended with Alex and Mythias rushing to block me.

"I don't have time for you two assholes!” I shouted. “Get the fuck out of my way!"

My fury at their attempt to slow me down ended quickly as the two men switched tactics. Instead of following their usual dodge rush from before, my eyes widened as Alex took a swipe at his sister. Mythias' flame attack that followed swiftly after managed to cauterize the spiderkin's amputated leg. While I swung at the first with my gauntlet, I grumbled to myself as I began consuming Hira's soul. I wasn’t going to let them have her.

"Change of plans, Malice! Scythe now!"

My demand as Hira's gasps were overcome by my fist smacking against Alex's shoulder got me my weapon of choice. Its sharp blade made quick work of Alex's armor as I swiped it up between us. Malice's addition of a white-hot, smoking edge to the blade was appreciated, and my next swing almost took the head off my towering opponent.

A quick teleport spell from his brother managed to save him. With nothing now to attack besides the surprised men who’d just watched me end their leader's sister and send him packing, my next few kills were as easy as a simple swing.

I didn't give the rest of the group I left behind a moment's thought as I carved through the throng between me and the west gate. A grimace curled my lips into a harsh snarl as I watched a huge boulder tossed by one of the trebuchets smash into the top of the wall. They held well enough, but the screams of fear from my people were harsh to hear.

"We will get nothing from turning back, Devon!” Malice shouted. “Stop their rush to give our defenders time to recover! Then remove the siege weapons!"

I nodded curtly as Malice's advice ended my rush to the rear of the enemy lines. I activated my golem who began safely targeting all of the towers on the left side of the wall, leaving me only to focus on the right side.

With loud thumps of siege ladders smacking against the wall every second, I had more to worry about than a few measly rocks. I cut down two of the attackers who had noticed my pause and attacked me before slicing my way toward the wall. Bodies parts, organs, and sprays of blood flew around me as I rushed toward the nearest of the ladders.

After I reached it and sent the men clinging to it flying away by yanking it off the wall, I growled as several arrows slammed into my back. They failed to pierce Malice but brought my attention back to the men around me. Their bravery ended up getting their closest friends cleaved in two.

While elven blood splattered the nearest attackers to me, I saw one of my men torn from the wall above me by those on the ladders. I grimaced as the wolfkin's terrified scream overcame the sounds of the battle around me for a moment. My look upward showed me dozens of other ladders with hundreds of attackers climbing them.

A few more of my guards flew from the wall while I rushed toward the nearest ladder. Instead of trying to stop and pull it from the wall, I sprayed magma on its lower half as I passed it. They all crumbled down, preventing any new attackers.

"Don't celebrate yet, Devon..."

Malice's comment on my smile made me turn around. The sigh that left me when I saw the first siege tower thunk against my wall was followed swiftly by dozens of new ladders smacking against it.

"This isn't working," I grumbled.

"It isn't. Lip...Hira well and truly fucked us. The trebuchets aren't even attacking the wall!"

I nodded as I watched one of the catapults in question lob a flaming boulder over my wall. With my trap pretty much useless due to the spiderkin's treachery, I was left with my trump card.

I refocused my golem to focus on the siege units. The monster marched its way across the battlefield, crushing soldiers as it made its way toward its target.

"Golem is on its way, I said. We can let him deal with the trebuchets and siege towers. Let’s...oh, fuck me running!"

My plans to join my men on the wall ended as a massive glowing meteor formed just behind the enemy lines. I only had enough time to appreciate Dupont's resolve to destroy us before the spell finished. My rush toward where it was falling was pretty much only for show. The huge flaming boulder was easily as big as the golem itself, and there was little I could do to stop the destruction it was about to bring to my city.

I leapt to the top of the wall. While I cleared the top from defenders, a translucent barrier shielded the city. When it smashed against it, the meteor shattered into thousands of pieces, raining down on our enemies below.

I caught the glance of Otis and Ophelia underneath it. The old sorcerer smiled and nodded. "We’re defended, my King. Focus on the assault!"

I nodded before several less intense spells splashed against their barrier before the sorcerers at the back of the enemy line learned their lesson. I basked in the satisfaction of watching the attackers below dealing with the fire that rained down on them while I cut through those who had made it onto the wall.

With attackers still on the wall and pushing back my guard, I began my rush along its length. I barely registered the faces of those I cut down as I tried to stem the tide of bodies. Despite my and Malice's best efforts, that wave seemed to be getting the best of us. I was only one man.

Even the dozens of men I cut, sliced, and cleaved through seemed to only be a drop in the ocean trying to break over us. As another of Eimalon’s soldiers fell beneath my scythe, I growled when I looked toward the sounds of fighting inside my city.

The sight of several of Micheal's life mages working together to create a barrier of thorny vines, creating corridors for our defenders to fall back to, only elated me for a moment. While I cut down a screaming dwarf charging me with her sword held high, I watched several dozen of her kin cleave through one of those barriers. I wavered between fighting back the men on the walls and rushing down to help stem the tide rushing into my city.

I murmured a soft curse as a squad of soldiers reached my life mages, cutting them down with ease. With no other choice, I extended my arms to the dead around me, raising dozens of new skeletons to help defend our positions. It helped stop the bleeding for a moment.

A single thought commanded my reserve skeletons on the eastern side toward the west. I ignored Malice's gleeful executions of the attackers who tried to take advantage of my frozen state. With their blood boiling off her tendrils and spikes, I growled as I brought my focus back to the battle.

The only saving grace was seeing my bone golem doing exactly what it needed to do. With mighty swings, it crushed the siege weapons into splinters of wood, leaving me with one less threat to deal with.

I turned my focus on the remaining siege towers, spraying them with my magma and setting them aflame. The men still climbing screamed in agony as the fire consumed them.

With the wall cleared, I landed amidst a group of empire soldiers who struggled against our city guard. The thirty-man group didn't last long under the blade of my scythe.

As I scanned the battlefield and saw the number of my dead, I was a little worried my skeletons were going to be all that was left to defend ourselves with as my reinforcements clashed into the invaders.

General Praecon’s concerns were founded as the battle lingered. The better-trained Eimalon forces cleaved through my skeletons. However, unlike the living soldiers, once smashed, my death magic brought the dead back to life. The battle of stamina leaned in my favor.

The surprise and terror I saw grow on the faces of our attackers was a particularly sweet treat when the slain undead rose, again and again. With the tide of bodies stemmed for the moment, I took a long, deep breath of relief.

"Keep me safe, love. I'm going to add to our numbers."

I sensed Malice's amusement and heard her husky giggle of excitement as I paused to focus on my Animate Skeleton skill. My lips pursed into a grim line as I chose to animate both the bodies of our allies as well as our enemies.

The strain on my death magic reserves skyrocketed as first dozens, and then hundreds of bodies returned to the battle. The first trickle of sweat poured down my brow as I raised more and more.

I endured the frustration as I slowly walked along the interior of the wall while bringing those dead I found into my service. Each chipped away at both my magic and sanity as I wondered when I would finally run out. The thought that they wouldn't be enough made a savage snarl slip out of me.

Once I had cleared out the interior of the wall and the first few blocks of my city of the dead, I closed my eyes and sighed. The sounds of fighting above hadn't abated, but my defenders now had the advantage. With my golem keeping their sorcerers and backline occupied, I leapt back to the top of the wall.

"My king!"

The fear in General Praecon's tone as his message reached me made me freeze before accessing his General Tab.

Battlefield View:

Current conflicts: Assault on the west gate by Empire and Eimalon forces

Roving Awareness:

Secondary conflicts: Azeran Force approaching the east gate

My eyes widened at the sudden revelation. I didn’t know if this was a coordinated effort between the two kingdoms or what, but this was a worst-case scenario. With most of our army barely keeping the west gate from being overrun, I doubted we could muster enough people to do more than smudge Azera's nose.

"Take what men you can to the eastern gate, General Praecon!" I ordered. “You and Jiemal need to defend it with your lives!”

“Yes, my King!”

"Devon! Otis and I can combine our power to attack the empire and Eimalon forces, but it will drop the barrier and make us useless for the rest of the fight."

I nodded as I took Ophelia's mental suggestion on board. A glance over toward the wall showed a few fireballs smashing harmlessly against the barrier. I shook my head as I imagined those attacks falling amongst my people and their defenders.

"Otis, create as much chaos in their formations as possible,” I ordered. “Ophelia, get to the tower and head to Morgus. Alcaris promised to be our ally, and it's looking like it's time he puts his money where his mouth is..."

I glared at the space in front of me as I sensed Ophelia balk at my order. Otis seemed to take his gleefully enough, but my foxkin's worry almost made me second-guess myself. "Yes, Your Majesty.”

"If you want your golem to survive what is coming, I suggest keeping him out of the center of the battlefield.”

Otis's suggestion brought me back from the pit of worry Ophelia had left me in. With a gentle push on my connection with it, I sensed it crushing the last trebuchet. From my connection with him, I could see that there were still quite a few of them left.

The sky darkening overhead as my arcanist began his work drew my attention away from the colossal beast’s thunderous steps. I could almost feel the air being charged from hundreds of yards away before the first rumble of thunder from above the empire's half of the battlefield placed a petty smirk on my lips.

"Fuck you and the bitch who brought you here."

My harsh whisper as screams from the empire's men a moment before the largest lightning bolt I had ever seen crashed into them ended with a growl of rage. For all of its flashy show a moment later, I could only see that half of the remaining empire forces had succumbed to the attack. The road to our gate was completely destroyed, and the boggy ground surrounding it glowed red like fresh glass.

Through one of my skeletons, I saw a barrier similar to ours covering the rear of the enemy army. I glared at Alex and Mythias as they hid behind the skirts of their sorcerers.

For a moment, I thought it was over. But then something huge suddenly made my eyebrows furrow. I watched several of what looked like copies of what Brick had turned into tear away from the empire's backline.

"Not a moment of rest, I guess."

With a simple thought, I shifted the golem to focus on the new beasts. They were quicker and more agile, but the golem held its own.

As I readied to send more troops out into the field, Cartha’s voice popped into my head. "Praecon, Jiemal. Send what men you can spare to help the western side. Devon, we need your skeletons to deal with the Azerans. They have brought mounts. Their flying beasts will pick our living forces from the wall. I hope that we can mitigate some of that by having your undead survive their claws and attack them if they try."

I gave Cartha's suggestion a begrudging nod before shifting my undead toward the east gate. As he followed our warden's suggestion, bringing his army and Jiemal's back through the city, I returned Praecon's wave as he passed a few streets down from me. However, I didn't like the idea of sending my men against the monsters that had given me so much trouble.

With our larger numbers, my hope was that the golem would even the odds. But this was the general’s front now. Once they reclaimed the walls, I rushed toward the eastern gate. My growing army flashed past me as I passed the now-empty commons.

The only movement in the vast space was a near-constant stream of people, injured and not, flowing in and out of Heluna's temple. With a different fight calling to me, I sent a quick prayer to my goddess to keep my sheepkin and companions safe.

Doubts of whether I could make a difference against the odds stacked against us tried and failed to gain a grip on my mind. My run to the gates seemed quicker than usual as I battled with my doubts. Those worries flourished once I saw who and what had come to help me defend the gates.

Unlike the orderly lines of soldiers awaiting the enemy at the west gates, the mixture of my skeletons, Cartha's guard, and a militia of regular citizens didn't give me the best opinion of our chances. But they were all that I had, and they were counting on me.

I shook off my misgivings as Cartha and her guard surrounded me before ascending the steps to the top of the wall. After reaching the top, I swept my gaze across the breadth of defenders.

"HEAR ME NOW, CITIZENS OF BLACKROCK! TODAY, WE DEFEND WHAT IS OURS FROM THOSE SEEKING TO TEAR DOWN ALL THAT WE HAVE CREATED. TODAY, WE STAND OUR GROUND AGAINST TYRANNY. WE BUILT ALL THAT WE SEE WITH OUR HANDS AND HAVE SHED BLOOD, SWEAT, AND TEARS TO SEE IT GROW! TODAY, WE WILL GIVE THEM A CHANCE TO SHED SOME IF THEY WISH TO TAKE IT FROM US! AZERA MIGHT HAVE THEIR BEASTS, BUT WE WILL BREAK THEM, BURN THEM, AND TEAR THEM FROM THE SKY! ONCE THEY FAIL, THE PEOPLE OF BLACKROCK WILL LIVE FOREVER IN THEIR NIGHTMARES! COME, HELUNA AND ABETHA'S CHOSEN! LET US HELP AZERA EMBRACE DESPAIR!"

The cheer that followed my speech drowned out the roar from one of the flying beasts the monarchy had brought to the fight. More wyvern than dragon, with wings spanning farther than a twenty-foot reach, thick reptilian hide covered their bodies. Solo riders sat perched along their backs, directing them like horses. A harsh glare toward the approaching army also showed me the beasts Cartha had mentioned.

A mix of dragon and dog mounts stood as tall as horses. Their scaled hides looked like they could shrug off some damage, and their long tongues flicked with each breath. With the unconventional cavalry to deal with, I smirked as I began collecting magical power.

"Form as many long pikes as you can for my skeletons, love. I'm going to give them a little show..."

I nodded as Malice responded to my request by using her abilities instead of words. Dozens and then hundreds of ten-foot-long pikes flew out of my back and over the inner part of the wall while I worked. The near-constant thunk and pings of their shafts and pointed ends landing against the ground behind me accompanied the growling glow of power between my hands.

With a truly vast amount of power available to me as I dove deep into that reserve, I smiled grimly as it peaked.

"I think it’s time to see what these big spells can do.” As I readied my Eruption spell, I turned back to my soldiers and shouted, “Hold on to something!”

With my spell fully loaded, I released it into the battlefield. The earth all around us shook violently before the crust cracked. Giant geysers of burning lava shot out into the sky, turning it black with smoke and ash. Those on the ground slipped in the new rivers of molten rock as the sky fliers dodged unsuccessfully at the streams of fire.

When the spell eventually waned, only the cracked ground in front of us showed the remains of what’d happened. The loss of our fields was a small price to pay for protecting our homes. With the advancing army now on the defensive, I muttered an order to my spear-wielding skeletons and golem.

“Go.”
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While my skeletons took advantage of the Azeran's advance screeching to a halt, crossing the distance between the wall and our enemies, I shared a quick glance with Cartha.

"Ready to give life and limb for the crown, love?"

My question got me a soft chuckle from my voidelf that held little humor. "I suppose I'd do it for the man I love and the kingdom we've built. I'd rather not, though. Malice, I'm entrusting his well-being to you and the other..."

"Don't forget us! Your Wardiness! Bonnie and I are ready to bloody our blades some more!"

I smirked at Velora and Bonnie's arrival. Their bodies and daggers were covered head-to-toe in blood. While they recovered, I smiled as the excitable portion of my jester duo leapt over Fresk to land in front of me. Her sly curtsy made me chuckle.

“I couldn’t forget you two.” I took one more glance at our team before commanding them to follow. “Now that everyone’s here, let’s make them regret attacking our walls.”

I was a little surprised by Velora and Bonnie somehow keeping up with the rest of us as we charged toward the frazzled Azeran line. While the two showed off their speed and stamina, I smiled savagely as my skeletons crashed into the enemy.

While the large force was still recovering from my devastating spell, the blitz proved incredibly effective. I smiled as the first line of their cavalry went down under the spears my skeletons led with. It grew to encompass most of my face as the first of the wyverns swooped down to tear half a dozen of my minions off the ground.

With their bodies repairing swiftly under the huge flying lizard's massive claws, I chuckled darkly as its underbelly got a taste of their spears. The squawk the thing let out before dropping its ill-gotten cargo made me chuckle as my small group finally reached the broken Azeran line.

A scythe and a massive hammer filled my hands as I charged forward. I got a glimpse of one of the dog beast rider’s wide eyes before I swatted him off his mount. The next man in line got his head removed with my scythe in a single swipe.

A laugh burst out of me as I looked for my next opponent as my mezer beast appeared into existence, unseating another rider who tried to swing his sword at Bonnie. The blue-haired girl’s mirthless smile disappeared along with her as she used some unknown skill to accelerate her moments. With the rest of my group doing pretty well while the Azerans collected themselves, I moved to take full advantage of the chaos.

Screams from the disoriented foes grew around me as my group and my army of skeletons cut through them. Desperation to hopefully stop this assault in its tracks before they reached our walls and my less-than-prepared defenders added extra power to my swings.

As my next sent a dog rider and his mount into another, I finally had to dodge one of the huge beast's attacks. Its snap was more instinct than anything premeditated. After I removed its head from its body with a hearty swipe, its lifeless corpse gave me hope.

I basked in the success of my attack. With each rider and mount I slayed, my spirits swelled. It seemed for a moment that we would get away with our rush into the Azeran forces before Cartha's scream to duck brought me back to the dangers of the battlefield.

I growled out a furious, "No," as one of the wyverns shifted opponents. My swing at the huge, scaly beast missed by inches as it skimmed over the top of us. Its intended target, Malik, only managed to deflect the huge lizard's talons. The glancing blow sent the voidelf flying into the midst of the enemy army beyond us.

"Find him and save him!" I growled to the nearest of my skeletons.

I tried to get my golem to focus on the flyers, but they were too nimble and it too slow to help. Instead, I shifted my focus back to agile threats. Another wyvern piled onto my skeletons behind me, sending a mass of dozens of them flying as I stepped back from the fight.

"Separate and keep me safe, Malice,” I commanded.

I barely registered the rest of my guard encircling me as my eyes flew over the dead and dying around me. A grimace curled my lips as I began animating each dog beast I could find in the pitched battle. With each sapping my death magic reserves even further, I lamented reaching my limits so soon.

As I butted up against them, I finally noticed the bright green glow from the rear of the Azeran force. It swelled and ebbed, gaining size and brilliance by the moment. Even with my mind focused on stealing as many reinforcements as I could, it didn't take much to realize what the Azerans were planning.

"You've got to be fucking kidding me!"

The wave of healing magic that followed my yell signaled the end of my new minions.

"Fuck ’em up!" I yelled to the dog beasts I had managed to animate.

They and my skeletons threw themselves at the newly healed Azeran force. A sliver of hope that we could push them back or drive a wedge into their army formed in my chest as the enemy army fell back under my minion's assault.

That hope died as quickly as my army did under the Azeran's disciplined counterattack. I marveled for a moment as the clearly well-trained troops dispatched each of their undead opponents with practiced ease.

"They must have practice culling the dead!” Cartha shouted. “We should pull back and reform our lines.”

“On it!” I shouted.

A familiar scream pulled my attention. The image of Malik being torn in two by the dog beasts was a punch in the gut I hadn't expected. With his death forcing the issue and bringing the idea of Cartha's unbidden to my mind, I growled out a retreat to my guard around me.

I appreciated them following my orders without asking why. While Velora and Bonnie showed off their impressive running skills, leaving the voidelves in the dust, I locked my gaze on the nearest of my skeletons. It only took a mental push to send them and my remaining dog beasts into a frenzy of pikes, claws, and teeth.

Another of the wyverns swooped and tore through my new pets before flying away unscathed. I snarled as I lost more troops with each passing second. A new barrier appeared along the battlefield, providing some new cover.

"Be quick, my King,” Otis said into my mind. “I don't have much more magic to spare."

The sorcerers help put a pep in my step. A soft growl slipped out of me as spells thrown from behind the Azeran calvary splashed against my anarchist's shield. The sight of the eastern wall looming in front of us made me hope that we all would get to it unhurt.

A shadow flowing across the ground far to my side made me snap my head toward it a moment later. Panic gripped my chest as I tried and failed to figure out where the diving wyvern would end up. A second later, that panic made my heart skip a beat as its trajectory solidified.

"Cartha!"

My shout to my voidelf over our connection barely gave her time to leap forward before the talons of the huge scaley beast raked over her. Time seemed to slow for a second as I watched Cartha's body tumble in the direction of the wyvern's attack. My body reacted on its own, and I scooped her up in my arms.

A soft groan of panic, loss, and terror slid out of me as I felt her warm blood coating my hands. I dimly heard Malice's scream of rage as another of the gigantic lizards tried to take advantage of my frozen state. The smell of burning grass as my elemental covered me with her Magma Spray brought me back from my numb state.

Without another word, I sprinted as fast as my legs could move me toward the east gate. Flashes of those who had followed me into the fight with the Azerans flew past me as I focused on reaching the one person I hoped could help me.

With Ophelia gone finding help for us and Otis tapped, Heluna was my last hope to save my voidelf. My leap over the wall barely registered to me as my focus fell onto each rise and fall of Cartha's chest. I charged deep into the city.

Each step felt like it was going to be the last I shared with my voidelf and each breath her last. I hated my enhanced senses as they told me just how much of Cartha's blood was covering me.

The sight of Heluna's temple coming into view helped me put on one last bit of speed. Once I entered the temple, tired eyes filled with hope fell to the woman in my arms. Mine widened as I sought out my high priestess. I just hoped the gifts had been passed to her.

Yda gasped as I laid Cartha’s bloody body before her.

"Help her," I said. My pitiful tone should have hurt my pride as a king and archon, but the kindness and understanding in my priestess’s tender smile wiped all but hope from my heart.

Yda placed her hand on Cartha’s body. "Heluna, please hear my prayer. Grant me your power so that I may save her. Stalwart, loving, caring Cartha. Her family needs her, and her work is far from done..."

Heluna’s ghost appeared behind the priestess. She placed her back on her as she spoke. “It’s time I grant you some of my gifts, my Head Priestess.”

I exhaled a soft, shaky laugh as a green glow flowed from Yda’s hand into Cartha's chest. While I stared down into her pale, purple face, I watched the blood flow back into her body. The sight of her paler, purple eyes opening slowly as Yda's healing did its work forced a smile.

Heluna's hand on my cheek brought my eyes to hers. "We will take care of her, my brave, impetuous archon. The day still hangs in the balance, and you are needed out there more than here..."

My immediate denial was cut off as Heluna dipped her head to kiss me gently.

"Go now. Be my hand in the world, and the rest of us will be here when you return victorious."

I nodded, but Cartha’s tug on my armor brought me down to her. "Don't die, Devon. I need to thank you properly for saving my life."

I chuckled softly at Cartha's groan as she finished. I kissed the forehead of my head priestess before departing back out. A new infusion of hope filled me as I returned to the front. I looked over my remaining guard. With Heluna joining us, it felt like failing her and my people was no longer an option.

A quick look via my skeletons showed me that they were pretty much all pinned against the wall. My golem was nothing more than a pile of bones. With half the Azerans focused on keeping them broken and at bay, I caught a glimpse of the rest rushing over with ladders.

The dozen or so strapped to the back of their mounts seemed entirely too large for the men riding the beasts. Shock tried to freeze me again as I realized that the Azerans intended to ride their dog beasts into my city.

Pride in my citizens as they dropped rocks, furniture, and anything else they could find to give my skeletons a moment to recover filled me before I glanced back at my guard.

"They don't touch this wall, understand?"

“Yes, Your Majesty!” they shouted in unison.

I reached out to Malice and said, “Let’s burn them all.”

After my elemental gave my comment a smirk and a tired nod, she flowed across my body until she had replaced the armor she left on me. I smiled as she filled my hand with my scythe and hammer.

I was grateful for my guard staying above as I leapt down into the milling throng below. With them safely away, I could let loose with mine and Malice's power, several Magma Grenades killing a huge swath of nearby forces. When the screeching wyvern roared ahead, I pointed to it and made my promise.

"That fucker is going down if it's the last thing I do."

The ruin of my grenades gave my skeletons time to repair themselves. I cleaved my way through all the approaching foes as Malice turned up the heat in my armor. They let out squeals of pain as they managed to get close enough to touch me. I swung through them, melting through the meat as I charged my next foe.

The seemingly crazed men and women who followed them on their own dog beasts received the same fate. A glance across the battlefield as I liberated an Azeran mount of their head showed me that for all my work the enemy was still pressing their advantage.

Once my minions had moved forward to push those nearest me back, I stepped back toward the wall behind me. I closed my eyes as I focused Malice's power on it. It took even more effort than my blinding first attack, but I managed to heat the face of the wall enough to start it glowing.

A smug, satisfied smirk curled my lips as several of the ladders the Azerans were using to climb the wall ignited under the heat from Malice's power. It did little to stop those keeping my skeletons down, but it gave me a chance to fix that problem.

"Heat me up as much as you can, love."

After Malice answered my request with a, "Yes, master," I chuckled at her teasing before rushing down the wall. Heads and limbs fell swiftly under my assault, and I felt for the first time since their arrival that we might be able to push back the Azerans out of my kingdom.

Even the wyverns seeking to either attack my people holding the wall or me running along it found their jobs even more difficult. Those that tried to attack me between the wall and the forces beyond failed and got quite a few spikes driven into them from my elemental.

With those taking care of I could concentrate on the calvary. The sound of the last one running away with a smoking hole in its tail made me chuckle as I removed a dog rider's head from their body. His mount joined him swiftly afterward as I crushed its snapping jaw with a swing from my hammer. I chuckled in vindication as my soldiers brought down a wyvern with a coordinated arrow attack.

Elation filled me as recognition followed its scream of pain. The huge flying lizard tumbling to the ground with arrows peppering its wings and body bore the same color pattern as the one that had taken my warden out of the battle. A glance behind me showed me that my minions I had freed so far from their stun lock had managed to form a line along the wall.

With them holding it for the moment as their return bolstered my people, I left the two forces to hold the wall for a moment. A short leap over the Azeran line toward the downed wyvern placed me near its huge, struggling body. I enjoyed a moment of smug pride as I stepped over the bodies of its crushed allies.

Absorbing their souls as I had those of others during the entire fight, an exciting thought popped into my head.

"Keep them away for me, love. I'm going to add one more ally to the fight."

"Don't be long, master. They are starting to realize you've left the wall."

I acknowledged Malice's comment with a nod a moment before she separated from me. While she screamed her rage at the oncoming line of dog riders, spraying magma along their path toward me, I stepped over to the wounded wyvern.

It hissed as it tried to intimidate me with its bulk and long, curved teeth made me chuckle darkly.

"You hurt someone that I love, fucker. It's only fair I pay you in pain and death for it..."

The wyvern lunged at me, and I responded by smashing its maw with my hammer—sending its teeth into the surroundings. While it tried and failed to shake off the attack, I leapt toward its long, scaly neck.

The sensation of my scythe's white-hot edge cutting through those tough scales and the hide beneath was almost euphoric. My revenge for hurting Cartha was sadly short as the mortally wounded beast screeched out a bloody scream. With its blood covering me from head to toe, I calmly walked over to the giant lizard's head.

In a final moment of defiance, it snapped toward me with its bloody jaws. I batted it away with ease. While it stared balefully at me with its huge slitted eye, I dropped my hammer beside its head.

I grasped one of its long horns with my now-free hand and bore into the scaley beast's eyes with my own. I drained its soul with the gem embedded in my gauntlet. It took only a few moments to end the huge beast's life and even less time to reanimate its body. With my golem no longer in play, I used the renewed power for the beast.

I watched dispassionately as its scales and hide fell away, and the skin between its long bony wings was replaced by the same black magic as my skeletons. Once my new bone wyvern stood ready to fight for the opposite side, I glanced back at my eager elemental.

The sight of her elbow-deep inside the chest of one of the dog beasts made me smirk. When she tore out what looked like the mount's heart before slinging magma across the path of another group trying to reach me, that smirk turned into a smug chuckle.

"Let's go, love. I've got what I came for."

Malice's bright smile at my request ended with her launching herself toward me. I almost grew irritated as she flowed over me and added a kiss to my cock, but I figured my elemental had earned a treat.

"Later, once we've won, Malice..."

After sensing her excitement for her reward, I leapt onto the back of my new golem. Its keening screech as it took off made me smile as the sound sent several of the dog mounts around us running in a panic. The eerie sound seemed fitting as I silently ordered my mount to take us back to the wall.

As we soared, I spotted the line I had formed still holding back the Azerans. My people seemed to be doing well also. With them firing everything they had from magic to old tools at the enemies below and my guard keeping the remaining few wyverns at bay, it looked like we were going to hold the eastern wall.

After reaching it, I leapt onto it and sent my golem to ravage the Azeran’s backlines.

"It looks kind of skinny, Your Majesty. I hope the feast that decided to come to our door will fatten it up a little."

I chuckled softly at Fresk's comment before shifting my attention back to the battle. After locating the rear line and their sorcerers, I began collecting power for another spell.

Only a moment or two after beginning to gather it, I received a prompt that froze the blood in my veins.

ALERT - General Praecon has been killed. The seat of 1st General now stands empty. Battlefield View and augmentation to Roving Awareness is now lost. Please assign a 1st General to recover perks.

Through my shock, I failed to sense my spell go haywire. Luck was the only thing that saved my skeletons below as I shot off toward the center of the Azeran force.

"Praecon's dead!” Jiemal shouted across our link “We’re losing the west. These… things are too strong!”

“Just wait for me,” I thought back. “I’m on my way.”

I turned to look at my guards. “I'm going to leave the wyvern here to hold off its old friends. Vanra, Jakir. Stay here with Velora and Bonnie. You four are in charge of keeping our people fighting and the wyverns off their backs. Fresk, Seira. You two are with me."

I didn't wait for the responses before I leapt into my city. In my rush to return to the western wall to see what I could do to mitigate Praecon's loss, I didn't even pause to check on Yda, Cartha, or Heluna. I knew if we failed to hold either wall, the wave of our enemies would make quick work of those receiving healing with them.

Once I reached the opposite wall, a relieved breath blew out of me. Unlike the last time I had been there, we were still in control of its interior.

The thuds of fighting on its outer edge told me that wouldn't remain true for long.

My leap to the top of the wall proved my assumption to be true. Sorrow over the hundreds lying dead alongside the hulks the empire had sent our way tried to take hold of me.

Jiemal sat on the edge, bleeding from wounds all over his body. He was barely holding on. I raced over and filled him with life magic the best I could. He was too wounded for me to completely heal, but it was something.

With Praecon's death confirmed, only me, the remaining guard, and my broken army were left to hold back the empire’s forces.”

"Get him to the temple for healing,” I commanded. “Don’t let anyone into the city. Focus on pushing them back from the walls.

I saw and sensed theirs and my guard's trepidation. After hours of fighting, we were fighting a losing battle. Our dead, even though smaller in number, was a greater percentage of our total forces. We just didn’t have enough men.

I knew I would have to do something in the meantime, and I sensed Malice waver between worry and excitement as I leapt down from the wall.

"We will make do, Malice. I won't let them take our home from us!"

The intensity of my statement cut off whatever caution Malice had been about to give me. She only responded with a firm, "They won't," before I saw white-hot magma cover the head of my hammer and the blade of my scythe.

Despite the odds stacked against us as nearly a hundred of the hulking monsters left from earlier began rushing toward me, a smug grin curled my lips.

"Let's see if the new and improved versions are fireproof."

My eager comment got me a husky chuckle of agreement from Malice. While we tore toward the first group of scattered hulks, I gave into my curiosity about what I was about to sear and splatter across my yard.

Name: Vindicator

Race: Altered Human

Class: Abomination(refined)

I nodded as the prompt that filled my vision proved that Venom had been busy in his little hidey hole. All I knew was his refined abominations were about to get a true test against me.

Even outnumbered a hundred to one, and more if I counted the remainder of the normal army leveled against me, I needed an outlet for my frustration and hate.

I poured all of that into my first swing as the line of vindicators and I clashed. The ease at which my hammer crushed the huge brute's raised arm and skull was a little disappointing. I had little time to appreciate the loss in durability the vindicators had compared to the original version.

While I tried to bring my scythe to bear against the next hulking abomination in line, I stumbled as one of them shoulder-checked my opposite side. The vindicator got a spike through its head for its troubles, but physics still dictated an equal and opposite reaction to the hit.

I was forced to focus on not cutting myself as I went tumbling and grimaced as I was struck again. Malice managed to make the brute pay for their strike with a burning spike through its skull, but it was a harsh lesson to learn that the vindicators had all of Brick's speed. Once I managed to get my feet under me, I smiled as my weapon perks helped even the odds.

Unlike with their predecessor, where I was stuck trying to break bones and disable a much quicker opponent, the vindicators’ speed worked against them. With practiced ease, I managed to hook the arm of one of them rushing toward me as I stepped aside.

Their numbers got me again as I was sent tumbling after my strike. Malice's plan worked to perfection, though. While I only caught snippets of it as the world twirled around me, the sight of the one-armed vindicator swelling before exploding in a burst of red-hot magma was enthralling. After I landed, the ground under my feet cracked as I leapt toward the mass of bodies rushing my way to explode a few more of them.

I gritted my teeth as I ducked, dodged, and whittled down their numbers. With how many times I ended up being a tough-if-persistent beachball of death, I still noted the small dent I was making. After ending another of the huge brutes with a decapitation, I grimaced when I looked back at the wall.

Several more siege towers had crossed the distance while I held off the vindicators, and I doubted they would give me a moment to deal with them. With nothing to do but fight until I couldn't, the bolt of lightning signaling Ophelia's return brought me nearly indescribable joy. My fight kept me from doing anything more than holding onto my hope.

The sound of unknown horns from inside my city made my blood run cold for a moment. But it was quickly replaced with elation when I saw Alcaris' ghostly green army of undead flow over the edge of the wall.

The literal torrent of skeletons that washed over my nearly bare defenses caught my attention. As their waves crashed against my foes, I smiled in relief. When I glanced back at the wall, I spotted Seria and Fresk cheering with the remaining troops. The horns of retreat echoed from the empire’s backline.

“How’s the eastern wall?” I asked my team.

“They’re pulling back, too,” Otis said, building up to his joy. “We did it, Your Majesty! We won!”

I dropped to my butt when I heard those words. While I was keen to kill my enemies for what they’d done to my people, we were not in a position to pursue them. But this battle would mark a turning point in history. We’d defended our home from two of the strongest kingdoms. Blackrock was here to stay.
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Afew hours after Alcaris and Ophelia's arrival saved the day, I walked through the mire of bodies left over from the battle, claiming as many as I could. My jaw clenched of its own accord as I came upon another pile of bodies sporting the tattered remains of Praecon's colors.

We still hadn't found my lost general after over an hour of searching, but I wasn't going to stop sifting through the remains until I did. I grabbed the arm of one of the vindicators and nearly tore it off as I tossed it to the side.

Anger filled me as I blamed myself for his death. Even though he sacrificed himself for his duty, I couldn’t help but replay the moments that led me here.

Velora, Vanra, and Bonnie thankfully kept their silence as I worked but kept their eyes out for any lingering foes. With the rest of my council taking Jiemal and Seira's reports on the battles, I didn't want to hear what my absence had caused.

"You can't be everywhere at once, Devon. It isn't and never was your fault for what the other kingdoms did..."

I refused to give Yda's comment any response. With Heluna joining us in spirit, my high priestess had gained a few more perks besides the healing she had shown off earlier. Our connection becoming stronger than it had ever been before was curiously a curse in disguise.

It allowed Yda free rein to become my therapist as well as my wife. A soft chuckle slipped out of me as I moved to the next pile of bodies when something else came to mind.

"You might want to invest in a halo if you’re going to be giving me advice,” I teased. “Malice already has the horns.”

"If you want something to grab onto, master, by all means…”

I smirked as Malice played her devilish role perfectly and helped distract me from my lingering blame.

"We would make quite the team, wouldn't we, Malice," Yda added.

While the two shared a giggle across their separate spaces in my mind, I shook my head.

"I doubt I could be gentle enough to test that at the moment, Yda," I said.

"Why would you, master? I'm sure our high priestess wouldn't mind me taking over if you needed to lose yourself a little.”

I sighed as the sensation of Malice and then Yda licking their lips at that prospect further brought me out of my rut. While I tried and mostly succeeded in masking my remaining frustration with the comfort the pair's teasing had given me, I exhaled a long sigh as I found my brave friend.

I gave Praecon's body a gentle nod as I shifted the Vindicator off him that had crushed my general under its massive bulk. The idea that he had died not on his feet but under the huge monster felt like a blow to Praecon's pride.

"From what Jiemal said, the general killed two of them before the third caught him unawares,” Bonnie said. “The second general also mentioned his skill was integral, in and out of combat, in lowering our losses. I'm sure he made sure the one that ended him couldn't kill any more of his men before he passed."

The jester’s kind comment helped ease the sting. Regardless of how he had gone out, it still hurt personally to have lost my friend. I lifted his still body from the ground. The idea of having to carry his stiff body to the commons where we were allowing family members to identify their lost ones made me clench my jaw hard enough to hurt.

"Have Fresk and Cartha found Malik's remains, Vanra?"

With my focus mostly on the west in case the empire or Eimalon decided to attack again while we recovered, I had placed the lesser of our foes in my voidelf's capable hands.

"No, Your Majesty. As far as I know, Malik remains lost to us. Cartha did assure me that she and Fresk would take as much time as needed to find some part of him to pay our respects to."

I let out a heavy sigh and nodded before I began the long walk back to the western wall. As the thought of what could have happened and the lives that could have been spared if I hadn't chosen Hira as my spymaster tried to slip into my mind, I shook my head vigorously to dispel them.

What had happened had happened, and no amount of woulda-coulda-shouldas would bring those we had lost back to life. Those that we’d saved and those who had fought for our kingdom gave me hope and made my chest swell with pride.

With Dessa still in a coma after eating and drinking Hira's poison, we were left without an ambassador. Despite the issues that would cause, our success in defending ourselves made me hope that my plans to bring Khepri into my kingdom would work.

Hope seemed to be the emotion that everyone was leaning on the most today. After the battle, our wounds were still fresh, but many of the citizens were already out and doing their best to repair our damaged homes. While I passed through the city with my guards in tow, I smiled as I took in the inspiring sight.

I returned dual chest thump salutes as two of Cartha's guards paused, helping a store owner clear his storefront of enemy bodies. With one being for me and the other for my friend in my arms, I shook my head at Vanra as the two guards chose to follow me once they were done.

My silent guard grew as those who were able began trailing behind me as I made my way to the commons. Once I reached them, I smiled as I caught sight of Fera, Issa, Shani, Lani, and Cas assisting the families crying over their loved ones.

We had a long way to go to return us to a sense of normalcy. Anger filled my heart as I made my way to the pyre located at the north end of the commons. Hundreds of bodies, carefully and tenderly wrapped in the colors of Heluna, Abetha, or their family's colors lay in a neat pyramid.

Praecon's body being taken from me by the priestesses of the two sects made my hate begin to boil to the surface. While I fought it back down to unleash on my enemies when we were ready, I turned around to gaze at the harbor.

A few of Namor's merchant friends and their ships had finally moored after watching to see if the battle swayed in our favor. After learning of their absence, it’d taken nearly an hour to calm myself. It wasn't hard to see their point of view, but the hurt from it had made it hard to accept.

"Hello, my King.”

When I turned and saw my bearkin friend, I couldn’t help but smile. It was his suggestion to the merchants waiting outside of spell range that had brought their assistance to our kingdom.

"Hello yourself, Namor. Thanks again for helping ease your merchant friend’s concerns.”

My reply got me a loud belly laugh from the bearkin.

"Friends is a loose description of our relationship, my King. I simply placed things in perspective for those hovering vultures. Any kingdom, new or otherwise, that could withstand an attack from three others determined to wipe them out is one that merchants should ally themselves with. I'm sure they will enjoy their wares being bought at slightly above market price and the boom that will come afterward if they continue to honor our home with their patronage. We've lost some, yes, but the tale of our survival will bring even more to our shores. Of that I'm sure."

I chuckled soberly and acknowledged Namor's comment with a nod.

Namor patted my back in comfort. "Be at ease, my King. Things turned out as best they could given the circumstances. We are still here and with more than enough people to recover. Take what time you need to let that sink in. Just being present at the moment should be enough for those who remain. Once we've shed our tears, there will be time and opportunity to pay our enemies back for the wounds they gave us."

I shared a nod with the suddenly serious bearkin before his jovial mask returned. In the split second before it did, I saw the same rage and sorrow painted on his face that simmered inside me. With his return to his duties, I gave the reformed merchant's comments some thought.

I pointed to the grieving people and commanded, "Keep watch over them. I'm going to speak to Yda and Heluna and see if there's anything else I can do besides standing around."

My orders got me triple confirmations from Velora, Vanra, and Bonnie. As they did, I meandered my way to the front of my goddess's temple. There I found my love and my goddess standing side by side.

As with our first meeting, Heluna's beauty was matched by her size. The comforting hug my goddess pulled me into placed my head directly between her impressive bust. We shared a soft chuckle as my mood shifted slightly, even with the somber atmosphere around us. It felt unreal that she was finally in the flesh, although only visible to those she’d blessed.

“Hey, Heluna,” I said.

Heluna responded with a smile that filled me with warmth. “Good to see you, my Archon.”

I smiled and separated from Heluna for a moment to lean down and hug and kiss my pregnant sheepkin.

As I opened my mouth to ask my question about something to do, Heluna cut me off.

"You are where you need to be, my Archon. As am I and our sweet priestess. The sacrifice of those who fought and died for our kingdom has allowed me to create a physical body here on Talis. For a brief time, I will remain to help our people in any way I can. More than that and I risk drawing the ire of the other gods. As you can imagine, many are fuming at your victory. I'm sure once Bismark finds out that there is an honest-to-goodness fight up north that he will come to test you sooner rather than later. As it stands, Yda and I have our work cut out for us. You are needed elsewhere…”

I followed Heluna and Yda's smiling glances as the latter trailed off. Cartha's mildly embarrassed smile as my eyes fell on her told me she was who needed me at the moment. After collecting a kiss from my sheepkin, I turned my attention to my goddess.

Her smile made mine grow before her huge hands covered my cheeks. The kiss she pulled me into blew all of my worry, concerns, and anger away. Once she released me to talk with my voidelf, it was a struggle to focus my eyes.

"I'm being honest when I ask you to call me for anything, my Archon. I would hate for you to think you and our priestesses aren't always on my mind."

I nodded and left them both before approaching the white-haired protector. Her smirk at my light step ended once I slid my arms around her.

"Let’s go somewhere private,” Cartha whispered.

Her gentle kiss on my neck helped distract me from the death around us. But she did not try to push it away like I did.

"There will be more loss, Devon,” she said. “Our survival requires it. Revere those who sacrificed themselves for us, and don't grow jealous of their freedom."

“Where did that come from?” I asked.

My question gained me a smirk and nod from Cartha before she exhaled into my chest. "With the weight on all our shoulders, I'm a little jealous of them myself..."

I followed Cartha's gaze to the pyre behind me and gave her comment a nod.

"So many lost," I said before my voidelf shook her head in exasperation.

"It comes for us all. Before you fully fall into that void you're creating, I want to talk to you. Alone."

When she pulled me toward the castle and the conversation she wanted to have, I followed silently. While we crossed the city, I returned the smiles and waves my resilient citizens gave me. Their clear need to return to their normal lives after our ordeal made me shift my focus from my sadness to what would come after.

Once we made it to the castle, I noted the guards stationed there were holding their heads a bit higher than usual. The fight we had survived seemed to have bolstered their confidence. I couldn't and wouldn’t begrudge them that pride.

They’d more than earned it.

Once we reached her room, I paused as Cartha walked in. It was my first time entering, and from the dozens of what looked like trophies situated around the small bedroom, it was to be revered. I smirked at my voidelf's impatient grin as I slowly walked into the honored space.

"Things Seria managed to save from my old... home in Amonduin. That is a fang from the first thresh I raised. That’s my old war horn. That’s part of the tapestry of my family crest. Most of it didn't survive me leaving the kingdom..."

I smiled gently as Cartha's flippant tone shifted to one filled with sadness as she spoke of her old home. The sorrowful smile she gave the torn and burnt remains of the aforementioned tapestry made my comforting smile grow a bit.

"Do you miss it?"

"No," Cartha said shortly.

"Come on... don’t lie…"

The voidelf sighed, knowing I’d caught her. "I mean there are good memories held within these...things. There are also bad ones. I miss the friends, my family, and the purpose I had in Amonduin. I do not miss the queen or the stress of my position."

Once she finished explaining, I returned Cartha's smile. It grew a bit as I closed the distance between us until it became soft when I slid my hand over her cheek.

"I hope I've made you have no regrets about taking your role by my side, my gorgeous warden. I would hate to become one of those bad memories."

Cartha's smirk and longing eyes told me I wasn't and probably would never be a regret for her.

"I'm sure there will be moments where you drive me crazy with your heroic antics, but I am sure that I'll be too happy to care. Now that I have grown your ego, I guess a bit more praise won't hurt."

After she paused to tease me with a smile, I slid my other hand over my voidelf's armored hip.

"I wanted to thank you for saving me with the Azerans, Devon. My life before finding you and Yda wasn't filled with people who would do more than swear revenge while letting me bleed out. I don't want to let something like that happen again before I show you just how happy you've made me..."

The expectation in Cartha's purple eyes as she trailed off left little to the imagination as to what she wanted to show me. Her soft "hmm" as I shifted my hand from her hip to the leather straps holding her armor on held a bit of trepidation. My pause as I shifted my focus to A Partner's Desires got me a soft chuckle from my voidelf.

"This means something more than just sex to me, Devon. It means the possibility of a new life in this struggle we have made for ourselves. I love you more than anything I've ever had in my life, and it's hard to place those worries to the side."

I nodded gently as Cartha explained herself before sliding my other hand from her armor to her cheek. The slow kiss we shared as I backed my voidelf toward her bed was as deep as my need and love for her. Once she fell back with a short laugh, I shifted my focus to Malice.

"Bare me for her, love."

After my elemental answered my request with a teasing, "Yes, master," I sensed her intentionally shift her focus away from me. I smiled gently down at Cartha's wide eyes as Malice removed my clothes. Her gentle shift, spreading her legs slowly as I slid my hands from her armored chest to the cloth-lined leather leggings she had on, told me she still wanted to show me her appreciation.

"Gorgeous," I whispered.

There was little hesitation from her as I leaned down to remove her armor this time. What little trepidation I sensed from her through A Partner's Desires was how well we would fit together. With my extra size, I could understand her worries.

I left that surprise for when we came together for the first time. My focus at the moment was getting an unfettered view of my voidelf's athletic curves.

Once I had her armor off, I exhaled an awe-filled gasp. Like her cheeks that blushed under my regard, Cartha's full breasts topped with nearly black nipples stood hard with desire.

She let out a soft gasp as I slid my hand down her trimmed tuft of white hair between her legs. I didn't need to ask if she was ready. The scent of her arousal told me everything I needed to know.

“I love your body,” I whispered. Her smug smile was replaced with a gasp as I rubbed her pussy. Already, she was a soaking mess. I massaged her clit with the tips of my finger before I entered her. She gripped my forearm with both hands, eyes wide. She stared at me, vulnerable, as I moved them. I took it slowly, only to have her rock her hips faster against me.

She slung her head back as she used my arm for leverage, increasing her speed along my soaked hand. With her free hand, she reached up and pulled my head towards her. With long, panting breaths, she kissed me as if she was trying to suck the air from my lungs. When she pulled away, she stared deep into my eyes until she rode herself to completion.

With a primal shout, she pulled herself away and squirted high into the air. My eyes widened in surprise at the sudden geyser in the room. I’d expected a heavy musk to follow, but if anything, it smelled flowery and enjoyable like a light perfume. When I looked back, Cartha let out a short laugh.

“Judging by your reaction, this is your first time with a voidelf I take it?”

“Yeah… can’t say I’ve ever seen that before.”

“There’s an old saying that a voidelf’s shower brings good luck.”

I couldn’t help but laugh. “Not sure if I want to bathe in your juices.”

“Oh, don’t worry. It isn’t piss. We have an organ called a galley that’s triggered by our arousal.”

“Didn’t know I was getting a voidelf anatomy lesson today. Anything else I should know?”

Cartha rolled over to her knees and presented her firm ass to me. “No, you just need to fuck me now.”

The purple-skinned beauty bit her lip after I slapped her ass. After flipping my dick up, I slid it between her cheeks before bracing it against her slick opening. When I entered her, I took in a quick breath as the warmth and tightness enveloped me.

“Ohhh,” Cartha moaned as her back arched like a cat.

I rocked back and forth, slowly lubricating my shaft. Up until that point, I didn’t think I’d ever feel such a strong gripping pussy. It was like she was trying to squeeze the soul out of my cock. It made it difficult to concentrate on anything else.

“Fuck, you feel good,” I moaned.

“I don’t work out only my arms, Devon,” Cartha teased. “Every part of my body is trained to perfection.”

“Trust me, I can feel it.”

With a few more thrusts, I tried taking it slow, just savoring the euphoric sensations. However, Cartha had other ideas. She looked back with a nefarious grin and started picking up the pace.

“Oh, so it’s like that?” I asked.

“I didn’t come here to have sex, Devon. I came here to fuck.”

I laughed before slapping her ass again. Her small moan only fueled my desires. If she wanted to fuck, I was going to give it to her. With a firm grip on her hips, I pulled her deep on my cock. I picked up a constant pace, eager to give my new lover what she needed. The slap of our skin echoed throughout the room with each powerful thrust.

“Yes, yes! Just like that!” Cartha cried.

The voidelf’s hands pulled on the sheets as our warm breaths filled the room. The bed creaked beneath us, matching the rhythm of my power. But as I melted into the moment, I wanted more.

I let go of her hips and grabbed her long, white braid. She gasped as I pulled on it, her back arching up.

“Ohhhh, yesssss,” Cartha moaned. “Fuck me! Fuck me!”

I jerked her closer to me, gripped her neck, and lightly squeezed as she looked back and nodded hungrily. Seeing her welcome my advance only made me want her that much more. Because she was so fit, I didn’t have to hold back as much. I pounded into her hard and fast. Her tight body flexed underneath my force as her moans filled the room.

The soft cotton sheets below us grew damp with our fluids. Her eyes rolled back into her head as I kept her close. A huge gush of liquid told me that she came again, and in my desire to please her, I wanted to give her all I could as well.

I closed my eyes and concentrated on her grip. Warmth spread through my groin, with each thrust building me closer to my precipice. In a moment of awareness, I ensured my pregnancy chance was zero, given I didn’t know if she wanted kids or not. When I reached my peak, I thrust hard, spilling my seed inside of her. The heavy globs of our fluids dripped on the bed as I held Cartha to my chest.

When I thought the moment was done, the spry voidelf twisted me around and pushed me onto the bed. She looked down at my cock hungrily before mounting me.

As she slowly lowered herself onto me, she let out a groan of delight. “I don’t think I’m ever going to tire of this.”

I smiled with pride as she braced her feet next to my thighs and placed her hands on my stomach for balance. With powerful thrusts, she rode me.

Together, we stared into each other’s eyes just enjoying each other in the moment. This was exactly what we both needed. After all the tragedy we suffered, I realized that my women, my family, made it all worth it.

After countless rounds, eventually Cartha’s stamina gave out, and she collapsed on top of me. I stayed there just holding her, stroking my fingers through her hair. The smile and soft moans she made filled me with indescribable happiness.

With our kingdom bloodied but still whole and hopeful, I hoped my decision to not give Cartha my baby was the right one. I knew she’d make a great mother, but this was a choice we would make together.

As the hours strolled on, I couldn’t help but think about all that had happened. The founding of my kingdom, our first settlers, Hira’s betrayal, and then war. Even though we’d planned for it, it all happened so quickly.

But I realized that no matter what’d happened, with my women at my side, we could get through anything. The war was our defining moment. Now they would know what would happen if they crossed us. And next time, my kingdom and I would be even stronger.


EPILOGUE


The crash of the newly replaced table inside Emile Dupont's council room followed the latest report from his general's messenger.

"And Alex... the general is sure she’s dead?!"

After examining the messenger’s hurried nod for any sense of deception, Emile slammed his fists into his table, smashing it into thousands of splinters. The messenger quaked with fear.

A snarl of disgust curled on Emile's lips at the sight of the man’s fear. With his sons hiding behind a messenger instead of handing over their reports and suffering the consequences of their failures themselves, he lost some of his composure. The furious backhand he gave the messenger splattered the man's skull and brains across the wall beside him.

"Find them, Crista! Have them brought to me alive so that I may issue the punishment for their failures myself!"

After tempering his tone to the only one of his children not to fail him miserably, Emile's eyes widened at Crista's calm: "Why?"

Rage tried to take hold of him as his steward questioned his orders. Even her calm demeanor as he stalked toward her seemed to be specifically designed to infuriate him further. Only his need for her exceptional skills keeping his war efforts rolling forward kept him from ending her on the spot.

"Explain! Now!"

While the wind from his demand shifted Crista's long black hair, Emile watched her eyes narrow as she glared up at him.

"Because, my Emperor, if you kill your general and head priest, you will further weaken our forces. Alex might have failed to put down Devon Blackthorn, but his forces have more than proved themselves capable of keeping our kingdom safe. How many years has he successfully defended against the wild clans? How many faithful has Mythias brought into Dragaurs' fold? You would cut off our soldiers, our faithful at the knees. And over what? A tiny kingdom whose biggest threat is a fledgling goddess that has only grown in strength due to your actions! Who decided that we should remove all of the weres from our borders?! You, Father! Who split our forces trying to attack the lesser foe?! You, Father! Who decided to kill a soldier, one who we will sorely need in the coming months, due to a tantrum?! You, Father! Your anger and rage have a place! On. The. Battlefield! Here they make us waste time searching for your terrified sons instead of focusing on the threat to the north!"

After Crista finished her tirade by leaping from her chair to glare balefully into his eyes, Emile found himself quaking with the rage she had mentioned. His jaw popped as he struggled to hold it back.

With his extra three feet of height, even her delicate horns, his only addition to her creation, only came up to his chest. As similar as she was to her long-dead mother, he doubted it would take much to replace her or her brothers.

"Kill me or rule your empire, Father! I won't waste my time coddling your wounded pride if it ends up killing us all! Either go deal with the upstart yourself or let him claim us!”

After they huffed and stared at each other for a few more moments, Crista only glared harder at him as he filled his free hand with her neck.

"Your mother also thought to tell me how to run MY kingdom, my wayward daughter. She found out the hard way how well that works. As a gift for your perfect record so far, I will allow your rant. Test my limits again and you will join her. Now, find your brothers and have them brought before me! Their punishment will be mine to meet out. Understood?"

It took several moments of glaring into his daughter's furious eyes, but she eventually nodded.

"Also, set up a funeral for your sister,” Emile added. “Alex was smart enough to report that at least."

"Oh, Father, I didn't think you cared that much. Are you leaving to grieve over my dearly departed sister?"

A bark of laughter burst out of Emile at his daughter's assumption.

"No, my confused spawn. The funeral is for the empire. The death of my child should bring even those who revile me to my banner. With that thought in mind, I guess you might need some help making this logical leap. Once I have the numbers and the full force of Eimalon to guard our backs, we will bring an even greater war to our new enemy. You will learn eventually—if you survive that long, Daughter—even the smallest inconveniences have the tendency to grow larger than they should if left unchecked. Now, go.”

After Crista gave a deep, mocking bow, she exited his war room.”

Emile walked over to the edge of his window and stared off into the distance. "Don't get too comfortable with your victory, Devon The Blackthorn. Ninazu and Abetha fell under Dragarus' might once before, and their spawn will be no different."
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