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Dedication

For my wife, who always believed in me.
God, I hope she never reads this!


Prologue
 

She looked down upon her world, her metaphysical eyes gleaming with incorporeal tears on the verge of falling. She was so very angry, which was an unfamiliar feeling to her. She only sought to bring joy, good tidings, and peace. The last time she was angry was when her sister was able to sunder the elves. Her sister paid a heavy toll that day.

Her sister had all but abdicated her role here, ceding this world to find other, more corruptible realms. If her sister paid heed to what was happening today, she would return with full malevolence, and the Goddess didn’t know if she had the strength left to struggle and win. The balance had become so skewed that it no longer made any sense, even to one such as her.

Where did it all go wrong? When did the people fall so far from her true teachings? When did piety become pride, and parables become cherry-picked dogma, a base perversion of everything she held dear? How could they justify slavery? Savagery? Wanton destruction? Genocide?

No. No more. This blasphemy ends. She would no longer tolerate tyranny and hate, guised in her teachings. People paid lip service to her tenets and called themselves pious. After anger, she felt other emotions new to her: bitterness and disgust. The Goddess locked those emotions down. She knew this was how her sister fell from the light into darkness. She would not go that route. She would act and force them to reflect on their own chaos and wickedness.

It would take time, hundreds of years, to find the right one to enact her vengeance upon the apostates. But she had time, all the time in the world... unless her sister showed up again.


CHAPTER 1
 

The sky, which had been an ominous shade of gray during the day, was fading to a depressing black as evening fell. The Channel Six meteorologist said the clouds would clear up by 3:00 p.m., and the weekend was going to be brisk but clear. As he watched the first snowflakes fall, he wondered how someone could be wrong seventy-five percent of the time and not lose their job. Even with modern technology, the weather seemed to be as much a guessing game as ever.

Cormac “Mac” Burke was looking forward to getting back to his apartment, ordering takeout with his wife, Linda, and settling in for the night. It had been a rough week. His boss had tried to blame him for several fuck-ups with two of the firm’s most important clients. As he had learned over time with Melanie, he’d kept both the physical and the metaphorical receipts. It was a tense few hours as the C-suite checked and rechecked his documents versus her word. Mac thought she must be going down on one of the directors to have not been fired for what seemed like the zillionth screw-up where she tried to leave him holding the bag. She was, according to Mac’s buddy Theo, “hot as hell with a dash of crazy,” but she had it out for Mac after the first time he had uttered the words, “I’m married,” when she was pawing him at an office party. Infidelity had never crossed Mac’s mind. The CEO of the company realized that Mac was about to lose his shit about action not being taken against Melanie and sent him home early. Good thing, too, because if he had waited around, he’d be going home in a blizzard.

It would be great getting home early. He loved his wife of five years, Linda, deeply, and was looking forward to spending his life with her. They’d started talking about kids, but she’d been worried that things were not going well at her company and that they should put it off for another year. Even though Mac made enough to support them both and a child (or two), Linda tended towards being parsimonious. She wasn’t a spender, and when she did spend, she spent it on experiences, not baubles. He loved that about her. She was down-to-earth, not pretentious, and couldn’t give a damn about fashion or the newest model cell phone.

They were young, healthy, and enjoyed practicing for the kids; nonetheless, so what was another year? Linda mirrored his sense of humor well, delighting in dark, edging toward inappropriate, and sarcastic jabs, and both were deep into nerddom and geeky pop culture. He smiled, knowing tomorrow, Saturday, they’d be taking an excursion through a few of their favorite museums (if the blizzard didn’t lock them down) and planning their next vacation over lunch. Linda wanted to go to Scotland; Mac was thinking more along the lines of Hawaii. The argument over this was good-natured, and Mac had already been looking at travel packages to Scotland.

Musing about many things as he walked, Mac was surprised to find that he’d almost made it home. The snow was starting to pick up, and he was glad that he wouldn’t be fighting the elements after a much longer workday than he’d already had.

Mac and Linda’s apartment was fairly nice for the city, considering their overall income. Not to say it was cheap, but it would have cost at least twice as much in rent anywhere else. It was an older building, but well-maintained and recently refurbished to its “nineteenth-century charm but with modern conveniences.” His mom had a friend in real estate who hooked him up with the place before it went on the open rentals market. Hardwoods, natural light, a small solarium, and, his favorite, a fireplace. Both of them were looking forward to their first Christmas with a real fireplace and not just a Yule log on YouTube. With the snow beginning to get heavier, Mac thought it was a perfect night to warm up next to the fire.

He’d stopped by a florist on the way home and picked up a bouquet of chrysanthemums for Linda. She loved those flowers, saying they reminded her of childhood. It never made sense to Mac, as Linda had grown up in the city. Maybe it was just nostalgic visits to the botanical gardens or something. Mac didn’t know anything about flowers, and apparently, neither did his wife, as Linda could never articulate it well. It had been a while since he had bought flowers for her, and he really wanted to start the weekend right.

Taking the old-style, open-cage elevator to his floor, Mac thought about creating the perfect romantic atmosphere for when Linda got home from work. A warm, crackling fire in the fireplace, her favorite flowers on the table, and a cozy pile of pillows on the floor perfect for snuggling. Putting the key in the door lock, Mac sighed a bit and thought that even with the crazy manager at work, life was good and seemed always to be getting better.

As the door clicked open, Mac’s anticipatory mood shifted dramatically. A feeling of foreboding overcame him as he looked to the console table near the door and saw two pairs of keys, a man’s wallet, and an unfamiliar pair of men’s boots sitting on the new automatic boot-drying rack that Mac had bought as a novelty gift. Linda was always complaining about damp boots that never got dry. She’d groused at first, but soon fell in love with the warm air drying the insides of her boots for each morning. The boots currently drying looked to be at least a size smaller than Mac’s.

The feeling of foreboding turned into horror as Mac heard the sounds every spouse fears: the squeaking of a bedframe and moans of passion. Nauseous with the implications, Mac quietly stepped down the hall towards their bedroom. It was apparent Linda wasn’t worried about him coming home to disturb them, as the door was wide open. Creeping up to the open doorway, Mac retrieved his phone and began recording. Stepping up to the threshold, the sight before him unfolded in the worst possible manner. On their marital bed, sheets mussed and the musky smell of sex in the air, was Linda, riding reverse cowgirl on the cock of none other than his best friend, Theo. His friend since elementary school. His partner in crime for a thousand adventures, his best man, his male confidant. It was clear that this was not their first time. They each moved with a rhythm that spoke of a lewd familiarity with each other’s bodies, his hands roaming over her erogenous zones like he knew every pulse point, her body writhing on him in a way that indicated she’d worked a long time to maximize their mutual pleasure.

Mac filmed long enough to make sure both of their faces were clear in the video. He didn’t want to stick around until the “finish.” Walking back to the living room, Mac poured himself a few fingers of his precious twenty-one-year-old Oban scotch. He downed a third of it in one go, then lit the logs in the fireplace, throwing in a half-block of Irish peat for additional atmosphere. Shaking with several emotions at once, Mac couldn’t decide if he was furious, morbidly sad, intensely shocked, or tremendously stupid that he didn’t see any signs earlier. Mac thought that if he wasn’t so in love with his wife, if he didn’t trust her so implicitly, maybe he would have seen this early. He didn’t linger on his feelings long.

Taking another burning swig of peaty scotch, Mac went to his bedroom door, knocked on it, and waited. The screams of pleasure turned instantly into screams of shock and terror. Calmly, coldly, Mac said, “Hey, when you are finished in there, can you guys come into the living room? Preferably dressed.” Already hearing cliché explanations beginning, Mac turned and went back to his seat near the fire.

A few minutes later, with some whispered conversation and the rustling of clothes being hurriedly put on, the two illicit lovers cautiously entered the room. “Sit down, sit down, that’s what chairs are for,” Mac said, quoting a favorite “holiday” movie he and Linda watched every year. Linda was dressed in only a silk kimono robe he had bought for her birthday two years ago, and Theo was back in his own jeans and t-shirt. The t-shirt, in a very cliché moment, was inside out. Both had that “freshly fucked” glow about them.

Linda immediately started in, unoriginally, with, “Mac, it’s not what it looks like!”

“Not… what… it… looks like?” Mac said, in the most neutral voice he could manage. “It looked like my best friend and my wife were fucking each other. Have it on video. Not a ton of interpretation there.”

Theo decided to up the idiocy in Mac’s mind by chiming in with, “Look, Mac, it was just a crazy moment. We were just talking and…”

“Stow it,” Mac said, steel edging his voice. “You’ve been doing this for months or longer. It wasn’t a mistake. It wasn’t an accident. It was exactly what it looked like. And it looked like betrayal by the people I loved the most. I will ask once, Linda, only once. Wrong answers will have dire consequences. How long?”

Linda held her tongue for a moment, looking fearful. Theo, to his discredit, tried to fill the void, nervously saying, “It was the only time, I swear!” Linda rolled her eyes, pleading with the heavens that Theo keep quiet. Mac eyeballed Linda again and, ignoring Theo, said, “How. Long?”

“Four months,” she said, not meeting Mac’s eyes. Mac thought back four months. Had anything happened that could have triggered this? An argument? Unhappiness with his or her work life? Did he ignore her, take her for granted? He couldn’t remember anything specific that he may or may not have done. She hadn’t turned cold, hadn’t seemed distracted, and their sex life was still going strong. Just thinking about sex with her now left him feeling... dirty.

“Four months,” Mac parroted. “Okay… I’m not going into the ‘why’ you did it. Frankly, I don’t care. It wasn’t a drunken moment of stupid.” Mac’s voice was quiet, implacable. Turning back to the fire, drink forgotten in his hand, Mac said what he hoped would be the last words he spoke to Theo and Linda, “This is not a discussion, this is not a debate. Both of you will get out now. You have five minutes to pack a bag, Linda. At five minutes and one second, I physically remove you. Theo, you leave now. You don’t wait outside the door. You don’t wait in the lobby for her. I will call down in five minutes, and if you are in the lobby, I will have security escort you out with prejudice. Both you and Linda will be banned from the premises immediately. If I ever see you again, make sure your insurance and advance directives are up to date.”

“Mac, look, I…”

“Get out now, Theo. Continuing this conversation will probably cause me to lose my composure. Following that, you will lose the use of one or several limbs.”

Theo looked at Mac sadly, shook his head, and left. Mac made a call down to the front desk and let them know that his former best friend was persona non grata and should be trespassed if he comes back.

At four minutes and thirty seconds, Linda came out with a bag of clothes and, Mac assumed, other personal items. As she opened her mouth to speak, Mac put his hand up. “You can pick up the rest of your stuff at a later time. Text my assistant, and she’ll set a time to meet you here. Give me your key now.”

“Mac, we can fix this. Let me explain!”

“No. Give me your key and get out. I’ll give it to my assistant when she meets up with you to get your belongings. Don’t text, don’t call, don’t email. Most importantly, don’t fight the divorce. I’ll release the video to your parents, your siblings, and your social media if you give me anything but full agreement.”

“Please, Mac, I love you, talk to me! It was a slip-up! We can work through this!”

Mac looked at her, then at his watch. “You now have nine seconds to leave, or I’ll throw you out.”



Linda tried to drag the divorce out, requesting mediation, marriage counseling, extenuating circumstances, etc. Mac followed through and sent the video to Linda’s parents and Theo’s. The blowback was enough for Linda to agree to terms which amounted to a full capitulation. No alimony, Mac kept his retirement account and the apartment. Linda got twenty-five percent of the joint account and kept her car. Mac never spoke to her again, although he made sure he remained in her life in the shadows.

Something broke in Mac that day. From a loving husband with a best friend, he found himself alone and betrayed. Silently, unknown even to himself, Mac resolved never to be hurt like that again. From pampering Linda at every opportunity, Mac decided to devote himself to work and his own advancement and satisfaction. Happiness didn’t enter into the equation. As soon as the divorce decree was final, Mac had his manager Melanie on her knees and on his lap, begging for it. He used her until she started to catch feelings, and dumped her to start a new job that gave him a promotion, a massive raise, and a huge starting bonus. For the next five years, Mac did all he could to move up in his career.

Eventually, Mac started his own consulting company and methodically destroyed as many of his competitors as he could, starting with the company Melanie worked for. He diversified into mergers and acquisitions and parlayed his fortune into a venture capital effort. As his fortunes soared, he left the cozy apartment for a new and flashier penthouse in an upscale part of the city. Clean and modern, Mac’s new apartment was a showplace, not a home. Steel and glass dominated everywhere, with plush furniture and cutting-edge appliances creating a spectacle of new wealth. His life became nothing more than work, the gym, and fucking the flavor of the week. With his good looks, wealth, and ruthless personality, it was easy for Mac to bed any woman he wanted. Married, single, competitor, pick up in a bar, Mac didn’t care. Mac didn’t “love ‘em or leave ‘em”; he “fucked them and dumped them.” Secretaries of companies he planned to destroy, C-suite power women, baristas, doctors… Mac didn’t care. All he wanted to do was get his dick wet before casting them aside. If he screwed a married woman, he made sure to send evidence, videos, texts, selfies they had sent him, to the spouse. Mac stopped counting at twenty-five dissolved marriages. Each one is a mark on his bedpost. Mac had only one rule: he never forced or compelled a woman through threat or bribery. After all, that was half the fun: making them crawl to him.

His new ruthlessness alienated both family and friends, but it was to his liking. He even seduced a friend’s nineteen-year-old daughter, absolutely nuking that friendship. Why? Because he could, and it felt good to hurt others like he had been hurt. During the divorce, both Theo’s parents and his own tried to get him to reconcile with Linda. He cut them off instantly and never looked back. He didn’t even attend his father’s funeral a year later. He dealt with people in his life under the mantra of “Fuck around and find out.”

He knew his life was shallow, empty even, but he couldn’t care. He knew that one day there would be a reckoning, and he would die alone, lonely, and despised. But for the life of him, he couldn’t find his way back. The cold place that had been his heart withered and turned black. He simply couldn’t let himself feel trust or love again. There may have been a little voice in the back of his mind, screaming for him to stop. When he heard it, he beat it down with vengeance.

Mac would not have said he was evil, though others might have. He thought of himself as determined, ruthless, and successful. What successful person hadn’t stepped on someone to get to where they were going? Mac knew he was not a nice man, but evil? No. Well, not really? Maybe…

Sitting in his luxurious but sterile penthouse, Mac smiled a cruel, humorless smile. He’d just broken the heart of his latest conquest, a young college girl who attended a conference where he had been the keynote speaker. Seducing the girl was easy, as she was quickly awed by his presence, power, and wealth. At only thirty-five, Mac was in prime physical shape. He could afford the best trainers, nutritionists, and medical care money could provide. He used all of that to his advantage.

Mac had taught her to do things in bed that the sweet and naïve girl had never even heard of, let alone performed with gusto. After a degrading session that included a dog collar and bowl, various toys and clamps, and a particularly harsh whipping, Mac told her she was boring him and unceremoniously booted her out of the apartment. He could hear her ugly sobs all the way to the elevator. Mac didn’t care for BDSM, but he wanted to leave the girl degraded and, perhaps, a bit broken... like he was.

Pouring himself a finger of ludicrously expensive scotch, Mac smiled. While dumping the college girl was not really that satisfying anymore, he thought about his latest revenge on Linda and Theo. The two never had more than sex between them, so there was nothing holding them together. However, that didn’t matter to Mac, and he made sure to keep tabs on each of them. Every time one of them thought things were turning around, Mac threw a monkey wrench into the gears. New job? Mac made sure it didn’t last long. Found a decent apartment? Mac found ways to destroy their credit score. New lover? Release the video of the infidelity, or pay an actor to seduce the new girlfriend or boyfriend. Yes, Mac made sure he kept close track of them. Both of them had been distanced from their families after the affair, and their friend group had dissolved. He’d hired a social media expert to make sure they saw pictures of him enjoying the life of wealth and power: vacations in Monaco, summer cruises in his private yacht, a string of beautiful women hanging off of him at high-powered parties. Every opportunity to make them feel less. The next step for them was a stint in prison and the hospital, respectively. He’d already arranged to have heroin planted in Linda’s apartment with an anonymous call ready to be made. For Theo, it was a violent mugging. He’d made sure the hired men were skilled enough not to kill him, but certainly to put him in pain for the rest of his life.

Mac knew he was obsessed. Obsessed with protecting himself, with hurting as many people as possible, simply to make his own hurt seem smaller. Over time, however, it was grating on him. He’d turned into something that he himself despised. But he could not make himself stop. It was a vicious cycle, and he knew it would destroy him. In the quiet moments, of which there were many, when Mac was more honest with himself, he thought about the isolation he’d enforced upon himself. Isolation from friends, from affection, from happiness. Often, he had Simon and Garfunkel’s song I Am a Rock on repeat inside his head. But the pattern was so ingrained now that he didn’t know how to break out of it. He had wealth and health, but absolutely no happiness.

As Mac sat musing (others might say “moping”), drink in hand, he suddenly felt the presence of another in the room with him. Slowly turning away from the fireplace, where Mac did most of his “musing,” he saw a figure standing in the center of his living room, looming over him. A faint whiff of sulfur permeated the room for a moment, dissipating quickly. The being was female, and probably the most beautiful woman he had ever seen. She was tall, maybe over six feet. Her body was perfectly proportioned, with delightfully long legs, a taut and toned midriff, and the most amazing bust to have ever been created in the universe. Her clothes were similar to the diaphanous wisps one might find on a classic slave girl in a Conan movie. Strategic parts of her body were obscured, but her legs, stomach, and arms were tantalizingly on display. Despite his fear, Mac felt the stirrings of arousal.

However, the perfection of form had a few additions that moved him from “unsettled” by the sudden visitation to abjectly terrified. The most noticeable feature was her unblemished skin, which was a deep crimson. Her visage was cruel, with a fanged smile that made him think of apex predators with prey just in front of them. She had the requisite horns and spade tail that one would expect for what was standing before him.

A demon. A fucking demon. Succubus, Erinyes, Empusa, and a thousand other names for female spirit from the depths. As Mac was not one for hard drugs, he could only assume he was having some kind of mental break, a stroke, maybe acute alcohol psychosis. (Even though Mac only drank in moderation, the few times he indulged to the fullest, his maudlin side came out, and he found himself depressed for days.) Without a doubt, Mac would have preferred the six-foot-eight-inch-tall white rabbit pooka of Jimmy Stewart fame. Nope, he got the hot demoness.

Mac kept several firearms in the penthouse, in case a rejected woman or jealous boyfriend made an appearance. One of them was kept in a hidden compartment of his favorite chair. The very chair he was sitting in. He quickly opened the lid on his armrest and drew the weapon, pointing it directly at the creature that had appeared in front of him. Her smile turned to a sneer, and with a mere wave of her hand, the gun heated in his grip. Within a second, the gun became too hot to hold, and Mac dropped it on the floor. The metal quickly became molten, destroying the tile beneath.

“Dear Cormac,” the demoness intoned in a sultry voice that promised debauched and ecstatic wonders. “Dear Cormac, let’s not be hasty. I’m not here to harm you, or “take your soul,” or any such nonsense. I am here to offer you an... opportunity.”

“Uh-huh. An “opportunity.” Generally speaking, I understand it is not the best move to cut deals with the devil.” Now that the shock had worn off a bit, Mac was beginning to compose himself. If she could destroy his gun with merely a gesture, Mac realized he had to act with supreme caution if he wished to live. Drawing on his experience as a ruthless negotiator, Mac settled in to hear her proposal.

“Yes, an opportunity.” Her smile was back, as predatory as before. “I have been watching you for some time. You possess an impressive set of skills and traits that make you an excellent choice for my purposes. You are amoral, ruthless, cruel, and vindictive. You destroy what you cannot acquire, and people are mere puppets in your play. Yes, impressive indeed.”

The demoness strolled about Mac’s living room, looking at items on the mantelpiece, picking up an award or some other memento or gift from his luxury trips. Turning back to Mac, she strolled over to the chair across from him and sat. She sat in a surprisingly demure fashion, legs crossed elegantly, her bare foot bobbing to a tune only she could hear. “The opportunity is to take the place of my champion. As you can see, I am not of this world. Demons and devils can no longer occupy this world for more than a few minutes. It is taking a great deal of soulfire to keep myself here, so our negotiations must be swift.

“As I said,” she paused, licking her upper lip with a tongue slightly forked. The action was both sexy and disturbing. “I want you to be my champion on a world far from here. Recently, the previous champion of mine was killed during a risky and ill-advised action against my enemies. His death has left my adherents in confusion, and soon there will be a power struggle that will embolden my enemies to attack and likely defeat the forces allied to me. I need you to step into the gap he has left, rally his troops, and destroy my enemies.

“You would be the ruler of a powerful, but quite dark, nation, composed of beings you would consider to be out of the realm of fantasy: orcs, goblins, ogres, vampires, wizards who have made unholy pacts, and other less savory creatures. Humans too, of course, but they are rarer in my kingdom than not. In exchange for agreeing to be my champion, I offer you powers beyond your comprehension, untold wealth, the pleasure of as many women as your body might desire, and, of course, the means to unleash total mayhem on your opposition. You would be required not only to defend your territory but to destroy my enemies. I find myself in conflict with the being my enemies refer to as the Goddess of Light. You can guess what I am referred to as. It is quite ironic that the adherents of this Goddess of Light pursue her teachings rather selectively. In fact, they are racist, greedy, rapacious peoples who practice slavery and organized oppression of those they consider “lesser,” than themselves. They would make wonderful worshippers of mine, but they are also arrogant and righteous, fooling themselves that they are “expunging evil.” This world aligns with the technology of the thirteenth or fourteenth centuries of your world. I think it is called the “High Middle Ages” in your history books.

“The fact that they are more aligned with my goals than their Goddess’s will make it all the sweeter when you crush them. There are several kingdoms arrayed against me: the human kingdom of Rettle, the elves in their wooded land of Crysthal, and the dwarves, whose underground caverns have a name that would cause your tongue to spasm, but the common tongue calls it “Malhadraha.” I amusingly think of them as an “axis of arrogance.” I wish them humbled. Throw back their armies and bring those nations to heel. Take their riches, crush their cities, and reduce their customs to dust.”

Mac chuckled at the offer and asked, “Is that all? Crush your enemies, see them driven before you, and hear the lamentations of the women?”

The demoness’s eyes grew wide, as did her smile. “Yes! Exactly that! That is very well put indeed!”

Mac sighed. “And in exchange, I get power, riches, women, and mayhem?”

“Precisely. Also, when I say “power,” I mean sorcerous power. The power to kill with a word, to lay waste to regions, to summon the undead to fight for you. Also, your lifespan will be increased tenfold. Well, should you live.”

Cocking his head to the side, Mac regarded the demoness. “And your part in this is to humiliate your rival and beat the crap out of her worshippers? What’s the fine print say?”

“Fine print? There is no fine print. Your folklore’s concept of selling your soul is not really accurate. If you do this for me, when you come to your eternal reward, you will have the same pleasures in Hell as you do on Earth. I will grant you a position of honor by my side and make you a general of my armies.”

“Do we sign a contract in blood, or any such thing? I’m fairly versed in contract law, so I’m pretty certain that any Byzantine language will be hard to get by me.”

Smiling as if she knew he was hooked, the demoness again bared her fangs as her spade-tipped tail whipped back and forth like a dog waiting for a treat. “No contract. No downside except one: take the deal, and you can never return here. Disobey the directives above, and you will be removed from power. There can be no armistice, no cease-fire. Conquer or be conquered.”

“This is tempting. However, I’m a little stuck on the milieu. I mean, shitting in a bucket or a garderobe is not my idea of a great time. I like my showers, my modern conveniences. Crap, even microwave ovens. Travel time measured in days and weeks, not hours? The smell of horse shit permeates everywhere, the unwashed masses, illiteracy, lack of clean water?”

Mac laughed at himself, all the while thinking, “... and what have the Romans done for us?” à la Life of Brian. “Seriously. What’s the general life expectancy? Thirty years? Seems like I’d be buying a pig in a poke. Am I wrong on this?”

“You are not wrong. The technological miracles of your age dwarf what the world you would be traveling to is capable of. That being said,” the demoness smiled, “you can recreate much of these wonders with magic. The people have become a bit staid. Technology has ground to a halt as magic has filled in many of the holes technology would have filled.

“There will be many, many opportunities for you to use your (even limited) understanding of modern technologies to your advantage as you build your kingdom and crush your enemies. You will understand better when you arrive. Well? Are you in?”

Mac thought for several minutes. Really, he had no purpose here. He had become satisfied with petty revenges and petulant grudges. He found no comfort in the women he fucked, and even less so in his work. Even the expensive luxuries and travel were boring him. A new challenge was needed. He was a broken man, but perhaps bringing purpose back to his life, no matter how “evil,” might make him feel something again.

“I’m in.”


CHAPTER 2
 

As soon as the words left his mouth, there was a riotous clap of thunder, followed by the foul smell of burning sulfur. Mac screamed in agony as he felt his body being simultaneously burned and ripped apart at the cellular level, like he was caught in a slow-motion explosion that flash-fried him and tore him limb from limb all at once. And almost as soon as the pain began, it stopped. Finding himself down on one knee, Mac discovered he was in a dark, stone chamber. Mac smelled burning herbs and incense and became aware of the chanting of dark-robed figures holding black candles. He was in the center of a circle engraved upon the stone itself. Runes made of what may have been silver glowed softly in the darkness. He was buck-ass nude and getting a bit of a chill.

A bass male voice intoned suddenly, “It is done. The Dark Goddess’s ritual is complete, and her champion stands before us. Bow before our king, Cormac Burke, first of his line.” All at once, each of the robed figures prostrated themselves before Cormac. A surge of nausea threatened to overwhelm him before he rose to his feet. He wavered for a moment and looked at the robed figures.

“Okay, that was different. Oh, hey, Dark Goddess, a little fucking warning about the whole ‘explode and reform’ thing would have been nice.” Realizing that the chill was turning to cold, Mac looked at one of the robe-clad figures that seemed to be the closest to his size. “Hey, you. Yeah, you. It’s fucking freezing in here. Give me that robe you are wearing!”

Surprisingly, the figure instantly rose and removed the hooded robe. Beneath it was a creature that was humanoid, but not human. He couldn’t quite figure out exactly what it was, but it seemed like some sort of minotaur, except its horns had been broken on each side. He looked awed, but somehow dispirited. It was as if it expected the ritual to succeed, but was not impressed with the outcome.

“Yeah,” Mac said, his voice dripping with sarcasm, “I guess I’m not what you were expecting. Well, deal with it. I’m the Goddess’s chosen, so generally speaking, your opinion means shit.”

The minotaur-like thing started and gasped, as if Mac had read his mind. “Apologies, my lord, I… I was merely surprised at your being, well, human.”

“Okay, I’ll give you a pass on this one. What was the last guy? No, lemme guess… hmmm… dark elf?”

“Yes, my lord,” the bull person smiled. “A particularly cruel example of his race.”

“Mmm… well, I’m guessing that cruelty was part of the reason he got murked.”

“My lord?”

“Killed, whacked, done in, murdered.”

“Ah, yes, my lord. He was in the thick of combat, but his guard was not inclined overmuch to wading into the fray to rescue him.”

“Huh. He got Richard the Third-ed,” Mac murmured to himself.

“My lord?” asked the bull-man quizzically.

“Nothing, nothing… okay, let’s get me oriented. I assume we’re in the dungeon of a citadel of some sort?” Mac asked, raising an eyebrow. A series of nods from the assembled cultists followed. “Great, great. Let’s get started. First, clothes. Second, throne room and closest advisors. Third, food. Okay, let’s get going. Can I make the leap of faith that you’ve already thought of the clothes part?”

“Yes, my lord, your first concubine has selected an appropriate array of clothing for you.”

“Concubine, eh? Fine, let’s get this done.” Mac looked at the selected clothing and was underwhelmed. The trousers were fine, if a little over-designed for his tastes. Too much embroidery, and he never thought purple was a good color on him. The shirt was a typical poet’s shirt, but without the cuff ruffles, thank God. It was the robe that really made him retch. Heavy, with all sorts of faux thaumaturgical symbols on it that glowed a dull, sickly green. The kicker for Mac was the spiked epaulets that added about six inches to his shoulders. The boots were your standard evil knee-high jackboots. So cliché, but they looked serviceable. To top it all off, a circlet in silver with an amethyst in the center of a leering skull. Mac rolled his eyes.

Dressing in everything but the overblown cloak and the cosplay-looking circlet, Mac looked at the bull dude. “Okay, throne room. Let’s go, people. Time’s a-wasting!”

One of the other robed figures took the lead and led Mac up a winding, stone staircase. It took a bit over fifteen minutes to arrive in what was obviously the throne room. “A skull throne. How dramatic… and original.” Mac sighed and suppressed the urge to roll his eyes, fearing he’d strain his eye muscles. Standing hard by the throne was an individual who was diminutive in height and emerald in skin tone. Two long and expressive ears flanked his rather flat cranium. When the… goblin?... smiled, it showed a mouth filled with needle-like teeth. His red eyes were luminous even in the light of the chamber. At about four-and-a-half feet tall, the creature held itself with a calm, quiet dignity that surprised Mac, based on his scant knowledge of legendary goblins.

“My lord,” the goblin said with a higher voice than Mac expected. Although slightly squeaky, the figure had the confidence of a competent official. “Welcome to our nation, Krelgar. Your coronation must be arranged, of course, but we must bring you up to date on our current affairs. I am Boland, your major-domo and advisor. I will be the one to keep you up to date and provide… context to the Goddess’s wishes for you. If you wish to take the throne, I have already ordered some refreshments to be brought, and I can brief you on the current state of the kingdom and advise you as to meeting with key personages.”

Mac was impressed by the efficiency and decorum of Boland and smiled the first true smile since he was transported to this realm. “Well met, Boland. As you can surmise, I have many, many questions.”

“Of course, my lord. If you would, allow me to brief you?” Boland said, his voice lowering and his body flinching slightly. “Although your arrival was foretold, we knew nothing of what you may or may not know.”

“Boland, let’s go over the executive summary, and we can convene in private for a full debrief. Also, I’ll need a written report and a list of recommended first actions.”

The goblin looked shocked for a moment and said with caution, “Yes, my lord, when do you wish that to be completed?”

Mac thought for a moment and thought that there were no typewriters or word processors here. “Day after tomorrow, maybe? Let me know if you need more time. First order of business is the recommended actions list.”

Although there was only Boland, the woman standing well behind him, and a few guards, there was a slight gasp at Mac’s very reasonable (he thought) statement. Boland, with more than a hint of surprise and relief, replied, “Thank you, my lord; that will be more than enough time.”

Mac looked around for what truly seemed to be the first time, taking in the races of the guards, as well as looking at the woman with some additional interest. The guards were an amalgam of races, including what he guessed were orcs (Peter Jackson was way off about the coloring), but he couldn’t tell the difference between an ogre and a troll. What looked like dwarves, but with gray skin and luminous eyes, rounded out the troupe. He guessed that these were the most warlike races and would probably make up the majority of the armed forces. He’d ask about the presence of humans later.

The woman. Well, she was something else. There was something unique about her, but he couldn’t initially place it. She was beautiful, a real stunner. A body meant for sin, but a face that one could say was angelic. She was petite, at only about five feet tall, but her body was amazing. Handful-sized breasts riding high on her chest, with a flat, athletic midriff that flared into luxuriously curvy hips. Her hair was a rusty red that he found fitted her looks perfectly. He couldn’t see it, but Mac was certain she had a fine, tight ass. Her red hair was a shimmering veil down her back, and her eyes were an emerald green that was hypnotic and… vertically slanted? And her ears were… tufted little triangles sitting on top of her head. Maybe that transport to this realm addled my senses, Mac thought, and looked again. Nope, she didn’t have ears on the side of her head, but had those adorable (adorable? When was the last time he thought anything was “adorable”?) little cat-like fluffy ears. She was wearing an outfit that was so wispy it was barely there, with only a few areas thick enough for some semblance of modesty. Mac could also see that she was sporting a brush-like tail that drooped behind her. When the woman saw Mac regarding her, her ears rotated back, and she lowered her eyes. She seemed frightened of Mac. He would have to figure out what her deal was later.

Mesmerized by the beautiful woman, Mac almost missed Boland’s introduction to his briefing.

“My lord?” Boland inquired, as Mac was obviously not paying attention.

“Uh… yes, Boland. I’m sorry. I think I’m still a bit addled by my entry into this world.”

Mac was not sure why Boland looked so surprised at Mac’s statement, but he had the feeling it was because he had apologized for his lack of focus.

Boland cleared his throat and restarted his spiel. “Certainly, my lord, we can continue this at another time if you need to rest…?”

“No, continue, please. I think I need to get the basics done as soon as possible.”

“Very good, my lord. The kingdom stands thusly: the kingdom is doing well despite the recent loss of the king. Our mines are productive, and the enslaved populace is rallying to the new needs of the kingdom in preparation for the assault to drive out the interlopers. We have begun rationing food to also stock up for the upcoming campaign. Your army is eager to get back in the fight. There have been a few instances of high spirits among the officers spilling out into trivial bar fights to let off steam, but that is not unusual in the goblinoid races. Duergar have been providing security at the mines, and production has improved over the past few weeks. Most of your generals agree that an aggressive assault on the hu… I mean, the forces of Rettle, will force them to retreat, giving us room to rearm and recruit for an offensive campaign in the sp…”

“Um… Boland?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Don’t blow sunshine up my ass.”

“My lord?” the goblin began to panic as Mac’s eyes bored down on him in annoyance.

“You are lying through your teeth to me. You are absolutely not telling me a shred of truth. So, here’s what we are going to do. You are first going to tell me why you are so brazenly lying to me. Then you are going to restart your briefing with the truth. If I think you are continuing to dissemble the truth, I’ll have to find myself another advisor, as it will be difficult to communicate with me without a tongue.”

“Please, lord, forgive me!” Boland dropped his head to the table in supplication. “Your predecessor didn’t respond well to bad news! I didn’t want to upset you. It is clear I have erred. Whatever punishment you find appropriate, I will accept without question, my lord!”

“Okay, enough with the histrionics. If you were withholding important information for a nefarious purpose, I’d have you killed. But if my predecessor was stupid enough not to want to hear the good and the bad, be glad I have replaced him. Now, restart, and I want the actual current state of affairs.”

“Thank you, my lord; you are most munificent! The truth is this: the battle that killed the last king was quite brutal, and we were forced to give significant ground to the humans. Several of our generals were killed during the uh… withdrawal. The humans… er, pardon me, my lord… the enemy has fortified their positions, but they were badly mauled as well, and have not further prosecuted their advance. We think they will bring up reinforcements within a few weeks. Several of our goblin scouts reported columns with siege equipment moving from a few of the cities, heading west toward us. Your High Marshal will brief you further on the disposition of our forces.

“Economically, we are in rather dire straits. The territory we lost provided much in the way of our food supplies, including meat sources as well as grain and greens. We will need to ration soon or begin consuming the slave population.”

“Um… what?” Mac said, narrowing his eyes. “Did you say ‘consuming the slave population’?”

“Er... yes, my lord. In times of famine, we prioritize our warriors, then the merchants and enchanters, followed by the commoners, and lastly the slaves. It has been a few years since we’ve had to resort to the slave rations, however.”

“Hmmm… continue, please, Boland.”

“Yes, my lord. The coffers are near empty of gold, and although we have a fair supply of silver coins, we do not have the funds to provide more than a token reinforcement to current troop levels. Also, we have a plague that is beginning to work its way through the slaves in this city. We have been utilizing aggressive isolations for the sick, but we haven’t found the source of the contagion. We believe it might be something planted into the water by the humans, uh, I mean, the enemy.

“Unfortunately, we are now running low on sources of iron and will have difficulties arming new troops with armor and weapons. This may become critical if the enemy is reinforced and begins to advance again. The duergars were put in charge of extracting more ore from the mines, but that has proved unfortunate due to the duergars’ delight in making “examples” out of those they believe are shirking their duties. This has resulted in a twenty percent loss of workers over the past year.”

“Looks like they are taking the ol’ saying “the beatings will continue until morale improves” a bit too far.”

“Just so, my lord, and that was a very pithy way to describe it. On the subject of morale, your army’s morale is somewhat low due to the death of the king and the serious defeat handed to our troops. Our necromancers have been unable to raise enough of our dead to bolster us in the field, as the priests of the Goddess of Light sanctified the battlefield. Negotiations with our infernal partners are going slowly as they seek to take advantage of this recent defeat to wring additional concessions from us.

“We’ve seen some cracks in the détente between certain races, especially the dark elves and the duergar. The last few weeks since the king died have been fraught with no one strong enough to truly keep them from killing each other. There have been multiple deaths and several street fights between the two. This has led to tension between one of your dark elf generals and the commander of the duergar forces. That might be item number one on your list of first things to do. We have also had issues with the conscription process. The newer recruits are not intrinsically warlike and therefore have proven to be more of a hindrance than a help.

“Lastly, my lord, there is widespread unrest throughout many of our cities. The news of our defeat has led a number of them to begin withholding tribute to the capital. We are concerned that punitive measures will only increase the tension.

“Obviously, my lord, this is a very brief overview. I have not touched upon things such as the intelligence operatives, more domestic matters, or the status of your harem.

“A meeting is set tomorrow with your war council, but we can delay it if you believe it necessary. You will learn more about some of the uh... conflicts going on within your ranks. I hope I have been forthright enough, my lord. The situation is at a crisis point, and I believe I can speak for your advisors that we do not have a serious plan going forward to deal with these issues.”

“Very good, Boland, I look forward to reading a full repo... uh... did you say harem?”

“Yes, my lord. I have brought your chief concubine, Morag, to give you a report on their status.”

A harem, Mac thought. This sounds like a potential headache. One that he intended to deal with early. The woman, whom he now knew was Morag, came around next to Boland and immediately dropped to her knees. Before she could begin to speak, two servants brought in trays of food and flagons of wine. Mac looked at Morag and Boland and asked the servants to bring in some chairs and a small table. Mac asked Morag to hold until that was done. His servants, guards, as well as Morag and Boland, looked shocked for a moment. The servants recovered first with a wince and rushed off to do his bidding. The servants, he now realized, were like Morag in that they were a blend of humanoid and bestial features. As they turned their backs, he saw that they both bore the scars of whipping. For some reason, this made Mac particularly angry.

Within moments, a small table and several chairs were brought in. Mac motioned for Morag and Boland to sit before sitting himself. Again, the two of them appeared gobsmacked.

“Okay, what the actual fuck? Half the time when I say something, you look at me like I'm crazy. Please, provide me with an explanation.”

Morag spoke before Boland, her voice a sweet contralto with an accent that he couldn’t necessarily find an Earth equivalent to. He could listen to that voice every day. He could only imagine what she would sound like in the throes of passion. And he was definitely taking the time to imagine.

“My lord, um... our previous sovereign did not utilize… er… courtesies… when addressing his servants. We are simply surprised.”

“Well, I’m clearly not him. A bit of courtesy and respect goes a long way. I’ll treat each of you with respect until you prove you do not deserve it. By that point, I suppose I’ll just have the disrespectful killed outright if my understanding of this kingdom is correct. Now, eat a bit, have a drink, and then continue the briefing.”

The next few minutes were tense. Both Boland and Morag were skittish, expecting Mac to explode at any time (it seemed to him). Boland ate some meat and a hunk of cheese, while Morag nibbled at a slice of some kind of meat that looked almost raw.

Taking a breath, Mac looked at Morag. “Okay, my dear, if you would proceed with the update about my... harem?”

Gently dabbing her mouth with a cloth napkin, the gorgeous beastkin girl sat up straighter in her chair. “Of course, my lord. As your chief consort, I am responsible for your schedule with your concubines. All are healthy and hale. Most are currently breedable, and I look forward to your seed. At the former king’s insistence, the schedule established has you seeding between three and four of your slaves each night. I anticipate…”

“Wait. Hold on a minute. First off, how many women are we talking about? And they are… slaves?”

“My lord, your harem has one hundred and five beautiful women in residence, hand-picked by your predecessor and me. Yes, my lord, we are all slaves to you personally. Most of us were taken as prizes of war, some were purchased in private sales, and several were taken to punish difficult nobles. The majority of your concubines are beastkin, followed by elves, a few infernals, and fae, and one vampire.”

“One hundred and… what the actual fuck!” Mac yelled. “A hundred slave girls, the last guy was fucking on the regular? Ugh. I think I just threw up a bit in my mouth.”

“Are you ill, my lord? Let me fetch a leech for you so you may receive some relief!” Morag turned to a servant to do so, but Mac interrupted her.

“A leech? Thank you, no. First and foremost, why would bleeding me be of use? Second, it was an expression from where I come from, meaning I am disgusted by what you just said.”

With a look of sheer panic on her face, Morag’s slitted eyes widened to almost full circles. “My apologies, my lord, I only meant to summon a doctor for you. I’m not sure what I said to offend you, but please let me apologize.” Tears began to gather at the corner of the beautiful woman’s eyes.

“Okay, Morag, dial down the freak-out a bit. I am just aghast that my predecessor had over a hundred sex slaves. I mean, I might be a womanizing bastard, but I’ve never had a woman against her will. That’s just nasty. So, the briefing is over. Boland, I’d like to speak to Morag alone, please.”

“Very good, my lord,” the congenial goblin smiled and left the chamber, humming a tune that was simultaneously upbeat and dark.

“Morag,” Mac began, more gentle than his usual wont, “I have some questions for you. First and foremost, I really do not love the idea of having female slaves ‘servicing’ me against their will. So that stops now. Throw away any schedule you have. As it is, I don’t have the bandwidth… I mean, the time or focus to “seed” three or four women a night while I get this kingdom back on its feet and killing the enemy.”

“Secondly, a hundred-plus women seems a bit excessive. It seems like I wouldn’t be able to get to know them. Now, granted, I’m a bit of a shit when it comes to women, sort of a ‘love ’em and leave ’em’ type of guy, but even I have some standards.”

“I think we can dismiss most of these women. For now and for appearances’ sake, I ask you to see if any wish to stay; if they have useful skills or knowledge, it would be helpful. I’m sure some of them were captured women who might have even fought for the enemy or had some other occupation that gave them some set of skills.”

Morag looked horrified by Mac’s declaration. “My lord, what… what would you do with the ones you dismiss?”

Mac almost said he didn’t care what happened to them, but he felt that answer would have terrible consequences. “What are my options?”

Confused, the lovely beast woman struggled to answer. “I... I don’t know. You could sell them to the brothels; they could be used as undead troops in the war; they could be sold into slavery on the auction market…”

“Whoa, whoa… hold on. That’s pretty dark. Also, it doesn’t seem terribly useful. Let’s try again. Maybe some could be employed as household servants? Maids, cooks, laundresses, the like? If I have any officers who might treat them well, you can marry them off. I’m sure some of them had skills; maybe find apprenticeships for them? You and the others you recruit would need ladies-in-waiting maybe? I’m sure they can be useful in some way that isn’t worse than being sex slaves? Place them as highly as you can, with the caveat to any who are involved with them that their mistreatment will displease me… lethally.”

Morag stared at Mac in disbelief. Astounded by his statement, Morag sat confused before shaking herself and almost yelling, “Yes! Yes, my lord! I can do that! May I begin immediately?”

“Of course, Morag. Two things before you go.”

“Certainly, my lord.”

“First off, when it is just you and me, knock off the constant ‘my lords’. It isn’t particularly conducive to our working relationship, and my ego doesn’t run that way. Second, and I mean no offense, what exactly are you? Species-wise, I mean.”

“I’ll try, my lord… errr… Mac? As to your second question, I am not offended. But I am guessing you have no vulpes where you come from?”

“No, no vulpes. Where I am from, there is only one humanoid species. Humans.”

“Just… humans?” Morag said, with an undertone that had a touch of disgust in it. She realized how she’d spoken to him and blushed deeply with embarrassment and some fear. Mac had to admit, she blushed rather prettily.

Stop, Mac, stop, he said to himself. She’s a victim of sexual slavery. The last thing she probably wants is a human perving on her. God, but she’s hot, though.

Clearing his throat, Mac said in a gentle fashion, “I take it humans are not a popular and well-respected species in this world, based on your response.”

“My… my lord, forgive me, I did not mean to insinuate…”

“Morag, let me stop you there. I want to set some ground rules for us. Number one, I have a definitive feeling that you are going to be of great benefit to me. You seem to be very intelligent and insightful. I think you will be able to add a different perspective than other councilors here. I’d like you to be honest with me. Do not fear me getting angry. Can’t say I won’t, but without very good cause, my anger won’t be directed at you. ‘kay? Number two, as I have asked you, please, please call me Mac, or Cormac if you don’t wish to be as informal. Please keep ‘my lord’, ‘sire’, and ‘my king’ to formal events. I’ll be telling Boland the same thing. Up front and honest will keep us all alive. Okay?”

“Yes, my… Cormac. I apologize. You are very different from my former master. It might take time for me to adjust.”

“No worries. Forget it. Now, about us human scum…?”

Morag covered her mouth as she let out a cute little giggle. Ah yes, the Cormac charm at work again! Or… she’s sucking up. Time will tell, he thought.

“Ahem… sorry... Cormac. As you wish. I was born and raised in what this kingdom simply refers to as the ‘human kingdom’ or sometimes just ‘the enemy’; it is actually called the Kingdom of Rettle. I was born a slave, raised a slave, and captured as plunder as a slave. And although I spent much of my time here in fear, I was not treated any worse here in the ‘evil’ kingdom than I was in the human kingdom. Most beastkin are either slaves, indentured servants, or regarded as so lowly that there is very little difference. Although I feared him like no other, the former ruler was much less violent towards me than my previous master. Mostly because I was usually beneath his notice outside of scheduling his ‘seeding time’. Many beastkin, mostly females, are sought after for our beauty. However, our feelings or well-being are not equally sought after by our masters. Humans can be as cruel and evil as the most vicious troll or ogre, and as sadistic as an infernal when they want.”

“Seriously? Would that description apply to all humans in your mind?”

“No. But even humans who are not cruel still look down on beastkin as something subhuman. They may not abuse us, but they are not very kind. A few are, but fewer still as the war progresses. No matter where we go, we face bondage,” Morag finished, her face set like stone.

“Okay… lots to unpack there for me. Well, I’m not a fan of racist pricks of any stripe. Okay, I’m having the start of a plan here. I said two more questions, but now I have a couple more if you don’t mind?”

“Not at all.”

“Great. I want you to tell me about the working conditions of the slave laborers.”

“I don’t understand; what do you mean by working conditions?”

“Well, how are the slaves treated? Are they fed and clothed well, given adequate rest, protective equipment if they are working in harmful environments, etc.?”

Looking even more confused, Morag stared at Mac. “They are treated like slaves. Slaves, even under the best conditions, are chattel, and given only slightly more consideration than one would give beasts.”

“Uh-huh… uh-huh. That tracks. Boland mentioned eating slaves in times of famine? Was he serious?”

“Yes. When livestock is nearly exhausted, the more monstrous races demand meat. Rather than have them going around and eating the free citizenry, which would cause some upset, they provide slaves for those creatures to eat.”

“Okay, that will be enough for tonight. Please make the inquiries of the women who might be useful as I asked, and then organize the redistribution of the remainder of the harem.”

“Are you quite sure, sir? You don’t wish to inspect them first? Some of these girls are quite beautiful and would make excellent broodmares.”

“Yup, here comes that bit of vomit again. No, I would not. That many beautiful women would be a distraction that the kingdom cannot afford right now, based on what Boland’s report indicated, and I suspect he still downplayed some issues. Ask for the volunteers, but only select the most competent who will be of use to me. I’m guessing that fewer than that will be suspicious. I’m sure the harem knows much more about what is happening in this castle than even some of the guards and courtiers.”

Morag’s smile turned mischievous. “You are not wrong… M-Mac. Not wrong at all.”

“All right, enough chitchat. I need some rest. Would you be so kind as to point me in the direction of my chambers, my lady?”

Morag looked stunned for a moment, realized Mac was teasing her, and blushed again. “Certainly, sir.” She looked to the guards, who moved towards Mac in a sloppy formation. He was not impressed.

Taking Morag’s arm in his, to her great surprise, Mac said, “Lead on!”

The castle was a sprawling affair, added on to over the years in a somewhat slapdash way. Different stones, different architecture, varying levels of expertise in construction, all of which were evident. But for having no stairways to nowhere, it kind of reminded Mac of the Winchester House in California. Many of the halls they moved through had massive claw marks on the walls; others contained galleries of poorly taxidermied heads, the majority of which belonged to sentient species. There was very little decoration or ostentation displayed anywhere, and what was on display was vulgar and clashing. Mac knew that there were likely no interior decorators in this realm, and it would be a while before he would be able to get this place looking like the citadel of a great nation. However, that consideration was way down on his priority list. Although he took the time to wave vaguely at the decor and asked Morag to deal with ‘this’.

His guard led him through various hallways into an older and much better-constructed part of the castle. His guards remained quiet, but he could feel tension in the air. He guessed they weren’t expecting a human king, and Mac was showing a decided lack of immediate cruelty. He’d have to address some of this in the very near future. Can’t have backtalk or grumbling amongst his personal guard, or he’d end up like his predecessor.

The guards finally stopped in front of a door that was the only thing Mac had seen that was adorned with any kind of ornamentation. It was a stout wooden door, banded in iron. He could feel an energy coming off the door that he could not place. Another mystery to figure out tomorrow. The doors opened automatically under his touch and swung in by themselves. Mac looked for a mechanism that might have been responsible, but didn’t see anything immediately.

Morag led him into the chamber and presented it to him like a Price Is Right girl. Looking about, Mac broke into the first true laughter he’d had since arriving at what was obviously a shitshow of a kingdom. The room was incredibly gaudy. Purple and black being the dominant colors, the room looked like it had been designed by a Goth, but physically put together by an entomologist. It was a parlor out of a Halloween party for kids. Mac didn’t believe he’d ever seen so much velvet in one place at any given time.

Spiders. Spiders everywhere. Either emblazoned on the furniture, carved into the bureaus, stitched into the tapestries and rugs, there were spiders everywhere. The mantle of the fire was carved into an ebony spider. As Mac took in the other rooms in his suite, he saw the same motif everywhere, including the canopy over the enormous four-poster, dark wood bed. The headboard was carved into what appeared to be a dark mahogany tarantula. He didn’t know if it was nightmare-inducing or a ridiculous haunted house.

“A bit garish, wouldn’t you say, Morag?”

“Yes, sire. I believe the dark elves venerate the spider as a god. I think this was your predecessor’s way of propitiating both the deity and his people. Very few dark elf males ever attain any sort of power, let alone rule a kingdom. When the Goddess chose him, his people were fairly offended. I think he was… overcompensating.”

“Mmm… ugh. This place looks like a Hot Topic store threw up. I guess it can’t be helped for the night. I’ll leave you in charge of redecorating. Keep it classy. Where can I clean up before bed?”

“There is a washroom through that door where you can perform all of your necessaries.”

“Excellent, Morag. Thank you and good night.” With that, Mac headed into the washroom. The room was tiled in an excess of black and purple, with each tile emblazoned with the spider god of the dark elves. Lanterns illuminated the room, but the dark color motif consumed most of the light they emitted. Much of the washroom was taken up by an enormous bathing tub made of, Mac guessed, copper. It was hard to tell in the poor lighting of the room. Mac seemed to recall something about elves having much better night vision than humans, if the computer games or TTRPGs he’d played were any indication.

Stripping down to the smallclothes he had been given, Mac quickly took care of business and stepped back into the main chamber. Mac shouldn’t have been surprised, but he was. Lying on top of the black and purple duvet, Morag was lying on her side, facing him, in all of her naked and considerable glory. Unclothed, her body was even more magnificent than he imagined. The petite vulpes woman was perfect. Beautiful bedroom eyes (even with the vertically aligned pupil, which he was beginning to really like), and amazing bee-stung lips. Despite his fatigue, Mac found himself hardening to the vision before him. Walking towards the bed, Mac thought of all the ways he could pleasure and plunder this woman before him.

It didn’t take long for Mac to shake himself out of his fugue, however. He may have been a womanizer and a complete shit to the opposite sex, but he never slept with an unwilling gal. Slaves cannot consent. Having run a company for years, Mac was inculcated with the downfalls of sexual harassment. Sex with a slave was inherently rape. Raping a woman was so far from his mindset that he could not even contemplate taking this woman, who was merely property. Even if Mac had been remotely tempted, the listless way her tail lay on the bed cinched it for him. She would not be a willing bedmate, or at least she would be doing it out of duty and responsibility, and not affection or even lust.

His mind warred with his dick for a split second before he turned his head away.

“Morag, let’s clear something up right now. Yes, I’m attracted to you. You are absolutely gorgeous, and I cannot quantify how many ways I want to make you climax. But you are a slave. I will not take a woman who has not come to me of her own free will, a woman who, by the nature of her status, cannot consent. I may have mistreated women by dealing with them casually, but I have never bedded an unwilling lass. So, whatever you think you have to do. You don’t.”

The poor fox-kin woman looked shocked and somewhat crestfallen. “My lord, have I displeased you? I am not the most beauteous of your consorts, but I assure you I will do everything in my power to please and sate you!”

“Morag, as I said. You are a complete smoke show. One of the most beautiful women I have ever seen. Mouth-watering. But if I were to want to make love to you, and you didn’t want that, could you say no?”

“Cormac, it is my duty to ease your cares and pleasure you. My body is your property, and you may do as you will.”

“Nope. Not happening. That is tantamount to rape, and I won’t do that. So, I’m sure you have quarters of your own when the former king was not raping you, so please go there and sleep. We can discuss this further in the future. For now, I need sleep. Thank you, and goodnight.”

“Cormac, would you… Would you prefer… a boy?” Morag said, regarding him with curiosity.

Mac laughed deeply. “No, no… not boys. I am very much into women. As I said, you are one of the most beautiful women I have ever laid eyes upon. I don’t regard you as my property. When you are done relocating the harem, you will be free as well.”

Confused, Morag dressed and then left the chamber, leaving Mac alone with his thoughts. He tried to wind down from all the information he’d had to absorb in such a short period of time. Reforms in this kingdom were going to be necessary and sweeping. He might have signed up to be a ruthless monarch of an evil kingdom, but most of the issues facing Krelarg seemed to be neglect and inefficiency. Mac wasn’t planning on being the next Leopold in the Congo. He already knew some of the initial changes he was going to have to make to prepare the kingdom for war.

Mac slept like the dead for the first time in a long, long while. His slumber was dreamless, though he had expected a nightmare or two just based on the decor. He awoke to a gentle knocking on the door, followed by the entry of what he assumed was a maid of some stripe or another. Heh, Mac thought, some stripe. For lo and behold, Mac realized the maid was a beastkin along the lines of a skunk. He added to his mental to-do list to start cataloging all the various beastkin he encountered. She was a tiny thing, compact, with her fluffy tail waving side to side as she bustled about the room. Even Morag was not as small as this cutie. She was dark-haired, with a style that seemed like a pixie cut that hadn’t been recently maintained. Her eyes were so dark as to be almost black. She had fuzzy little rounded ears that sat too far up for a human, but not like Morag’s, which were pretty much directly on top. Under the uniform, Mac could only guess at her figure, but the words “petite” and “trim” came to mind. She did not have the effortless grace and sensual beauty of Morag, but she was so fucking cute. Damn. She was fucking adorable. Mac dragged his eyes away from her and reminded himself that whatever he fantasized her be-tailed ass would look like (and he was sure it was firm and spectacular), she was off limits. Definitely, totally, delicious… Nope. Nope, nope, nope. OFF-LIMITS. Damn, from the few women he’d seen so far, he guessed that a ten on Earth was closer to a four or five here. Mac thought it was going to be a long, dry spell before he met a woman who was not directly beholden to him.

The maid asked if she should open the blinds, to which Mac groggily nodded yes. From what he could tell from the meager light streaming in, it was not too far past the dawn. Mac watched as the maid scuttled about, drawing a bath and beginning to lay out clothing. The last part made her frown, as I guess I was a bit of a different size than the previous occupant of the room.

“Don’t worry about it, Miss,” Mac said, rubbing the sleep from his eyes. “We’ll worry about a wardrobe later. I didn’t wear the clothes brought to me last night for very long. I’ll just put those back on. Miss…?”

“Begging your pardon, my lord, my name is not important,” the little skunk girl murmured with downcast eyes.

“Are you assigned to service my room every morning?”

“Yes, my lord.”

“Then please tell me your name. I’m not sure what kind of shitheel the former king was, but I am not him. I want to know your name so I can greet you in the morning. My world has a saying, ‘You can pay people shit, or you can treat them like shit,’ but doing both is a disaster. So, your name please, miss?”

“Teanna, my lord.”

“Excellent. Now, Teanna, does this world have coffee?”



After explaining coffee to Teanna, she was able to acquire something she believed would substitute. It really didn’t, so that goes on the to-do list as well. He finished dressing as Teanna scuttled about the room, making up the bed and freshening up. She sniffed the air at one point and looked a bit quizzical. Like, there was a scent missing. Mac guessed that it was rare for his predecessor to have slept alone.

Finishing up his ablutions, Mac heard a knock on the door, which was immediately answered by Teanna. The skunk girl stood aside as he entered, and Teanna quietly greeted him with a “Good morning, Lord Boland.”

From the washroom, Mac called out, “Boland, give me a second, and I’ll be done. What’s on the docket for the day, my good man?”

“Ah, my lord, the first order of business is a meeting with your top generals and commanders,” his goblin majordomo replied.

“Good, good. Lead the way.”

Mac despaired of ever being able to navigate the halls, chambers, and corridors of this Escher-esque, slapdash castle, but Boland seemed to know every turn, nook, and corner. Eventually, they returned to the throne room. Today, there was a much larger crowd, containing nobles, courtiers, and various stewards and other attendants. Standing in front of the throne were a number of badass-looking warrior types. There were six of them: an orc, one of those dark dwarven folk, a seriously mischievous-looking goblin, two of the ones he couldn’t figure out if one was a troll and the other an ogre, and one of the dark elves. The dark elf was the only female amongst them, which tracks given what Morag said about them being a matriarchal society.

Sotto voce, Mac asked Boland if he was supposed to meet with them in open court. Boland started a bit with surprise. “My lord, it has been accepted practice to meet with your generals in a public forum so the king may impress them with his power and station.”

“Annnnddd… no one thought that discussing military manners in open court might be a bad thing if there were any spies in our midst?” the new monarch said with sarcastic incredulity. “No, no. I need a small briefing room. Get some wine and ale, but not too much, and some food.”

“Immediately, my lord.”

Ten minutes later, the group of generals was assembled in a dusty chamber that Mac figured was a meeting room for a privy council or some other such thing. As Boland had mentioned, the ex-king seemed to have liked to lord his power over his subordinates. Jackass.

Mac took in the group assembled before him and realized he had his work cut out for him. It was clear that none of the warriors had even the least amount of respect for him. The more monstrous of them seemed ready to do violence, and the dark elf just regarded him with contemptuous disdain.

Oh my. This is going to be fun, Mac thought to himself. Might as well get started.

“Good day, everyone. This meeting is now open. We’ll dispense with the team-building exercises, but let’s go around the room and have you introduce yourselves to me so I know who I am speaking with. You, big fella, we’ll start with you,” he said, pointing to one of the ogres or trolls. Damn, he’ll have to ask that question.

“I'm called Fistula. Leader me, trolls warriors,” the troll said slowly.

“Fistula. Really?” Mac wanted to facepalm again.

The troll merely nodded. Mac sighed and moved on.

Pointing to what he now guessed was the ogre, he said, “You next, handsome.”

“I am called Grock da Mountainous. I gen’ral of ogre army.”

Next, Mac pointed to the orc.

“Tish’rack the Bloody, War Chief of the Orcs,” the big guy intoned arrogantly.

Glancing at the needle-like teeth of the goblin, Mac pointed, “And you, Sharp-Tooth?”

The group looked confused for a minute, and the goblin spoke up, “Why would you ask my name if you already knew it, sire?”

This time, Mac did indeed facepalm. Shaking his head, he murmured, “Of course it is...

“Sorry, I took a guess. I assume you are the chief of the goblin forces?” The short creature nodded. Of all the assembled commanders, Sharp-Tooth was the only one not dressed in heavy armor. He was also carrying what looked like a hooked riding crop. Mac gathered that the goblins were a mounted scouting force of some kind.

Without being asked, the dark dwarf jumped in. His tone was one of annoyance. “I am Froam, General of the sunward duergar. I am certain there has been some mistake. I cannot believe the Dark Goddess would make a human her champion.”

That statement got a few nods and grumbles from the assembled generals. Mac knew he’d need to deal with this relatively soon.

“Well, let’s table that for the moment,” Mac said, glancing now at the dark elf, “and you?”

“Imzya,” the elf said, dripping with disgust. Imzya was a stunning example of her kind. Her hair was so white as to be nearly translucent, and her skin was the color of slate. At about five foot six, she was tall for her kind, and one of the tallest women he’d seen since arriving last night. But in terms of presence, she beggared the rest. Lithe, like a runner, Imzya was quietly confident. She didn’t need to preen. She was beautiful, but her beauty was somewhat marred by a cruel cast to her angular face.

“Thank you all for being here. What I want to discuss today is a tactical and strategic review of our forces in light of the reversals where the previous king was killed. I’m going to need a basic understanding of how the armies are organized, specialties, logistics, and the like. If we are going to pursue a counteroffensive, I need to have a full understanding of our assets and deficiencies. But let’s put a pin in that for now.” Mac, who had been smiling amiably at his generals, dropped his tone and glowered at them.

“Let’s get a show of hands. How many of you think the Dark Goddess is in error and that a human cannot possibly lead the kingdom, or believe I am not strong enough to rule?”

The hands of all of them went up (although the troll and ogre took a bit more time to react. And these were his generals?!?!).

“Great. It’s unanimous.” Looking at Froam, Mac realized he would need to make an example. Although he had had no need to flex it, Mac knew about the power that the Goddess had imbued him with. It was like an innate thing that he knew how to use instinctually. He merely needed to think about the effect he wanted to accomplish, and channel his energy (mana?) into the thought. Mac was glad for the ease of use, and he’s certain the dark Goddess wasn’t going to provide a manual.

“Froam, as you were the one brave enough to state what you all were apparently feeling, for which I commend your bravery, my response will be to you directly.” With that, Mac concentrated for a moment and held his finger out towards the duergar. The dwarf screamed as a sickly green light encompassed him, and he fell to the floor. His smoking corpse let out a smell reminiscent of old blood and rotting meat. Watching with a level of disgust, both at the dark dwarf and himself, he shook his head and prepared for the next part of the pantomime.

“Stand UP, you undead piece of shit!” Mac yelled.

The creature that was once Froam rose from his prone position and stood, empty-eyed and scorched by the sorcery, with black blood oozing from the numerous fissures where the death bolt had exploded his skin.

“Okay, now that is done. Does anyone else have any questions about my competence or the decision of the Goddess?”

The shocked silence that followed was gratifying.



The meeting lasted all day and through the evening, with breaks for light meals. What Mac discovered made his head spin. Apparently, there was no “army,” but rather associated hordes that had no plan, no operational discipline, crappy logistics based solely on plundering, and virtually no training. Even Mac, who was not from a military background, was aghast. These were horde tactics. Overwhelm the enemy with numbers and brutality. Shock and awe, as they might say back home. Mac’s assessment of the state of his armed forces was summed up easily.

“What a fucking shitshow. No wonder Rettle has us on the ropes. No discipline, no coordination, no plan. Just throw shit at the wall and see if it sticks? I do not know what it is like to run an army, but I do know what it is like to run a large and diverse company. Some of the principles should be the same. Grock, Fistula, Tish’rack. You are dismissed for now. We’ll need to have a further discussion. I need to talk to Sharp-Tooth and Imzya. Thank you for your time.”

The orc, troll, and ogre shuffled out of the room, somewhat confused. None of them wanted to try Mac’s patience after he had made an example of Froam. Mac watched them closely. He expected Tish’rack to do something stupid in the next day or so, but Grock and Fistula didn’t have enough brain cells between them to come up with a single cogent thought collectively.

“Alright. Now that the dead weight is gone, let’s talk next steps. Sharp-Tooth, unless I miss my guess, your tribe is a scouting and reconnaissance force. Hit fast, hit hard, disappear. Am I correct?” Sharp-Tooth nodded with a cunning smile. Mac knew the goblin had a brain in his head.

“Imzya, my estimation would be your forces are war mages, or whatever you call them, and what I would call ‘knights’: heavily armored, able to take a lot of punishment and dish out the same, yes?” Imzya nodded, and a look of grudging respect began to dawn on her features.

“Both of you, each alone, have more brains than the other three combined, plus their entire clans, from what I can see. So I’m going to give you an overview of what I think needs to be done, and I want the two of you to come up with a plan and be ready to execute starting within the week, okay?” Both of his commanders gave slight nods.

“As of right now, we are not going to allow the army to remain as separate hordes. I want an integrated army that builds on the strengths of its component parts. Units that are composed of front-line warriors, scouts, mages, etc., that can act in formations as well as independently. Can I assume that the humans fight in formations and lines of battle?”

Imzya and Sharp-Tooth nodded slowly. “Great, then we need specialized units to deal with cavalry, heavy infantry, archers, and peasant levies. Pikemen, our own archers, etc. From what I’ve gleaned from Boland, and from what you lot are NOT saying, we are precipitously close to total defeat. Am I right?” If a dark elf and needle-toothed goblin could look truly chastened, these two were.

“Another phrase popular in my world is ‘let’s flip the script.’ The humans have figured out your fighting tactics and have developed ways to deal with that. Probably more fluid lines that can bend and encircle you, feints, harrying your flanks? They have our number, and they will exploit our lack of military doctrine. If we can train our forces to be disciplined, to fight according to a battle plan, we can provide a one-time surprise that we can use to drive them out of their holdings in our kingdom. If we can act as a trained professional army, the innate strength of our forces will overcome their tactics.

“Also, each individual general commanding their own troops by species is, pardon me, fucking stupid. I’m betting you disagree on almost everything, and once you breach a city or what have you, it’s a riot of looting with everyone trying to get their share and more. Not to mention if one of the commanders gets pissed off and retires from the field entirely. Interrupt me if I get this wrong.

“As the King, I am confirming Imzya as High Marshal. This seems like it was an honorary title with no teeth, and likely because you were a drow, no offense. Not anymore. You will be in overall command of the army. You will be responsible for integrating our forces, providing training so each unit works in tandem, and, most importantly, providing discipline. I expect you to make examples of those who resist the new structure. The three that just left. The troll and the ogre are too stupid to lead a horse to drink if they were standing in a river, and the orc will not want to cede any control over his people at all. If any of them get uppity, and I’m sure the orc will, kill them. Publicly, with great prejudice. Sharp-Tooth, your mandate as a rapid response force will not change much. I’m appointing you as Imzya’s second in command. You will be responsible for coordinating with the infantry and making sure that they know the terrain and the disposition of the enemy before we engage. So, for the moment, your group will remain intact. At some point, we’ll want to train others in riding larger mounts, so we have a heavy cavalry.

“The three of us will meet daily for the foreseeable future. Changed my mind: I’ll want that plan on my desk within two days. Oh, and Sharp-Tooth? Undermining or attempting to assassinate Imzya will be immediately followed by your death. In quite a nasty fashion, if I must, in order to prove a point. Your fate depends on her success. Remember that. You are dismissed.”

The goblin put his hand to his chest, bowed low, and left the room, leaving just Mac and Imzya... and the thing that was Froam.

“Okay,” he said, “I’m sure you have some additional comments. Speak freely. We’re alone, and I’m not terribly interested in beating about the bush. Full disclosure, the only reason Froam had to die was because he challenged me in front of my subordinates. If I ask for your counsel, I expect you to be honest. I don’t have time to play politics or power games with you. Oh, and when we are alone, call me ‘Cormac’ or ‘Mac’.”

“My Lord Cormac, I appreciate your willingness to hear me out. Let me be blunt. I do not believe that having me head your army will be met with much excitement from the others. My people are not trusted by the other races, just as I do not trust them. This will cause conflict within the ranks, which we can ill afford right now.”

“I hear you. But I’m not as concerned. Why? Because the ogres and trolls are not the brightest intellectuals. You can promise them rewards for working with us under the new regime. The orcs seem to be a bit smarter, but as long as Tish’rack is given a place within the new command structure, I think he’ll fold in nicely… or we kill him and find another orc to take his place. He’s too proud to be an adjutant or aide-de-camp, so we’ll call him a general and give him strict instructions to respect the chain of command. I’ll enforce it if necessary. You are right that this will cause some dissension, but I trust that you’ll be able to handle it.”

“As you wish it, lord. Another question, if I may?”

“Shoot,” Mac said, immediately regretting it. “I mean, go ahead and ask.”

“Why me?” The beautiful dark elf inquired.

“Because you are the smartest of the lot, wait, that’s damning with faint praise. You seem to be very, very intelligent and shrewd. Sharp-Tooth is clever as fuck, but I think he lacks the education to be more than a supporter of yours in reforming the army. Grock and Fistula can’t do it, and Tish’rack won’t. I think you can work with me on this. Think of the glory it will bring to you. Plus, you have the ear of the king. You will be part of my inner circle.

“Do what I ask. You know what I want. I’m not going to tell you how to do it. When our victories roll in, you will be richly rewarded.”

Imzya smiled with a wicked grin. “Yes, my lord.” She bowed and departed.

Mac returned to the “court” and held the “privilege” of presiding over a few court cases, some obeisance from various guild chiefs and nobles, etc. Bored as fuck, Mac called Boland over. “Hey, Boldan. To be completely honest, I don’t think we have time for this petty shit. How often do we have to do this?”

“Your predecessor did this on a daily basis, sire.”

“Seriously? Fucking stupid. Okay, we’re ending this shit now. We’ll go once a month, and we’ll see if we can delegate some of this to other functionaries. Right now, we need to schedule a meeting of the Privy Council and get some real work done. Who sits on my council?”

“Sire, your predecessor…”

“Let me guess, the daft fuck didn’t have a council of advisors?” Boland nodded, and Mac continued, “Let’s start with Imzya as head of the armed forces, you as my… um… chancellor? Don’t remember your title. Come up with something snazzy. The rest of the council should be someone from the guild community, a well-positioned-but-not-a-complete-asshole noble, and I’d like to include at least one commoner, who can be a business owner, but not a guild chief, one’s enough. Oh, and whoever the chief cleric is, and someone from the judiciary… do we even have a judiciary, or did this dumb ass I replaced rule completely by fiat?”

“Sire, I can assemble such a council, but some of them will take time. Selecting a noble will be difficult as, pardon me, the vast majority are… ahem… ‘assholes’ as you have said. Selecting a commoner likewise will be a challenge. Generally, if a commoner is called to the citadel, it usually means a painful death awaits them. Your Marshal and the chief cleric are easy enough, and you are correct that we do not have a “judiciary.” Lawbreakers are summarily dispatched or imprisoned for the former rulers’ amusement.”

“Sheesh. Ugh. Do your best. Also, Boland, I want a shadow council.”

“Sire?”

“A shadow council. A group that I can trust not to feed me bullshit. Folks who are actually in the world and not jockeying for position. Here’s where it gets fun. I need at least one slave on the council.”

“Sire?!”

“Yup. At least one slave. Commandeer one. Someone working in shitty conditions like a mine. Also, I’ll want at least one woman. Morag can fill that role. I want reps from the humans, beastkin, and whoever else is seriously marginalized.”

“Ratkin,” Boland murmured.

“Ratkin?” Mac parroted, not sure he heard Boland correctly.

“Ratkin are the most oppressed of the ‘free peoples.’ They have a unique perspective on the city.”

“Excellent, you see where I’m going. So, I want the Privy Council to meet once a week unless circumstances necessitate, and the shadow council to meet immediately after. We’re going to make some very significant changes. I have a feeling we can improve productivity and efficiency fairly quickly with some quick reforms. Won’t be popular, but it will help immensely.”

“Yes, sire.”

“Hey, Boland, can you send Morag to me? I’m going to be in the council room. Also, please send me what we have in terms of the kingdom’s financials.”

“F-financials, lord?”

“Yeah, you know, what the kingdom takes in, what we spend, any investments, reserves, current balance, salaries, benefits, etc. Do... we not have those?”

“Yes, sire, we do. It’s just that your… predecessor never cared or asked.” Boland looked at Mac, wide-eyed and shocked.

“Look, we know he was a dick. There’s a new sheriff in town, and he wants to go over the financials with you. I’ll meet you tomorrow morning to discuss what I’ve learned. Maybe we can find some ways to cut or redirect costs to help fund the war effort and start investing in infrastructure.”

“Certainly, sire.”

Mac went back to the conference room (he’d already begun to name it his “ready room” in his head). He figured the vast majority of planning and discussions would occur there. He looked over the information about his troops’ dispositions. Without much to go on, Mac saw that supply lines were weak (ah, logistics…), with much of the materiel being diverted for corrupt purposes. He could already guess which of the nobles he’d been informed about were responsible. Another task on his list.

Morag entered the room with her eyes lowered. “Sire… ah… Cormac... how may I serve you?”

“Ah, yes, Morag. I have changed my mind regarding the harem.” Morag’s face fell, and a hint of fear crept into her countenance.

“How so?”

“I would like to visit them before their dispersion.” Morag let out a breath she did not know she was holding.

“Certainly, Cormac. Would you like to go now, or would you like me to schedule a visit with Boland?”

“Now is fine; lead on, my dear.”

Once again, Morag led Mac through the labyrinthine corridors of the castle. That’s it, Mac thought. We’re renaming this place Winchester House. He noticed that these hallways seemed a bit cleaner and better maintained. There were some homey touches that were not found in the rest of the castle, which could be described at its most chic as “gloomy.” There was art on the walls, some fresh flowers, and tapestries that made this part look more like he’d imagined a medieval castle (or, more likely, a fantasy medieval castle) should look. Eventually, Morag led him into an open-air garden dominated by a pool.

The garden was filled with beautiful young women of many races. Some danced together to music provided by a trio of musicians (also, he gathered, members of his seraglio); others swam in the pool. Certain of the women gathered in small cliques, gossiping. A few more read, sketched, painted, wrote, or stitched. Some of them seemed to be in good spirits, but many more seemed like they were merely passing the time that had no end or hope.

Morag clapped her hands and loudly spoke, “Ladies, our sire and master has deigned to visit us. Please assemble to be regarded by our new king.”

“Deigned?” Mac whispered to Morag. “Really?”

“His majesty must be regarded with proper decorum, sire,” Morag whispered back, with a smirk.

“Do they know the plan yet?”

“No, sire; it will take me some time to make all the arrangements. After all, it’s only been a day.”

“Fair enough.”

Mac watched as the girls assembled in front of him. They formed neat rows and columns that resembled a military formation more than the actual military forces he had interacted with did. As Mac regarded them, he noticed that most of the girls appeared to be in various states of fear. Some looked so downtrodden that fear had been replaced by despair. Despite his generally bad attitude towards women, Mac’s heart went out to these girls. Mac knew he was a scumbag. He wined and dined and treated his lovers well, for a time. But he discarded them rather callously. During his brief affairs, his lovers did not fear him. He never abused them (well, yeah, he was shit with the breakups, but… well, maybe no buts. He’ll have to reevaluate that at some point).

Aloud, Mac commented to Morag, “They really are quite beautiful.”

“Yes, sire,” Morag agreed.

With a voice that carried back to the furthest ranks of the assembled women, Mac said, “It is almost a shame that they will be dismissed from my service.”

Shock went through the harem. Confused, some wept thinking they would be killed; others believed they would receive a worse fate than their current lots. The ones who truly despaired didn’t react at all. They merely sighed in resignation and could not even summon a tear to their eyes. Mac immediately felt like a complete prick when he said it, and he knew immediately it was absolutely the wrong thing to say. Facepalming, Mac tried to backtrack.

“I’m sorry, that was a cruel thing to say without context. I truly apologize. What I meant to say is, you will soon be free. I’m releasing you. You are not broodmares any longer. Where I am from, in many parts of the world, including my own, slavery is not only illegal; it is considered immoral, and particularly evil. I agree with that stance. Even though slavery will continue in this kingdom for some time as I learn about its society, I will not hold slaves myself.

“As soon as Morag can make proper arrangements, each of you will be freed. No one will be able to enslave you again. However, you will not be abandoned. You will have some choices available to you. Although I cannot let you return home, Morag will arrange jobs, apprenticeships, and even marriage to trustworthy people if you so desire. Each of you will receive compensation for your imprisonment. As I said, you will not be abandoned. Anyone who takes you in, whether as an employee or wife, will receive frequent visits from Morag and others to ensure you are being well-treated. Those who treat you ill... Let’s just say they will be severely punished. This process will take weeks, perhaps even months. But I assure you it will come. I am not a man to take unwilling women to my bed, so during the time you remain here, talk to Morag about what you may wish to do when you are free. She will do her best to see to each of you.”

Each of the women had an expression that showed their incredulity. Simply put, Mac thought, they were gobsmacked. Some ventured expressions of cautious hope; some were in outright disbelief. The ones who appeared to despair looked up, as if they thought this was still some cruel trick.

Mac spoke to Morag, saying, “My dear, please watch out for those.” Mac pointed out the ones that still appeared hopeless. “Try to find them particularly good situations, please.”

“Yes, sire.”

“Now that is settled, go back to whatever it is you were doing. Know that your lives will soon improve. I am truly sorry for what you have suffered, and we will do our best to make amends.”

“Boland should have gotten me the documentation I requested; can you lead me through this warren back to the council room?”

“Certainly, my lord.”

Morag began the trek back to his “ready room” with Mac in tow. Once they were out of sight and alone, the vulpes woman stopped. She turned and regarded Mac with an expression he could not readily identify. To Mac’s great surprise, Morag threw her arms around his torso, looked up at him with eyes shining with unshed tears, and said, “Thank you, Cormac. Thank you. Up until you spoke with them with such conviction, I half believed you were making a cruel prank. But now I fully believe you. Thank you.”

Mac was taken aback by Morag’s declaration. He patted her awkwardly on her shoulder and said, “Morag, I am not… a good man. I have been cruel to others in my life. Destroying people who wronged me, and in two cases, I inflicted continued harm on those who betrayed me. But I hope I am not a complete monster.”

“Cormac, compared to others who have sat upon the throne, you are nothing short of a miracle.”

Interlude: Morag

I couldn’t believe it! He openly declared the girls free! In front of them! And I could tell he truly meant it. What kind of king did the Goddess send us? I can’t imagine why she would send us a… good man. Dissolving slavery? Inconceivable! Yet, he said it, and… and… I believe him!

I couldn’t bring myself to go back to the garden, not yet. I’m not up for answering the so-very-many questions I know the girls will have. I myself am still contemplating my new king’s actions, and the vast bulk of answers I can provide would be, “I don’t know.”

I have to work on asking for the volunteers. No, not asking, vetting. Some of these girls have nothing to offer him but their bodies. He needs skilled and strong women. If he means to bring Krelarg back to glory and defeat the humans, he’ll need all the help he can get.

Strange. Prior to today, I think I would not have cared if Krelarg fell. There would be very little difference between that sleazy drow king and some other sleazy human. Both are vile options except… this human. He seems both forthright and honorable, in his own way. I believe him when he says he is not a good man. But I see in his eyes pain and emptiness. And resolve, tremendous resolve. He’s been badly hurt, and he turned his suffering into the suffering of others to mask his own pain. Plus, he’s not hard on the eyes. Oh fuck, he’s gorgeous. The former king was a typical drow male, thin, lanky, always leering at the other girls or me. Not to mention that not being under one of the drow priestesses meant he could do as he pleased. And apparently, doing as he pleased meant not bathing regularly. Thank the fates his manhood was rarely up for the challenge. I knew almost all the girls relied on one contraceptive or another because I provided it. Even without that, his issue was weak. I doubt he could have sired any children even without the precautions the girls were taking.

He’d even given me leave to redecorate the royal suite! Not only leave, but direction and free rein. This seems like some kind of cruel joke or nightmare I will awake from and find that the last king was not dead, and that this was all some kind of hopeful fantasy. Goddess, let it not be so!


CHAPTER 3
 

The next few weeks were a blur for Cormac. His privy and shadow councils were assembled, the reapportioning and training of the army implemented, and the review of the kingdom’s finances continued. Mac existed on a few hours of sleep a night, staying up late and getting started early as he and Boland reviewed every document possible to see how the kingdom was faring in the way of the state of the kingdom.

In short, the kingdom was in a crappy place. Reduced output in the mines due to high mortality rates, food production down for similar reasons but also due to illness, weapon and armor production impacted by mine output, and reduced gold in the coffers due to increased expenditures and reduced tax income. Morale in the army was low due to recent defeats, with mutinies and territorialism rampant.

The army reforms were starting to be effective, although Imzya was forced to make a few more examples of insubordinate officers than she would have liked. Sharp-Tooth’s warg cavalry was one of the bright spots, which was surprising to her. Given orders to reconnoiter the human positions, harass patrols, and recover resources, the goblins were proving most effective. Due to being praised by Mac and Imzya, the goblins’ pride and morale were soaring. For the most part, the warg riders were goblins, but, at Mac’s request, some of the smaller species, such as ratkin and the reptilian kobolds were recruited.

The shadow council was proving more effective than his privy council. There was less infighting and a greater interest in working together to improve conditions. His shadow council included a ratkin named Dross, who strangely enough (considering the general disregard for ratkin), became a de facto leader among the group. Ratkin were essentially oversized, bipedal rats, much more bestial than other beastkin. Standing about three feet tall and usually clothed in cast-off leather or cloth, ratkin were both reviled and invaluable in every city in the kingdom. Mac was impressed by Dross’s knowledge of the infrastructure, understanding of the plague vectors of transmission, and resources being wasted (such as night soil being exported to farms outside of the fields servicing the city). Mac discovered that the ratkin were responsible for much of the maintenance of the city: removing night soil to sell to farms, removing bodies of deceased indigents or murdered drunks, and foraging for the remaining detritus, such as rotted food left on the streets. The treatment of the ratkin had them avoiding certain areas of the city where they’d be more mistreated, and so some of the cleaner areas of town were some of the poorest.

The ratkin also had a vast knowledge of the criminal underground, the illicit shenanigans of the nobles, and (to Mac’s utter shock), a frightening grasp on infiltrators from the human kingdom. The slaves who were invited to the council reported conditions in the mines and on the farms that were utterly inhumane. Many of the slaves actively sabotaged their work wherever possible, and would even arrange “accidents” for particularly nasty overseers. So much of the production waste was due solely to working conditions, and the practiced “inhumanity” of the slave holders.

The privy council… yes, the privy council. Mac sighed and thought about the excruciating meetings with that group of fuck-knuckles. The chief cleric of the city was, apparently, referred to as the archpriest. Mac was surprised when he discovered that the archpriest was actually undead. Mac hadn’t given much thought to intelligent undead. Morgset was some kind of ghoul, Boland told him. Certainly, the chamber had to be aired out after each meeting, as the charnel smell of the cleric was palpable.

The “noble” that Boland had selected was a full-on minotaur, whose horns were so wide he had to turn to the side to enter the meeting room, much to his annoyance. He was named Veman and looked the part of an asshole noble. Festooned in enough gold that Mac thought the minotaur had a secret career as a rapper, Veman had the air of someone who was used to being in charge, even if he had no experience in command. His horns were capped with gold, and his clothing was impeccable. Mac was sure it was made by slave laborers. To be honest, Mac did appreciate the cut of his sartorial jib.

The business leader was an odious old orc named Gar’shook. He introduced himself as a prominent member of the “entertainment” guild, which Boland quietly informed meant the red-light districts. Mac took an instant dislike to the man and, considering the rest of the council, that really meant something.

The final participant was the commoner. Boark was of the lizard folk, and apparently had a decent plantation-like sprawl which focused on rice production. Apparently, much of the slave labor force was fed by Boark and his rice paddies. Boark was the most inscrutable of the lot. His expression changed very little, and he showed very little interest in the proceedings as far as Mac could tell. What most recommended Boark to Mac was that he was part of no guild, despite consistent pressure for him to join one or another of these mercantile organizations.

Boland began with a reading of the agenda, and from there, the meeting went downhill. Veman immediately began posturing, almost commanding Mac to provide additional privileges to the nobility. Mac had Boland fetch the zombified General Froam and asked Veman if he would like to be the dwarf’s sidekick. Veman took on a more conciliatory tone thereafter. Morgset likewise attempted to barter advantages for the temples of the dark Goddess in exchange for the “blessings of her unholiness.” Mac shut him down by saying that he had been hand-chosen by the Goddess and that unless she came to the assembly and approved the “advantages” the ghoul wanted, he could shove his blessing up his undead ass. At one point in the meeting, Mac had silenced the room by inflicting a debilitating curse on those in attendance (well, besides Boland and Imzya) and only agreed to lift it if they would shut the almighty fuck up and address the issues of the kingdom.

Because of the interruptions, declarations, posturing, and squabbles, the meeting ran on for over six hours. The assembled councilors called for food, but Mac denied them, hoping hunger would help them get down to business. In the end, Mac dissolved the meeting without having a serious discussion about any of the proposed changes he had wanted to discuss. Pissed off, hankering for a good scotch, and with a throbbing headache, Mac looked to Boland and said, “Right. Fuck them. Prepare to take down some decrees that are to be unilaterally enacted, with, of course, input from the Privy Council. Granted, their input will be ignored, but it was input nonetheless.”

Boland smiled a sly, toothy grin, knowing Mac well enough now to understand that many of these decrees were going to piss people off.

Imzya, who had remained quiet during the meeting at Mac’s behest, broke her silence, saying, “Well, you knew that was a waste of time, so why have such a council?”

Mac and Boland both smiled at that, and the king said, “My dear Imzya, I now have everything I need to know about the factions within the city. And I know each and every one of their next moves. We have a game in my world called ‘chess.’ It is a game of strategy with moves and counters, gambits, and always being five steps ahead of your opponent. The men at this table do not have a subtle bone in their bodies. Be patient and watch what happens. Since you are still here, and thank you for that, how goes the training?”

His dark elf marshal sighed and glanced up at the ceiling, and spoke cautiously. “Worse than I hoped, better than I worried about. About a third of our forces are well on their way to integration. A few of the more level-headed commanders have managed to understand what’s going on and see the value. A few of them, however, are… ‘resisting’ change, you might say. I have had to promote a few lower-ranking officers after their superiors met with fatal disciplinary actions. I generally parade Froam about with me to give them an idea of how you take disobedience. As you might say, ‘meh’, they’ll come along. We’ll be able to have enough in the field within a month to attempt an attack on the human army.”

“Excellent, excellent…” Mac said, tapping his fingers together in a parody of Mr. Burns from The Simpsons. He’d found that simple gesture actually resonated with some of his people, who thought it rather malevolent. Whatever works, he thought.

Mac thought for a moment and told Imzya that in one month, he’d be inspecting the troops and make sure he was aware of any recalcitrant commanders he could use as further examples. The dark elf saluted him (which was a relatively new development) and left.



The very next morning, Mac’s decrees were made public. Boland, taking on the role of herald for this, stood at the balcony of the castle, an array of prominent nobles and citizens below, and Mac standing beside him. As deep as the diminutive goblin could intone, Boland projected his voice over the crowd.

“Here ye citizens, harken to the following decrees enacted by our King, Cormac Burke, first of his line, with counsel from the prominent leaders of his privy council.

“Decree the first: henceforth, each and every slave will receive a weekly reprieve of one day in seven. On that day, no work may be required of them.

“Decree the second: it is at the pleasure of his majesty that all slaves will have access to healers when injured. Those who are deemed too ill or injured to work will be given time to recover before returning to their labor. The exception is those slaves who injure themselves to avoid work.

“Decree the third: housing will be provided to slaves so that they may live in quarters that are not subject to their own filth, to avoid spreading the current contagion.

“Decree the fourth: Slaves will be restricted from working more than ten hours per day, with a mid-shift break of thirty minutes to rest and restore; this will include provided rations and water.

“Decree the fifth: unless a slave offers harm to an overseer, they cannot be subject to physical cruelties such as whippings, brandings, or other harmful actions. Other disciplinary actions, such as loss of other privileges, will be utilized instead of corporal punishment.

“Decree the sixth: adequate and quality food will be supplied to slaves so that they are not subject to dysfunction caused by rotten victuals, as has been the case up to now.

“In order to provide the least disruption to the profits of our mines and farms, the crown will undertake the additional costs these decrees will create for a period of one year. Any attempt to take advantage, by profiteering or otherwise seeking to undermine the crown’s decrees, will carry a sentence of death by the wheel,” Boland stopped and smiled, adlibbing one point. “Or by the king himself, if you piss him off enough.

“Decree the seventh: it is now illegal to harass, injure, kill, or deride ratkin. Complaints about ratkin disruption will be brought to the city guard to be dealt with. In exchange, Ratkin will be taking over all maintenance and sanitation for the crown within the kingdom’s cities. Night soil and other fertilizers will be distributed to farms that service their own regional city. Likewise, ratkin cannot be discriminated against by surgeons, leeches, or other healers. Proof of such discrimination will result in grievous punishments.

“Failure to abide by these decrees will be met with appropriate force by the crown, i.e., death.

“His majesty understands that these decrees may be met with dismay. He asks that time be given so that these reforms can prove themselves. These decrees will be revisited in six months’ time. If they have had no benefit, they may be repealed.”

The crowd below, which had been stunned into silence by the audacity of the new decrees, finally stirred. First with a murmur, then a shout, and finally screaming. Mac had expected this and had had Boland prepare with the palace guard being at hand to keep the displeasure of the assembled citizens from becoming an out-and-out riot.

Weeks before the announcement, Mac and Dross had reached an agreement about certain rights and concomitant responsibilities that he would undertake relating to Dross’ people. In exchange for protection, the ratkin would not only act as sanitation, but as an internal intelligence force, reporting on potential plots, and identifying cells of infiltrators and saboteurs. Mac’s Rats (as the intelligence force was known to other ratkin) had already provided information on potential threats. Several spies were captured and “persuaded” to give up information that would be critical to Mac’s efforts to recover the territory conquered by the humans. Even now, members of Dross’ people were infiltrating the captured cities and making sure that other ratkin understood the new decrees and how they would be treated under Mac’s rule.

After the guard had dispersed the grumbling crowd, Mac turned to Boland, who looked a bit pale and sweaty, and said, “Well, I think that went better than expected!” Boland looked as if he would pass out at any moment.

The next two weeks were tense in the city. Mac kept tabs on the mines and farms, ensuring that the reforms were being heeded. The duergar mine overseers were particularly resistant to the new decrees, and Mac had to parade the undead Froam more than once to force compliance. Ironically, Froam proved to be more useful in death than he was in life. He tasked Boland with coming up with an alternative to the grim, evil dwarves.

Imzya reported that she had a battalion of troops retrained in the new configuration and invited Mac to review them at his leisure. He agreed to go in a week. The ratkin had heard additional grumblings from the nobles and duergar concerning the decrees, and Mac wanted to make sure he could leave the capital without an immediate coup.

With agents of the crown, both ratkin and dark elves (apparently, Imzya had been recruiting on behalf of Mac and Boland), the decrees were proceeding, and the impact of the shortened work days and one day’s rest was already improving morale and efficiency of the slaves. Mac thought it would take a few months, but the response was immediate to both his and Boland’s surprise. His chancellor… or major-domo… or whatever title Boland wanted… projected a three hundred percent increase in mining output, and a significant impact on farm yields. The goblin also predicted that arms and armor manufacturing would increase in amount and quality over that time if trends hold true.

That evening, Mac dined with Morag. The vulpes woman had become one of his closest advisors. Besides her beauty, the fox-kin was intelligent and insightful; she had helped craft the decrees he announced and warned him about the possible reactions of the nobles and guild magnates. Boland seconded her opinions on that, but it was the late-night conversations with Morag that truly helped him create an all-around plan. He found himself missing her when she was off resituating the rest of the harem. She was a woman with a mission. Morag had refused to be manumitted until her task was completed, saying she would only ask for her freedom then. He’d also noticed during this time that her tail, instead of being limp and unresponsive, slowly began to swish side to side more often. Recently, it had been like a metronome on steroids. Although still somewhat unfamiliar with the relationship between her tail and her mood, Mac thought it meant she was happy, or at least happier.

For the first time in a while, dinner with Morag was a bit awkward; conversation was stilted, and she seemed a bit nervous. Their conversation at the table usually ranged from the history of this world, some innocent flirting, and the topics of the shadow council. Mac stayed away from topics about her growing up, but he did ask her about her interests and passions. And although her bushy red tail was continuing its swinging, even that part of her anatomy seemed tense.

“Cormac,” she said, “I have something I wish to tell you about.”

“Of course. I’m happy to listen.”

“I finished today,” her voice barely above a whisper.

“Finished what?” Mac asked, starting to get concerned.

“Your harem. They’ve all been rehomed. All-in-all, one hundred and two women have found employment, apprenticeships, or matches. Twenty are now employed by the castle in various capacities.”

“Wonderful! That was amazingly quick, all things considered. You have done yeoman’s work over these last few months, taking care of that, along with everything else you have been doing…” Mac trailed off, knowing what this now meant.

“Morag, you are now freed from my service. You may now do as you wish, per your request to be the last. I give you your freedom and my heartfelt thanks. You will receive whatever you desire in compensation for your slavery. Boland already has the writ prepared; it merely awaits my imprimatur,” Mac intoned in a somewhat more formal way than he’d been used to in speaking with Morag.

“Thank you, sire. I don’t know how to repay you for what you have done. Two of your harem have volunteered to remain. Per your instructions, they understand that you have granted them their freedom, but are asked to remain as possible “counselors,” regarding both the castle politics and the human kingdom.”

“Dammit, woman, you said counselors in quotation marks. I have no intention of using them as bed warmers. You should know that by now.”

“I do, Mac, I really do. I just… After all this time, I am still unsure of what “freedom” actually means, as are they. It is a foreign concept. Most of us have all been born and raised in captivity.”

“I know, just... just trust me. I’ve told you about my history, how I was betrayed by my wife and best friend, and how I treated women after that. I won’t do that to you. I won’t cut you free without support. Whatever you need, Morag, you’ll have it.”

“Thank you, Cormac… truly, thank you.” The beautiful woman stood up and took a position behind Mac. She began rubbing and massaging his shoulders, something she’d never done before. “You have no idea what you’ve done for me. I couldn’t imagine the dark Goddess gifting me with someone like you. I know you consider yourself ‘not a good man,’ and one who ‘puts efficiency above all else.’ What did you call it? An alignment? ‘Lawful Evil’ if I remember what you said. I think you are wrong about being evil. Or at least, you are not as evil as you think you are.

“I know you will have to do certain things to be successful and to keep your throne. But you have yet to harm an innocent. And that says more than you can know. Giving him a brief kiss on the cheek, she finished by saying, “I think I am off to bed. Thank you again, my king.”

Mac watched as Morag sashayed out of the room. He couldn’t think of another word for it. Her tail was sweeping back and forth, and he was sure there was a lot more swing to her hips than he’d ever noticed. Little vixen, Mac thought. Mac hoped she would stay on and continue her counsel to him. But he would never ask her. She’d been through too much. Asking her to stay in the very place she’d spent her life as a slave? In what little conscience Mac had, he couldn’t bear it. He finished off his wine, ran a hand down his face, and felt something he hadn’t in years. His eyes stung with what he realized were tears. The thought of her leaving was too painful, but the thought of making her stay here was unthinkable. The classic “Catch-22.” Popping into his head like an evil earworm, Mac felt as if he could almost hear Cat Stevens singing about the Wild World... and it’s breaking my heart you’re leaving, baby, I’m grieving.

Grabbing the flagon with the remainder of the wine, Mac (who after weeks, finally figured out the route. Well, he figured it out before that, but he’d often ask Morag to take him there, just because), returned to his spacious, yet cold, chamber. For the first time since he arrived in this world, Mac felt alone. He’d always had Morag by his side, filling a void he didn’t know was that empty. He knew he could command nearly any woman to his bed, but the thought of it made him ill. Mac couldn’t bear the thought of Morag being disappointed in him.

The wine he brought up from the dining room was not enough to get him drunk. Especially after Mac had discovered that his new “empowerment” by the Goddess permeated more than just magic; it imbued his entire body. He found he had much greater strength, endurance, and even agility. But this is one of those times he regretted the enhanced endurance. Oh well, he could always call for Teanna, the cute skunk girl maid, to bring him something stronger. He’d regret the hangover (if he even evoked one), but oblivion seemed to be preferable to thinking about his lovely vulpes.

Mac’s royal guard (whom he had Imzya train properly, replacing the truly stupid or difficult ones) stayed a respectful distance back, and he knew they would take up positions on either side of his door. He tried to keep his composure, but the silent tears continued to fall. He was going to make sure Morag was set for life. House, gold, servants… whatever she wanted. He owed her that much.

Still trying to come to grips with his impending loss, Mac opened his door and stepped into his room, closing the door behind him. He threw his jacket on a nearby chair and began unbuttoning his shirt. Somewhat aimlessly, Mac went through his parlor, into the bedroom, and toward the washroom. He glanced at his cold bed and… stopped. Lying on top of the covers was a glorious sight to see. Morag, naked, her tail whipping back and forth, her eyes boring into his, her pupils opened wide, her perfect breasts heaving. This was not the first time he’d seen the vulpes in her glory. But she was still a vision. She was trim, lithe, but with all the right curves. Her stomach was flat and defined, without being overly muscular. Her breasts were high and firm. Two ripe handfuls that made Mac’s mouth water. For the first time, he noticed Morag’s coloration. He’d seen some beastkin with stripes, or even patterns like a jaguar, but Morag’s body was primarily a rust color, with patches of white. It was complementary, but not cartoonish. Dark enough to notice, but still faint in the markings. From just looking, he couldn’t tell if the coloration was skin pigment or very short fur, almost like velvet. He settled on pigment as he knew how smooth her skin was from her occasional, accidental touches.

“I thought you’d never get here, sire. I half expected your maid to have intercepted you. She’s a cute thing, and absolutely smitten with you,” Morag teased him.

“M-m-morag? My god you are magnificent. What are you doing? I told you before…”

“... that you would never take an unwilling woman to your bed. I have waited until I was freed. But now I can give myself to you. Willingly, gladly, hungrily. You have shown more kindness and affection than I have ever experienced before from another male. You value me for my counsel, not just for my body. Now that you have freed me, my first act is to make a choice, a choice to give myself back to you without hesitation. Perhaps selfishly, as I have never known the touch of a man to whom I’ve willingly given myself.”

“Are you sure? I mean, I want you, good lord. I’ve wanted you more than any other woman, almost from the moment I laid eyes on you, but I don’t want it to be from a feeling of obligation…” Mac blubbered for a few seconds. He then realized that Morag was making a deep rumbling sound, and for a moment he thought she was… purring? Maybe? Mac realized the vulpes was growling at him. She turned over onto her hands and knees, and her tail stopped its sway and puffed out. Mac realized she was pissed off. Very pissed off.

“Cormac,” Morag said in a dangerously quiet voice, almost as if she were talking to a rather stupid and naughty child, “If, as you say, you want me, then get into this bed NOW and fuck me!”

“Yes, ma’am!” Mac said hurriedly and, hastily, began removing his clothes, walking toward the bed, tearing seams and ripping buttons. Mac could say with complete honesty that he had never wanted a woman as much as he did Morag, a hundred times more so than even Linda. Her quiet sweetness, her insightful intelligence, her amazing body, not to mention her just being there for him over the months since he arrived, all of it captivated him. Mac was surprised to realize that, for the first time since Linda, he had feelings for the woman waiting not-so-patiently for him. He realized the sense of loss he was feeling previously when he thought Morag would leave may actually be… love? The thought frightened Mac, but not enough to stop him from disrobing.

As he dropped his smallclothes, Morag’s eyes widened a bit, and her tail, which was slowly dropping from its “pissed-off” state and going back to its gentle swaying, kicked into “metronome mode,” as Mac thought of it.

Morag remained on her hands and knees, smiling broadly at him. “Nice, very nice indeed, sire,” she purred. “I think I can work with that… quite happily.”

Mac made his way onto the bed. Grabbing Morag by the shoulders, he lifted her up into a kneeling position. Without further preamble, Mac brought his lips to Morag’s. A gentle pressing at first, slowly becoming deeper and more passionate. The fox-kin was the first to search out her lover’s tongue, and both of them let out a wanting moan. Their arms encircled one another, and their hands strayed over one another’s bodies. Morag was definitely keen on taking the role of the aggressor, breaking their kiss as her lips moved down his neck, nipping and sucking as Mac shuddered with need. Her sharp canines added an extra thrill, and her tongue… something about her tongue.

His hands caressed her back, sliding ever so slowly towards her tight, heart-shaped ass, stopping only to give a brief stroke at the base of her tail. It was Morag’s turn to shudder. The vulpes continued her journey from Mac’s neck, down towards his chest, and moving ever lower. Even as Mac palmed and squeezed her ass, he knew what was about to happen was going to leave him breathless.

Breaking her string of nips and kisses, Morag looked up into Mac’s eyes and said, “Lay back, my king, so that I might worship you as I have dreamed of for quite some time.”

Her words were followed by a surprisingly firm push, and Mac suddenly found himself flat on his back, his head pointing towards the footboard as his pretty vixen crawled her way up his legs. Back on Earth, Mac was considered certainly above average, but not porn star huge. In this world, he seemed to be much more gifted. Morag grabbed his cock with both hands, twisting gently but firmly in opposite directions. Mac almost came right away when her tongue flicked out, licking the tip of his dick with a rough tongue. Ah! That was the difference with her tongue. He cried out and almost swooned from the unfamiliar sensation. Morag looked up at him and smiled, “Now you know why cat-kin and fox-kin are popular bedmates. It’s all in the tongue.” She let out a girlish giggle before swallowing his length in its entirety.

“Oh HOLY fuck!!!” Mac bellowed, barely able to control his very rapidly approaching orgasm.

“Morag, it’s been… oh! I mean... I… I’m not… I’m not going to last long!”

She took her mouth off his manhood just long enough to say in a low, husky voice, “Let it out, my king. Seed my mouth.”

That’s all Mac could bear. It had been an unbearably long time since Mac had gotten off. So few of the women in his orbit were free persons, and the ones that were were still subordinate to him. His first ropes exploded out of his cock with a power that shocked both him and Morag. It filled her mouth, and her senses exploded. As she hummed around his length, Morag’s eyes rolled back in her head as she savored her lover’s spend. Rope after rope of his cum flooded her mouth as she gamely tried to swallow. A bit slipped out of her mouth, and as Mac’s body began to ease from his massive orgasm and he began to soften, his lover used her fingers and tongue to clean up every spilled drop.

Sitting back on her haunches, Morag smiled with a “cat that just ate the canary” grin. Panting, red-faced, with her heart racing, his vulpes said, “I think… that was… the first time… I ever… enjoyed that.”

Stunned by the sheer talent she had displayed, Mac stared at the ceiling and whispered, “Glad to have been of service. Gimme… Gimme… five minutes. That’s all I’ll need.” He reached for his lover and pulled her into a close embrace, petting her red hair and scritching the backs of her ears, causing Morag to moan with need.

Finally catching his breath, Mac sat up, flipping Morag underneath him. Sliding down her thighs, he lifted her legs over his shoulders and dove into her center with his mouth.

“My turn,” he growled, deep and low.

“Cormac! What… what... what are you… doing… uuhhhhnnnn!” his lover cried as his tongue lapped at her slit and bit gently at her lips and clit. Almost immediately, Morag came undone. Crying out her release and her lust, Morag grabbed the back of Cormac’s head and thrust her pelvis up against him. With little more than a pause as the gorgeous fox-kin fell over her precipice, Mac was back at it, lovingly devouring her and adding his finger to stimulate her further. By her third orgasm, Morag had to push him away before she hyperventilated.

“Now, lover,” she panted heavily, “Give me your seed. I want you inside me. I want you to… to… make love to me!”

Mac realized that she had probably never said those words before, as her previous partners were merely using her. He made his way up her body, angling his cock toward her entrance. Their faces scant inches apart, Mac kissed her lovingly. He entered her slowly and said quietly, “As you wish, my lady.”

As Mac had already had his edge taken off, their lovemaking seemed endless. When he was on top of her, his thrusts were slow and gentle as she undulated her hips below him. Locking her ankles behind his back, she held on for dear life as he continued to pleasure her.

After a while, Mac asked her to be on top, which confused her. She said she’d only been taken with her on her back or from behind. He smiled and said, “Wouldn’t you like to be in control for once?” Rolling her over and on top of him, he had her straddle him and impale herself at her own pace. It quickly became her favorite position as she rolled her hips front and back, side to side. As she rode him, she came three times in quick succession.

Eventually, Morag tired and begged him to take her like a beast. On her hands and knees, her tail waving back and forth, Mac took her. She loved it when Mac grabbed her tail as he thrust into her, gaining speed and force as he did so. Eventually, Mac lost himself in the moment and, both reaching orgasm simultaneously, he came in her like he’d never cum before.

Later on, Mac and Morag lay cuddled under the covers of the bed, her fingers drawing circles through the hair on his chest. Both were drenched in sweat and cum. Contentedly, Morag said, “I never knew it could be like this. I have only orgasmed by myself or with one of the other women of the harem. I have never enjoyed the act particularly, and I certainly didn’t know what I was missing, having sex instead of lovemaking. Thank you, my king.”

“The pleasure was all mine, my dear. Sex with you was positively a revelation. I haven’t had a bout like that which even came close since…” Mac trailed off, thinking of his wife and her betrayal. He’d enjoyed the physical act of sex since then, but had never had the emotional connection until now. In the afterglow, Mac held onto Morag almost desperately. Feeling his conflict, she looked up at him with concern.

“Cormac?”

“It may be too soon to say this… but… I love you, Morag.”

Tears welling in her eyes, his lover looked to him with adoration. “I have loved you, my mate, since you freed my girls.”


CHAPTER 4
 

In the nights (and often days) that followed, Morag proved insatiable. Reveling in her freedom to finally enjoy sex, she rode him ragged each and every night. After about a week, Mac sought his memory for a spell to increase his stamina (his already heightened vigor still proved unable to keep up with his vixen). After discovering the correct use of magic, he was able to keep up with her. He was getting enough cardio that his stamina was slowly increasing, which helped as well.

Blissfully enjoying his requited love for Morag, the next weeks were the happiest Mac could remember. However, the time came for Mac, along with Imzya, to visit his troops for inspection. He was torn by this. His reforms in the city regarding slaves continued to irritate his slave-owning subjects, even after it was very clear that production and morale increased demonstrably almost overnight. Boland assured Mac that he would be able to handle the nobles and guild lords. His chancellor (they mutually decided that was the best title for the goblin after much hemming and hawing) had been handpicking new guards, intelligence operatives (mostly ratkin, and a few other beastkin that were usually marginalized), and other supporters who approved of King Cormac’s reforms.

“We may not be able to stop all the violence that may occur, but we’ll sure as hell know who will be involved. Worry not, sire.”

“Great to hear. Have the plans for the infrastructure improvements been finalized yet?”

“Yes, sire. Per your instructions, we are working on aqueducts and water supply first, then paving the city streets. After that, bridges around the Capitol, then we’ll expand from there to other cities, improving roads along the way as part of your five-year plan.”

“Excellent, Boland. Thanks. I’ll be back in a couple of weeks.”



Imzya stood outside the citadel, waiting with the rest of the column that would bring them to the major encampment. This would be the first time Mac would spend alone with Imzya since appointing her general. He looked forward to learning more about the dark elf. Mac had been trying to get past her inherent misandry. Ingrained racism and bias are hard to break. Still, over the months, Mac had seen her, seemingly, begin to thaw. He knew she disagreed with his reforms for slavery, but she admitted she could not argue with the increase in productivity. It just “sat wrong with her,” she’d said. As they traveled, Mac and Imzya shared stories about their homelands. Having grown up in the subterranean caverns of her people, Imzya’s outlook on many things was colored by that darkness. True to fantasy novels from his world, Imzya’s people hated the other elven races. It wasn’t because they were driven from the lands above, but rather because eons ago, the rest of the elves ignored their dark brethren when they were attacked and nearly wiped out by the dwarves. If there were a people Imzya hated more than the elves, it was the dwarves. That hatred carried over to the dark dwarf, the duergar, whom she found utterly revolting.

“It was the most difficult part of your orders to me, sire, to deal with duergars, especially after you killed Froam. Horrid thing that he was,” she said at one point on their travels. Imzya responded to questions with clear answers and in response, asked questions of which he was sure she had no interest in the answers.

The demeanor of their troop escort was pleasing to Mac, who, for the first time, saw the beginnings of true discipline. He commented to Imzya. The faint curve of an almost smile graced her noble features for a moment. Right afterward, her face returned to her studied, haughty demeanor. A day later, as they arrived at the camp, that smile disappeared.

Signs of the encampment were obvious well in advance. The land around where Imzya said the camp lay was despoiled in a manner that Mac recognized as wanton destruction, not harvesting resources. The bodies of animals strewn about, killed for sport, not for food, littered the ground in most directions. As the column arrived, Mac saw no picket, no stockade, and no alert watch at all. Dismounting, Mac grit his teeth as he looked around. A particularly fat orc was sitting near a smoky fire, torturing a boar piglet with a lit stick of wood, its squeals being a point of entertainment for the troops nearby.

Mac turned ever so slowly towards Imzya. His countenance was cold, his voice even colder and measured as he quietly asked her, “What is the meaning of this? You told me these troops had been integrated. I do not see the barest of operational discipline here! Where is the stockade, the watchers, the pickets?” Mac’s voice was rising as he finished, glaring at his dark elf general with true fury. For the first time since he met her, Imzya actually looked frightened of him.

“You! Piece of shit orc! Either put that thing out of its misery or let it go. The next time you poke that thing with the stick, it will be the last time you wear living flesh!” Mac’s voice rang out, cold and imperious.

The orc glanced up at him, sneering, and poked the piglet with the burning stick again. “Who the fuck do you think you are to order me about? I’m a captain under Tish’rack, and I obey none but…”

The orc never finished his sentence as Cormac sent a sickly mist, faintly glowing in a nauseous ochre, to envelope the orc. As soon as the cloud touched the insouciant creature, his flesh instantly began to melt and slough off him. The process of killing took almost a full minute, and the orc screamed up until the last possible instant.

“Anybody else?! In case you utter fucktards haven’t guessed by now, I am King Cormac. Your Goddess-appointed ruler. From now on, all of you will live under the mantra of “Fuck Around and Find Out!” If any of you believe you follow a general first and not me, step forward and fucking find OUT!” Mac’s voice rose with every word he spoke, his rage evident to all. Despite being shorter than many orcs and certainly the ogres and trolls, the creatures that called themselves soldiers shrank back from him in terror. For a moment, Mac was sure that the light nearby dimmed slightly.

“From here on out, you do things my way, or you die horribly. Can’t obey orders in life? You sure as fuck will obey them in death! Do you half-witted imbeciles understand a fucking word I am saying?”

A weak affirmative dripped out from the assembled troops, making Mac glare again. “I said… do… you... imbeciles… understand?” he said, his cold whisper somehow carrying farther than his yelling.

“Yes, king!” they yelled, with greater vigor and more fear.

“Excellent. Now,” Mac pointed to one of the other orcs, “summon the generals to the command tent. If they are not there in ten minutes, I will kill fifty of you in the most horrible manner my mind can dream up, just for laughs. GO!”

The temperature nearby dropped quickly, to the point where the breaths of all those near Mac became visible as quickly dissipating puffs of steam. Mac knew his magic was responding to his anger, but he made no attempt to rein it in. His face a storm cloud of fury, Mac looked at Imzya with disgust.

“Command tent. NOW, general!” he bellowed.

Cowed and terrified, Imzya quickly led the king towards her tent. Everywhere Mac looked, there was disarray, filth, and chaos. Purely out of anger, Mac slew a number of orcs and trolls that he caught doing something vile: pulling the limbs off of a squirrel one by one, pissing in the open rather than a latrine, etc. Mac gave no warning, killing them with a gesture and raising an undead soldier in the same breath. Word of his coming began to spread rapidly, furthering the chaos that was this mob.

Finally reaching the command tent, Mac strode inside ahead of Imzya. Chained in a corner were two dark elf males, playing some kind of board game. They were dressed… prettily was the word that came to Mac’s mind.

Mac glared at his general. “What are those, Imzya?”

“Nothing, my lord, merely entertainment. Men from my city,” the dark elf general said, her voice filled with trepidation.

“Right now, you don’t deserve entertainment.” Focusing the magic the Goddess bestowed upon him, Mac glared at the boy toys, snapped his fingers, and they simply disappeared.

Imzya swallowed audibly. “General, I am very, very, very displeased with you,” Mac said darkly.

“Sire, I assure you, when I left, the army had been drilling, integrating, I can’t see how this…”

“What you are saying is you compounded your failure by not leaving anyone else in charge who could maintain order? Is that what I am hearing?”

The dark elf dropped her eyes to the ground, humiliated by Mac’s admonishment. “It must be so, sire.”

“Good. Understanding your failures will ensure you don’t repeat them. Now, who did you leave in charge?”

“Tish’rack, your majesty.”

“Mmmm… were your orders not clear? Were your directives imprecise?”

“No, sire. In our staff meeting before I left, I instructed him to maintain the unit drills and begin the process of integrating the remaining forces. Also, my king, I instructed him to post guards and complete the stockade. Scouting and reconnaissance were being handled by Sharp-Tooth.”

“I see.”

Mac was warming up to interrogate Imzya further when he heard a scuffling outside the tent. It didn’t sound like a horse, but something large was riding up. He looked up to see Sharp-Tooth himself enter the tent, nod to Imzya, and bow deeply to Mac.

“Sire, you… you’re here! Praise the Goddess! I have something urgent to report! My forces have spied a large enemy force moving towards us. Primarily infantry with about two cohorts of armored horse. At their present rate of advance, my scouts believe they will arrive in three days.”

“Thank you, general. The remainder of the generals will be here shortly. Please remain. How goes your force?”

“Based on skills and temperaments, I have divided my troops into three groups: a reconnaissance force, a raiding and harrying force, and a much smaller communications cadre, message runners, and more, sire. We are still doing more training with the communications as it is an unfamiliar duty. However, the other units are performing above expectations. Most seem happy with the new sense of mission from our king.”

“Excellent. I would like to inspect them. How far away is your encampment?”

“My king, given the state of the main encampment,” Sharp-Tooth gave Imzya a sympathetic look, “my commanders and I decided to distribute our forces throughout the countryside with various signals devised to assemble or disperse quickly. The raiding group is shadowing the enemy, picking off strays, and the reconnaissance group is keeping track of their progress and relaying that information back to, um, General Tish’rack. Also, they may have poisoned the only wells in the human army’s path.”

Mac looked at Sharp-Tooth, impressed. “My compliments to your commanders, and to you. Please enlighten me, general, were you in the meeting when Imzya gave Tish’rack orders to maintain the training, continue integration, and to set a guard?”

“Yes, sire, I was.”

“And Tish’rack understood his orders?”

“Yes, sire, he confirmed he did.”

“After the Marshal departed for the citadel, did Tish’rack say anything regarding his orders?”

“Er… well, sire…”

“Honesty, my dear Sharp-Tooth, honesty.”

“Yes, sire, he did.”

“And what, pray tell, did he say?”

“He was clearly not interested in obeying them, sire.”

“Please be more specific.”

Grimacing, Sharp-Tooth looked at his king. “He said, ‘fuck my orders, fuck that whore, and fuck that poxy human king’, sire.”

Imzya glowered and looked like she was preparing to explode into violence. Mac held out his hand, motioning for her to hold her reactions. He smiled cruelly as Tish’rack, Fistula, and Grock entered the tent. Imzya schooled her expression, as did Sharp-Tooth, while Mac affected an air of congeniality.

“Generals, welcome! I am happy to be in your presence again.”

The ogre and troll generals managed something akin to “Sire”, but the orc general merely grunted and stared at Imzya with a smug look.

“So, let’s begin. I must say, Marshal, I am disappointed in the state of this camp. It appears as if my orders regarding integration and training were not heeded. We have an enemy force three days away, and my army still looks like an unruly mob. What have you to say for yourself?”

“Sire, I left orders for the new training to be continued. I cannot understand why those orders were not followed. However, the fault lies with me, and I will accept whatever consequences you see fit.”

“I see, thank you for accepting responsibility. Please, put your hand on the table.”

Imzya placed her hand flat on the table that held maps of the region. A map that had not been updated with the enemy positions. Mac regarded the elegant lines of her hand. Truly, when the gods put dark elf females together, he didn’t skimp on their loveliness.

With an action powered by his enhanced agility, Mac unsheathed his dagger and, in one continuous motion, buried the blade into her hand, pinning her to the wood beneath. Imzya’s eyes bugged out as she tried to stifle a scream of pain. Blood began welling at the wound, but the presence of the knife impaling her kept the wound from spurting.

“That is the price of your failure, my dear. I expect you not to disappoint me in the future.”

Sharp-Tooth looked shaken a bit, Fistula and Grock looked confused, and Tish’rack looked inordinately pleased. His smug grin grew as he watched the marshal struggle with the blade that Mac had thrust deep into the table. Tish’rack actually let out a snort of amusement as he smiled.

“Tish’rack, what are you smiling about?” Mac growled at the orc general. “You have erred and failed me grievously. General Sharp-Tooth confirmed that the marshal had given you orders to continue the training, as well as to continue building up the integrated units. The general also mentioned that you said some untoward things regarding the general and myself.”

“Lies! Goblin lies! I received no instructions! She told me…” the orc stammered out.

“General, general, lies are unworthy of us. Whereas I believe the marshal erred in leaving you in charge of the army, I believe that you deliberately undermined her, and therefore me, just to swing your dick around.”

Tish’rack’s attitude shifted from blustering to venomous in a moment. “What of it? You expect me to take orders from her? A dark elf female? She is not strong enough to control the horde, and my people will never follow her. And you, I will not bow to a fucking human, no matter who elevated him to the crown!” The orc finished his tirade by spitting on the ground near Cormac’s feet. Gronk and Fistula stared at the orc general with disbelief. Even those two dunderheads remembered what happened to Froam. They each took two wary steps away from the orc.

“General Tish’rack. I had given you the benefit of the doubt that you could restrain your more bestial nature and help the kingdom repel the invaders and retake our lands. I suppose I was sorely mistaken.”

Nodding to Imzya, Mac continued, “I suppose that is on me, marshal. I do apologize to you.” Turning back to Tish’rack, who had his hand on his axe, Mac’s voice dropped its feigned amiability.

“Tish’rack, you are dismissed from our service. You have been judged… ooh, ooh, I get to use my favorite word!... contumacious. I’m afraid your insubordination requires me to make an example of you. Xxcratzjl!”

Not even knowing what he was saying, Mac intoned that final, near-unpronounceable word in a voice that did not sound as if it could have come from a human throat. As the assembled generals watched, a fountain of flames erupted from a crack in the ground just in front of Tish’rack. Something emerged. Looking upon it fully caused a nauseous rejection of the mind that such a thing could exist. Its head was split vertically, the pseudo-mouth filled with sharp teeth dripping with a venomous, noxious fluid. Its body had too many limbs, none of which were consistent in size or shape. The skin of the creature was warty and covered in a glistening slime. As it lurched into being from the crack in the earth that had formed with the flames, it spoke to Cormac.

“Master, thy bidding?”

“Ah, yes. Please take our orc friend out to the center of the camp and pluck his limbs off one by one. Take your time with it. I believe that gaping maw of yours will be perfect for biting off his head to end his screaming eventually. His soul is yours as payment. When he is dead, you may return to the hells.”

A chuckle that emerged from the creature’s throat was wet and mucosal. “Be it so, master.”

Grabbing Tish’rack, who stood gaping at the demonic creature, by the throat, the abyssal monster strode out of the tent. Shortly after, the screams began. They lasted much longer than Mac had supposed. He was pleased that the demon had taken its time. The ogre and troll generals stood silent, their fear a living thing as they gawked at Mac. Mac ignored them.

“Marshal, generals, you have two days to whip my troops into shape and prepare for an engagement. Failure is not an option. Dismissed.”

Grock and Fistula nearly fell over themselves exiting the tent, while Sharp-Tooth took his time, cackling the whole way. Imzya was still struggling with the knife in her hand. Mac walked around the table and wrenched it out, then provided the small measure of healing his dark powers allowed.

“Truly, I’m sorry, Imzya. I needed to make an example and punish you semi-publicly. You were in a difficult position, only partially of your making. I know you will not fail me a second time.”

Mac looked at Imzya, noticing her breathing was rapid and shallow. Her pupils dilated, and she was sweating. It wasn’t with fear or pain or anger. Mac had seen this often enough to recognize it. Imzya was aroused.

Interlude: Imzya

By the eight-legged Goddess! I could barely keep my orgasm under control when he pulled the knife from my hand. Surely it was painful, but the delicious sort of pain that I didn’t know could move me to such ecstasies. When I first met this human, I could only think that the Goddess of the Dark had somehow erred. A human? A male human? It was revolting enough for a male drow to be placed on the throne, but at least he was one of ours!

Not to mention the insanity of trying to blend the hordes! Most of us had been racial enemies for thousands of years. To mix these disparate and greedy peoples (including my own) was a recipe for disaster, and the last thing the kingdom needed was yet another disaster.

Then, he killed Froam. Just killed him and raised him like he would be swatting a fly. I could feel the power emanating from him, and that the show of power he’d made was nothing. His sorcery had vast, vast reserves. Possibly limitless, it was hard to say. I admit I got a bit wet from that display. He might be a male, but he was formidable.

Then, the proclamations. I saw it as a sign of human weakness, or like those miserable halflings. Some have the strength to rule, others are weak and must serve. It is the way of the world. I knew his reforms would cause mass hysteria among the nobility, which they’d rise up to oust and kill this new, upstart king. I suppose the Goddess’s blessings held them back. I knew, though, he was on borrowed time.

And I was wrong. So wrong. Within weeks, the mines began producing at an unprecedented rate. The fields were being planted so quickly that new tracts were being opened for additional food production. As human and demi-human meat did not settle well with me, I was glad that the famine could be averted.

I was still suspicious, though. He had great strength, but seemed… sentimental. Soft-hearted. Almost like the lesser species mattered. And, the Great Spider damn him, he was human.

However, his acumen about organization, his vision to conquer the Kingdom of Rittle by subverting their known weakness, and ‘flipping the script’ was extraordinary. I was attracted yet repulsed all at the same time. But the attraction was winning, handily. Then he arrived at the encampment. Full of fury and backing up his displeasure with his vast powers. When I greeted him on the steps of the wooden bailey under construction, I could see the storm clouds brewing. Literally, black clouds began swirling over the camp. The temperature dipped so low that hoar frost was forming on the ground. Nearby light seemed to be sucked into the king’s body, never to be seen again. For perhaps the first time in my life, I knew true terror. Not the fear of death, or the discomfiture of a petulant king or matriarch. This was true, complete, and horrifying existential fear, not for my body, but for my soul. I think if he’d commanded me at that moment, I would have shed my armor and offered myself to him immediately.

The commanding way he took control of the situation. The almost unhinged anger aroused me as no other had ever done. When he saw Mircza and Crewen playing that stupid game of theirs, his contempt for me intensified. I know not where he sent them, if he sent them anywhere, but they were never seen again. They were insignificant playthings, nothing compared to the indomitable male that my king was. I never gave them more than a passing thought again. Never before had I felt… submissive. Subordinate, of course, but never desiring to be dominated and… and… used as I felt in those moments. Then the knife. He never hesitated, not for one instant. I never saw his arm move until my hand had been impaled. I knew then that I would kill for this male’s attentions. That I would give myself to him, to command, to subjugate me, to sate the desires that I didn’t even know I possessed. I had to give myself to him. Body and soul.


CHAPTER 5
 

Two days later, Imzya had made significant improvements. The troops that had trained in the formation fighting were able to get back in a semblance of order. Troops yet to be integrated were relegated to the back ranks or reserved. Mac was fairly basic in setting examples, and after the two days, he had a small group of undead to bolster his personal guard. Imzya remained professional, but on occasion, he would see her looking at the scar on her hand. The healers had done a fine job, and he wondered why she still might have a scar, but it would remain as a reminder of her failure.

When she thought he wasn’t looking, she looked at him with intense regard. Mac couldn’t be sure what she was thinking. Was she plotting revenge? Was she realizing that she was so far “not top dog” and was beginning to learn her place? As long as she did her job, Mac didn’t care. He cared about results. Mac had many an underling that loathed him during his career. As long as they did their job and stayed loyal, he couldn’t care less if they hated him.

After Imzya had performed the most immediate triage of the situation, he consulted with her again the night before the enemy was to arrive. “Marshal, it looks as if you recovered some ground on the training. It will take months more for the troops to actually coordinate really well. I’m pleased with the… renewed… progress. I wanted to ask you a few things and talk about a plan for tomorrow.” Imzya nodded at Mac, waiting for him to continue. “I wanted to talk to you about your command structure. How is your army assembled now that it is not just the horde?”

“Sire, as we discussed in the past. We’ve taken the army as a whole and divided it into two ‘divisions,’ three ‘brigades’ each, six ‘battalions,’ and nine ‘platoons’ per battalion. The overall total of the forces is approximately fifty thousand warriors. Although the organization information is set, we are still forming the army from the platoon level up. I have twenty platoons that are working well, another fifteen that are formed and training, and we’re putting the remainder through... what did you say? Ah... ‘Basic.’”

“And the commanders of these divisions? Are they ‘strong’ or are they capable?”

Imzya heard echoes of his admonishment from a few days back. “Sire,” she began, and cleared her throat, “I’ve replaced leaders who commanded by strength or fear, and replaced them with the more clever soldiers who’d already gone through the training. Um, for at least two platoons, I arranged for commanders drawn from… Sharp-Tooth’s goblins.”

Mac raised an eyebrow at the coldly beautiful dark elf. “Oh? How is that working out?”

“Surprisingly well. I had spoken to the drow warcasters and given them strict orders to back up the platoon leaders. A few examples made from some of the more stupid soldiers brought everyone in line. I... ahem... must admit that in terms of the operational discipline, the goblins have proven more effective than some of the other commanders, some drow included.”

“Even the dark elves? Huh. Convey that to our goblin general at your convenience, please. Alright, so Sharp-Tooth’s scouting force estimated the human army is about twenty thousand in strength, including cavalry and infantry. Their cavalry and knights are well formed, but their infantry is just on one side of a mob. Based on that information, assuming they try to break our lines with a cavalry charge, how and where would you meet the enemy?”

“I’ve considered this at length, sire,” the marshal said with her eyes staring intensely at the map in front of them. “I believe that having Sharp-Tooth’s riders attack from behind as soon as the enemy army enters the field will hopefully draw off some of their cavalry to defend the rear and the baggage train. When that occurs, our new ‘platoons’ can engage the levies and knights, and we can draw up reserves as needed. There is a flat, level plain that will work well for an engagement of this size. Our numbers alone should guarantee victory.”

“Mmm. Normally, I’d say you were correct. But they’ve beaten you on level ground before, with fewer numbers and only minimal engagement from their peasant levies. First,” Mac smiled, reading the map as if he didn’t know it by heart yet, “we are going to move our camp to here, at the end of this short valley, surrounded by these low hills, and then we are going to place our horde forces about midway through the valley. My dear Imzya, have you ever heard of a ‘pincer’ maneuver?”



Imzya and Mac spent most of the night planning and moving their forces under the cover of darkness. Sharp-Tooth’s force eliminated several scouts and spies sent by the human army, and his riders were holed up slightly behind and to the north of the human force. Towards dawn, the enemy had moved into the gap in the valley. The morning was crisp and damp, with a light fog pooling on the valley floor. Both Mac and Imzya were pleased, as muddy ground made for more difficult cavalry charges. Mac had finished consulting with his generals and had sent Sharp-Tooth back to rendezvous with his cavalry squadrons. With a smirk and the fond remembrance of a movie he’d never see again, he’d given the goblin his final orders of ‘when I give the signal, unleash hell.’”

Mac understood his rule was in jeopardy here. If this plan failed, he’d lose the bulk of his forces, and his subjects would no longer fear or respect him. His assassination would probably follow quickly after. His nerves were not about his plan, but rather about his army’s ability to enact the plan and keep discipline.

As the sun moved incrementally above the mouth of the valley, he also knew that the battle would need to be over by mid-morning or his troops would have the sun in their eyes and would be at a tactical disadvantage. Mac thought about his plan, musing about how much he had learned through corporate politics and positioning, as well as the depth of documentaries that he’d watch when he couldn’t sleep, which was frequently, back on Earth. Although not a soldier by far, Mac was an excellent strategist and tactician. Chess. Moves and gambits. The corporate world was about keeping one step ahead of your competitors, and luring them into a battlefield of one’s own choosing, as taught by Sun Tzu. Mac would have preferred ambush and defeat in detail maneuvers, but knew his first victory had to be a public drubbing of the enemy. All that was required now was for his troops to do their jobs and not fuck it up.

The greater portion of his army was still untrained and unintegrated, and those were the troops he placed in the middle of the valley. Scouts had determined that the mounted and dismounted knights were moving with a level of caution befitting an army that expects to defeat their enemy with little effort. Mac pondered how a force of twenty thousand would feel so comfortable against a force two times their size. He could only imagine having to field half a million soldiers to defeat a force of one hundred thousand of these knights. Hopefully, the enemy would be in for a huge surprise.

Mac had Sharp-Tooth provide his messenger squadrons to coordinate (as much as possible) the horde in the valley, letting them know what they needed to do and when. He thought, wryly, that his entire battle plan hinged on a corps of green murder midgets. They’d done right by Mac so far, so he had confidence in them to perform their duties. The orcs, trolls, and ogres… eeehhhh… the proof will be in the pudding. Imzya had instructed Sharp-Tooth not to harry or raid the human army. She didn’t want the humans to force an engagement with the warg riders as they were so crucial to the plan. Mac agreed.

The human army was impressive in that shining armor Excalibur sort of way, but the levies looked scrawny and underfed. Mac noted that, although there were some beastkin, most of the infantry were humans. Based on what he heard about how beastkin are treated in the human kingdoms, he guessed they didn’t trust them enough to even use them as cannon fodder.

Giving it some thought, Mac instructed Imzya to make sure that they capture at least a few prisoners. He tells her to secure at least one knight, and the rest can be peasants. Once they’ve secured a “noble” prisoner, slay the rest of the knights. If the humans break, pursue; if they surrender, accept it, and we’ll figure out what to do with them. Imzya looks at Mac skeptically, but acknowledges the order.

His marshal had given orders for the horde to hold and not rush into battle. She’d mixed in a group of pikemen (Pike orcs? Mac wondered) to blunt a cavalry charge. Much of the front-linewere trolls, whose regenerative capabilities meant they could take the charge and still fight. Imzya and Mac stood on a hill perpendicular to the line of battle. Her command staff and guards were ready to deal with interlopers, and, at Mac’s guidance, some effort was made to camouflage their observation post. Imzya had asked why Mac didn’t summon a few demons to rout the enemy. He replied that to do so would make the army reliant on his presence. He needed them to stand alone when he was not there, and that having victory handed to them would not help them build pride in their accomplishments.

His drow marshal spent some time regarding Mac as they waited for the forces to clash. Without looking over at her, he said, “You’ve something to add, Marshal?”

“Sire, I know you do not like to be compared to your predecessor, favorably or unfavorably, but I was wondering…” she began.

“Spit it out, Imzya, it’s almost ‘go’ time.”

“Do you not wish to fight with the troops, sire?”

“Ha! Me, down there fighting? First of all, don’t get to thinking I’m a coward. Let’s be clear, I’ve never held a sword, fought a battle, or killed a man in single combat. I’d only get others killed. Second, my job is here, alongside you, directing the battle. Your former king is dead because he was a warrior first and a leader second… or third, from what I understand. Know your skills and what you excel at, but never forget where you lack acumen. Arrogance and pride get you killed. Planning and ruthlessness get the other guy killed. I can foresee times when I need to be in the field, either for massive firepower or sometimes optics. But overall, I’ll try to stay out of direct harm’s way.”

“Sire, I would never think you a coward. I approve of your choice to remain off the field. It was just surprising considering… the past.”

“I’m full of surprises, Imzya. I may be human, but I am likely the most ruthless person you’ll ever meet. Froam didn’t understand that, and neither did Tish’rack. Both of them died pretty horribly underestimating me. Be a dear and don’t make that mistake.”

“Ah. Yes, sire.”



The first clash occurred just as the sun peaked above the hills. A group of human cavalry took a pass at his army’s line, and both received an equal exchange of wounds. Mac nodded to his marshal and put the first part of the plan into motion. Summoning her own magic, Imzya released a line of fire far into the air directly above her. The enemy cavalry paused for a moment before continuing to arrange themselves into formation. Half a moment before the charge, the hue and cry went up that a mounted force had attacked the rear. Confusion reigned for a moment until the enemy general sent a contingent amounting to about one-third of his cavalry to the rear.

Mac let the cavalry reform, and shortly thereafter, they began their charge. As hoped, the charge was less than full speed as the muddy ground hampered the horses’ ability to move at a full gallop. As soon as the horses had crossed a threshold Imzya had set, the pikemen secreted in the horde lifted their pikes and placed them beside the trolls at the front (Thank you, Mel Gibson, Mac thought). Many of the trolls bore shields to blunt the attack, but many more beat their chests, presenting a target for the lances of the knights. The humans did not expect this maneuver, and the first rank of the cavalry stumbled straight to their deaths. Mac watched for a moment and then glanced at the back of the human column. Sharp-Tooth’s riders were making a mess back there, killing the civilian camp followers, setting fire to the supplies, and engaging the cavalry with their faster and more maneuverable wargs, and generally making a nuisance of themselves.

The levies were even more confused, not knowing which way to turn. As the mayhem unfolded, Mac nodded to Imzya again, and part two of the plan was put in motion. The dark elf raised her arms a second time, and two lines of fire streaked into the sky. That was the signal for the trained and integrated platoons to crest the hills and begin the march downward. Frontline orcs with swords and axes, battle mages in the center, goblin archers towards the rear. Trolls and ogres flanked the units, each holding two modest-sized boulders and enormous clubs strapped to their backs. The orderly formations of his troops on the hills proved to be more frightening than the massed horde the humans were used to. At the appropriate distance, the ogres and trolls hurled their stones into the levies, each one killing multiple soldiers with every hit in such a target-rich environment. Further down the slope, the platoons paused and kneeled, and the goblin archers released a volley of arrows. Not enough to ‘darken the sky,’ but enough to keep the human levies and unmounted knights entertained. Human armor proved to be resilient, but there are always gaps, and many arrows found those gaps.

As the battle progressed, the trained platoons began the encirclement. The human cavalry had suffered grievous losses as the horde surged forward. The goblin riders split and picked off the cavalry sent to repulse them, and the levies began to break what little formation remained. Mac smiled, knowing the battle was over. He poured himself and Imzya a glass of wine and waited for the news of the enemy’s total defeat. Around ten a.m., Sharp-Tooth himself delivered that news. He had minor injuries, but mostly cuts and bruises. However, his smile, as unnerving as it was, seemed plastered to his face.

“Sire, the enemy is destroyed. Your prisoners will be brought up shortly. The human levies panicked and fought to the bitter end, the fools. I think they feared being eaten alive.” His grin widened even further. “A thought that was not without merit. Nary had a man escaped, although we allowed many of the beastkin to surrender. The enemy had a large contingent of elves, which is surprising.”

Mac looked to Imzya, who startled a bit before giving Sharp-Tooth orders. “Very well done, General. I will want to personally commend your riders when this is over. Please sweep the field of possible survivors and tally our losses,” the marshal said with graciousness and respect to the goblin.

“As you wish, Field Marshal Imzya. We’ll have a preliminary tally in a few hours.” The goblin saluted sharply, and all but skipped down the hill towards his warg.

“Congratulations, Field Marshal. An impressive victory,” said Mac.

“My king, it was your plan and guidance that led us to this victory today.” As Imzya said these words, she was nearly surprised herself, as if she could not believe she was giving credit to a male. Mac smiled. He noticed Imzya’s eyes again had that glassy sheen to them, her breathing increased in rapidity, and even her delicate nose flared a bit. Jeez, Mac thought. She really gets off being dominated.

“Imzya, I’m going to share a secret. That plan is almost three thousand years old, where I come from. It was far from my idea. Clearly, it wasn’t a tactic used here. We have a saying, it originated in one of our religious texts, ‘there is nothing new under the sun.’ We exploit whatever we can, even if it is not our own design. The humans have learned that lesson painfully today.”

Shortly after the goblin general departed, a small force of his newly trained troops arrived with Mac’s prisoners. A human knight, an elf, and a feline kin that Mac had heard referred to as a solis felis. There was another type of cat-kin referred to as an umbral felis. From what he could tell, it was the coloration of the skin and fur that drove that distinction, with the umbral felis looked down upon by even their cousins, the solis. Ah yes, petty racial divisions based on coloration. How refreshing, Mac thought grimly.

The catkin was as lovely as that breed of beastkin generally is, even marred by the mud and blood of the battlefield. She was striped like a tiger, and was a ginger to match, like his Morag. She looked more defeated than the other two. The human was clearly a career soldier, scarred and grizzled. A dyed-in-the-wool killer, Mac thought. The elf, yes, the vaunted elf. Mac thought again about how short elves were. They were an almost ‘too pretty’ race. Even the males. Effete, arrogant, contemptuous. Mac disliked him on the spot. He regarded the bound captives as they were forced to their knees. Each one was injured, with their wounds roughly bound. Mac didn’t ask their names. He could truly care less.

“Gentlemen, and lady of course,” Cormac smiled congenially, “I have some questions for you that it would behoove you to answer truthfully. Ah, but first let me introduce myself. I am King Cormac, ruler of what you might refer to as ‘the dark kingdom,’ which we call Krelgar. The ‘dark’ part is a misnomer, as much of the landscape is quite lovely. I don’t need to know yours, nor do I care. Answer true, and I may let you go to bring news of your defeat back to your masters.”

The human knight, clearly some noble son or whatever, glared at Mac, contempt and hatred in his eyes. “Traitor to your race! You are the lowest scum! I will never help one like you.” He finished his sneering words off with a glob of spit that came close to Mac’s foot. He earned a smack to the head from the orc that held him to his knees.

Mac rolled his eyes, bored already. “Really? That’s the best you can come up with? Admittedly, the spitting was a touch unnecessary. I guess one would call it an assault on my ‘dignity,’ or some other such pretentious and corny phrase. What I am going to call it is a ‘teaching moment’ for your comrades here.”

He stepped up to where the human knight was kneeling. Placing his hand upon the human’s brow, Mac summoned his power. A sickly glow encompassed Mac’s hand and melted through the skull of his captive. The man’s screams were loud and pitiful, but Mac was relentless. When he reached the man’s jawline, the screaming had long stopped, and Mac withdrew his hand. Imzya was there with a hand towel, and Mac casually wiped the gore from his glove.

“As I said, a teaching moment. So, Mr. Elf, what do you say about answering my questions? It will be easy-peasy stuff about the defenses of my cities you unlawfully occupy, and the general number and disposition of your knights. Stuff like that.”

Mac’s nose was immediately struck by an acrid smell, followed by a wetness growing around the elf’s feet. He’d wet himself. However, shaking, the elf gathered what courage he had left and said, “I will never betray the free peoples!”

Mac facepalmed and shook his head, sighing. “Look man… uh, elf. If I did that to this lump of decaying flesh here, what do you think I’ll do to you? What I did to the human was a mercy compared to what I will do to you. Last chance.”

The elf merely lowered his eyes and wept. “Brave, but stupid. So be it. Oh, guard? Please take this thing away, flay him alive, and feed him his own flesh. He may select how his flesh is prepared. Please accommodate him regarding seasonings, et cetera. If he states no preference, likely due to his screaming, just have one of the cooks take their best guess.”

Screaming, the elf was dragged off, begging for mercy. As his cries faded with distance, Mac looked to the last prisoner. The cat-kin was trembling with fear, worrying her bottom lip so much that he thought she’d cut straight through. Her eyes were wide. If Mac could do what he just did to the human and the elf, what would he possibly do to her?

Mac stared at the beautiful woman for a moment, tilting his head to the side. “My dear... mage is it? My dear mage. I think I’ve proved my point. Your intransigence after witnessing the fate of the other two will only serve to irk me. Despite equal opportunity and all of that, I do not look forward to providing a terrible fate to women. Makes dinner that evening rather unpalatable. So, I want you to think about what you have just witnessed. Decide if you want a worse fate than those two. Beastkin have been ground down enough under the heel of the human kingdom; don’t be a fool to think you’ll be welcomed back with open arms after this defeat. We’ll speak later. Guards! Take her to a tent, allow her to wash the mud and viscera from herself, then bind her gently. I will speak with her later.”

That night, he dined with Imzya. A quiet celebration instead of the raucous partying of his troops after their well-earned victory. Imzya made sure pickets and guards were appropriately set and that those guards were not too drunk to do their duty. As the humans had left behind a good deal of supplies, Mac and his marshal ate well.

“My king, why did you have those three captured? If your intent was simply to terrify them and kill them, then why bother?”

“My dear, the elf and human were too proud to speak. I saw that the moment they were brought before me. The human was a tried-and-true soldier, a noble knight; he’d never betray his people. The elf was too proud and arrogant, despite his fear, to help ‘monsters.’ Their deaths were merely to entice the third into thinking about what horrors I would visit upon her. That, and the fact that humans and elves are the dominant species in these lands. Non-humans are treated with a great deal of racism.”

“Sire, you have said that word before. What do you mean by ‘racism’? What exactly is that?”

“Hmmm… first, tell me what your people think about other races, other species?”

“Unless proven otherwise by strength and power, the dark elves believe all others are below them, inferior. Hence, why even our men are chattel, women wield magic, whereas the males of our species cannot. They make good foot soldiers to be sure, but they are better suited for labor and domestic duties, and of course, as sacrifices to the Spider Queen.”

Sighing, Mac looked at Imzya. “That, that right there, is the core of racism. Racism is the belief that others who look different from you or have different values or cultures are lesser. Whereas I understand your people have that mindset, and from what I’ve heard, your spider Goddess is rather finicky about her worshippers being dark elves et cetera, I take people for what they can do, their competence, their initiative, their work ethic. I do not judge them on what they appear to be. Do you think Sharp-Tooth weak?”

“No, sire, I have seen his strength and cunning.”

“But he is a goblin, a lower race than even orcs. If you met another goblin on the streets of the city, what would be your first reaction?”

Imzya opened her mouth to speak, but slowly closed it as she pondered.

“Exactly. If you had underestimated him, you might end up dead, yes? If you treat people for who they are as individuals, then you spend less time hating someone for something that is not their fault, whether skin color or ethnicity. Think on this: racism inherently causes divisions. Divisions lead to defeat.”

His marshal looked up again, surprised. “I will consider this further, my king.”



It took a while for the adrenalin rush of battle to leave Mac’s body. When it did, he felt more exhausted than he had in a long time. Maybe since his divorce from Linda, and that was pure fight-or-flight. Mac was still not sure where Imzya found and transported a queen-size bed for his campaign tent, but he was grateful nonetheless. After dinner with Imzya, Mac had bathed and tried to read a bit. While the dark Goddess had provided him with the ability to speak, read, and write in the various tongues of the world, Mac had not found many books worth reading. However, the human commanders had brought small libraries with them. Mac had the books brought to him, selected a few to try, and had the rest sent to his citadel. Although bone tired, sleep eluded him. As he paged through the incomprehensibly biased history of the land as written by the humans, Mac saw one of his guards pop his head in. After the defeat of the human army, his troops showed greater respect and deference to Mac. He felt that he was really making progress in winning some trust here.

An orc, one of his personal guards, informed him that the field marshal wished to speak with him. Mac nodded, and Imzya entered the tent, looking strangely unsure of herself. Wrapped in a robe that one might call a “dressing gown,” she looked ready for bed herself. Her long, white, lustrous hair was freshly brushed, and her eyes had the hooded look he’d seen in her before. Mac sat up, swinging his legs so that he sat at the edge of his bed. He wore only his smallclothes, and his chest was bare. Imzya’s breath caught in her throat a bit before she schooled her face with her usual stoic demeanor.

“Yes, Imzya, what can I do for you?”

With that, the dark elf beauty untied the sash around her waist and let the robe fall to the floor. Holy shit, Mac thought, his eyes growing wide. I didn’t think they HAD lingerie in this world.

She was gorgeous. Taller than most women he’d met here, standing at five feet eight inches or so, she had the body of a dancer or a swimmer, all lean muscle and curves. Her breasts were larger than he had imagined. If they had been a bit larger, they would have seemed disproportionate to her frame. Her breasts were capped by pinkish-gray nipples that were stiff with her arousal. A small patch of white hair led the eyes lewdly to her dewy nethers. Her features, which Mac had once thought of as ‘beautiful, but cruel,’ were fixed in an expression he’d only caught glimpses of in the past weeks: aroused and heated.

“My king... Cormac. You have shown me you’re great power, your intelligence, and your resolve. Your body calls to me, not as a dark elf male I would take, but as one that would take me. I have fought my feelings, my desires for you, a human, my lust for an outsider, an enemy. I cannot do so any longer. You are the most powerful and… and… desirable male I have ever encountered. I must be yours. Tonight. Now. As a noble of my people, a priestess of my house, I would never imagine myself on my knees, debased.” Her actions followed her words as she dropped down in front of Mac. “I am here, though, begging you to take me. To dominate me. To own me, body and soul.”

Tentatively, Imzya raised her hands to Mac’s thighs, running them up and down his legs. Her eyes pleaded with him. He’d never seen such an expression on her face. Lust mixed with a fear of rejection, as well as something else. Her desire to abase herself to him.

Mac stood, his heart racing, and his cock becoming more engorged by the moment. He grabbed Imzya by her shoulders and roughly jerked her up to a standing position. Grabbing a fistful of her long white hair, he yanked her head back, looking into her eyes, which burned with passion and need.

“If you become mine, you will forsake all others. You will no longer have your boy toys. You will be mine and mine alone. Choose well, for my manhood will be the last one you will accept in your body.”

Staring up at Mac, her eyes ablaze with lust, her breasts heaving with want, the dark elf said, “No other male will touch me. I am your slave from this day forward. I will be anything you want if only you would take me! I swear by the Spider Queen!”

“I don’t want a slave. I would seek a partner who will conquer this world with me. You may submit in the bedroom, but you will be my spear in the heart of our enemies out of it.” With that, Mac crushed his mouth to hers, and her tongue immediately found its way to meet his. Her kiss was desperate, needy, and fearful that he would draw away. Mac’s hands caressed her sides, glancing off her breasts, but not lingering. Her hands were splayed on his chest, rubbing circles, taking him in for the first time. One hand ever so slowly traced a line down his chest to his abdomen and lower. She released the drawstring on his underwear. They could not fall to the ground as his rampancy prevented them from moving. Breaking the kiss, the seductive dark elf glanced down to see why she could not tug his smallclothes lower.

“By the dark webs of the Mother, your cock is enormous!” she exclaimed, hotly.

Morag had gotten used to his size, which in this world he’d found was prodigious. On Earth, he’d qualify as ‘above average,’ but here, he was a god, especially, he suspected, compared to drow males. Mac smiled as she wrapped her delicate hand around his member, and he claimed her mouth again in a kiss of pure desire. Again, she pulled back slightly. “My lord, my master, I will be your partner in war, and in all things but the bedchamber. In bed, you will always be my king and master. And I will kneel for you as often as I can.”

With that, the sensual elf lowered herself to her knees once more, her red-tinged eyes never breaking contact with his until she was level with his manhood. Imzya unconsciously wet her lips with her tongue, her mouth opening in anticipation. Nuzzling his dick, she worshipped him. Her tongue sliding up one side of his rod, and back the other. She smiled up at him like a child with an ice cream cone. She savored it. Although not as naturally talented as Morag, Imzya’s blowjob was sublime and toe-curling. Mac believed that she was happier gagging on his cock as it probably fed her sense of debasement and submission. However, Mac knew he’d have time to come in her mouth later; right now, he wanted something else. When Mac drew her to her feet, she whimpered like a child losing their favorite stuffed animal. However, her whine turned into a moan as he threw her on the bed, face down, with her lovely ass tilted up to his gaze. Without so much as a warning, Mac gave her what she wanted. His hand cracked onto the perfect skin of her ass. He was not gentle with her, not in the least. She wanted to be dominated? Wish granted. Each spank drove her wild, and he suspected she’d orgasm if he struck her again. In one solid thrust, Mac entered her, hilting himself. As soon as he did so, she cried out with pain and pleasure and lost herself to the moment.

Mac and Imzya did not relent the entire night. From feeling more tired than he had ever felt, Mac rallied his stamina and took the dark elf until the morning light broke over the hills. She refused to ride him, only wanting to be taken missionary or on her knees. He obliged her. By morning, her ass was swollen from all the spankings she wanted administered. She wanted domination and debasement? Her king gave her such a reward for her victory that day.


CHAPTER 6
 

Waking late in the morning with the beautiful woman curled up on his shoulder, Mac realized his time with the army was drawing to a close, and that he needed to return to Krelarg City. He had an awful feeling that things were progressing poorly. Although Mac trusted Boland and Morag to handle things, in his heart of hearts, he knew he’d be coming back to a complete shitshow.

He thought about waking Imzya gently, but knew that was not what she would want. Although it generally wasn’t his thing (even though he’d broken up with his last girlfriend on Earth in such a manner), Mac rolled Imzya over and bit a nipple sharply, but not so hard as to break the skin. His elven lover gasped with the sudden pain, but that quickly turned into a moan. She reached for his morning wood, and Mac was tempted to give in and fuck her again, but the nagging feeling about home compelled him.

“Sorry, lover, I need to get back to the capital. I have a sinking suspicion that something has gone wrong and they need me back.”

Imzya looked up and saw his resolve. “And I am to stay here and complete retraining the army, yes?”

“Unfortunately, yes. This victory will be wasted if we cannot form a professional army to counter the humans and their heavy cavalry. Sharp-Tooth is excellent with his wargs, but they cannot stand a full charge of mounted knights. We need a strong, coordinated army to take back the two cities stolen from us. Do me proud, and when I see you next, I’ll do you, hard.”

“Yes, sire, I am your willing servant.”

“Good girl.”

When Mac said that, the dark elf gasped audibly and said, “Master, I cannot in good conscience let you go without a reminder of my submission to you.” And with that, Imzya dove beneath the covers and assured Mac of her devotion. As he orgasmed into her mouth, Huh, who would have ever thought she had a praise kink, Mac thought.



Mac knew he’d not be able to get too far today, but wanted to start the journey back as soon as possible. His guard stood proudly, more proudly than they did when they escorted their king to the army. Seemingly, success and his casual brutality to Tish’rack and the prisoners had made an impression. Mac decided he would not travel alone and had the solis felis riding beside him, her hands bound. For the first hour of the trip, Mac said nothing to her, and she eyed him fearfully. Mac knew he was playing into her fear, but let her stew a bit longer.

After an hour, her fear was ratcheted so high that he feared she might hyperventilate and pass out. Mac showed mercy.

“Have you given thought to my request of you? Or do I have to conjure something horrific, just so you know, that would put me in a significantly bad mood, seeing how I had a wonderful night for myself?”

“May I ask a question first?” the cat-kin asked in a quiet voice.

“Certainly, my dear. I am an open book.”

“If I answer your questions, what do you intend to do with me? Will you simply kill me quickly, make me a slave, or add me to your harem?”

“Mmmm. Let me answer in reverse order. I disbanded my harem. I find the idea of fucking a slave to be distasteful. It’s rape, pure and simple, and I can attract a woman on my own without having to fuck them in servitude. That’s not my kink. Next, hopefully I won’t have to send you to the mines or whatever. Your beauty would fade, your life would be bleak. Also, beastkin are enslaved by humans, and I have no desire to emulate that practice. In fact, I’m slowly unraveling the slave system in Krelarg. Lastly, I am seriously trying to figure out what to do with you, besides letting you leave, which does not require your execution. If you have any suggestions, I’m all ears.”

“You don’t have a harem?”

“Nope. Disbanded, as I said. Most of them were given jobs or apprenticeships that do not require them to be raped on a regular basis. Some were even married off to a few men trusted by my chancellor. My lover, Morag, was the head of the harem. At my direction, she asked for volunteers to join me and act as counselors. Talented women whom I have freed and will hopefully employ in specific ways. And before you cry ‘hypocrisy!’ Morag was free before she willingly came to my bed.”

“Pardon me for saying, but that does not strike me as particularly ‘evil.’”

“Don’t be fooled, I’m a ruthless bastard at the best of times, but I prefer the term ‘expedient.’ Just because I killed your fellow prisoners doesn’t mean I enjoyed it. It was a calculated move and a message. I’ve killed more of my own men for insubordination than I’ve directly killed enemies. Am I evil? Some hold that evil is just the absence of good. By that definition, I am probably evil. I’ve been given a mission, and I will prosecute that mission to the exclusion of almost all else. The human kingdom is in my way, and they don’t seem like the negotiating types. Thus, war. Now, enough prevarication. Do I need to figure out something horrible for you, or are you going to answer my questions?”

“Death more horrible than being forced to eat my own flesh, or being a traitor? My options seem limited.”

“Traitor? Really? If you weren’t a mage, do you think you would be free or be in the harem of some human or elven noble? Would you have any respect other than as a broodmare? Please.”

The woman sighed. “Ask me what you will.”

Over the next few hours, she metaphorically spilled her guts to the king, providing information on the state of the conquered cities (bad), the troops defending them (surprisingly few), and the problems the humans were having. Mac smiled at that, knowing his ratkin saboteurs were likely making things difficult for the occupiers. The last the mage knew, the population had quieted and not given the occupying forces significant trouble in a while, but the humans were certain something was afoot. Problems with food stores being spoiled by rodents. Night soil is not being removed in certain areas, and no one knows who was responsible for the removal, anyway. The logistics within the occupied cities were different from those in a human city, but there was simply no direct proof pointing to a fifth column. The generals in charge of the occupation were tearing their hair out.

As the column stopped for the night, Mac had the guards put her in his tent for the meal, but to prepare her a guarded tent for later. Given a nod by his soldiers, Mac went to check on the camp being set up. His guards were doing their best to adapt to the new orders about encampments. The sergeant set a guard and patrols, and made sure that it was as secure as it could be. Mac had impressed upon them that no place was fully safe, and letting one’s guard down was a sure way to a slit throat.

Mac’s tent was bigger than the other tents for the troops, but only because the king should have room to meet with his counselors on the road. He understood the rationale behind this, but would have preferred a smaller tent so as not to have a big ‘X’ on him should an attack occur. He couldn’t say he didn’t like the perk, but the closer Mac drew to the city, the more nervous he was about having left it. Being a prisoner in his own keep would have been a sign of weakness, he knew, but he was certain someone, somewhere, had fucked things up. Finishing his rounds, Mac made his way back to his tent. The table had been set for his evening meal, and his traveling companion was seated at it, a guard hovering over her. At first, Mac had balked at her having her hands free, but Imzya had assured him before he left that she was useless without her focus item and various spell reagents.

One of the orcs had proven to be a not untalented cook, so his meals on the road were better than he had thought they might be. The smell of fresh venison, seasoned well and cooked perfectly, suffused the air, while baked tubers of some stripe that had been drizzled in fragrant oil woke his stomach up. As he approached the table with the cat-kin, Mac motioned for his orc guard to be dismissed. Knowing Mac’s casual destructive power, the guard moved to wait outside.

Mac regarded the woman at the table. She was defeated, perhaps even broken. More so, she was hopeless. She believed her life would be a misery from now on, even if it wasn’t going to be the hell on Earth Mac promised her if she was intransigent. He smiled.

As Mac sat at the table, he looked at the woman. “We don’t stand on ceremony here, go ahead and eat. I understand the venison is only an hour or so from its heart still beating.” Mac didn’t know if that was good or bad. Did it need to settle or something? Game meat was not his forte. The cat-kin began eating, trying to be dainty and formal, but eventually hunger overcame her, and she began tearing into the meat. Mac supposed that, while she had been eating on their various rest breaks, being in a situation that promised a gruesome death for non-compliance could build an appetite.

Having eaten about half of her venison steak, she began to slow down and regarded him quietly. Eating quietly, not so dainty as his guest had started out, yet not so bestial as she had finished, he waited for her to gather her courage.

“May I ask another question?” she said, finally breaking her silence.

“Sure, what’s on your mind?”

“Why have you not killed me, or had me turned over to your guards as a plaything? What’s your game?”

“The whole ‘turn over to the guards as a plaything’ would be pretty contradictory if I’m not a fan of taking women by force, wouldn’t it? Likewise, killing you serves no convenient purpose. You might still have some valuable information. My ‘game,’ as you put it, is to not waste resources. As I said earlier, I have personally killed more of my men than the humans. Because I don’t need to kill humans if I can have my troops do it for me. In order for my troops to understand why I am doing what I am doing, I need them to understand my power and to fear me at least a bit. A very wise man of my world once posited, ‘Is it better to be loved or feared?’ I always felt it was not a black-and-white answer. With some people, they must fear you before they can begin to love you. Let’s just say I have a plan and leave it at that. How you fit into that plan, I have no idea. You are from a race of people whom I understand to be oppressed. Yet you fight for your oppressors. I’ve asked you to answer questions, albeit under duress, and you have done your best to answer them. Therefore, I have no reason to kill you outright.

“You’ve asked me before what I am going to do with you. Let me ask, what do you think I should do with you? More to the point, if you were in my position, what would you do? Add to that question, if your people had won the day, what would they be doing with me and mine?”

“I… I don’t know. I’ve never had to decide life and death for a captive. I am a battle mage but hold no authority over others. You killed the other two soldiers viciously and spared me. You have said you do not want me as your bed warmer, and considering the beauty of your dark elf general, I am content to believe you.” A tear fell from one eye as frustration shook her form. “I don’t want to be here. I want to be home, finding a husband and raising kits. I just want to live my life.” the cat-kin sobbed once and stilled.

“Okay,” Mac said through a smile.

“O-okay? What do you mean, okay?” Her tone had turned angry, as if Mac had mocked her.

“I mean, okay. When we get to the city, you will be given quarters and a stipend to live off of. There are many beastkin in my cities; I am sure one of the cat-kin will take a shine to you and give you kits. As long as you swear to never leave my lands without permission, you will be free to live your life in peace.”

“Why would you do this?” she said, her voice low and confused.

“Because you asked. I have no particular reason to be cruel in this instance. You don’t seem to have any love for humans. You want out of the fighting. I don’t have to kill you. I don’t have to imprison you. Win-win. May not make sense, but I’ll let you in on a secret. You were always going to give me the answers I sought. Not because I would break you at torture or kill you in a horrid manner. But because you don’t owe the humans your loyalty. When you told me what you wanted, it was not so big of an ask. So, does that sound about right?”

With an expression that vacillated between hope and awaiting the other shoe to fall, she took a chance. “Yes, that sounds right.”

“Great! Now that that is settled, I will now ask you for your name. Because now, it matters to me.”

Days later, the column arrived back at Krelarg City. From what Mac could see, there were no signs of rioting, no columns of smoke indicating an attempted revolution or coup. A feeling of tension hung in the air, but it seemed to be quieter than he had thought it would be. No one threw rotted vegetables at his convoy; there was no jeering or booing. One or two of the civilians even… waved? Nah, Mac thought. They must be waving to a friend across the street.

When the column arrived, Mac gave instructions to one of the maids to take the cat girl in tow and get her situated as he had promised. “So long, Chloe, we’ll probably never meet again. Have a nice life. If you do need anything, call on Morag to help you; I’ll let her know what’s up.”

As he ascended the steps to his castle, Mac caught sight of Boland, but only had eyes for the auburn-haired, beastkin beauty, Morag. Before Morag, Mac thought he could never feel love for another person, let alone another woman, again. The pain Linda and Theo had brought him had run too deep. The gorgeous vulpes had brought out something in him. Her quiet care, coupled with her understated competence, made her irresistible to Mac. She asked for nothing, but gave of herself unhesitatingly. Seeing her again almost made him weep. Without care for decorum or “optics” as they would say on Earth, Mac sprinted up the stairs and swept his lover into an embrace, kissing her passionately. His only thought was to take her inside and make love to her for days.

She returned his kiss with equal fervor. Giggling, she broke his kiss and said, “Sire, there will be more than enough time for that later. In fact, I already have a list going of things I’m looking for us to do, but Boland needs you right now.”

Sighing, Mac reluctantly placed his petite lover back on her feet. He turned and looked at Boland, who looked both embarrassed and concerned.

“That bad, chancellor?” Mac said as he took in the goblin’s expression fully.

“It could be worse, majesty, but I would say that… how did you put it? ‘the shit has hit the fan’?”



“Sire, despite the increase in productivity and the obvious rise in morale amongst the slave population, the nobility feel as if their prerogatives have been ignored. That they should be able to do with their slaves as they will, they say that the crown made certain promises that implied their freedoms in matters of their households, etc. These nobles feel that they have rights that are being violated. Not sure how they justify it, as they are making money hand over fist right now because of your reforms.

“About half of the nobles within the city have formed a “cabal” to resist these changes. As a form of protest, ten of these nobles have seen fit to… execute... their domestics en masse. They hired outside chefs to cook and serve their slaves to them. They claimed to be exercising their “inalienable rights.” The ten that staged this protest were some of the oldest of the noble houses and aided your predecessor in many of his earlier victories. They have demanded an audience with you immediately upon your return.”

“Demanded, eh? Then we shouldn’t keep them waiting, Boland! Let us make them welcome. Send word they are to be here within the hour. Send that word with my personal guard,” Mac said. Under his breath, Mac sneered, “Fuck this Magna Carta shit. I ain’t your average King John. Yet another example of ‘fuck around and find out.’”

Within the hour, Mac sat upon his throne, looking down upon the cadre of ten nobles: half-demons, duergar, and one dark elf. They looked up at Mac smugly with eyes filled with barely disguised contempt. Mac did not bother to school his look and glared at them with unrestrained hatred. “What’s this about again? Can’t a man come back home and fuck his mistress before dealing with all of your petty shit? Seriously, I’ve made you wealthier with my proclamations, and you are getting bugs up your ass because you can’t kill them for funsies? My reforms are helping us gear up into a war mode to take back our lost territories, and you want to engage in a dick-measuring contest?”

One of the nobles, a cambion with coal-colored skin, small horns, and a laughingly vestigial tail, smiled in an unctuous way, as if he were explaining crayons to a child. Cambions, an interbreeding between humans and demons, apparently got their looks from whatever demon their father was. “Sire,” the officious prick started off haughtily, “on behalf of the coalition of ancient houses, I have been elected to speak on their behalf. I am Fors…”

“I didn’t fucking ask your name. When I want your name, I’ll beat it out of you. Why the fuck are you all being dicks over making more money?”

The cambion bristled visibly, his haughty amiability falling away to be replaced by venom. “Your predecessor, King…”

“Wait, hold up a minute. Is it me, or has no one ever mentioned this dude’s name? ‘Former king,’ ‘predecessor,’ ‘last king.’ What was this shitheel’s name anyway?” Mac looked at Boland on one side and Morag on the other.

“Ahem…,” the cambion continued, “Your predecessor, King Antolg, made assurances to the nobles who supported the war that they would have certain rights over their property… including our slaves… that our autonomy would be preserved. Your reforms, despite some limited success, impinge upon those assurances. We are asserting our rights over our chattel, and we expect the crown to honor the previous promises.”

“I see,” Mac mused, “... and where is King Antolg now?” Mac pretended to look about the room. “I don’t see him. Oh. Wait. He’s dead. And, hey, the Goddess picked me as his successor. There is no more ‘divine right to rule’ than I currently possess. She didn’t say anything to me about any former agreements or promises. Must not have been important to her. Her command was to destroy her enemies. The humans, the elves, the dwarves, etc. But let me check. Boland?”

His chancellor started, not having expected to be called upon. “Yes, sire?”

“Hand me those papers, if you will? Thank you.” Mac made a show of rifling through the documents Boland had handed him. Documents, by the way, that were merely projections of ore and crop yields. “Hmmm… kill my enemies… destroy the humans… darkness rules over all... nope! Nothing about old promises made by dead guys.”

“Majesty,” the smirking cambion said, “Your nobles provide you with funds and troops for your wars. We provide food from our fields, slaves to do your mining… you cannot simply dismiss our ‘requests,’” the cambion’s voice dipped lower as he finished, his threat implied but unspoken.

“Show of hands. Who amongst the ten of you will conform to the new proclamations? I mean, it’s been an economic plus for you, but you simply want to maintain the ability to kill and eat your property, right?”

No hands were raised. The cambion’s smug face somehow got even more smug. “See, sire, your reforms are not supported.”

“Bored now,” Mac said, his face turning to stone. “You think you have the power here? That your vague threats of cutting off supplies and support will cow me? Somehow, you have it in those bean-sized brains of yours that I somehow cannot rule without your... what? Approval? You are wrong, decidedly.”

A glance toward Boland, and a nod to the guards, and the plan Mac had come up with with his chancellor’s and lover’s input, began to play out. The cambion barely opened his mouth to retort to the king when a sharp spear perforated his back and emerged from his chest. Dying in that moment alongside the half-demon was one of the duergars, the dark elf, and another cambion.

Mac’s guards had their weapons ready for the other nobles, who stood in shock at the carnage. The deaths of their compatriots took a matter of mere seconds. Mac was not finished, however.

Holding his hand out to the living nobles as if to say ‘wait a minute,’ he looked towards Boland. “So, I declare the titles and lands of these dead guys forfeit to the crown to be distributed… or not… at a later time. As for these putzes,” Mac turned to the remaining nobles who still stood in shock, “Fuck it. Kill them too.”



After the throne room was cleaned of the dead nobles, Boland issued an already drafted statement to the remaining families that the ten noble families had been decapitated, their titles forfeit, and their lands confiscated. It was followed by a reiteration of Mac’s proclamations regarding slaves. The bodies of the dead nobles were paraded about the city as a warning that defying the king has heavy consequences.

Sitting upon his throne, Mac looked to Boland. “Hey, my dude? Do you want a title?”

Boland smiled at his lord. “If your majesty wishes.”

“Chancellor, I grant you whatever title of the ‘noblest-of-the-nobles-that-ever-nobled-a-noble’ here has just given up. For the rest, confiscate all goods, get an inventory of owned properties, stockpiles, etc. Execute the sons of the nobles who are over thirteen years of age, marry or foster the women and children to loyal houses. If the dead guys had wives, send them into a tolerable retirement if they are amenable. Send them to their husbands otherwise. If they have harems, use the “royal model” of harem dissolution we’ve pioneered here. The remaining slaves are to be freed and given a stipend and a domicile out of the deceased's houses’ coffers. They may apply for work at another house, but they can never be forced into servitude.

“Send out another order to the remaining noble houses. They are to come to the palace and assure me of their loyalty. They will also bring a hostage. A daughter, or second son, whom we will be pleased to assist in educating and ensuring an appropriate and proper upbringing. I’m sure you know who all of those are, Boland?”

“Quite so, majesty.”

“Excellent. Anyone who tries to pull any shit with us, their titles and lands revert to the crown, and they will be considered enemies of the state. I want the ones in the city to be here by morning to deliver their fealty. I expect the ones from more distant cities to arrive here in the time it would take for the message to be delivered, for them to prepare to depart, their travel time, plus two days. After that, it’s fuck around and find out.”

“So be it, sire. Sire, I’d also like to give a brief report on the previous reformations.”

“Let’s hear it,” Mac said, dismissing his guards with a finger wag, then grabbing Morag around the waist and placing her on his lap, to her surprise, delight, and slight embarrassment.

“I took it upon myself to ensure that, wherever possible, your proclamations were enforced. I made sure the more brutal overseers were “reassigned” to the army and replaced by those who could be trusted not to be stupid. Based on reports, the “rest day” you ordered, along with the food and medical attention, has been met with overwhelming gladness by the “slaves.” Sire, if I divine correctly, your plan is the eventual abolition of slavery, yes?”

“Eventually. A few types of slavery will continue to exist. Mostly punitive slavery. Haven’t worked out the details. But yes, hereditary slavery, buying and selling of slaves, etc. Yeah, that will be done for. Likely, there will be a transition to indentured servitude first.”

“An interesting notion to be sure, sire, but one that has proven to be an economically sound choice. Within the mines, production is up twenty-seven percent. Too soon to confirm percentages from the farms and other industries, but we expect similar gains. Within a year, I believe that the famine will be averted, our rearming and training of our warriors will be complete, and overall prosperity within the kingdom will improve.

“My final note, your majesty, is that there is a rumor spreading that manumitting slaves and hiring them as employees will help gain favor with the crown. I have not yet located the source of the rumor, but you should be aware of it,” the goblin said solemnly.

“My, my. Such rumors… Well done, Boland, and thank you.”

“Of course, my king. I have taken the liberty of sending up refreshments to your rooms, as I assumed after all this unpleasantness, you might be fatigued?” The goblin smiled knowingly, and Morag giggled.

Mac laughed, “You would assume correctly, my friend, you would assume correctly.”


CHAPTER 7
 

“So, did you fuck her?” Morag said slyly as soon as the door to their apartments closed. Unfortunately, Mac was taking a sip of his wine at that moment and discovered the discomfort of vino passing through his nasal cavities. Coughing and sputtering, much to Morag’s amusement, Mac was finally able to ask, “W-what? What are you talking about?”

Mac loved her laugh; it was like music to him, but he knew the mirthful chortle of his lover was tinged with mischief.

“Imzya, of course,” his vulpes lover said. “I was hoping she’d finally get the courage to seduce you.”

“Um... you two planned this?”

“Not as such, but I may have given her tacit permission. What’s the phrase you use? ‘She’s so fucking hot’? So… did you?”

“You already know the answer to that, but yes. I expected you wouldn’t mind, seeing as you are occasionally on me about taking other lovers.”

“Absolutely! I was the first woman of a massive harem, responsible not only for scheduling but for recruiting. I’d like to see you with as many lovers as make you happy.”

“Morag, I would have been perfectly happy with just you, you know.”

“Oh, I know. But I wouldn’t have been. You are a king, you are a wonderful man, despite your protestations, and it would be singularly selfish if I kept that all to myself. Eventually, I’ll get you in bed with that cute little skunk girl, too.”

“Cute little… You mean Teanna? She is our maid! That would be very…”

“Unprofessional, I know. But trust me, love, she’s gagging for you, and I would very much like to see her gagging on you. However, that is a discussion for another time. Your vulpes needs comforting after so long without her master. Oh! Nearly forgot. Tomorrow you will meet the other women who volunteered from your harem. Now, where were we…? Oh, yes, you were going to fuck me blind, weren’t you?”

“As you wish,” Mac smiled as he began to disrobe.



The next morning, Mac awoke late. He had some sore muscles and not nearly enough sleep. But his lover was demanding and insatiable, and, despite his frolic with Imzya, he did miss Morag terribly. It frightened Mac that he had fallen in love so long after Linda. He thought he could never take a woman into his heart again. It wasn’t so much that she’d slyly crept in while he wasn’t looking. It was more like she very politely ripped the doors off, looked around, and settled herself in comfortably. It was going to take awhile for Mac to get used to being vulnerable again.

Morag was already up from the bed and doing whatever it is Morag does at the beginning of her day. She was probably overseeing the cooks, making lewd suggestions to Teanna about sneaking into his bed, and preparing the women she had selected for his faux harem.

Mac dressed fairly quickly to go down for breakfast. He preferred eating in the main hall rather than in his chambers, unless Morag preferred otherwise. Sometimes after a morning bout, she’d not want to walk down to the hall, saying she wanted to give her legs a rest so she could walk a straight line without leaning on him. Mac didn’t mind breakfast in the room, as very often Morag would take the opportunity to have herself a... ahem... second breakfast.

Mac knew, however, that isolating himself from the staff would not help build familiarity and approachability with his servants. He’d freed his staff (or, rather, Boland did under his instructions) and hired them back for a more than fair wage. All of them had accepted. Strangely enough, the quality of Mac’s meals increased after that.

When Mac arrived at the hall, he found Morag at the table along with two other women. One was an umbral felis, the second was, much to his great surprise, a vampire. As they were recruited from Mac’s former harem, each one of them was breathtakingly gorgeous. Mac hoped that Morag had selected them for skills first, hotness second.

Mac looked at each of them, trying to garner what he could from their expressions and body language. Both of them were going to require some work. He knew the vampire would come on to him at the first available opportunity; the other was skeptical at best. At least there was no outright hatred, probably due to Morag’s influence. He could work with them.

Morag saw him and sat up at the table. “Cormac!” she said, in an almost surprised voice, even though he knew with her sense of smell and hearing, she was anything but surprised. If she wanted to put on a bit of a show, so be it. She crossed the brief distance to him, gave him a gentle peck on the lips, and signaled the servants to bring their king a plate.

“Love, I want to introduce you to the two women who volunteered to remain in your service,” she turned to the two women and said pointedly, “as free women.”

She pointed to the first one, an umbral felis. Unlike Chloe, this one was all dark, with a tight, curvy body meant to make men fall over themselves. If she were taller, she could have been a Sports Illustrated bikini model. She stood maybe four feet eleven or maybe five feet (hard to tell when she was sitting). Her hair was so black it almost appeared blue. Her coloration and markings were similar to a black panther, and she didn’t have the look of someone who was a short human; rather, she had perfect proportions for her size. In that she was similar to Chloe, but the solis felis was plain compared to the dark beauty in front of him. She looked at Mac through slitted, feline eyes, sizing him up like a piece of meat, liking what she saw, as she smiled a very hungry smile, sharp canine teeth making it a bit menacing. Her claws descended and left shallow grooves on the table. Despite her size, Mac had to admit to being slightly intimidated. He reassessed which of the two women would be trying to aggressively bed him.

“This is Kellas,” Morag began. “She is perhaps the stealthiest and cunning person I have ever met. She blends into the shadows like no other. It was amazing how she would escape the former king’s attention. It’s like she just wasn’t there!” Morag stopped and leaned up to Mac’s ear. “In fact, she avoided him so much, she’s a virgin, and I’m sure.”

He knew she’d be useful if she was genuinely looking to work with him.

“Thank you for remaining, Kellas. If Morag has vouched for you, then I know you will be of singular value.”

Kellas merely nodded at that, her eyes focused on him.

“And this is Elizabeta. I think you can tell that she’s a vampire.”

“Yeah, the red eyes and fangs kinda gave it away, but thanks for the confirmation.”

“Now, Cormac, don’t sass me,” Morag said with a mock scowl.

Before he could stop himself, Mac blurted, “Yes, dear,” surprising himself. Morag merely smiled at him. The other two women’s eyes grew wide with that, and they looked at Morag with an even deeper respect.

“Now, as I was saying, Cormac, Elizabeta was taken as consort by the last king, although he never consummated with her. I think he was too terrified of her, and she made no efforts to dissuade him from that fear. Strangely, for a vampire, and no offense, Lizzy, she is quite a sweet woman, despite her peculiar dietary restrictions.”

Mac regarded the vampiress with a critical eye. Her skin was pale, like marble. She was a stunner, alright. Auburn hair, lighter than Morag’s copper locks, is currently tied into double dutch braids, a pert nose, and cute dimples. She wasn’t rocking the Morticia or Wednesday Addams goth vibe, though. Standing at about five feet three or four, she had a “hot girl next door” vibe that Mac found thoroughly bewitching, even though the fangs threw off that look. No elegant gowns for this one, no, she was rocking the sexy pirate look without the hat and eyepatch. Her body and bosom were held in check by a leather corset-bustier thing, her long, slender legs clad in thigh-high leather boots with just a hint of stockings beneath. Her skirt, such as it was, was made up of what looked like studded leather strips. She had large, gold hoop earrings to finish the look. Mac wasn’t sure if the dark Goddess was just providing him with fan service or what. But so far, the women in this world tended to tick off his nerdy sexometer.

Adding to her allure, her red vampiric eyes were hypnotic, as old stories would tell regarding their mesmer abilities. She was trouble, he suspected, but in a good way or a bad way, he couldn’t say yet.

“Welcome, Elizabeta. Thank you for joining us. I’m sure your skills will be welcomed.”

“Both of you, please feel free to ask me any questions that Morag has not yet addressed. I’m of the mind that if you volunteered for this role, then you are committed to the crown. First and foremost, I am not looking for additional lovers. Despite my lady,” Mac said, nodding to Morag, “wishing to be my bed scheduler, I am really looking for wolves in sheep’s clothing. You were part of the royal harem, and therefore likely considered mere playthings. My guess is, between the three of you, you have more knowledge about the politics of this city than the entire nobility combined.”

“Questions?”

Elizabeta raised her sharp-nailed hand casually. “Yes, sire. What do you intend our roles to be?”

“For now? Just be available for questions regarding both the politics of the kingdom and your own lands. I’m also thinking something along the lines of internal and external security, or even ambassadorial tasks, perhaps not in an official capacity, but reviewing reports with an eye towards what was heard in the palace at one time or another. I need folks I can trust to work with the ratkin and others to help infiltrate threats to the kingdom. And before you get those looks on your faces about ratkin, let me tell you that they have been the single greatest boon to the crown and the country since I’ve arrived here. They see everything, and everyone ignores them. According to Boland, they have effectively killed three additional coup attempts. They have also proven to be very industrious. With many of them tasked with collecting refuse and night soil, they have recycled resources that have already started to grow my coffers. If it wasn’t for the fact that I’m trying to keep them clandestine, I’d be throwing them a fucking parade. Also, they’re kinda nice folk. Humble and loyal.”

Elizabeta smiled. “As vampires do not feed on the ratkin, we have also found them to be useful in terms of intelligence and small tasks. Generally, they complied out of fear, however.”

“Good. Then you’ll be able to work with them. I do not want your relationship with them to be out of fear. They have earned respect, and I would have you treat them as colleagues. Kellas, I want you to be familiar with the Ratkin and other potential assets in the city. Don’t know if this world has the ‘cats and rats’ hostility, but if so, it stops now. Elizabeta, you’ll be joining me when I head back to the front to liberate our cities there. The ratkin have been infiltrating them for weeks. You’ll be liaising with them, and I may ask you to check their progress within the cities prior to our invasion. You’ll have to tell me what ‘powers’ vampires possess in this world, as the mythical ones in mine have several. You will both report directly to me, and in case of my absence, you will report to Chancellor Boland and my Lady Morag. Kellas, work with Boland to make the first connections with my operatives in the city. Their current leader, Dross, has relocated to our occupied cities to coordinate operations, so you will now be the primary contact and organizer.

“Do you accept these tasks?” he said solemnly.

Both answered immediately with, “Yes, sire.”

“Wonderful. We’ll speak again soon.” Mac nodded to Morag to signal that the meeting was over. Morag nodded slightly in the direction of Elizabeta.

“Meeting adjourned,” he said. “Oh, Elizabeta? A word, if you will?”

Kellas and Morag left the room, though Kellas’ eyes lingered on him as she departed. Well, she will prove interesting, I’m sure. Mac thought.

“Morag seems to think you want to speak with me, Elizabeta,” Mac stated, pouring himself a cup of wine from a flagon on the sideboard. “What can I help you with?”

“Ah, ever so perceptive is Morag. It was what made her such a leader in the harem. I wanted to ask you if you would feel comfortable around me. After all, I’m a bloodsucking vampire,” she said, grinning and waggling her eyebrows and tonguing one of her sharp canines. “As one of the undead, don’t you think I would merely be out to seduce you and make you a puppet as I supped on you nightly?”

“Nah.”

“Just ‘nah’? I’m not a young vampire; my powers are not insignificant.”

“Well, part and parcel of being the king and the champion of the dark Goddess pretty much makes me immune to you.” Mac was absolutely certain the undead could do him no harm with mind control or other trickery. He didn’t know why he knew; he just did. “Besides, while your powers are considerable, they pale in comparison to what the Goddess has gifted me. Look, you could be a very useful servant to me, and based on Morag’s testimony, you can be trusted. That does not mean I will not be watching you and Kellas carefully for a bit.

“If you don’t mind, try not to prey on the middle-class and lower-class citizenry. They are the backbone of my reign. Try to target minor nobles, especially the rowdy ones, and the rapacious merchants’ family’s kids. I’d appreciate it. Anything else?”

“No, sire, I am your loyal servant.”

“Mmmm… we’ll see. Show me your loyalty and maybe I’ll let you have a suck or two,” he flirted back.

Elizabeta’s eyes flashed for a moment, and she smiled. Mac thought he just scored points.

The next weeks that followed, Mac received word from Imzya that training had sped up after their victory over the human army. The ease with which the battle had been won, coupled with their relatively low casualty rate (especially among the trained units), seemed to have convinced most of the commanders to get on board with the new program. His dark elf lover indicated a few who proved…resistant to the changes and were made examples of. With Boland reporting increased mine and food production, improvement to the quality and quantity of arms and armor production, Imzya believed that a six-month campaign to retake the cities lost to the humans could be prosecuted easily.  

Reports from his ratkin in the occupied city were promising. Dross reported that they had stolen enough food stores for the population to survive a protracted siege, and began ‘despoiling’ (Dross’s word) as much of the enemy’s supplies as they could without arousing suspicion. Morale was higher than expected among the population, as the rumor was that liberation would come in the spring. The ratkin has also been smuggling weapons in for the inevitable rebellion in support of the King’s attacks.

Continuing on, Boland and the castle staff began referring to Morag as ‘Lady Morag’. She’d tried to discourage that term, but Boland and Mac encouraged it. His guards adopted it first, and it seemed to spread from there. The first time Boland called her ‘my lady’, they were planning a series of healing clinics in the poorer areas in both the city and the surrounding countryside. Considering the staggering drop in workplace deaths and the enormous increase in production overall, Mac began to enact his proclamations to the rest of the cities of his realm. Unknown to Cormac, Boland added to a short missive about the results of the nobles’ ‘mutiny’ over the new rules. The only unfortunate side-effect of the healthier slaves was that many were healthy enough to contemplate revolt. These people were watched carefully. During these weeks, Elizabeta had been having correspondence with Dross, comparing notes. Mac was surprised at her initiative, but was not one-hundred percent confident that she was doing this for the right reasons. Mac asked both Morag and Dross to watch her. He hated the idea, but as the most inscrutable of his new ‘faux-harem’, as he sometimes thought of them, he needed to protect the kingdom from possible betrayal. 

Winter settled into the country, forestalling any military campaigns. Imzya had training continue despite the weather, and the reports coming from her were very positive. The camp for the army had grown into a motte-and-bailey wooden fortification, with a secondary picket wall established to accommodate the growing number of troops that were able to be sent to the front. Soldiers were foraging in the nearby countryside. And by foraging, Mac was told they were targeting enemy scouts, messengers, and pickets for their victuals. The goblins gained in popularity as they routinely shared patrol routes and locations of the enemy with the orcs and other monstrous folk.

Mac’s beautiful dark elf made several trips to the capital, and he discovered both of his lovers’ penchant for “the more the merrier” in the bedroom. Each time Imzya visited, he was more reluctant to let her return to the army. She had a duty to perform, and he knew that part of her motivation was to live up to what she saw as his expectations for her. Morag was always sorry to see her go. Mac would never have believed that his first lover in this world not only tolerated others in his bed but actively pushed him to take more. It was perhaps the only time that Morag showed frustration or annoyance toward her king. She was especially insistent that he take his skunk-girl maid and, as she said, “rail her into tomorrow.” He had to admit, his willpower on that score was weakening. One wouldn’t say Teanna was beautiful, gorgeous, or some other superlative. What Mac would say is that she was adorably, painfully cute. She was a classic John Hughes pretty-girl wallflower, but with the exotic edge of being a beastkin. The epitome of “kawaii,” he thought. It was hard to tell under the uniform, but Mac was sure her body was absolutely incendiary.

His trust in the recruited “harem” women grew over time. He’d found out from Dross that Kellas had essentially taken over his internal spy network, much to his glee, as he said he hated the planning and preferred the action of spywork, as well as being at the front. Also, Dross’s wives were getting pissed off about his late hours and weeks in the field. Dross said that Kellas’s natural talent for skullduggery far surpassed his, and her wielding of the ratkins and other “assets,” as she would say, was exemplary. The Umbral Felis really wanted to warm up to Mac personally, but he rebuffed her time and again. He stated clearly that it was not a lack of attraction or appreciation of her beauty; it was simply that he needed her in a professional capacity more than as a lover at this time. He wasn’t convinced that her ardor was not merely a way to increase her influence over him.

Elizabeta spent a great deal of time planning and corresponding with Dross. She also aided Kellas in internal security while waiting to be deployed to the front in the spring. She remained an enigma. The vampire had taken to teasing him in a friendly manner during briefings. For a creature that was probably several hundred years older than him, she was definitely auditioning for the role of “bratty little sister.” Mac knew she was just too damn smart and had figured out the best way to worm into his graces. Despite knowing her angle, Mac couldn’t deny it was working.

Kellas threw herself into her work with a single-minded fervor. With the help of household staff across the city, street urchins, and some ne’er-do-wells, the Umbral Felis began sorting which of the nobles were loyal, somewhat loyal, conveniently loyal, shady, and outright traitors. Mac and Morag gave her adequate resources to begin hiring assets and trusted administrators to start building an internal police force that could be trusted. During some pillow talk one evening, Morag told him that she was focused on him as her future mate and was going to be difficult to discourage on that score. She urged him just to give up and fuck the poor catgirl, but Mac was steadfast in his refusal.

In the late winter, having been cooped up in the castle and holding court for many nonsense issues about goats and water rights from the common people (which in truth, Mac tried to adjudicate fairly until the judicial system Boland was setting up was able to handle these issues), he began receiving messages from Imzya about the training, indicating that the army was fully trained and integrated. Fewer disciplinary actions for noncompliance were occurring, and the goblins had, on their own recognizance, begun the construction of siege engines. When asked by Imzya why they had started the construction, General Sharp-Tooth said, “Because it’ll be fun.”

Mac smiled. The two most reviled of the monstrous species, ratkin and goblins, were proving the most loyal and most useful of his subjects. Ratkin were the backbone of his intelligence operations, with teams working for both Elizabeta and Kellas, not to mention their general sanitation duties. The city, he heard, had never been cleaner, and instances of disease had dropped. Clinics were so popular that new ones were opening almost daily. Mousekin, another overlooked and dismissed beastkin (but also considered the most delicious by the monstrous races), normally found in domestic roles, were rushing to staff the new health care sites.

Everything was going according to plan. Mac spent his days working with Boland, working with his Shadow Council, and studiously trying to minimize contact with his official Privy Council. The Shadow Council met weekly, or sometimes more frequently. The Privy Council, he would call to meetings monthly. The damn ghoul, Arch-Priest Morgset, believed that the new proclamations and changes went against the ethos of the Goddess, who had believed “might makes right” (which tended to mean the proclamation about eating slaves, as Morgset was a quite literal ghoul; luckily, he could be placated with corpses). Mac agreed, but as he had the preponderance of “might,” all of his actions were “right.”

Frequently, Mac requested whatever writings and literature existed about the official church of the Dark Goddess. Morgset had delayed time and again, saying that his priests were “curating” an appropriate selection of texts. Mac was not certain whether there even was a written dogma.

Generally, the Privy Council was a way for the upper crust to be heard and voice their concerns. It was not, as it should be, an aid to ruling the kingdom. The meetings ran for hours, and Mac, on occasion, lost his shit for getting off the agenda. It usually meant Boland had to step in and bring things down from a boil. Veman generally postured, and Gar’shook leered at Morag when she attended and the serving girls when she didn’t. Mac promised himself the scumbag of an orc would die at some point in the not-so-distant future. Boark was still the enigma. He rarely spoke, but when he did, it was germane and relatively thoughtful. Still, the king couldn’t divine his intentions. He was definitely the most “other” of this council and the only one who never sought outside audiences.



On a fine morning in… crap, Mac had never figured out their calendar. It wasn’t based on seasons, months, or weeks, but rather the observance of certain rituals and the phases of one of the moons. Yup, they had two, and he could only imagine how fucked up the tides were on this world. By the time Mac discovered the multi-satellite status of this world, he was too numb to process it and just accepted it.

So on a fine morning, Mac awoke to two things: the first was that it seemed the weather had shifted. There was a crispness in the air that he had always felt was a herald of springtime. The coming spring gave Mac a sense of relief and trepidation. The former because Mac was fucking sick of the cold, the latter because he knew the resumption of the war was at hand.

The second thing Mac woke up to was the warm and wet sensation that Mac associated with Morag getting her morning “snack.” The fox woman was an amazing fellatrix, and Mac always loved waking up to her “alarm clock calls,” as he thought of them. However, the mouth currently bobbing on his manhood felt different, more hesitant. Mac was still in heaven at the sensations his dick was sending to him, but he knew right away it was not Morag. Likewise, he knew it wasn’t Imzya, as once she got the hang of it, the dark elf bombshell gave blowjobs like she was fighting a war: aggressive, fast-paced, and taking no prisoners.

The mouth currently urging him to orgasm was gentler, cautious, and inexperienced. Mac’s still waking mind couldn’t think straight enough to determine who was going down on him so lovingly. Before he could even open his eyes, Mac reached his pinnacle and felt ropes of his cum shooting into the woman’s mouth. Surprised, the woman gagged a bit, but her coughs quickly turned to moans as she swallowed as much as she could. Her cleanup was diligent and thorough. Right before he opened his eyes, Mac wondered if he was going to meet the eyes of Kellas or even Elizabeta.

He was quite surprised to see the adorable face of his little skunk maid, Teanna. Taking long, loving licks up his flagging rod, she looked pleased but hesitant as she met his eyes. Suddenly, as if remembering her status and role as his maid, her face lit up with panic. She hurriedly moved from his lap and bowed her head in supplication.

“Umm… Sire… forgive me. I came to… ummm... open the curtains for you. I was… you were… er... turgid with your morning rampancy and… and… thought I might be able to ease you’re… I’m so sorry if I have overstepped, my king. Lady Morag thought that you might… enjoy… it?”

“Easy now, easy…” Mac said, smiling at his petite maid. “You’re not in trouble. I mean, how could you be in trouble after such an enjoyable performance? It was a wonderful way to wake up.”

“Truly, sire?” the skunk girl said, her smile returning even as she wiped his semen from her face and lips, licking her fingers. She shuddered at his taste, clearly enthralled.

“Truly, dear. And you say Lady Morag encouraged you in this?”

“Yes, my king,” the pretty girl blushed so hard he thought she might spontaneously combust.

“Mmmmm... And did you do this only at Lady Morag’s suggestion, or…” Mac let his words trail off.

“No! No, sire! I must admit this was strange, and I have… have… never done such a thing. But, I think Lady Morag was merely giving me permission for something,” Teanna’s blush deepened if it were possible, “I have been wishing to do so since I first met you. You have been kind to me, and you are very handsome. I thought, however, that you would never look twice at me, considering my lowly station and Lady Morag being your bedmate. If I have overstepped, I beg forgiveness.” She lowered her head again. Mac could almost feel the heat of her blush.

“Teanna, come here,” her king said, opening his arms to her. Hesitantly, the maid moved into his arms, freezing up a bit as his arms enclosed her tightly. Rolling slightly to his side, Mac brushed a lock of hair that had fallen over her face, gently sliding it behind her ear. “Don’t compare yourself to other women. You are the most adorable creature I have laid eyes upon. You have a uniqueness all of your own, and I find you very appealing and attractive. Lady Morag has been asking me to take you to my bed for some time. I guess she got tired of my stalling.” Mac gave her a soft peck on her lips.

“I need to know, though, you are coming to me completely of your own will, not because you think it is solely what I want, but because of true desire?” Mac said softly.

Breathless from the increased rapidity of her panting, Teanna looked into his eyes, “With all my heart, sire. I desire nothing more than to feel you inside of me, to bring you pleasure, and if you ever wish, I want to bear you kits. I am afraid you might not find me pleasing, as I am mostly ignorant in matters of bed play.”

Mac grinned. “Well, I would help educate you in that regard,” he said, his mouth clashing against the small woman’s, who responded in kind. Teanna let him lead her, but raptly caught on to what he did to her. When Mac’s tongue teased out, she moaned and reciprocated with her own. The poor girl was almost desperate in her desires. As Mac moved to kiss and suck on her neck, her hands wandered over Mac’s bare chest. Her moans and pants were turning Mac on like crazy, but he knew he had to take it slowly with her. Slow and gentle was the order of the day.

Her lover’s hands slid down her back, cupping her firm ass and squeezing it gently. He slowly removed her uniform, causing her to pant faster. Mac hoped she wouldn’t pass out before he entered her. Finally naked, Mac licked, kissed, and sucked every inch of her petite form, paying special attention to her nipples, which were so hard and sensitive he was sure she had a small orgasm just from his teasing. His hands roamed her back, eventually reaching her fluffed tail. Holding it at the base, Mac gave it a gentle squeeze, which popped the skunk girl right over the edge. Mac smirked with delight as Teanna arched her back and seized up for a good twenty seconds. He felt her orgasm veritably soak his leg. Finally, she collapsed into his arms.

“I have never felt… even when I did it myself… ooohhhhh… it was delightful. Thank you, sire.”

“Don’t thank me yet. That was merely the warm-up,” he said, as Teanna’s eyes went as wide as dinner plates.

“You mean for when you take my maidenhead?”

“Yes, but first I want to return the favor of your wake-up call.” With little adieu, Mac tossed the adorable skunk-girl over onto her back. He had intended to take it slow, but his desire to lap up the sweet girl’s cum was overwhelming. With no preamble, Mac dove in between her legs, his tongue working furiously against her button to bring her to another mind-erasing orgasm. Under his aggressive ministrations, the poor girl didn’t last long. Again, she exploded, and Mac desperately tried to keep up with her cum.

“Mmmm…,” he said, “Delicious. Sorry, I wanted to take it slowly your first time, but I wanted to feel you cum again.”

“Don’t… apologize… sire… that… was… quite literally… breathtaking.”

“Are you ready for me to claim you, dear Teanna?” he smiled gently at her.

The pretty maid moaned deliciously, “Yes, sire, yes! Take me, claim me!” Her cries were too precious for Mac, and he smiled with pleasure at her.

“As it is your first time, and with your pretty little tail, I want you to straddle me. That way, you can control how quickly or slowly you wish to go.”

Without hesitation, Teanna immediately mounted her king. He helped her line his cock up with her pussy, and let her take the lead in how she wanted to be claimed by him. To his great surprise, as soon as she had the head of his cock in her, she slammed down quickly. She was so wet that Mac was hilted inside her in a second. She yipped a bit in pain as her hymen shredded under her assault, but it didn’t seem to matter to her. Placing her hands on his chest, the diminutive skunk girl pushed herself up and began riding Mac. The walls of her pussy clamped down on him, her tightness bringing Mac closer and closer to the precipice. He used all of his control to delay his orgasm until the poor girl cried out in desperate pleasure and collapsed on him. With that, Mac was done. He flooded the woman with his seed, copious amounts of semen filling her.

They were both breathless for some time before Teanna was lucid enough to pant out, “My king… has… claimed me.” She fell asleep almost as soon as she finished her sentence.

For the next few hours, Teanna and Mac alternated napping and lovemaking. After the first round, she proved she was quite the prodigy. By midmorning, Morag came into the room with water and some food. Teanna’s shock was as deep as it was humorous to both Morag and Mac. The poor girl thought she’d be executed for having the temerity to sleep with the king. Morag merely placed the tray on a nearby table, sat next to the sweet little maid, and kissed her lips gently, but firmly. “Welcome to our bed, sister. I have awaited you impatiently.”

Although Mac wanted to relieve her of her maid duties immediately, Teanna begged him not to. She was adamant about taking care of him and Morag. She so desperately begged him to let her do so that he did not have the heart to refuse. However, each night, Morag and Teanna shared him and slept at his side. Both proved exhausting in their demands, but Mac suffered nobly through it.



Despite what he knew was coming with the war, Mac was happy. It was a feeling he thought would never return. The ice in his heart, thawed by Morag’s devotion, shattered under her love and the love from Imzya and Teanna. Imzya could never utter the word “love,” he thought, as the concept seemed foreign to the dark elves, but he knew she did. To his utter surprise, Mac returned that love to all three. He still feared betrayal, so he played his emotions close to the vest with Teanna and Imzya. Morag? He was an open book to her, and she knew it. Mac felt she knew more about him than he did. It scared him a bit, but it also made him feel a bit squishy inside. Mac’s human side only emerged when he was with his women. He was professional with Boland, with a bit of friendly camaraderie thrown in. To everyone else in the ruling class, Mac was a figure of terror. The nobles feared him and his information network, the cults of the dark Goddess knew he was handpicked, but he showed no interest in their rituals and dogmas, and the business sector, even though their profits had increased, knew that abolition was coming one day soon. Strangely, the commoners fell in love with him; less contagion, cleaner streets, as well as clinics and food banks, brought favor with the poor, the artisans, the “blue-collar” workers, and the smaller tradesmen.

Over time, Mac shared the life he had before coming to this world, his tragic marriage, the coldness that overtook his heart, and the vengeful nature he had cultivated. He knew that was why the dark Goddess had chosen him, he said. Teanna and Morag giggled a bit and shared a look that Mac was unable to understand, and truly didn’t want to ask. Girl talk, he thought.

A week later, he received a simple message from Imzya. The message held five words. “It is time, my king.”

King Cormac knew that the first true test of his reign was upon him. The minor rebellion from the nobles, the skirmish with the human forces—those were warm-ups. Practice rounds. Taking back one of the kingdom’s occupied cities? If Mac failed in this, he was well and truly fucked. The two cities’ actual names were unpronounceable to most living today and were colloquially called “Fell Watch” and “Black Guard.” Each city had a population of somewhere in the neighborhood of twenty-five thousand to fifty thousand, respectively, but from reports the ratkin supplied, that number was now closer to fifteen and forty thousand. Executions, starvation, and sickness had all taken their toll on the populations. Twenty percent of the city was killed. Mac knew he had to make a hell of an example out of the occupiers.

Two weeks after Imzya’s message, the king rode into the army’s encampment. His jaw dropped. The changes were night and day. Whereas previously there were tents strewn about, rotting food discarded in disgusting midden piles, and the distinctive smell of piss and shit everywhere. Now, the camp was ordered, with tents in neat lines that he suspected were divided by battalions or other sub-units. There were latrine areas to keep the smell and filth to a minimum. Imzya had told him the camp had become a fort, with a wooden tower dominating the skyline. A defense in depth with several stockade walls, well manned with orcs and other humanoids, provided an additional edge of competence and professionalism.

Mac rode through the camp with a heavily cloaked Elizabeta and his entourage, stunned by the radical improvements. His dark elf lover and commander of his armies stood outside the gate to the tower, resplendent in her battle armor; an array of dark chainmail, gleaming silver pauldrons and greaves, carrying a mace that Mac could only think of as “Grond” from The Lord of the Rings. Her beauty was ethereal despite her shadowy countenance. She looked the part of an angel of death. A sexy reaper of souls. Mac couldn’t wait to get her into his bed that night.

“My liege, welcome to Fort Burke,” she smirked. Imzya knew he hated any kind of publicity, so naming the fort after him was an affectionate dig. He frowned at her theatrically, but he could not retain his pretense of bad humor. Although he knew she would remain professional, he vaulted from his horse, grabbed his lover in his arms, and kissed her passionately. She resisted at first, fearful of showing emotion or weakness in front of her troops, but soon she was returning his passion, letting their tongues duel briefly. Both were surprised by an ear-shattering “Huzzah!” ringing out amongst the warriors, cheering their king and their general on in their display.

Imzya tried to pout at him (a rather comical expression on a drow), but found it difficult to maintain. Mac smirked. “That’s what you get for naming this place Fort Burke, babe.” Imzya grumbled unintelligibly.

Mac followed her into the wooden keep and into a large meeting room and dining hall. The guards Mac saw snapped professionally to attention as he passed. He nodded too many of them, and just for effect, flicked an imaginary piece of lint off one of the soldier’s shoulders. For the most part, the soldiers in the keep were orcs and goblins, with the larger monstrous breeds being too large to fit in the building comfortably. His new guard commander, a massive and scarred orc called Clin’mak, looked about the room, deemed it secure enough, and dismissed the general’s guards. Setting up his own troops, he nodded to Mac, who dismissed him.

Imzya looked at him with a predatory expression. “My king, there are refreshments on the sideboard there, so partake if you wish. Beyond that would you like me to report, or would you prefer to rail me on the table first?” She looked at her master as she hopped up to sit on the table and spread her legs wide. Despite her armor, Mac immediately felt his blood descending to his cock as she displayed herself lewdly. “Rail,” he said, “Definitely rail.”

Interlude: Teanna

I did it! I did it! Lady Morag said he’d not be angry, and she was right! I had never felt the touch of a man before this morning, and it was everything I’d ever dreamed of. He was so, so gentle, so loving. I felt seen for the first time in my life. After my capture and sale to a noble of Krelarg, I’d given up hope. I prayed I would not end up in the harem, to be violated day in and day out. My last master had begun looking at me in that way, and I knew the days of my maidenhead were numbered. Compared to the women of the noble harems, I am so incredibly plain. Eventually, though, I knew one of my masters would simply look to dominate and defile me. I shuddered at the day that would happen.

Then it happened. Lady Morag saw me in the market, gathering food for the household. The new king had just been installed (a human, of all things!), and her role in the household was already rising. I thought I was in trouble when she came over to me, her eyes focused on me like a hawk. “Hello, girl. I am Morag, I work in the palace.”

As if there were anyone not familiar with Morag, the head of the last king’s seraglio!

“Yes, I know who you are,” I said nervously.

The beautiful vulpes smiled at me, a genuine, honest smile. Despite her elongated canines, it was not a predatory smile. Why did she single me out? I was quite confused.

“That’s good! How delightful! I couldn’t help notice you across the market. You are quite lovely.”

“You make sport of me, Morag. Compared to you, I am mere ash to your bonfire.”

“Don’t be so self-deprecating. I assure you, you are very lovely.”

“Thank you. I don’t really know what to say.”

“Say you’ll accept my proposition.” She smiled at me.

“What proposition? I… I’m not suitable for the harem.”

Morag laughed, but not unkindly. Especially for a vulpes, she was disarming. In another life, perhaps she could have been my friend. “No, no. Nothing like that. The king has disbanded his harem; in fact, he has freed all the domestic help in the palace. No more slaves. No, I am hoping you’d accept a position of maidservant to his majesty.”

“Me?!? Maidservant to the king? W... w…. why me? I am nothing.”

“Because, dear girl, sometimes I get a feeling about people. My feelings tell me to hire you and, if you are willing, serve a king so unlike our former sovereign that it beggars the mind.”

“I cannot accept an offer of work as I am a slave, mistress. And I’m not sure if my master will sell me.”

“Oh, he’ll sell. I guarantee it.”


CHAPTER 8
 

After a few rounds of fierce lovemaking (including some stern “punishments”) on the various furniture in the room, the pair caught their breath and shifted into professional mode. Imzya’s plan was excellent as far as Mac could tell. Due to the intelligence network operating in the cities, she had an excellent strategic comprehension of the enemy’s force, both numbers and disposition. Her plan was to strike at the more westerly city, Fell Watch, before falling on Dark Watch further inside his borders. Doing so, she said, would prevent reinforcements from the human kingdom from sweeping straight to Fell Watch, as they would not be able to leave an enemy at their back. Her plan had some risk of fighting battles on two fronts, but she was confident her trained troops would be up to the challenge.

After freeing both cities, the dark elf general wanted to move swiftly against the human city of Peakway, which would secure a major pass through the mountains. Troops from the human kingdom would need to either siege the city or travel two hundred miles north or south to the next reasonable mountain pass. Mac didn’t even ask why his predecessor had never taken the city. He was beyond that. He’d facepalmed so much over that daft gobshite that he was afraid the mark would stay.

Mac knew strategy and some tactics, but knew corporate chess games didn’t always translate well to an actual battlefield. He made some suggestions that Imzya either accepted or informed him why it was not “an optimal move,” i.e., “why it was dumb as fuck.” He took the correction with good grace from his elf lover.

As Mac and Imzya prepared for the war session with her commanders, he brought up one other point. “General, do your troops have a procedure if a city is breached or surrenders?”

“Do you mean, ‘will they pillage the city?” Mac nodded. “Yes, my king, generally following a breach in the city, the troops run rampant, taking whatever booty they can. Gold, jewels, weapons, and slaves. All up for grabs.”

“Yeah… no,” Mac said gravely.

“Sire?”

“No sacking our cities, or any cities for that matter. We’ll set up a system where the troops will get equal shares of plunder taken from the nobles. We’ll award each soldier one share, commanders two shares, you will receive ten shares, and the crown will receive twenty shares. No slaves. None. No raping. None. Anyone of the troops caught slaughtering or raping the citizenry will answer to me in a very definitive way. Sort the nobles from the commoners. I have plans. Trust me on this. A quote from my favorite play from my world: ‘When lenity and cruelty play for a kingdom, the gentler gamester is the surest winner.’”

“What does that mean, my lord?”

“It means, love, that if we treat the citizens well when we take a city, we’ll have a more tractable population that will be much more apt to accept my rule and become productive. Fewer dead or mistreated means we’ll be able to extract more than treasure, but also industry. The human kingdom is noted for its cruelty to the beastkin and other non-human species. Taking a city, especially our cities, needs to be an act of liberation, not conquest. In the end, it will mean we can leave fewer troops in the cities and not worry about an enemy at our back.”

“Cormac,” Imzya said with trepidation, “I don’t know if this can work. They are trained and disciplined, but they are also a conglomeration of rather selfish and, yes, rather “evil” races, as am I. If they can’t pillage, they’ll start to wonder why they serve you. They’ll need to slake their bloodlust somehow.”

“Let’s try it my way with the sharing of spoils that leaves my city intact. Make this work for at least this city, and we can discuss it afterward.”

“Yes, sire.”

The planning session went better than expected. Her commanders grasped the most intricate details about the plan. Imzya hoped to draw out the bulk of the enemy forces from the city and destroy them in open combat. She wanted to avoid house-to-house fighting if at all possible. She knew that if that happened, her ability to avoid sacking the city completely would diminish enormously. While the commanders were not happy about Mac’s policy, they agreed to see how it played out for the first city, especially if Mac’s idea didn’t work. The king told them not to worry that they’d get their fair share of loot.

Mac knew from Dross and Elizabeta that most of his nobles in the city had not only capitulated but had collaborated with the occupying force. They’d kept most of their wealth in exchange for helping to maintain order and informing on their peers or anyone they knew might be planning a rebellion. Several of those collaborator nobles had had “mysterious accidents” according to Dross, but many remained. According to Elizabeta, or “Lizzie” as she insisted he call her, only the nobles who collaborated remained. Mac was pleased by this. He could award his commanders titles and houses to make it worth their while not to plunder the city. It would also help to ensure loyalty to the crown, as fat, happy nobles rarely rebelled.

The campaign having been planned out in detail, Imzya led her armies in a sweeping arc around Black Guard and came from the north toward Fell Watch. Sharp-Tooth’s outriders killed the majority of any scouts the humans had out, and Mac was certain the few that escaped would not be believed that the armies of darkness were marching in excellent formations, building defensible camps, and using the best techniques for warfare. Simply put, to the humans, “organized orcs” was an oxymoron.

Three days after they marched from Fort Burke, Mac’s troops were closing in on the city. The goblin scouts reported little additional activity in the city. There were fewer guards on the wall than there should have been or had been expected. It was also clear that the city gates had only been repaired in a slapdash manner, making them a potential weak spot. Reports from Lizzie’s and Dross’ spies informed Imzya that a number of riots, “accidents,” and other disruptions were planned for when the general gave the word. Fell Watch did not seem particularly ready to repel either a force on the field or to defend against a siege. Both Imzya and Cormac were confident that this battle had already been won, but the humans didn’t know it yet.

His army formed up in the no-man’s land and cut around the city. Fields and farms that had been burned, and their produce left to rot, were common as they marched out onto the cleared space before the city. The city itself had three gates and towers at irregular intervals. The aesthetic was definitely a bit on the grim side, with many gibbets, impaling pikes, and ghoulish imagery decorating the walls. Instead of holding humans, as they might once have, the pikes and cages held beastkin, orcs, goblins, and other non-humans. Mac was pissed off. Although the city fell almost a year ago, many of the bodies were fresh, indicating a continuing pattern of cruelty to its population.

The city sat mostly on a level plain, with farmland and a sluggish river nearby. He suspected that the river had been used in the tanning industry, but the occupiers had also used it as a dumping ground for bodies. The city did not sit directly along the river, but he suspected it may have at some point due to what appeared to be ancient piles of stones that may have been parts of a bridge or remainders of docks. Mac didn’t know much about rivers, but he knew environmental conditions and silting could alter the course of waterways. Right now, though, the lack of a riverfront only aided him. There were few nearby hills or stands of trees, and the only terrain that could stand against him was a marshy area along the river.

The city defenders had been alerted to their presence, although it seemed they had not taken the threat seriously until Imzya’s neat formations sidled up to the field before the main gate. Even then, the human defenders looked more amused than afraid. Mac and Imzya had discussed the next part in detail, and he knew it was the most dangerous part of the battle.

Riding out with a small contingent of warriors, Mac and Imzya set up a field tent outside of the range of the bows of the enemies. It seemed as if the humans had not repaired any of the defensive artillery on the walls. They really must have thought that they had completely broken the back of his army. Bad news for them, Mac thought.

The king and his marshal had a table placed with two chairs on either side. They sat in the chairs under a flag of truce and waited. And waited. And waited. The first day, no one from the city came to parlay. Mac and Imzya retired to the camp at dusk, but set guards and traps around the “peace pavilion,” as he ironically referred to it. The second day, they sat out again. Luckily, talking with Imzya was an enjoyable pastime, or they would have gone mad with boredom. Midafternoon on the second day, a horn rang out from the city, and the gates opened clunkily. A delegation rode out. The force with them was equal in number to Mac’s guard, but shining in that blindly mirrored armor, and wearing the positively ridiculous plumes on their helms. They halted sixty yards from the pavilion.

“What do you want?” the man in charge called out. He was older, wore a chain hauberk, and carried a broadsword. His chain coif was pulled back, and around his neck hung some kind of chain of office. The man must have seen himself as intimidating with his shiny knights as opposed to Mac’s more practically armored warriors. His troops bristled at the disrespect with which the emissary spoke to their king.

“Parley,” Imzya called. “We’d like to discuss terms prior to engaging the city and slaughtering your troops.” The dark elf was very casual in her address, but not as disrespectful as the emissary had been.

“You lie! Your kind does not parley, and even if they did so, you would not treat us fairly. All of your kind are duplicitous,” the man sneered back. “Especially you,” he gestured to Mac, “you foul traitor to your own kind!”

“I agree. The dark elves would not bother to parley with you. We’d merely drive a spike through your tongue into the soft palate. We would parlay on behalf of our king, Cormac the First,” she said, her arm sweeping towards Mac. “He would give you the chance to avoid bloodshed. Disrespecting him will only make our attack more brutal. Please,” Imzya croaked out through gritted teeth, the word alien upon her lips, “sit and take refreshment. There is no reason to rattle sabres at this point. My king gives you his word, you may leave the field unharmed if you maintain the proper decorum of an ambassador.”

The lead man finally looked over at Cormac and was shocked to realize he was a human. “What is this trick? Is this a slave of yours that has been forced to play this pantomime? If he is your king, let him speak instead of simply sitting there dumb.”

Mac stood up, glaring at the emissary. “That, dear emissary, was somewhat disrespectful. I will forgive it this time, as you spoke without consideration. Another such lapse, and you will join my army as an undead minion. This is the only warning you will receive.

“As my general said, we are King Cormac Burke. We have come to parley and to see if we might come to an amicable solution to our problem. To wit, you have something of mine, and we wish it back. Apparently, you are not taking very good care of it, and we expect redress.”

Adding some magical amplification to his voice and taking on a sterner tone, he said, “Please, come and sit, partake of some wine, and let us speak as men.”

Gritting his teeth, the emissary dismounted and approached, his soldiers standing back a reasonable distance. Joining him was a stout man. His features were sallow, his eyes pig-like. Mac was surprised, as he understood this man was a half-orc, and from his dress, noble. A collaborator, he thought, anger clouding his mind for a moment. Mastering his anger, Mac again bade them to sit.

The pair of emissaries finally sat, a suspicious glint in their eyes. “We are here. What does the ‘great’ King Cormac have to say to the Earl of Fell Watch?”

“Earl of Fell Watch, eh?” Mac said. “You’ve taken the title of Earl of one of my cities? Wow. That’s… a very provocative thing to say. Let’s just put a pin in that for now. Here are my demands: troops, leadership, and collaborators will exit the city. I will allow personal arms, but no other items may be brought. You will not profit from your conquest. I will allow the collaborators to leave, as I said, but each will be branded with a ‘T’ on the forehead, so these traitors will be known should they ever return. If you leave as I have said, I will not harry your troops and will allow you safe passage to the border.”

The Earl sneered at Cormac, trying hard not to laugh at the king. “And if we refuse?”

“Ah. Well, here’s where it will get nasty. If you refuse to depart under my more than generous terms, then you have two options: first is to meet us on the field of battle. Your troops will be mowed down like wheat under the scythe. Any captives will be crucified on the road leading to Dark Watch. Any nobles, commanders, or other highborn will be flayed alive and displayed in the gibbets you seem to enjoy using. Then, after I take the city, I will kill your families. Probably using the wheel. It really won’t be pretty. Ah, I am realizing how apt the Bard was back where I come from: ‘Your father’s taken by their silver beards and their most revered heads smashed against the walls. Your babes spitted upon pikes, while the mad mothers with their howls confused, do break the clouds!’ What say you? Will you yield, and this avoid, or guilty in defense, be thus destroyed! Heh, I’m seriously channeling my inner Branagh here. That’s the gist of it, anyway. The second option is I storm the city and then see above. You have one hour to consider.”

“I do not need an hour, foul creature! I refuse you. Your rabble will break underneath the lances of our knights, and our yeomen will slice the throats of those who survive our charges! Your mob of orcs and trolls cannot stand against the might of our righteous wrath! The Goddess of light has blessed our armies, and your foul evil will be purged from the lands! Know that as you die, the king’s army approaches to finish the crusade against your people. Your lives are now to be measured in hours!”

“Oh shit, I thought I was getting dramatic quoting Shakespeare! Is it a ‘no’ then? Well, on one hand, it’s a pity. I thought maybe you had the wit to understand the severity of your situation. On the other hand, my warriors will drink deep in the blood of your dumb ass knights. Should be an entertaining afternoon. Yeahhh. By the way, my general mentioned that if you disrespected me, you were going to die. I think calling me a foul creature can be considered disrespect. But, because I want to see you getting your ass kicked on the battlefield, you can return to the city. That being said…”

Mac stretched forth his hand, and a bolt of putrid green light struck the sky above the escort of knights. The light opened a fissure in the sky, and out of it came a thousand screaming souls that descended upon the men, rending their spirits from their bodies. The spectres likewise stole the lives and spirits of the horses. A few seconds later, it was done, and the angry spirits he had summoned returned to the fissure, cackling with their prizes. The fissure snapped shut. A charnel smell emanated from the knights and their steeds, who were now emaciated, with milky white eyes.

“Your escort has now joined the ranks of the undead and will fight on my side in the coming battle. You were warned.

“I assume that since you gave that pretty speech about your charging knights, you will meet us on the field? That would be lovely and dandy. Understand that I don’t give a flying fuck about chivalry, honor, fairness, et cetera. My troops fight to liberate my city, and I will use all methods to slaughter you pompous, hypocritical assholes. You call on your Goddess while you oppress your own people. Shit, I understand why my kingdom has slavery, but you? You wrap yourselves in piety but shit on everyone beneath you. Well, I don’t know about you, but I’ve met the Goddess of Darkness, and her one command is to wipe all of you self-serving, pseudo-pious dickwads off the face of the earth. I hope you have some decent battle mages, or this battle will be over so quick I won’t have time to make popcorn. I assume you’ll want to go at it at dawn? That’s fine by me. I hope you sleep well, ‘Earl,’ but I know you won’t.”

With that, Mac sent the emissary and his collaborator on their way. As their horses were now part of the legion of the damned, they were forced to walk back to the city.

Imzya stared at him. He could see in her eyes that his speech had gotten her motor running, but now was not the time. “Marshal, inform our ratkin compatriots that they can start their show any time after dark.”

“Y-y-y-yes, my king!” Imzya whispered, though she did not move immediately.

Mac smiled and said, “Be a good girl now and follow orders. When we take the city, I’ll make sure you can’t walk right for three days, and the marks don’t fade for a week.”

“Yes, master!” his dark elf woman nearly shouted. She jumped to her feet, shouted orders to the guards at the pavilions, and went to the command tent.


CHAPTER 9
 

Although Mac was really riffing on Henry V, he avoided the whole “walk around the camp in disguise” bit. It didn’t suit him, and with the vast majority of the army being non-human, it would not have had the same resonance. He did spend most of the night making sure their plans were locked down tight. A bit before midnight, they heard the hue and cry go up from the city. The ratkin had made their move. The camp could hear the riots, could see and smell the fires, and heard the screams of the dying as the populace made as much mischief as possible. They had orders to disperse and hide at a predetermined signal. Mac knew many of them would die, but the risk was worth the reward. He regretted the necessity of civilian deaths, but at least they died fighting and not as lambs to the slaughter. The riots and disturbances ended almost as quickly as they had begun, the people and his ratkin agent provocateurs melting away, letting the regime deal with the fires and their wounded. He’d have to give serious kudos to the ratkin and Elizabeta. Even on this first engagement, she was turning out to be an amazing asset.

Around three in the morning, Mac and his guards began gearing up. He didn’t love the weight or the feel of armor, and frankly his sorcery made armor unnecessary, but Imzya had insisted. The armor of the king was meant to be intimidating and make him an object of fear. Mac had wanted a few more hours of sleep with Imzya, but by the time his guard woke him, she was already out and reconnoitering the battlefield. When the campaigning season was over, he was going to take the dark elf on a vacation.

Mac broke his fast on the go as he went to meet his marshal. She greeted him with a bow and a smile. “Ready, my king? Today, we begin the fight to purge the humans from our realm.”

“Yes, my marshal. Today is the beginning of their end.”

About an hour later, the mustering horns of the human forces sounded out, and the portcullis was raised. Hundreds of knights with armor polished like mirrors began their sortie. They formed ranks facing Mac’s army. If he didn’t know any better, Mac would have been intimidated. But he knew he held the aces. He and Imzya had used another ancient Earth tactic, the hammer and anvil. A variation on the pincher, Mac knew his newly trained troops could hold off the cavalry while Sharp-Tooth’s wargs swing around their flank and attacked from the side. The wargs were vicious beasts, like great slavering dire wolves. Striking the enemy’s side, especially if it were the infantry, would fold their flank in. The humans’ tactics were much more straightforward: using shock and awe tactics with their heavy cavalry dominating the field. The strength of the cavalry was mainly in their formation fighting. They weren’t the slavering mob his army used to be. They could coordinate across the field using flags and horns, and they could work together to deal with disorganized enemies.

But Mac’s forces were no longer disorganized. They were ordered and disciplined, and they used more evolved tactics. They knew when to break away and lead the enemy into ambushes; multiple platoons could break up and isolate groups of enemy soldiers and defeat them piece by piece. At his suggestion, Imzya had worked with Sharp-Tooth to form the First Goblin Sapper Corps. Although they wouldn’t see play today, they were going to be integral to his future plans. But Mac and Imzya had other surprises on the battlefield waiting for the humans. According to Imzya, human heavy cavalry had a fixed number of formations they used in their charges. The first was the line charge, most effective against chaotic hordes of orcs or whatnot. It was meant to break the front line and to kill as many as possible before the horsemen would switch to melee weapons. Their second formation was an arrowhead, meant to push through enemy lines and split them in two. The third was the inverted arrow, which never seemed to work according to Imzya, and she could never understand the tactical purpose. Seemed to Mac that it was a kind of offensive encirclement tactic. Apparently, only a master tactician could use the maneuver successfully.

Based on how the heavy horse formed up, Imzya was nearly positive they were going to use a line formation to try to overwhelm his army. The humans had not considered the small unit tactics, the form and break maneuvers, and the versatility of coordinated combat teams. Initial counts from Sharp-Tooth’s scouts indicated their force was only about twenty percent the size of what his dark elf marshal brought to the field. In the past, this ratio was not only acceptable odds, but it would generally result in a massacre of the “dark” forces. Not today, Mac expected.

The horn that sounded the charge rang out as Mac and Imzya discussed final adjustments to the plan. Mac was surprised, but only because it looked as if their line had not come into its full formation. The knights themselves seemed shocked, but rallied and set into their charge. Almost a thousand knights, breastplates gleaming in the burgeoning sunlight of the dawn, broke into a full gallop across the field.

Within fifty yards of the start of their charge, a dozen horses screamed and fell. Some crushing their knights, some throwing them, or partially pinning them. Mac had discovered that this world lacked the idea of caltrops. The human kingdoms would likely not have considered them “honorable,” under their shifting notions of honor, and the evil races just didn’t have the wit to use that kind of tactical thinking. The charge faltered as more of the horses were lamed by the spiked metal pyramids scattered about the field. Dozens and dozens of horses were injured as the charge progressed. Many of the knights slowed their charges as they began to see the caltrop-strewn fields and sought to avoid them. What eventually hit Mac’s forces was a broken line of cavalry that arrived scattered and divided across the line of battle. It became a slaughter as the knights were overwhelmed by coordinated attacks by ogres, trolls, and sharpshooting, crossbow-wielding goblins. The orc and duergar infantry held the defensive line as dark elf mages rained fire and lightning down on the rear echelons of the knights. The charge of the knights was over in minutes. Small special operations groups ranged behind the line of battle and dispatched fallen knights while the infantry and its leadership stood confused. So intent were they on the massacre of their knights that by the time they saw the wargs riding down on their flank, it was too late. Units not engaged with mopping up the knights ranged out in squads and small teams to engage the rapidly unraveling infantry.

After about an hour, the field was Mac’s. His army pressed forward along the established free-from-caltrops, “safe” paths as the human forces broke and routed. Their next surprise was when they reached the city gates; they found them open, and the battlements manned by loyal citizens. The ratkin had done their job and made sure the remaining defenders were dealt with while the human army died on the field. Shortly after, it was over. Up against the city wall and the ferocious army bearing down on them, the humans had no place to run. Imzya’s orders to her commanders were clear: give the beastkin quarter, slay all the humans and elves. As there were only a few beastkin in the levy, the majority of the dead were humans. Mac might usually have had a few released to bring word of the defeat to Rittle, but this time, he wanted to take Black Guard by surprise. Mac took Fell Watch by open combat, as a test for his combat doctrine. He intended to take Black Guard by duplicity.

The gates, having remained open, allowed Cormac’s army to enter the city in good order. What Mac was not prepared for was the welcome. The citizens of Fell Watch had quickly organized a triumph for their king. Mac’s troops entered the city as the citizenry cheered and praised the liberating forces. What flowers were left in the city were tossed towards the soldiers, to the shock and confusion of many. As he rode into the city to the enthusiastic applause of his people, Mac saw a ratkin approach from the crowd. He was holding a leather message tube, stoppered with a leather cap.

“King! King! Wriggler bears news! News from Dross and scary vampire lady!” he cried.

Mac reached down to the diminutive creature and told him, “Take my hand, Wriggler.”

Hesitantly, Wriggler gripped Mac’s hand and gasped in surprise as Mac lifted the ratkin onto the horse, situating the messenger behind him. Barely suppressing the “squeeeeeee” that threatened to explode from him, the ratkin handed the tube to Mac. Imzya drew her horse close to see what news Dross had penned for him.

Mac was surprised to find that the penmanship was too elegant for the near-illiterate Dross and, skipping to the bottom, confirmed it had been sent by the ancient vampire herself.

“Shit, Imzya, did you know Lizzie was in the fucking city???”

The dark elf warrior mage gasped. “Absolutely, I did not, my king! I would have forbade her from doing so. Lady Morag would have my head! Worse, she might forbid me from bedplay with you!”

Mac laughed at Imzya’s priorities. “Well, let’s see what our sneaky little bloodsucker has written to us.

“To King Cormac, First of His Line. May He Long Reign!”

My Lord, your orders have been followed regarding the city and exploiting the human’s stupidity, although necessary circumstances required some improvisation on my and Dross’ part. The ratkin were able to steal enough food over time to provide temporary relief for the people of Fell Watch. However, I encourage you to have food and supplies quickly delivered to this city to avert potential famine. News of your proclamations has reached this city, and the city leaders will quickly and enthusiastically fall in line. Dross’ forces and the recruited citizens were able to secure the city treasury and the armory. You will find some fine additions for the army to utilize. I hope you will be pleased, my King.

During the riot last evening, we managed to dispatch the bulk of the collaborating nobles, lest they try to “weasel” (is that the right phrase you employ?) their way out of their perfidy. We reserved a few as captives for you to debrief and apply appropriate correction as you desire. Dross and I took the liberty of planning for the disposal of the bodies of the dead, both inside and outside the city, although I recommend a significant portion be utilized for feeding the more “monstrous” of your army’s soldiers and citizenry. It would make the food stores last far longer, although I know this idea is distasteful to you. With the city liberated and my message being delivered to you, I elected to move on with Dross to Black Guard and make certain that our people are prepared for your coming. Hopefully, my decision is one you would have made in my position.

Should I fall, Sire, know that I would die true death holding you in the highest regard. You have demonstrated strength and resolve in equal measure. Should I live, and you elect to keep me in your service, know that I will serve you loyally, despite my irreverent banter with you.

The humans and elves have “fucked around,” and I look forward to them “finding out.”

Your servant,

Elizabeta Mircalla

“Well, I guess I made an impression. Does this mean she’s planning on sucking me less or more?”

Imzya’s laughter took a long time to abate.



Mac and Imzya tried to keep their time in Fell Watch to a minimum, setting up temporary civilian leadership and a strong garrison. The first order of business was ensuring that food and medicine would be dispatched from the Capitol, and war profiteering was kept to a minimum. True to his word, Mac collected all the loot from the dead on the battlefield. He also confiscated the estates and resources from the collaborating nobles. The gold and valuables were distributed to his soldiers as he had promised. Although some of the stronger examples of the monstrous races received less than if they had sacked the city, many of the rank and file saw more lucre than they could have expected otherwise.

Overall, the distribution of loot went well. Strangely, any hard feelings those who felt cheated by the king seemed to have evaporated with the reaction from the citizens of Fell Watch. Mac’s soldiers had no idea how to accept thanks and praise for their role in liberating them. A strange pride came to them, and the army morale soared. Imzya was surprised, as her commanders reported that the army was impatient to go on to Black Guard and take that city as well. His soldiers’ minds were not even on rescuing that city, but focused on Peakway. Taking Black Guard was considered a given! Mac grinned at his marshal as he listened to his commanders’ reports on the state of his army, though he resisted an “I told you so.”

The army spent three days resting and recuperating while Mac and Imzya planned the next leg of the campaign. Losses to his army had been far, far lower than anticipated. They had anticipated a twenty percent loss of the army as a solid estimation. The final tally revealed only a three percent casualty rate, most of whom were wounded and not killed. On the field in front of Fell Watch, King Cormac praised his soldiers for their efforts and for their willingness to accept change from the old ways. He told them of his pride in their accomplishments and that by remembering their training and holding to the plans relayed by their commanders, there would be no army on the face of this world that would resist them. Imzya, at his request, had the army commanders put forward one soldier from their units to receive special commendation. Each was promised a medal, a stipend, and a superior weapon from the armory the humans left behind, as it would be some time before his smiths would be able to meet the quality of the human weapon makers.

Mac also commended the ratkin “intelligence forces” that undermined the occupation force and collaborators, making their liberation of the city much easier. The ratkin on the field wept openly as the army cheered for them. They had never been recognized in such a manner, having had a status like an “eta” or an “untouchable” in the history of Earth. Through his respect for them and the leadership of Lizzie, the loyalty of these ratfolk became unquestioned, almost fanatical.

His speech ending with the enormous cheers of his army, Mac muttered under his breath, “You can pay people like shit, or treat them like shit, never both.” His dark elf lover shook her head and laughed quietly.

Mac smiled at his beautiful elf, thinking about how his powerful war leader had begged to be restrained and taken each night they “recuperated” in the city. As Mac had thought in the past, it wasn’t his kink, but if it got his lover off, he’d take care of her. He mused about how, even not enjoy it, he would do this to some of his lovers on Earth, just to dominate and degrade them before dumping them. Mac engaged in this behavior now only because his dark elf needed it and was singularly aroused by it, so he guessed he was doing it for love? What a twisted notion, Mac thought. But I care enough about what she wants, even if it means having that slimy feeling again. I’ve changed, he thought. I’m letting the pain and the bitterness go. I still feel much of the anger, and I don’t think it will soften my ruthlessness towards my enemies, but I’m finding happiness again - even if it includes domming my badass Field Marshal. C’est la Vie!

Before leaving, Mac had the collaborator nobles ‘interrogated’ for information. Mac didn’t know if they were cowards or had the foolish notion that they could bullshit him or somehow get into his good graces again. They were dispatched with extreme prejudice. It was said that several orcs and goblins actually vomited while watching the execution due to its extremely violent adult content. The troops needed him to remain implacable to his enemies. Likewise, that was the reason Mac followed Lizzie’s advice and had much of the human remains from the battle salted, smoked, or otherwise preserved; some for the march to Black Guard, and some for the population. Mac was a little queasy over that part, and he made sure that at no point would the cooks mistake the army’s food for his.

Before leaving for Black Guard, his goblin riders came back from a scouting expedition with a prisoner. A human male, clad in rich, albeit dirty and road-stained clothing. His soldiers had the feeling that this was someone Mac or Imzya should question. Imzya and Sharp-Tooth commended their initiative in this matter and sent them back to the field.

Imzya planned on conducting the ‘interview’ and asked Mac if he wanted to sit in. Having nothing better to do at that point, he agreed, but promised a less directly involved role. The prisoner was brought into the command tent. He was young, perhaps younger than twenty, with a patchy beard and a defeated attitude about him that said he knew his death was near.

I mean, he’s not wrong, Mac thought.

This was a kid playing at being a knight. Glancing at one another, Mac and Imzya realized this boy was a deserter from shortly after the battle started. A coward. Imzya took the lead while Sharp-Tooth sharpened his rusty-looking scimitar. The quiet, but slightly louder than necessary, shhrrrppp! Of the whetstone added an additional layer of disquiet for the young knight. Mac half expected him to call for his mommy.

There was no ‘good cop, bad cop’ during the interrogation. Imzya immediately began intimidating the boy into revealing information about Black Guard as well as Peakway. The knight revealed his name as Sir Corander, which meant nothing to Mac or Imzya, which slightly surprised the boy. However, Sharp-Tooth did recognize the name, and the diminutive general of mischief began a high-pitched, disturbing laugh.

“Ah, now I know why my troops brought him to you, sire. This little cock-a-whoop is the King of Rettle’s cousin. A favored family, as it were. He is a prize indeed, sire, a valuable hostage!”

“Seriously, Sharp-Tooth?” Mac was surprised. “This little shit is the cousin of the king? Really?”

“Yes, sire. The king’s very own sister married into the Corander family. They are very large military supporters of the king. I doubt they would ransom him, though. They’d never trust you to keep any bargain.”

“Hmmm... Imzya,” Mac said, sporting a shark-toothed grin. “What should we do with such an august personage as this? Wait! Wait! I have an idea. As I am a merciful man, I believe we should send this lost waif back to his family, to his dear mum.”

Imzya knew Mac was planning something awful, but couldn’t see what. “Sire, um... you mean release him? Let him live?”

“Yes, I’m feeling generous.”

The young man’s shoulders slumped with relief as he thought he might live through this day. He was too callow to realize that it wasn’t going to be as easy as all that. “Thank you, your majesty! My parents will be relieved to have me home safe and whole.”

The predatory smile was back on Mac’s face as he said, “Whole, my dear boy? Whoever said anything about whole? I mean, you did run in the face of the enemy. That’s rather cowardly. If I sent you back just as you are, you could concoct any kind of story you wanted. You might even be regarded as a hero! No, no, my young friend. You will live, but in ignominy and shame. Sharp-Tooth, be a pal and indulge me. Have one of your more artistically minded goblins brand this young man. On his forehead, brand him with the word ‘coward’, and on his back brand ‘He ran from battle’. Also, make sure that the thumb and two additional fingers on his right hand are removed, so he’ll never be able to make war on our people again. Then, provide him with a horse and provisions and see him to the outskirts of Peakway,” Mac said, his grin growing wider. “Now isn’t that generous of me, young man? You will probably lead a long and prosperous life. Sharp-Tooth, if you would?”

Not even attempting to restrain his mirth, the goblin general grabbed the human knight and dragged him out of the tent. When the knight finally found his voice, he didn’t scream, but his pathetic whimpers could be heard for some distance.

Sharp-Tooth’s goblin cavalry, at least the scouting force, had reported that it did not seem as if Black Guard was aware of the fall of Fell Watch. They also reported that Lizzie and Dross had successfully infiltrated the city and continued the mischief-making for which they were becoming famous. The goblin general also reported that he’d sent a handful of volunteers to scout Peakway and the far side of the mountains. Apparently, Peakway was clueless about any of Mac’s military movements, but a significant contingent of soldiers was coming from the west and would reach that city in approximately two weeks. It was phenomenal intel, and Mac sent a commendation and a present of fifty gold pieces to each of the volunteers. He’d argued with Boland about rewards for exceptional behavior, as the kingdom was still in fairly dire financial straits. Mac assured him that the gold he’d recover from the humans would more than cover any prize money he distributed to his troops.

Imzya mentioned that new volunteers had been showing up at Fort Burke, and the commander of the garrison there had begun training them according to doctrine. His marshal believed they could field an entire second army in another six months.

Things were going well, Mac thought, and he intended to capitalize on it. A day later, his troops were ready to move out and assault Black Guard. Imzya, Sharp-Tooth, and Mac furiously debated whether the army should liberate the city, then immediately head to Peakway before the reinforcements arrived, or consolidate their victory before proceeding to the first of Rettle’s cities, which he seriously considered razing to the ground. Mac was anxious to end the campaign season with Peakway completely under his control, while Imzya and Sharp-Tooth argued for a more cautious approach. They had little intel about exactly what a ‘significant contingent of soldiers’ actually meant in terms of numbers and wanted to wait on more definitive intel. Mac grudgingly agreed with his advisors and focused his attention on Black Guard.

The march to that city was practically a stroll in the park. They met no resistance, no scouts, and almost no travelers at all. Sharp-Tooth’s wargs had been busy, picking off anyone who could report on them. As they closed in on their target, Imzya had her troops break into companies and progress through the woodlands, encircling the city. It was a somewhat dangerous gambit. If their information about the forces in the city was incorrect or another force was waiting in ambush, her troops would be spread out too thin. It was an acceptable risk, given how accurate Dross’s and Lizzie’s intelligence had been to date, and how thorough Sharp-Tooth’s outriders had been in scouting and intercepting.

The forward elements and recon squads Imzya had put in the field were reporting that the city did not seem aware of the presence of the army. There were a few farmers in the fields outside the city, but Mac wasn’t surprised. Their information said that the jack-hole who ruled Black Guard was worse than the vaunted ‘Earl of Fell Watch’, and the conditions inside the city were worse. Mac knew he needed to seize the city quickly and ruthlessly.

The orders went out to the troops. Citizens were not to be harmed. Beastkin under arms were allowed to surrender; humans, elves, and identified collaborators were to be killed; no quarter. At Fell Watch, Mac had been honest. If they’d agreed to quit the field, he would have allowed the humans to fall back, without their arms. Black Guard... no, there was no sparing the occupying forces of Black Guard, and a prolonged siege was out of the question.

Ratkin had been in the city for weeks, stirring up trouble. But they had to back down (on Mac’s orders) once reprisals started exceeding even his dark and ruthless mindset. His ‘babes spitted upon pikes’ quote was a reality here. He wanted the humans to suffer, and he wanted to make it last, but he didn’t have the time. The city needed to be liberated straightaway. His hope was that most of the food resources he’d need to stabilize the city were merely hidden and not destroyed or carted away.

The plan looked simple on a battle map, but he knew it was going to take luck, great skill, and masterful timing. Mac informed his dark elf general that he was going to take the field if necessary to hasten things. Imzya was aghast at his suggestion and begged him, nay, demanded he not do that. She argued with him for hours, using Mac’s own earlier arguments, until he finally told her that if she didn’t let this go, he’d never spank her again. Her mouth closed with an audible click, but she glowered at him for hours afterwards.

The preparation had been completed even before Mac marched from Fell Watch, and only two hours after the army arrived, he received word from Lizzie that the teams inside were ready and they awaited his command. He replied with the appropriate code word signaling the clock had begun, but told the messenger to inform Elizabeta that her king demanded her presence, and that she should leave the city the moment she received this. The messenger, a rare ratkin mage who could cloak himself in shadows, nodded and scurried off after a quick bow.

Saucy little bloodsucker, Mac mused.



As the hour crept closer to midnight, Sharp-Tooth’s special sapper teams and Imzya’s most elite (well, most successful) of her new platoons made their way through the darkness towards the city walls. Mac had his own small guard and had opted to wear lighter armor for this foray. Mac didn’t want anything to go wrong. If the plan didn’t work, he wanted to be front and center to provide cover for his troops. Imzya had been nearly apoplectic, and even Lizzie was panicky about him going into the field. But if Mac couldn’t fight in the trenches at least once with his troops, he was a pretty shitty king at this point. He wasn’t going to go in with sword swinging, but he needed to get in closer to make sure the spell he planned on casting was in range.

Mac had additional confidence, as it happened, he could introduce a new concept to his army: camouflage. Most of the soldiers and sappers had branches and leaves tied over their bodies so that any casual guard on the wall would overlook them as foliage. Some had grumbled (especially the two trolls that were providing heavy support) that it made them look ridiculous. After Mac had festooned himself with shrubbery, complaints died down.

He and his guard were crouched down in what appeared to be an irrigation ditch in one of the fields near the main gate. It was completely dry, with only the rotting stubble from the last harvest bearing witness that this was once a field of corn of some stripe. Knowing he had about thirty minutes before showtime, Mac took a moment to take stock. He wasn’t a soldier, and although his patron Goddess had given him a strong body that was in better shape than he had been on Earth, he knew that in a melee, his only option was his magic or fleeing. Mac knew he wouldn’t flee. He couldn’t. He never backed down from a fight, whether it was in a boardroom or a courtroom; he never gave up.

So, Mac took stock of his magic. From what he could understand, he would be considered a ‘sorcerer’, an innate magic user. But even sorcerers had limits that did not seem to apply to him. His magic responded to his whims. He thought about what he wanted to do, and it more or less happened. The only things he struggled with were what he thought of as ‘beneficial’ magic, healing, and the lot. His powers were mean-spirited, necromantic, and tremendously deadly. He didn’t in any way fully understand it, and he had not yet reached the limits of what he could do. He was cautious, however, and didn’t do any grand fourth of July fireworks-level stuff very often. He was ‘scaling’ his powers and pushing himself. Tonight... tonight may have to be different.

One of Clin’mak’s lieutenants, a dark elf mage named Sogarh, tapped him on the shoulder. “Sire, it is time.”

“Roger that”, Mac mumbled. He imagined the look of utter confusion on the elf’s face, and corrected, “Acknowledged, have you seen the signal?”

“Not yet, sire, but it should be any moment... Ah, there it is!”

A single bullseye lantern could be seen. The opening and closing of its aperture gave the ‘all clear’. That signal meant the guards in the gatehouses were dead, as were some of the other tower guards. Mac had given himself the ability to see in the dark, like dark elves or goblins, and could see his sapper team rushing the gate. A small sally port at the base of the main doors opened, and another flash of the lantern welcomed them in. The job of the sappers was to secure the main gate and ensure it was kept open. The goblins were surprisingly good at creating liquids that exploded, burned, or, in this case, melted. Their job was to make sure the hinges and the hanger for the brace beam of the doors were effectively destroyed. Sharp-Tooth had assured him that it would take less than an hour.

Mac waited, his nerves fraying as he waited. He hated to admit it, but he was frightened, or at the very least, extremely nervous. First battle jitters, he guessed. Just about when he was getting ready to destroy the gates in a spectacular fashion, the lantern gave its signal again. A full company of Mac’s troops moved silently up to the gate, and the two trolls were ready to wrench open the doors. The first four platoons were tasked with defending the breach so the rest of Mac’s army could rush in.

As soon as his forward troops had made it through the sally door, the two trolls planted their stump-like legs, tensed their biceps and forearms, and ripped the massive gates off their corroded hinges. The left-hand side door opened toward the troll and immediately fell to the ground with an enormous thud, kicking up a dust cloud that almost reached the top of the wall, some thirty feet up. The second troll strained at the right-hand door. In a tense moment, Mac watched as the lower hinge of the door came away with ease, but the top hinge partially held. The massive door pivoted before falling on its side, creating a blockage of half the gateway.

Before he even knew what he was doing, Mac was up and out of the ditch. Sprinting across the hundred yards of the furrowed terrain of the field, Mac closed as fast as he could. He knew the thud would have been heard, but he also knew it would take a while for brains to connect the thud with the main gate. Cormac reached for his magic as he closed enough to get a clear view and not nuke any of his soldiers. He didn’t want to make too much noise. Mac reached out, and the massive door just... aged. It seemed like a thousand years had passed in a moment. The door settled, slouched, and rotted, eventually falling away into dust. Still sprinting for the gate, he made the entrance just as one of his goblin sappers raised the lantern to signal the rest of his army to move.

“SIRE! W-W-WHAT ARE YOU DOING?! YOU CAN’T BE HERE! IT IS TOO DANGEROUS!” the absolutely nonplussed goblin managed to stammer out.

“Stow it, give the signal, and get ready.”

“Aye, sire!” the goblin said, breaking out of his confusion. The signal having been given, Mac knew that the rest of his army was moving forward without fanfare. They were trying to remain as quiet as possible, but thousands of orcs and other monstrous creatures would still be a thundering herd.

Mac turned his attention back to the city, watching as a few torches made their way to the gate from a side street. A town guardsman investigating the noise, of course. Right before he could raise the alarm, a small figure leapt on his back and drew a knife across the guard’s throat. As the figure finished his bloody work, Mac saw that it was a ratkin, who immediately jumped down and ran into an alleyway. There would be a lot of that knife-work tonight. When the first elements of his soldiery entered the city, the hue and cry finally went up. Warning bells rang out across the city, and soldiers began emptying their barracks in various states of dress; most hadn’t the opportunity to strap their armor on.

Similar to what happened at Fell Watch, the ringing bells were a signal to the able-bodied citizens of Black Guard to resist the invaders. Bolstered by the ratkin slicing tendons and throats, Mac’s coordinated attack caught the humans by surprise. The slaughter was impressive. Mac observed from the main gatehouse. He listened as the horns signaling the alarm were snuffed out one by one. He watched as units of the garrison around the city rushed around in dismay as the lead elements of Mac’s army surrounded and killed them to a man. It was a bloodbath of the enemy forces. He knew his casualties would be very light, a hundred soldiers maybe. He knew that the few thousand humans defending the city would be wiped out to a man.

Imzya and Lizzie found him at his perch with his guards. His marshal punched him in the chest really, really hard, then grabbed him, pulling him into a passionate kiss. Lizzie satisfied herself with glowering at him, her fists opening and closing like she wanted to strike him as well. He took a moment to pet his lover’s hair, then patted the vampire on her shoulder.

“I’m fine, I’m fine. I was never under any threat. Other than breathing too hard from running. I have to add some cardio to my workout regimen... oh wait, I don’t have a workout regimen, and you ladies give me all the cardio I can handle.”

“Laugh as you will, sire, but I have every intention of relating these events to Lady Morag!” his dark elf general seethed at him.

“Whoa. Whoa now! Whoa-ho-ho... Let’s let cooler heads prevail, shall we? If you would refrain from that, I am sure I could provide you with adequate compensation.”

Imzya huffed again, but her frown turned upwards into a sly smile. “Deal, sire. Terms to be negotiated later.”

“As you wish, love,” Mac spoke his regular endearment to Imzya, who by now was used to his honeyed words and barely bothered to roll her eyes. Lizzie, on the other hand, seemed shocked by his declaration. She glanced up at Mac with an expression he could not identify. Luckily, he didn’t really try.

By morning, the city had been completely pacified. Few humans or elves survived the night. Mac knew, from previous intelligence reports, that many of the officers had brought their families to the city over the winter. He also knew that his orders had been clear: no quarter. It was a balancing act. His troops were monstrous, and many of them considered the flesh of humans and elves to be a delicacy, or at least part of a nutritionally balanced breakfast. Trade-offs needed to be made, and he didn’t have time to play nice. He grimaced at the thought of the death of those ‘innocents’, but he was certain that humans and elves would have done worse (and had) in his position. Where possible, very young children were spared. Some, but not all. Luckily, the families of the soldiers were not great in number. Still, it was distasteful work.

As the sun inched over the horizon, the civilian population of beastkin, goblins, orcs, and other sentients exited their homes to the first freedom they had tasted in almost a year. The mood immediately became festive, and Mac was more than certain that the task of repopulating the city was getting into full swing. Despite their sometimes carnivorous proclivities, Mac, for the first time, understood that these people, these ‘monstrous’ humanoids, had lives beyond just warfare and killing. They had, many of them at least, families, occupations, and interests that did not exist solely on the premise of murder.

Mac did not hate the humans, beyond his own self-loathing, but he saw them as an impediment to a lasting peace or even a détente. They’d never stop warring against his kingdom, just as he felt his people would never stop fighting the humans as long as the humans remained a threat. There would always be border skirmishes, bandits on both sides, misunderstandings, etc., but he would not stop their Crusade, which, at its heart, was what this was: a religious war. This was a situation where two diametrically opposed forces vied against each other in a system of beliefs, with the exception of one side deluding itself as to what that system of belief entailed. The monstrous races were honest. Food, booty, mayhem. The humans and their allies wanted the same things, except they clothed it with piety, righteousness, and ‘liberation’. Bullshit.

As the population of Black Guard realized their kinfolk were not going to sack the city, they came out and greeted their liberators. Like in Fell Reach, his troops were confused about the citizenry praising them, calling them ‘heroes’, and the like. Understanding began to dawn on some of them that success was not predicated on only killing. Mac saw some smiles of pride, especially among the ratkin and goblins who were critical in the success of the plan. Rooting out the last of the humans who had hidden in various places took a few days, and likewise the collaborators. Mac thought about trials for the quislings but decided to just enact sentences if enough credible witnesses came forward. The executions were by stoning and were held in public (although a few of the more egregious traitors were gifted to Lizzie as juice boxes). Goblins were amazingly accurate stone throwers, so the deaths of the traitors took a good long while as the goblins took their time with no head shots until the end. Mac awarded each of the goblin executioners with a fistful of gold for their ‘precision and dedication to duty’.

The city was in worse shape than Fell Reach, as the human ruler of the city was a particularly cruel bastard. He had taken on a harem of beastkin women, each of whom looked undernourished, with all of them also sporting injuries such as broken and poorly reset limbs, missing teeth, etc. Mac sent those women back to the capital to be appropriately healed. They were also given pensions and, if they so desired, positions in the houses of trustworthy allies. The youngest of them was... too young... for such a fate as had befallen them under the previous ruler of the city, and Mac told them he would exact a terrible vengeance.

He sent a letter ahead to Morag, telling her to take care of these girls and impress upon them that they were now free. He did not know the extent of their trauma, and knew that Morag was the one to take them under her wing.

“Fuckers,” Mac intoned vehemently. “Fuckers gonna die. Gonna get right into their faces and carve them up like chicken strips. Gonna smother them in barbecue sauce and feed them to the troops.” His mind went back to yet another of Henry V’s quotes: “I was not angry since I came to France. Until this instant.”

“Imzya!” the king shouted. “Find Imzya. NOW!” Mac did not realize it until one of his guards broke for the tent opening, screaming in terror. The rest stood stock-still, paralyzed by fear. Looking about, he realized that the light in the tent had dimmed, as if he himself were a miniature black hole, and light itself was being consumed. Also, apparently, he had grown to about ten feet tall, his horns (horns?) brushing the top of the tent. He was wreathed in flame, and the smell of brimstone suffused the tent.

Huh, apparently, his magic had a mind of its own sometimes. Who knew? he thought.

Taking a moment and several deep breaths, Mac reverted to his normal height, the nimbus of flames died down to the glow of a banked fire, and the light began to escape from his mystical clutches. One of his orc guards had fainted, and two soiled themselves. He mumbled an understated, “Sorry”, and continued to fume, albeit quietly now.

Pacing back and forth, Mac waited impatiently for his dark elf general. It took about ten minutes for Imzya to arrive, with each minute souring his mood. Finally, the elf made her way into the tent at a dead run, almost colliding with two of his guards.

Mac looked at his guards one by one before growling, “Out. Now.” It was an almost cartoonish sight watching his troops quite literally fall over one another to escape his wrath; even his guard captain, Clin’mak, booked out as soon as the word was given. When they were alone, Imzya looked at her king. “Cormac, what’s going on? The guard who came to get me had pissed himself, telling us you transformed into a demon and demanded my presence at once! What is wrong?”

Breathing heavily and continuing to growl out, Mac looked at his lover. “The city ruler had a harem of beastkin. All of them had been horribly abused. Broken bones that set wrong, teeth knocked out, and starving. One of them... one was...” He stopped, his anger and sorrow warring with each other.

Mac was shocked from his fugue when Imzya stepped forward to embrace him. Imzya was expressive in bed, but she did not show much empathy or compassion day-to-day. He hugged her back, holding on to her for several minutes before releasing her.

“Peakway. We are going to make an example of it. A horrible, horrible example of it. I want the city razed to the ground, the land surrounding it salted so nothing grows there forevermore. I want the beastkin and all other oppressed demis freed. I want as many of the humans captured as possible, especially nobles. Then we are going to crucify soldiers and citizens along the road to the next city. Where Peakway now stands, build a fortress so imposing that no army will dare assault it. I’m not even going to say ‘spare the children.’ Tell the beastkin they can travel back to our city as free persons, or they can go wherever it is they wish. I want a plan within the week to take the city by storm and massacre it.”

“Sire, I will do what you wish and, frankly, enjoy it. But this is something you would regret. I know this. Despite everything, you have tried to shield the citizenry from wanton destruction. We can destroy the city’s nobility and warriors, but you have always said that a living city provides resources and a dead city provides nothing. For me, I have every desire to do as you wish, but when you calm down from your anger, you will hate that you did this.”

Looking at his dark elf beauty, Mac was moved by her plea. She was appealing to what he needed, what he would feel. The anger drained from him as quickly as it manifested. The sheer disconnect between the general cruelty of a dark elf and her pleas for his forbearance moved him.

“You are right, of course. I would hate myself for such a meaningless slaughter. A dead city produces nothing. Yes. Thank you, Imzya. Alright. Okay... amend the plan. I don’t want to wait on a siege. I want the assault to be quick and decisive. Get the sappers and ratkin agents in the city now. Have the sappers dig tunnels under the walls, and have the goblins do what they do best when it comes to fire. Bring down the walls, kill the soldiery to a man, and round up the nobles. Make sure the wargs let no noble escape before, during, or after the battle. I want them all accounted for, even if it is just their pieces.

“Also, draft a campaign plan. I’ll want to go back to the capital should the battle at Peakway go well. I want the nearby cities to be conquered by the beginning of summer. Same rules, no pillaging. I will leave the next battles to you. Fort Burke should have finished training the new regiments by then, and I’ll send them to the front on my way home. By winter, I want the vast bulk of the human kingdom broken and humbled. And I want the king’s head on a pike. Can you do that for me, my love? Can you crush the human kingdom for me?”

“My king, I will bring the head of the human king to you, and make a cape of his skin for you to wear. I will conquer cities and lay their treasures at your feet. The human nobility will be extinguished, and their family trees and noble lines uprooted and burned. For you, my king. My... love.”

Mac smiled at his beautiful Marshal. “I love you, babe. You are my spear, and I look forward to seeing you build me a bigger throne of skulls. We will celebrate this victory tonight with the passion you have hitherto not experienced in your life.”

Imzya shivered. “Thank you, my king.”



Interlude: Dross

Who would have thought that Ratkin would be respected? Even cherished! From the lowest of the low to the indispensable right hand of the king. King Cormac praised us openly and said he would declare a parade if we weren’t his best-kept secret. And a human, no less. Perhaps even more than orcs and drow, and especially duergar, humans hated the ratkin the most. Tales of torture, abuse, and even killings have filtered out of the few ratkin communities still living in the Kingdom of Rettle.

Now, even members of his majesty’s shadow council call me ‘sir’. I serve now under the auspices of an ancient vampire who comes to me for advice. So long relegated to the worst places in the city, we are being held in high regard. The trolls let us ride upon their backs when we march, and the orcs in the army call us ‘little war-brothers’. I weep merely thinking of it.

All because the king took a chance on our value. We have been given credit for ensuring the human cities fell quickly. Truly, an extraordinary turn of fortune for my people. Although I was never terribly high in my clan, I have become the de facto (is that the word my king uses?) leader of my people. Even now, I am asked to approve marriages and clan mergers. I never could have imagined this outcome.

The king is mighty, oh so mighty. But not cruel. I can tell he plans on freeing all the slaves in the kingdom, and he has already done so much for them. I have heard tell of his powers and what he has done to those who betray him.

The ratkin will never betray Cormac Burke, and we will kill anyone who makes the attempt. We are the king’s shadow army. We are the knives on the throats of his enemies in the night. No secret can remain hidden from us, no city is safe from us if we choose to move against it. Agent’s provocateurs, he calls us, though I do not know what that means fully. Ratkin, rejected, reviled, has discovered something they were never allowed to possess: pride.

Even more to my amazement, two of his harem members have been working with us and have complimented our skills. In Krelgar, Lady Kellas helps root out traitors and spies. She says she ‘relies’ on us, and no others can do the job as successfully as the ratkin. Still, as a cat-kin, a predator species, she sometimes gives me the creeps.

Then there is Elizabeta, or ‘Lizzie’ as she insists I call her. Vampires have never mistreated us ratkin, though they haven’t exactly been nice to us. They won’t feed on us, considering our blood's foul tasting. But we have served them in the past for gold. Lizzie has been... educating me. She’s improved my ability to read, and she teaches me about ‘engineering’ and history. She hopes that at some time, one of my people would write a history of Ratkin. Taking our oral histories and putting them on paper. Who would have thought!

The king has called Marshal Imzya his spear. The ratkin will always be his knife in the dark.


CHAPTER 10
 

The battle for Peakway was grim, just not for Mac’s forces. After setting a garrison and receiving unexpected reinforcements from Fort Burke, the army marched on the first human city of the campaign. Unlike Fell Watch and Black Guard, Peakway was... pretty. Pennants flying, the walls gleaming white, it was a poor man’s Minas Tirith, just not so many rings. The walls were manned by knights in gleaming armor, bowmen and crossbowmen standing side by side in great numbers, ready to black out the sun with waves of arrows and quarrels. Imzya had instructed her commanders not to destroy more of the fields surrounding the city than was absolutely necessary. The army officers now knew their trade and acknowledged their orders with a professional demeanor that would have been unthinkable even a few months ago.

Imzya arrayed her forces per the plan and, for the first time, goblin-made siege engines took to the field. Trebuchets, ballistae, and even a primitive rocket system similar to a medieval Korean Hwacha. The goblins had built them in secret as a ‘surprise’ for their king. Cormac was over the moon, knowing how the humans would shit themselves when it went into action. Mac’s sappers and ratkin reported in, informing Imzya that their preparations were complete and they merely awaited the marshal’s word to begin. Mac decided to provide one opportunity for the city to surrender. He sent a small envoy, four warg-riding goblins, with a white flag. As soon as his emissaries entered bow range, the humans fired volleys of arrows. One of the goblins was hit, but not seriously wounded, and the group retired back to Mac’s lines.

“Well, that’s that,” he said. “Let’s get started.”

Although this world had some types of siege engines, such as mangonels and siege towers, it did not have anything similar to the trebuchet. The range and hitting power of that weapon were unlike anything their battlefields had seen prior, and see it they certainly saw it. The first round of projectiles from Imzya’s artillery rained down on the walls of Peakway from a thousand feet away. Wherever the boulders hit, devastation ensued. The first volley hit the walls of the city about two-thirds of the way up. Crenellations, catwalks, and stairways shattered easily under the weight and power of the projectiles. Imzya told Mac that at least fifty of the defenders were crushed in that first wave of hits.

“You know, my king, those goblins are crafty little diggers. They were able to conceal their tunnels and have invested three times what I’d directed them to mine. They set the fires about two hours ago, and we should see the results of their efforts any...”

Imzya didn’t get the opportunity to finish. As the trebuchets did their bloody work, both the attackers and defenders heard a crack, then a roar, then an almighty crash as at least a hundred yards of the city wall collapsed as the sappers’ tunnels finished their burns. This forced the foundations of the wall to settle unevenly, resulting in what Mac would have called a ‘structural integrity issue’. The walls collapsed outward as the king requested, to avoid crushing buildings just inside the city walls. Hundreds of soldiers were killed or injured in the massive collapse, and hundreds of others were thrown into disarray. His army quick-marched across the field outside the city, breaking into a running charge after hitting the debris field. Rockets from the goblin Hwacha added another element of terror to the charge. The human soldiers were scattered and dazed from the collapse, and Mac’s troops hit them like a flood. The inhabitants of the city fled to their homes, temples, and places of business, barricading doors and shuttering windows as thousands of orcs, goblins, armored trolls and ogres, dark dwarves, and dark elven mages moved in their respective battle groups to secure key points in the city.

After the walls collapsed and Mac’s army breached, the humans were unable to regroup and form a coherent defense. It was a complete clusterfuck for the defenders. However, door-to-door fighting is a nightmare. His ratkin did not have the same amount of time in which to undermine key city defenses as they did in Fell Watch and Black Guard, so they had to take comfort in merely setting barracks on fire, poisoning the knights’ horses, planting traps near thoroughfares where reinforcements would travel through, and the like. The human defenders in the city were better prepared and trained than the troops that had garrisoned Mac’s occupied cities, but they were not up to Imzya’s professional units. The knights relied on their heavy armor, which could not stand against a fifty-pound boulder thrown by an equally armored ogre. The human mages were overwhelmed by coordinated attacks from infantry, archers, and dark elf wizards.

By the next morning, the human troops had been pushed back to their citadel in the center of the city. The duke who ruled the region, along with the Lord Mayor, nobles, and wealthy merchants, were holed up inside the keep that dominated the skyline. The keep was magically warded, the walls reinforced, and the best of the enemy knights manning the walls. With the rest of the city being held by his monstrous forces, Mac and Imzya made their way to the city center, his guards flanking him, and his soldiers making way. The destruction in the city was kept to a minimum, with most of the damage having been inflicted by the human defenders to slow down the assault. Initial casualty reports were again lighter than expected, though still a heavy toll, as the chaos of the wall collapse cut off and isolated groups of the defenders, which were then destroyed in detail. Mac was more than pleased and complimented his dark elf lover on her troops’ skill. A fine, fine piece of warcraft.

Arriving at the citadel, Mac looked up at the fortification. It was pretty hardened, he had to admit, but he knew he only needed to bring up his siege weapons and it would make short work of the tower. However, he knew Imzya wanted the citadel in mostly one piece, so battering it to shit was not a viable option. By now, his necromancers had begun reanimating the slain human defenders so he could throw them at the enemy in waves, but he knew it would be unproductive, and he wanted those zombies for other reasons.

Not given to too many grandiose displays of magic, he decided to break that general rule and let loose. His anger at the treatment of the beastkin women in Black Guard still burned in his heart. Imzya saw the look on his face and shied her mount away from his just a tad so as not to be in the blast radius when Mac lost his shit. To her surprise, Mac sat upon his horse and calmly called out.

“Duke, whatever the fuck your name is. Come down to parley while you still can. I assure you, it is the only way you will be able to save your women and children. Refuse to speak to me, and I can assure you the lucky ones will die by my orcs’ blades and the ogres’ grasping hands. I will suck out the souls of the unlucky ones and raise them as undead fodder for my army. I’m fairly pissed off at your nobles, so I recommend not testing me.”

He waited a few minutes until he heard the Duke’s response. “I will come to the gatehouse, but no further. You cannot be trusted with a civilized parley, and I will not put myself directly into your power.”

“Yeah, whatever, just get your sorry ass down here so we can talk?”

It took a few minutes for the duke and his ‘advisors’ to make it down the tower stairs and onto the gatehouse wall. The duke surprised him in that he was a trim, healthy-looking man in his mid-forties. Mac expected a bloated sack of shit too absorbed with his own luxuries to care about the state of his city.

“I am King Cormac Burke. I have liberated my cities that you and your people falsely captured. However, in recompense for the damage and cruelty your overseers visited upon those cities, I am here to take Peakway. I give you one chance: you may send out your women and children, and they will be escorted to a nearby town in safety. You and the other male nobles aged fifteen and older will be killed in a quick manner. Your deaths are non-negotiable. The question remains: do you wish for your loved ones to die with you and you yourselves face a death as horrible as you can possibly imagine, or will you accept my offer? Just so you know, I’m not fucking around here,” Mac said in a somewhat bored voice.

“Are you a fool, King Cormac? This tower is all but impregnable. Completely protected by our wizards’ magic, the armies of light will soon be marching to our relief. You think too highly of this rabble if you believe they can take this tower before reinforcements arrive. The Goddess of Light shall not abandon us!”

“Annnndddd that was your chance. I’d move away from the gatehouse if I were you. I’ll give you twenty seconds.” Mac counted to ten, then unleashed a torrent of destructive magic. A swirling chromatic maelstrom of chaos that would destroy anything in its wake. If Mac had a soundtrack, it would all be in ‘A minor’. His inspiration for this was from his childhood comics. The Scarlet Witch and her hexes altering probabilities, it would be fun to see if this worked. The wards fell as if they were not there in the first place.

Even as he thought about this, the majority of the gatehouse disintegrated with a surprisingly understated whoosh! Mac wasn’t sure if the spell took out the duke, but it didn’t matter. His troops rushed into the gap, and the final battle was joined. Mac and Imzya lazily threw about bolts of magic, spells that decayed flesh on contact, necromantic spells that raised the dead who immediately turned on their former friends, eating faces and seeking brains. But Mac was no fool. He didn’t rush into the breach this time. He stayed back with his guards and his general and let the chaos flow from him. Maybe Mac would get some training in CQC or swordplay someday, but for now, he couldn’t be bothered. Not when he could attack and defend with dark magics.

When the courtyard was cleared, Mac used his magic again and blew the armored door off the keep. The screams lasted another hour or so before one of the officers reported that the keep was secured. No human prisoners taken, per instructions. Two dozen beastkin servants were secured. Mac was pleased and said as much. He told his troopers to gather all the bodies in the citadel and get the troops fed on manflesh. Almost laughing, he couldn’t deny that the battle was a poor man’s Helm’s Deep, rather than Minas Tirith. Oy. So cliché.

It took some time for his troops to coax the human inhabitants out of their barricaded homes, but offers of food and water began to overwhelm their fears. Beastkin were freed wherever they were found, and both Imzya and Mac let them know they were free and that they could choose to remain in the city as free persons or could take residence in either Fell Watch or Black Guard. He informed them that he could not allow them to return further to the human kingdom until he had pacified every city. It was a matter of security.

Eventually, Mac addressed the city both in person and through heralds or posted proclamations. He declared Peakway ‘liberated’, and that after some repairs, he would open up trade with his own cities. Merchants who would trade in the capital to bring food into Peakway would be granted a temporary reprieve from any tariffs or taxation. He also made sure that the farmers who had taken refuge in the city upon the news of his army’s arrival were granted protection in the fields until regular patrols could be established to fend off any predators or predatory monsters.

Two weeks on, Mac informed Imzya he was heading back to the capital. “It’s time I head back, babe,” he said, one night in bed. A comfy one. In fact, the duke’s own bed. “It’s not great to be away this long. It will get better over time, but I don’t trust half that city as far as I can throw it. Besides...”

“You miss Morag and your hot little skunk kin,” she sighed. “I shouldn’t be selfish, I’ve had you for weeks. I suppose I can deal with your absence. I have a war to prosecute, humans to kill, beastkin to free, etc. Your absence will make my next disciplinary session all the sweeter,” she said with a fake sigh of resignation. “Give my... uh... send my regards to Lady Morag.”

“I will, love, and while I’m gone, crush the enemy, see them driven before you, and hear the lamentations of their women, etc. Remember, nobility and soldiers die, beastkin, non-scummy merchants, and peasants live from here on out.”



Travel back to the capital was so much more peaceful that Mac felt like he would die of sheer boredom. He stopped at Fell Reach and Black Guard to check in and ensure there were no major problems. He discovered the two cities rebounding quickly with emergency food supplies and medicine, helping maintain a high morale among the people, and the soldiery now being held in high regard. Orcs, not generally known for their sunny dispositions, took their jobs seriously and held their heads with pride.

Midway through his trip back, a fast courier on a warg that looked like an oversized, pissed-off greyhound caught up to them. Imzya’s message was brief.

“Enemy relief force utterly destroyed.”

Mac smiled, humming a jaunty tune all the way back to Krelgar City, his quite originally named capital city.

Upon news of his entering each city, he was welcomed with impromptu celebrations and parades. Several goblin and beastkin children brought him bouquets of flowers, making Mac smile and, yes, even get a bit dewy-eyed. Living cities produce resources; happy living cities even more so. He stayed only a day at each city, checking in with the garrison commanders and promising to have a permanent civilian ruler sent as soon as he returned to the capital. Of course, local merchants and personages wanted meetings with him, but truly, Mac couldn’t be bothered. He ordered the guilds and whatever other interests to elect a representative to speak with his chancellor. A few pressed him, but Clin’mak suggested rethinking their insistence on meeting with the king, or possibly face a poleaxe to the head. Requests for audiences stopped almost immediately after that.

Between Black Guard and the capital, Mac took a bit more time to take in the land. For a so-called ‘dark kingdom’, the land here was fertile and verdant. The forests were quite lively, with birdsong and critter chatter. To his surprise, Mac found that his troops did not seem to be as keen on despoiling the land as they were before. The days of the old Fort Burke were over, and his troops were seeing the benefit of a more regimented, professional demeanor. Mac reminded himself that these changes were not so much ‘good’ as ‘expedient’. Enact policies that lead to prosperity and victory, and people will get used to prosperity and victory; people used to prosperity and victory are much less likely to bitch and moan about the old ways.

Arriving back at his labyrinthine palace, Mac was met by Boland and his Lady Morag. Boland looked fit and healthier than he had when Mac had met him, so he guessed that being elevated to the nobility, as well as the improved crop and cattle yields, agreed with him. That, or he was getting laid. Bowing low, his goblin chancellor greeted him, “Welcome back, sire. We are pleased to have you back in the capital.”

“Thank you, Boland. I am going to assume you have a long, long list of reports for me to review, but I need a kiss from my Lady before we decide what can wait and what cannot.”

“Ah, your majesty, nothing requiring your royal eye needs to be done tonight, so enjoy your reunion with Lady Morag. I have taken the liberty of providing copious amounts of food and drink in your chambers. I will see you tomorrow... or perhaps the day after, sire.”

“You are a good friend, Boland.” Mac smiled at the goblin. Turning to his vulpes lover, he grabbed her by the waist and swung her over his shoulder in a fireman’s carry. Morag’s gasp of surprise turned into a squeal and then into a giggle as Mac sprinted through the palace to his chambers. His guards saw him coming from down the corridor and opened the door for him with chuckles all around. Kicking the door closed behind him, Cormac threw off his clothes in record time.

“Cormac! Cormac!” Morag called. “Wait!”

“No, wait. Fuck now.”

Laughing, she said, “Bath now, lovemaking after. Teanna? Is the bath ready?” The voice of his adorable skunk-kin came from the bathing room, and his lovely personal maid stepped out, dressed only in a fluffy towel.

“My king, the water is hot and infused with restorative herbs. I think you will be pleased...” She never finished her statement as she was scooped up into Mac’s arms and thoroughly kissed. His tongue slid along her lips and teeth as his adorable lover opened her mouth to receive him. She moaned deeply as her legs slid around Mac’s waist and her towel fell to the floor.

As they shared their embrace, Mac felt Morag’s naked body press up against his back, her hard nipples driving him crazy as she writhed against him. “Bath, my love. Let Teanna and me spoil you.”

Cormac grumbled, but relented, placing his adorable stripe-tailed lover on the ground and breaking their kiss. Spinning around, Mac lunged at Morag, capturing her lips in a kiss as passionate as the one he had bestowed upon Teanna. The vulpes tried to break the kiss with another effort to get Mac into the bath. He was insistent, however, and she melted into the kiss with a deep moan.

Teanna, now with her breasts against Mac’s back, reached around and grabbed his manhood gently. “Sire, the bath awaits you. You can have us there, then the bed, then by the window, wherever you wish. But let us tend to you first.”

Mac again released Morag from his kiss, leaving her breathless, chest heaving, and eyes glazed. Mac gazed upon the steaming bath and realized the tub was brand-new, and three times as large as his former bathing vessel. Teanna took his hand and led him to the steaming water, with Morag following, saying, “I believed we needed a new tub to fit all of your current lovers, and perhaps any others you eventually bring back.” Teanna eased Mac into the bath, and both she and Morag followed, each flanking their king and master. They immediately began to wash his chest and arms, massaging his muscles, sore from travel, all the while planting sweet kisses on his neck, shoulders, and back. Mac didn’t believe his cock could get any harder, but he had to adjust his beliefs pretty quickly.

His lovers lavished him with intimate attention, ensuring that his arousal was kept to a fever pitch. Suddenly, they broke off from their attentions toward Mac. Placing their heads together side by side, Morag looked at him with her incredible eyes, her irises dilated with her own arousal. In a voice that dripped sensuality, she said, “Cormac, you were gone such a long time. Teanna and I were so lonely without you. We commiserated with each other every evening, longing for your touch. Can we show you how we comforted each other?”

Without waiting for his response, Teanna and Morag turned to face each other, their lips connecting into a gentle kiss. Their hands began to roam over each other’s bodies, caressing a tight stomach, a pert breast, and a firm ass. They continued to explore as their kisses deepened. Tongues tangled, moans echoing from each of their mouths. Their play became more and more heated as they touched each other intimately, their breaths shallow and rapid.

Teanna’s hands roamed once more across Morag’s abdomen, her fingers dipping lower and lower until she was stroking the fox woman’s folds. Morag’s deep, erotic moan nearly drove Mac over the edge without either of them touching him. The vulpes returned the favor, stroking her skunk-kin friend. Breaking the kiss, Morag trailed down Teanna’s neck with her lips and gentle nips. Sliding her hand up Teanna’s body to cup her breast, Morag elicited additional moans from her as her fingers flicked and played with her lover’s body. When the vulpes’s lips found the skunk-kin’s breast, Teanna caught her breath, which turned into a gasp as Morag began to gently suckle on her nipple.

Mac watched his lovers as they pleasured each other with the additional aim of tantalizing their king. As yet more blood flowed south to his prick, Mac felt like he was going to pass out. He’d had enough. Grabbing Morag, he dragged her up to his lap with her back to his chest, and in one deep stroke penetrated and bottomed out in her. He felt himself lose control. Although he had Imzya to warm his bed out in the field, he had desperately missed Morag and Teanna. Morag, as she was the first to remind him that love was possible again, and Teanna, because she was just so... fucking... adorable! So demure in her daily work, so sweet. In the bedchamber, she was an absolute fiend. As he thrust, Morag rolled her hips against him, providing additional friction and pleasure, and Morag’s moans drove Mac on. Teanna worked from the front to continue stimulating the vulpes woman, providing gentle kisses, caresses, and playful bites to her body. Her clever fingers strummed against Morag’s clit as the vulpes shuddered from the coordinated attack.

Assaulted from front and back, with her king finally home, Morag came undone quickly. Mac let her settle down for a brief moment before exchanging one woman for the next. Both women were petite and very tight, but Teanna was something else. Her quim gripped him like a vise, and with Mac’s first thrust, she orgasmed. When they switched, Morag attacked Teanna’s body aggressively with passionate kisses and a whirling tongue, pinching and biting her maidservant’s nipples, and returning Teanna’s attention by polishing the skunk girl’s pearl as Mac railed her from behind. Mac was relentless, fucking her through orgasm after orgasm, with his own tension building. Finally, he could stand no more and unleashed his own passion inside his adorable lover.

Breathing heavily, both women fell forward onto their king’s chest, temporarily sated. They lay there for several minutes before collecting themselves. Drying each other was another erotic experience, but somehow more... wholesome, Mac thought. Retiring to the bed, he spent time brushing each of their tails, which riled up both of his lovers. The trio enjoyed several additional bouts, with both women riding him, then insisting he take them from behind. Exhausted, the three finally collapsed on the bed, quickly passing out.

It’s good to be home, Mac thought before falling into a deep, restful sleep.


CHAPTER 11
 

Time passed comfortably, and spring continued to march on, with fine weather prevailing. Well, it passed as comfortably as Mac could imagine in a world where shitting in a bucket was the height of technology. Books about going to another world, a medieval-style world with magic, often forgot to mention some of the less savory facts of what life in the Middle Ages was like, technologically. Eh, the good outweighed the bad.

Unfortunately, ‘comfort’ did not equal ‘stress-free’. There was good news and bad, as there usually is. Mac spent vast amounts of time with Boland, catching up on how the reforms were impacting the economy. On that score, the news was very promising. Production in the mines was vastly improved. Crop yields were up as the farmers worked more diligently to prevent blights, infestations, and other issues. More acreage was under cultivation, which added to the yields.

Armor and weapon production increased, along with the quality of the items produced. Many indentured smiths were even working on some goldsmithing and silversmithing on their mandated day off. Mortality rates among the worker populations dropped considerably, again augmenting production.

Despite the initial resistance to Mac’s proclamations, his other cities saw the benefits and stopped dragging their feet on implementing his policies. General dissatisfaction that led to slave riots or rebellions eased considerably as the economy began soaring. Black Guard and Fell Watch, as well as Peakway, began sending trade missions that likewise stimulated the economy of the capital and the recovery of their own cities. Efficiency, Mac loved efficiency. It was all about expeditiousness. Boland estimated that gross national product (a bellwether Mac had introduced, along with other economic theory and considerations) had increased nearly forty percent over the past eight months. An utterly outstanding statistic. Well, that and the bar had been set so low it was easy to smash records.

As with all things, there was bad news as well. An increase in banditry in the interior of the kingdom arose as various orc tribes and other monstrous species felt that the reforms were undercutting the ‘traditions’ of the kingdom and its various races. It was a problem, but not an insurmountable one. Mac knew that these factions would never join together to foment an actual rebellion; their complaints about tradition meant they would always want to fight: humans, elves, or each other. Boland had been handling it brilliantly by requisitioning units from Fort Burke to act as internal security, with Kellas planning strategy to intercept and eliminate these bandits.

Kellas took her role very seriously. Her knowledge of stealth and deception allowed her to begin building a network of goblin and ratkin spies that kept an eye on the politics of the various cities in the kingdom. Surprisingly, Mac discovered that her chief enforcer was Grock, the ogre clan chief. Apparently, he’d gotten used to the various perks of his station and was acting to maintain his lifestyle. Fellow ogres had informed him of the rise in status of the ogres in the army. They were treated as valuable assets and not merely fodder for front-line assaults. As Mac knew, casualties among all the races in the army had dropped considerably, with some races’ survival rates doubling or tripling.

Grock dealt with bandits in a brutal fashion, as only ogres can. He practically worshipped the ground Kellas walked on, as she provided the planning, which he knew was not his strong suit. During a reporting session, Kellas mentioned that ogres were not stupid per se, they merely were a bit slower on the uptake. They often came to the same conclusions as others, just not in as timely a fashion. Grock also took issue with anyone looking down on Kellas as a female and a beastkin. Several of Kellas’ detractors met a public and ignominious fate at the massive hands of her pet ogre.

Lizzie was still at the front, supporting Imzya, but with strict instructions to delegate operations to her ratkin and goblin subordinates and to absolutely not go into the cities being besieged. The vampire, as loyal as she had proven and as integral to the war effort as she had become, argued heatedly with him over this decision before he returned to the capital. Eventually, she relented but grumbled the whole time.



Reports from the army came in steadily, with rapid progress being noted. Imzya had taken several smaller cities and was settling in for a short time to resupply and reinforce. She’d mentioned some anecdotal information about news of the advance, and the treatment of beastkin in the ‘liberated’ cities. Large groups of ratkin, beastkin, and other oppressed demi-humans (such as gnomes) began emigrating to cities under Mac’s control, in effect depopulating the service sector of those human settlements. Imzya thought this was significant and had Elizabeta send additional agent provocateurs to spread word of the protection and largesse of King Cormac.

Mac was surprised by this news and was pleased by it. He hadn’t expected to draw off populations from human cities, but it was an inevitability once word spread, especially from Peakway.

As spring came into full swing, Boland and Morag recommended that Mac undertake a ‘progress’, or a visit to all of his major cities. In his time as king, Mac had not had as much of an impact on the further reaches of his kingdom. However, the nobles had sent the hostages he demanded, as well as envoys to swear loyalty to him; the citizens of the cities had little contact with him. It was a solid idea, but Mac worried about the dangers.

Boland informed him that he’d asked Imzya to send two of her best platoons to act as retinue during this ‘dog and pony show’, as Mac called it (to the confusion of his chancellor and his lover). Along with his personal guard, Boland assured him that any force stupid enough to attack the king would be destroyed with ease. Although he thought Boland was probably a bit overconfident, Mac took the point. Coupled with his magic, it would probably take a small army to defeat his best troops. Mac agreed, and Boland began planning.

It would take a couple of weeks for the escort to arrive at the capital, so Mac remained busy. He summoned his privy council and listened to them bitch for a while. Their opposition too many of his reforms had quieted over the months as each of the members of the council grew fat on the wealth they were now bringing in. Morgset was probably the only holdout in terms of embracing the new dynamic, as he felt mercy to the slaves and the conquered populations was not in keeping with the Goddess’s teachings. Mac ignored him, and he was surprised that Veman often shouted him down. Then again, the minotaur had added several gold rings to the adornments on his horns. Mac listened to the concerns of the different factions of the city, letting each have their time with him. With Boland at his side, Mac was able to keep the meetings to the agenda.

Boark, the lizard-folk businessman, was doing better than ever, considering rice production was up. He’d actually instituted training programs for ‘indentured servants’, so that they could be useful to different contract holders. He’d set up domestic training, farming, industrial work, and, insightfully, administration and education. It was still new, but Boark argued that trained servants were worth more than the untrained. Mac was impressed and reminded himself to have a more in-depth talk with the lizard-kin. With prosperity throughout the city and spreading to the kingdom as a whole, the meetings began to grow more productive until the incident.

When the Privy Council began to provide the input he had originally envisioned, Mac began meeting with them every other week. He enjoyed none of their company, but each provided something different. Perspectives from each of their various factions, actual concerns versus posturing, etc. Veman had actually brought the nobles from ‘toleration’ to ‘supporting’ the crown’s efforts, with more and more moving from hostile to indifferent, and indifferent to loyal. Mac called it a win. But Gar’shook... that scumbag... that utter waste of biological material. He wanted nothing more than to put him in the ground. It was only Boland that kept him from snuffing out the slimy creature.

During the last meeting before the city progress, Mac finally had his opportunity. While Mac did have refreshments brought in at regular intervals, it was usually the guards who delivered them to the meeting chamber. On this occasion, however, it was Teanna who entered, bringing a message from Morag if Mac did not miss his guess. Passing by the orc pimp, Teanna let out a sudden Eep! And glared at the councilor. Rubbing her behind, she proceeded to continue walking toward her king. Witnessing this, Mac’s mood shifted immediately. Once again, the anger swelled within him, his aura sucking in the light and the heat of the room. He stood, his body elongating until he was almost eight feet tall. His councilors quailed in terror as he regarded the orc businessman.

Without removing his gaze from the orc, Mac spoke in a deep, guttural voice, alarmingly cold and calm. “Teanna, did Gar’shook just... pinch you on the ass?”

Seemingly the only one in the room unafraid of the king, Teanna glared again at the odious orc. “He did, sire. I expect it will bruise”, she said as she rubbed the offended part of her ass.

“Sire!” Gar’shook cried in terror. “I... I never would do such a thing! She must have...”

“Compound your offense with lies? Figures. You are a figure of disrepute, only on this council to represent businessmen in the city. Your... prominence secured this position. Your audacity will end it.”

With that, Mac reached over to Gar’shook, grabbing him by the throat and lifting him from his chair. Hellfire flames licked over Mac’s body, as they did in Black Guard. As the target of his ire was clutched before him, the king sneered, eyes ablaze. “You are dismissed from my service.” Mac’s jaw unhinged and stretched wide. With a deliberately measured pace, Mac brought the head of the orc to his fanged maw and bit down on his head between the nose and the eyes. The crunching and popping sound was audible and revolting. Mac spit out the head of Gar’shook, blood exploding from the orc’s mangled body, and dropped the corpse to the ground.

Quite slowly, Mac’s form shrank, the fires once again abated, and his eyes ceased to flame. When he was himself again, he spoke to the remaining councilors. “Anyone who shows disrespect to my lovers shows disrespect for me. There are no second chances when it comes to the women in my life. Fuck around and find out!”

Even Morgset, undead and pale as he was, further blanched under the glare of Mac’s furious gaze. Boark was the first to gather his composure and clear his throat. His sibilant speech was hesitant and cautious.

“Sire, I believe I speak for the rest of us in saying, ridding us of Gar’shook was overdue, and we would never, ever treat Lady Morag or Lady Teanna so disrespectfully. I believe all of us would like to offer Lady Teanna our apologies for our fellow councilor’s actions. Allow me to present you with a gift, a token of my regret. I will deliver the finest steed in my stables so that my colleagues and I would not be tainted by this orc’s actions.”

“That... that’s not necessary, councilor...” Teanna said, embarrassment clear in her features.

“The Lady Teanna accepts your gift, Boark, and will not hold Gar’shook’s actions against any of you. I believe our business for today is concluded. Good afternoon, gentlemen.”

Mac thought Boark’s apology and gift offer were the most words the lizard-kin spoke in succession since the council was formed.

It didn’t take long for news of Gar’shook’s death to make the rounds. Both Venman and Morgset later echoed Boark’s actions in sending apologetic gifts to his lover, much to the utter embarrassment of Teanna. When the room was clear but for Boland and Teanna, Mac spoke again.

“Teanna, dear, no one will ever touch you without your permission again. I am sorry you had to experience that. Boland! Seize all of Gar’shook’s property and goods. I want every business dealing he is involved with investigated.

“Then issue a proclamation announcing that if any of the women protected by my aegis is harassed, touched inappropriately, or otherwise insulted, the offended will be cast into the pits of hell to be tormented by devils. And I am not speaking in hyperbole.”

Boland had trouble suppressing his laughter as he left the room, leaving Mac and Teanna alone.

“My king... Cormac...” she said his name for the first time. “What... what did you do? It’s like Gar’shook’s head just separated from his body!”

“You didn’t see me?”

“I saw you, but you merely raised your hand; he lifted into the air, and the top of his head popped off! I didn’t think the undead could look terrified, but Archpriest Morgset looked to be nearly jumping out of his skin!”

Hugging her closely, Mac said into the top of her head, “Don’t you worry about it. Just some magical trickery,” but Mac knew better. Why Teanna couldn’t see the demonic form he had adopted was a mystery to him.

Soon enough, it was time for Mac to embark on the city's progress. He gave Boland the power to rule in his stead as chancellor and bade him make any necessary decisions for the good of the realm.

Unlike past trips, he decided to bring not only Morag but Teanna along as well. Kellas insisted on accompanying, and after much hissing, Mac relented. It was really the first opportunity to spend significant time with Kellas. She seemed to be pleased to be allowed to travel with him (well, after she calmed down). Morag had finally gotten through to Teanna that her role as maidservant could no longer be maintained after the Privy Council referred to her as ‘Lady Teanna’. Mac was saddened to see the cute little maid’s outfit disappear (though she promised to keep it for ‘special occasions’), but he understood the necessity. Admittedly, seeing her in an expensive dress with a bodice was very nice as well. Whereas Morag and Teanna looked the part of noble ladies at court (thanks to a near-unlimited dress budget), Kellas couldn’t look more different.

Kellas was the only one dressed, as Mac thought, practically for such a long journey. Enough RPGs in his youth gave her attire a clear classification: ‘sexy rogue’. Tight leather pants, covered by leather boots that were over the knee and nearly thigh-high. Her top was a white blouse, with an underbust corset completing the picture. Of course, the leather of her garb was in Kellas’s signature black. The shirt, her luminous green eyes, and the occasional glimpse of her sharp canines were the only deviations, and therefore, that much more striking. Mac suspected she’d gotten fashion advice from Lizzie, or that generally badass women had their own shops. Suffice to say, Kellas was hot in that lithe way that she clearly accentuated with how she moved and dressed.

The umbral felis had never given up her pursuit of Mac, even if she’d moved from overt to outright sneaky. It didn’t help that Morag and Teanna spent much of their time on the road making subtle comments about how good Kellas looked, and how the tight leathers suited her.

Mac knew this would be a long trip, and that Morag and Teanna would be getting a workout every night as he fought his lust for the umbral felis. Kellas seemed nonchalant, like it didn’t matter to her, but it was pure torture for him whenever she walked in front of him, hips swaying, and her long tail focusing his attention on her amazing ass.

The first stop on their tour of his kingdom was the city of Umbras. Umbras was the home of many of Kellas’s people, an apocryphal origin place of the species. It was a city whose major exports were charcoal, exotic rawhide, and what Mac would define as ‘recreational pharmaceuticals’, most of which were smuggled into and sold in the human kingdom. Mac wasn’t thrilled about making cities full of junkies, but that was a discussion for a later time. There was a version of the drugs made for slaves to keep them more... compliant. The downside is that it apparently lobotomized them over time, so it was only used in certain circumstances. Mac knew that was going to be one of the first items to discuss, the cessation of the production of that particular mood-altering substance.

The city itself was surprisingly dour. Many of the buildings were constructed with a drab, gray stone with little adornment on the outside. Wood buildings were maintained, but were constructed to be solely functional, with no decoration or ornaments. Even the taverns they passed were the epitome of bland. Mac asked Kellas about this, and she merely shrugged, saying that it was how it had always been. Mac decided to see if he could get trade in bright fabrics, and crafted wood beams and such through here.

The people of the city recognized the royal seals, and some cheered while others seemed uninterested. Probably former slaves versus freemen. Mac didn’t know how, but he planned on bringing some fucking cheer to this place. There seemed to be little of the arts to be seen, and Kellas was a little confused when he asked her about that. She seemed to think that plays and music were a waste of resources, although she was glad to have them in the capital, as it made things more interesting. Mac just shook his head in confusion.

The procession arrived at the mayoral palace, and Mac was unimpressed. These people took brutalism to a new high. It was a block of stone with the occasional window to let in light. He wondered if umbral children took classes in ‘bland’ in order to continue their traditions of boring architecture. He was pretty sure upperclassmen had coursework in ‘beige’ and ‘watching paint dry’.

The mayor stood on the steps of his palace, surrounded by an honor guard of umbral warriors. Despite the usual lack of professionalism among the armed forces of his kingdom, Mac was surprised at the neat ranks and files of the mayor’s household troops. A valet opened the door to his carriage, and Mac stepped down, helping each of his women alight with a chivalrous hand. Well, except Kellas. It was clear she did not want assistance, and Mac was understanding enough not to put her on the spot. She flashed a quick smile at him.

Since the conquest of Peakway, Mac’s armed forces had swollen with new beastkin recruits. As a show of ‘inclusion’, Mac engaged some of the more promising soldiers for his guard. Besides his standard orcs, ogres, goblins, and trolls, he also had a good number of bovine-kin, cat-kin, and ophidian-kin. Mac ascended the stairs to where the mayor stood. Bowing low, the umbral felis spoke first. “Greetings, sire. I am Kleser, Lord Mayor of Umbras, and your host during your stay. I am sure you and your retinue would like to refresh yourselves prior to dining in my hall tonight.”

“Ah, very good, very good. Nice to meet you, Kleser. Allow me to introduce the ladies accompanying me: this is the Lady Morag, head of my household.” Morag’s head snapped to look at Mac with surprise in her eyes. “This is Lady Teanna, close confidant and lady-in-waiting to Lady Morag, and finally the Lady Kellas, Minister of Internal Security for the Kingdom.”

“Internal security forces, my liege?” Kleser inquired.

“Yes, Kellas is responsible for any internal threats to the kingdom. Traitors, spies, plots, and conspiracies, etc. Kellas and her agents... deal with them. She ensures disloyalty meets a grim fate. Besides their great beauty, the women accompanying me are quite accomplished in their fields of expertise.”

“I... ah... see, sire,” Kleser said, looking like he just swallowed a vial of cyanide.

“I’m glad you do. Now about those refreshments....”



The visit to Umbras went better than expected. Kleser was a gracious host, and they were treated to the best of the best Umbras had to offer. Despite the dour exteriors and uninspired architecture, the umbral felis had a great sense of personal style and an amazing cuisine. A primarily meat-based diet, they were fond of sauces, rubs, and other accoutrements. Meat was eaten tartare, or grilled, with a few sides or greens. Mac was unaware that winemaking was practiced on a wide scale, and he asked for several barrels of wine to be shipped to the capital, much to Kleser’s delight.

Kellas’s mission was to connect with her agents in the city and find out the lay of the land in terms of the loyalty of the city and nobles. Her ratkin agents reported that loyalty was mostly through fear, but that the city had already seen some improvements after instituting the policy changes Mac had enacted. She found one troublesome cell of nobles who were looking for an opportunity to rise against the mayor and the king, but Kellas gave orders to have a number of them eliminated as a warning.

Apparently, referring to the three women he traveled with by household and ministerial titles was a bold and welcome move, and Morag and Teanna took pains in expressing their ‘gratitude’ to Mac. He did not realize what impact that had until one evening when Morag and Teanna were feted at a feast in their honor by the noble women of the city.

Mac had been poring over dispatches from Imzya and Boland, providing him with updates about the economy and the war front. Apparently, all was going quite well on both fronts. Sharp-Tooth’s courier wargs were proving immensely effective. Imzya had also taken the pains to write a sealed letter to Mac describing what she would like him to do with her when they were together next. According to her message, she had been a ‘very naughty girl.’



The stay in Umbras lasted for two weeks and turned into a bit of a vacation rather than a slog. Kleser, judging correctly that Mac did not wish to spend his time in boring social hobnobbing, kept official functions to a minimum. The king met frequently with the mayor, discussing the various benefits they’d seen in the capital after moving from chattel slavery. Kleser was shocked by how production improved over only six short months. Once a bit skeptical of the policies, he became a true believer. The mayor helped Morag negotiate trade agreements with merchants and guild members, as her skill in organizing one hundred and five other women proved invaluable. Mac met with each delegation to finalize the contracts, but it was purely for show. Their pride at having negotiated directly with the king was palpable, and Morag knew it would improve the quality and prices of traded goods, as his first lover in Krelgar intimated that substandard goods or gouging prices would be frowned upon. Possibly lethally.

Kellas kept at her work and prepared a list of potential agitators for both Mac and Kleser. Mac asked Kleser to keep an eye on those listed and to deal with them if they got out of hand. Kleser knew most of the names, and he assured the king that he would deal with them.

Although exhausting, Mac spent his evenings drowning in the pleasure two devoted women could indulge him in. From Morag’s indulgent loving and Teanna’s near ravenous desires, Mac felt he was the luckiest son of a bitch in the world.

Mac wondered if he’d been in a car accident or the like, and that he was now in a coma with a particularly detailed dream life. Things felt too real, however, and he wondered how one would sleep within a dream, and likewise dream while sleeping in a dream. Made his head hurt. He realized what he was experiencing was exhaustion, not from a lack of rest, or his nocturnal activities with his women, but rather from the feeling that he was overworking himself trying to get the kingdom back to a stable position. With Boland’s help, Mac had overhauled much of the governmental bureaucracy, created a judiciary from the ground up, and turned a moribund and essentially slave-based economy into a productive and very much expanding nation of trading, goods, and services. Boland was particularly proud of the judiciary advances. He hit upon what Mac considered a ‘duh’ moment for himself and created an itinerant magistrate position that would go from city to city, setting up courts and other legal apparatus. Several officials were sent on their way, with strict instructions regarding graft and greedy nobles purchasing judgeships. Their military escorts included men and women loyal to Mac, who would report any corruption.

Some of the overall successes were achieved at the point of a gun, so to speak, but this world only seemed to respect strength. His ‘consumer base’ was a disparate group of warlike creatures with tribal-based leadership, where ‘might makes right’ is the order of the day. General corruption was rife throughout the cities, and small political or criminal bosses could change the course of events. Boland and Mac hoped the itinerant judges and the new magistrate positions would begin to stem the tide, especially with the threat of reprisals and ‘corrections’. His ratkin made contact with various criminal enterprises and informed them of the new paradigm that he would allow in terms of acceptable nefarious practices, with the caveat that deviating from these casual ‘rules’ would result in Mac visiting the city in person, and leaving large craters behind. With all of that going on, the king needed a breather.

He needed to find his world’s version of Aruba or Bali, someplace he could decompress for a week or so, and just unwind. The next city on the progress was Commbe. It was a coastal city that relied on sea trade and fishing. The inhabitants were a form of hybridized fish-kin that were noted for their eccentricities.

Great, Mac thought. Innsmouthers.

From what Morag and Kellas told him, the city was actually built partially underwater, to facilitate trade between fully aquatic races such as sirens and what were called ‘sea devils’, and the landbound or amphibious peoples.

According to what he’d been told, the city did not have a functioning noble class; instead, a mayor and a ruling council of various factions within the city were in charge. It seemed suspiciously egalitarian, but Mac felt like there was another shoe to drop.

Mac’s retinue would take almost a week to arrive at the city, and the bumpy ride would not be remotely relaxing. Although he kept his composure with his women, Mac found himself sniping at the carriage’s driver and occasionally at his officers. Morag noticed and tried to soothe him at every opportunity. She didn’t speak about it to his other lovers as she knew Mac didn’t want them to worry or worse, be fearful. Apparently, the former king had a temper, and the targets were anyone close at hand. More than a few scars were delivered to the women in his harem due to Antolg’s tantrums. Mac could never imagine inflicting harm on his ladies, but trauma had long-term results.

Besides Morag, Teanna was the only other of his companions to catch on to Mac’s frustrations. However, she’d misinterpreted it as Mac not being able to fuck while on the road. She didn’t understand the ‘why’ however, thinking that each of them was ready and willing to service him right in the carriage, as they had done previously. She felt her duty was to the king and not to some convention that the people of Krelgar did not ascribe to, anyway. After two days of watching Mac suffer, Teanna’s urge to serve her king became overwhelming, and she lunged across the carriage and, within a minute, tore his clothes off, as well as her own. How she could pull off her dress that quickly, Mac had no idea. Stunned by her sudden actions, Mac could only hang on for the ride as he found himself with a handful of ass from a skunk-kin riding him like a trip hammer. His former maid whispered the filthiest things in his ear while she tried to bring him to a quick orgasm. The only thing that distracted him from the pleasure he was receiving was that his lover’s own excitement caused her to scratch at him, and Mac knew his back was crisscrossed with bloody scratches. But his beastkin lover was too far gone to notice his partial discomfort. Luckily, Mac’s Goddess-enhanced body healed the wounds almost as soon as they were inflicted.

When she’d achieved her goal of providing Mac with an intense cum, she swung her leg from over his lap, dismounted him, and casually put her clothes back on with a cat (skunk?) that got the cream expression (Mac couldn’t deny that she had in fact gotten the cream). Morag, and especially Kellas, sat dumbfounded and not a little bit envious of their friend. Morag rueing the fact that she had not thought of it first, and Kellas wishing she would finally be included in the fun.

Although Morag eventually took her own turn, much to the amusement of the guards riding by the carriage, Mac was still feeling the deep weariness that comes with continued seven-day-a-week, twelve-hour-a-day, constant work and worry ruling the kingdom. Mac decided that he was going to take a break at Commbe. Rest and relax for a week or two, and accept no formal invites, receptions, or audiences for that time. Mac figured taking a vacation was preferable to going on a murder spree.

He found that he was worrying a bit about Kellas. Her heated looks and constant squirming were making it clear that her intentions for him had not changed, and he would have to, sooner or later (probably sooner if Morag had her way), deal with the poor catgirl. Right now, he was too fucking tried to deal with it.


CHAPTER 12
 

Arriving at Commbe was a surprise for Mac. He’d expected a dark, gloomy, and sinister Lovecraftian town. What he saw was a bright, colorful city with beautifully painted houses, and an open market filled with shoppers arrayed in a variety of vibrant clothing. The city seemed almost... festive. It very much reminded Mac of Willemstad in Curaçao, where he had vacationed on occasion. His mood brightened immediately, and blossomed into joy when he realized that the streets were lined with people. They were... cheering? Flower petals were being thrown at the cortege as they progressed through the streets. This city definitely didn’t have the whole ‘evil kingdom’ vibe he’d expected. They were... celebrating his arrival. A choir of green-scaled children were singing praises to King Cormac.

When he finally found his voice, Mac could only say, “What. The. Actual. Fuck?”

Kellas burst into laughter, and Morag provided a small smile, or possibly a smirk. Teanna looked confused. She couldn’t understand why her lover would be surprised that he was being celebrated.

Catching her breath as her laughter wound down, Kellas was finally able to get out between continued giggles, “Your face, and your majesty! You look like you were a fish yourself with how you are gawping!

“Sorry, dear Cormac, we wanted to surprise you! We’d heard from Commbe that they wanted to honor you with a festival. It appears that your reforms have had a rather transformative effect on the city. The city had a primarily slave workforce, especially in the fisheries. When you enacted the policies, it really improved the lives of most of the people. When you meet the city mayor, she’ll have a lot to say on it. Since there were no nobles in the city, it really wasn’t too much of a change. There was a hit on the coffers at the start to pay for the services and changes you decreed, but apparently, it was a pittance compared to when production increased. The houses had not been painted in years, but once the people heard you were coming, everyone made sure they put on a fresh, or first, coat.”

Incredulous, Mac could barely get the words out. “They did this... for me?”

“Yes, my king,” Kellas said smugly.

The general welcome ceremonies with the mayor turned into a street fair, with food, dancing, and lots (and lots) of drinking. The cheering drowned out the words of the mayor, a fish-kin woman named Mira. An older woman, Mac saw a cunning politician in her eyes, coupled with a ruthlessness that rivaled his own. She played to the crowd (and to Mac) perfectly. Enough praise to not sound unctuous, and stealing just enough credit that the people would love her and the king wouldn’t flay her alive. Mira was definitely high on the MILF scale, but the gills admittedly threw him off, as did her somewhat ingratiating manners.

People like her were rare, even in the cutthroat business world. He nodded in respect as she wrapped up her long, but not overlong, speech. She inclined her head respectfully and gestured for him to come to the podium.

She probably thought Mac was not confident as a public speaker, as the only public engagements he’d made, even in Umbras, were not speeches. He let others handle that. Mac knew that remaining the dark ruler, inscrutable, and menacing would assure his enemies that he was not weak or soft. That he was a figure of fear. Mayor Mira did not know that he had spoken at dozens of business conferences on three continents. He was a sought-after keynote that could command tens of thousands of dollars for a fifteen-minute speech about the hot topic in business that month. He wouldn’t embarrass her, but he’d make sure that she’d never underestimate him again.

“My people!” he began, “A new age dawns for the kingdom, one of prosperity, one of abundance, one of vengeance! For too long, we have suffered the hypocrisy of human and elven piety in the name of their Goddess. They proclaim love and peace, but they visit hate and violence not only on us, but on their own people! The beastkin in their kingdoms are enslaved, and prejudice against other demi-humans is all but enshrined in law. So much for peace, so much for love!”

“Now. Now we reclaim our realm. The cities of Fell Watch and Black Guard have been liberated, and we have conquered the city of Peakway. As of now, Marshal Imzya, leader of my armies, makes war on the humans. We bring swift vengeance on them and will wipe out their nobles, take their gold, and free the beastkin from their servitude. However... however, living cities produce abundance, dead cities produce nothing. In our wisdom, we elect not to slaughter the human populations of their cities, or even to enslave them. No. No, we will... befriend them. We will raise them up from the poverty that the nobles have made for them. We will make them loathe their king and their nobles. We will make them... love us.

“When they love us, we will use them against their own people. They will fight alongside our invincible armies, sweeping away the old order, replacing the Goddess of light with our Goddess: a Goddess who understands the sacrifices one must make for industry, for prosperity, for efficiency. There is a saying from my homeland, ‘It is always darkest before the dawn’. But here, now, the daylight wanes, and the peace of the night comes on silent wings to devour the false light. We are not evil as they claim, but we are honest, we are true, and we are implacable.

“For our part, the reforms that have been proclaimed were born out of the philosophies of prosperity and efficiency. You are well fed, rested, your health looked after, and provided a wage that allows each of you to take care of your families and, dare I say, see some luxuries in your lives. Are your lives not better? Can you not say that you are happier?”

A deafening roar from the crowd greeted these last comments. It took almost a full minute for the accolades to conclude before Mac could speak again.

“Some of these things we do for you. To see you, healthy and hale, confirms my decisions. It has given me satisfaction to give you lives that, while not completely your own yet, allow you to enjoy family, to be freed from brutality, and to provide for your well-being. We give you this gift. Because as your king, we expect your fear, but we are also desirous of your respect.

“Some of these things we do for the kingdom. Since the reforms, our kingdom has already started on the road back to prosperity. Bountiful harvests and catches, and greater production in mines and other industries, have become the norm. These benefits will trickle down to you,” Mac rolled his eyes internally when he spoke that phrase. “But for now, they aid the kingdom in our war against the humans. So we ask you, nay, we implore you, to keep up your good work, to put yet more effort into your tasks. The kingdom will benefit, you will benefit, and our enemies will crawl on their knees begging to surrender to us. My people, King Cormac loves you all.”

The cheers were a deafening, thundering noise that shook the very foundations of the city. It was Woodstock, Burning Man, and Live Aid all rolled into one. Mac put both hands in the air in an effort to calm the crowd. He had them, and he knew it. The only thing left was the pièce de résistance.

“On this day, we declare a one-day holiday for all. Go, be with your families and friends, and celebrate the future prosperity and safety of our kingdom!”

With that, Mac knew they’d lose their shit completely, and they did. The din from the crowd turned into an ear-splintering howl of praise for the king, and the festivities would be epic tonight. On that final note, Mac stepped off the podium, waving to his people. He saw the light in the eyes of his lovers, as well as a knowing smirk from Kellas, and he knew he’d hit the right tones. Mira looked impressed, shot through with a modicum of hesitation. She knew now he would not be manipulated.

Retiring into the mayoral palace, a beautiful building painted a creamy salmon color, decorated with plaster sea life, and the real shells of enormous bivalves and crustaceans. It looked like a resort in the Caribbean. Mac was impressed. He had not told his lovers about his idea for a vacation, but if the rest of the city met his expectations, he would definitely be taking a break.

The accommodations were lavish, and obviously, the rooms were renovated specifically for his retinue. The rooms that were reserved for them, obviously, had a nautical theme that was, Mac thought, perhaps a little overdone. The bed was vast and soft, making Mac think of that holiday movie he loved so long ago, but today it brought warmth rather than the bitter memories of Linda.

“A man would have to be a sprinter to catch his wife in a bed like that!” He spoke the words out loud in a crappy Irish accent, and his ladies immediately giggled. Would have been funnier if they’d seen the movie, he thought, grumbling just a bit.

The next few days went by with the usual political bullshit Mac loathed so much. Kellas and Morag conducted their usual meetings and tasks, coordinating trade and looking for signs of rebellion or insurrection. Teanna spent her time making sure Mac was relaxed and pampered and didn’t ‘have to choke a fish.’ Sexually precocious, Teanna tried every idea she could think of when she was alone with Mac so she wouldn’t be embarrassed in front of his other lovers. Mac assured her that her ingenuity and imagination were nothing to be embarrassed about.

Unfortunately, duty often called, and he found he had to have at least a few meetings with the rulers of the city. Mac found Mira to be as delightfully ruthless and cunning as he had expected. She was subtle, ingratiating, and sly. She was buttering him up for an ask, possibly a big one. Mac was willing to hear her out, but he was getting annoyed with her roundabout way of approaching it. He found he liked her, but in small doses. One night, over drinks, Mac decided to cut through the bullshit.

“Mira, you don’t need to grease me up so much. What is it you want?” he said, swirling his wine in his glass. This world didn’t have anything like a good West Highland or Islay scotch, and he’d given up hope of finding anything like it. So, wine.

“Sire?” she said, taken aback by his sudden statement.

“Cut it. You’ve been dancing around some issue. Get to it already.”

“Ah... your majesty is perspicacious,” she said, for the first time looking nonplussed and a bit sheepish. “Now that you mention it, my king, there was a boon I’d like to ask of you.”

“For fuck’s sake, spit it out.”

“Yes, of course,” she said, realizing she was testing his patience. “His majesty might be aware that the region around Coombe was never bestowed upon any noble families. The reasons behind this go back many hundreds of years, but have proven to be lost to history.”

“Didn’t know that. Proceed.”

“With your majesty... er, adjusting the current rank and files of the nobility and, if rumor proves true, adding your own faithful retainers to the peerage. My people and I are concerned that, given your propensity to ah... flout? In traditional manners of raising others to the nobility and the general management of the peerage, we may see our regional autonomy threatened.

“I would ask, as his majesty considers the adjustment of the peerage that you keep it in mind.”

“Nah,” Mac snarked.

“Nah? Um... sire, what does ‘nah’ mean?”

“It means that you are telling half-truths here. My chancellor briefed me on the city’s history. The autonomy was granted because one of your predecessors threatened to end fishing in the region, as much of the fishing is done by aquatic peoples who are veritably untouchable by the forces commonly employed by the crown. However, with me mucking up the works by ignoring or rewriting the privileges of the nobility, you are afraid that I’ll carve up the lands around you into earldoms, baronies, and counties, thereby diminishing your influence and possibly reducing the amount of funds flowing through the mayoral coffers. That sounds about right?

“What you want is for me to raise you to the peerage and name you what? Duchess? Which would mean all other nobles would still roll up to you in authority, yes?”

“My king is wise beyond measure,” Mira grinned.

“I am inclined to agree to your roundabout request. Under certain conditions.”

“I would readily agree to any reasonable conditions, sire.”

“No, you will agree to any conditions I set forth if you want your duchy or your mayoralty. Agreed?”

Even considering the fact that the mayor’s skin tone was already green, she grew slightly greener still.

“Ye-yes, my king.”

“Excellent. My chancellor anticipated this and prepared a document for your signature. I’ll give you the executive summary with some color commentary. First, your tax rate from the city is quite low, and you’ve been skimping on even that. Fishing being your primary industry, the reports you have sent to the crown do not accurately reflect your actual catch. We have agents in the city, all cities, reporting on the government, local rulers, and other economic factors.

“Along with your investiture as duchess, your base tax rate will be fifteen percent of gross income brought in by the city. This can be split between gold, other valuables, and foodstuffs. I wouldn’t go overboard with sending five thousand tons of dried fish; that would make me think you were trying to get around the taxes. The crown will accept a forty-thirty-thirty breakdown of your liability: forty percent in gold, thirty percent in non-perishable tradable commodities, and thirty percent in well-preserved foodstuffs such as fish. If we find you are cheating, you will receive a visit from Kellas here,” Mac nodded towards his beautiful umbral felis, “who will... correct... any mistakes in your accounting.

“Next, you will provide a hostage from your household. Specifically, your daughter, Nelis. As you will have a noble title, your lands and holdings will pass on to her. We’ll make sure she’s trained in the expectations of the court. We’ll allow her to visit home for two months during the summer, and again if we come to the city ourselves. Loyalty confirms her safety. Disloyalty would mean I send her back to you, in multiple shipments.

“I am in no way opposed to granting you this boon, but you are a shrewd and cunning woman... which I respect. But never, never assume I am a fool. Do you agree to the conditions?”

“Of course, sire. I am your faithful servant. May I inquire if Your Majesty plans to find a suitable match for my daughter?”

“Perhaps. But fear not, it will not be me, and you will be consulted on any potential match. You can just sign here, if you would. We will hold an investiture ceremony after my vacation.”

“Your vacation, sire?”

“Yes, my ladies and I will be enjoying a period of relaxation, taking advantage of your fine beaches and pleasant weather. My thanks to you, and whatever merchant has a waterfront manor, we’ll be using. Oh! And I have a request for you. I’ve written down and illustrated articles of clothing that I would like your finest seamstresses to construct for me. Various necessary instructions are included. Here are the various measurements for the ladies.”

“Certainly, sire,” Mira said, looking over the instructions, becoming slightly confused as she read on. “My king, these are something I’ve never seen before. May I ask what it is?”

“Absolutely. It’s called a ‘bikini’.”


CHAPTER 13
 

The two weeks Mac spent at the seaside were nothing short of glorious. His lovers were overjoyed when he showed them the swimwear. They were a bit confused about the usefulness of the clothing, but came around once they put it on and saw Mac’s reactions. It took a full day for them to eventually use the swimsuits in the water, much to Kellas’s chagrin, as the king was quite pleased to remove the garments again and again as soon as they put them on.

Mac had a small investiture ceremony for Mira, now ‘Duchess Mira’, and sent the appropriate paperwork to Boland to be noted and to have a heraldic device created. He had Nelis sent back to the capital so as not to have to drag her around on the remainder of the progress. Like her mother, the young semi-aquatic demi-human was lovely, but the gills just didn’t do it for him. Besides, the carriage was already quite full.

Two more cities awaited the progress, but Mac was already pretty done with the whole thing. Imzya had written informing him that the war progressed well, but that it would be useful to morale if he were able to return to the front for inspection. I.e., she was getting frustrated and needed her dom daddy. Mac was tempted to call off the remainder of the trip to get back to the war, but Morag and Kellas convinced him that the next city, Tremarch, was a necessary stop. It was a city built into the side of the mountains and home to the majority of the duergar race. The evil little dwarves were a thorn in his side after he killed Froam, and they had been the most resistant to his policies on slaves. A show of strength was needed, and possibly a show of his thaumaturgic power. He didn’t like the gray dwarves. They were sullen at the best of times, and outright glowering at the worst. Their gray skin and luminescent eyes creeped him out, and they had absolutely no sense of humor. Also, they had a tendency not to clean their beards often. A cultural consideration Mac found revolting. But they made excellent shock troops, and they had access to some rare and vital metals.

The road to Tremarch was rocky and uncomfortable, with Kellas letting him know that the duergar chose not to keep the road in order to dissuade both invading armies and casual visitors from approaching. The road was winding, moving through narrow passes to steep rocky valleys. Nights were the worst, as it always took an hour or more to clear flat space to put down the tents. The scree fields and talus slopes were a constant issue for the carriage and the horses, and more than once the column risked a broken axle or lame steed. Luckily, the goblin warg riders didn’t have nearly as much trouble. Mac imagined what the crappy terrain would be like at the base of Mt. Rushmore or Devil’s Tower.

It was on the evening of the fourth day, with two days’ travel left before arriving at the city, when the ambush occurred. Mac wasn’t surprised one bit. He knew the trip wouldn’t be complete without a betrayal of some sort. His guard had been working to clear stones for the night when one of the warg rider scouts came barreling into the camp, looking for his commander. Dismounting quickly, the goblin had a hushed conversation with his orc leader, Clin’mak. His message delivered, the goblin took his warg over to the minuscule stream that ran through the rocky defile. The orc commander of his royal guard approached the king.

“Sire, the scout reported signs of a large group of duergar having passed through, and he believes that they are set up both behind and below, with several groups of crossbowmen on the heights. We will shortly be encircled and ambushed. Their force is larger than ours, but my knowledge of duergar tells me they have no training. They sit behind their shield wall and attempt to intimidate or roll over the enemy. With your permission, my king, I will give the order for my troops to defend.”

“Granted. Remember our motto, Clin’mak...”

“Sire, they fuck around and will find out!”

“Teach them.”

Clin’mak rushed off, shouting orders. Ten of his men formed a defensive circle around the carriage, but Mac was already outside, taking stock of the situation. Fifty of his guards against one hundred or so mini murder midgets were bad odds... for the duergar. The rocky walls on each side of the defile made this a promising kill box for the gray dwarves, but his troops were ready for this. Clin’mak arranged his troops carefully, making sure the mages were secure behind the offensive line, crossbowmen the next circle out, followed by their stone-throwing ogres. The trolls were with the infantry, as their hardiness made them awesome tanks.

In front of the column, at the far side of the canyon, a line of the dark dwarves began marching their way. Their eyes glowed in the gathering darkness. As of the moment, it was faint, but the telltale signs of piss-yellow eyes were unmistakable.

The commander of the guard called out that the enemy was also approaching from the rear. Shortly after, on both sides of the canyon walls, small groups of crossbowmen rose up from the stone rubble and aimed their weapons at the group.

Mac looked into the carriage. “Stay inside, my loves. This won’t take long.”

“Be careful, Cormac,” Morag said earnestly.

“No worries, my love. I got this,” Mac said with a confident smile.

Turning his attention back to his troops and the enemy, he waited. He wasn’t sure for what. Maybe for the attack to begin, maybe for the expected threats. The suspense was boring him. The attempts of the duergar to intimidate either Mac or his troops were failing miserably. The gloomy dwarves stood confused, expecting Mac to beg for his life or make demands? Who knows. He didn’t give them the satisfaction of either. Finally, a duergar who looked somewhat important with a high-crested helmet rode forward on a shaggy little pony.

“So-called ‘King Cormac’, I am Broam. You slew my brother, Froam, and I will have my revenge upon you. We invite you to stand down and surrender, and perhaps we will spare the ladies in the carriage.” He spoke the last part with a leering smile.

“Umm... no?” Mac said. “You need to work on your negotiation skills. Let me teach you. Don’t lay out your plan at the beginning. State your goals, and start off with some initial, logical offerings. From there, it’s back and forth until all parties are satisfied. Starting off with ‘you killed my brother’ already skips to the outcome, which will not benefit me in the least. Well, let me give you my best and final. Retreat, and I’ll hunt you down later, probably in a few months. Surrender, and your deaths will be quick. Attack, and your deaths will be very, very painful, and I’ll raise you from the dead as my foot soldiers. Then, when I arrive at Tremarch, I will make your undead corpses slay and eat your own families. How about that? Good terms from me, but my offer has a time limit.”

“You human filth! I reject your...”

“Bored now. Commander, get your thang on.”

“Gladly, sire!” his orc warrior exclaimed. “Archers! Fire! Ogres, launch! Mages, light ‘em up!”

Before the duergar could react, half of the crossbowmen were killed, pincushioned by rapid-fire goblins, their arrows coated with fast-acting poisons that killed with even the slightest graze against flesh. Two ogres threw awesome softball pitches to each side, and the mages began launching their flame bolts and necrotic miasmas at the enemy line.

Although outnumbered, Mac’s infantry rushed the enemy. The duergar shield walls had broken under the ranged attacks, and his troops knew just how to exploit that. The remaining crossbowmen were trading volleys with the goblins when one of the duergar got the bright idea to fire at the carriage. Now, crossbows are powerful weapons, with different types of bolt heads depending on the task at hand. The duergar were using primarily bolts that featured needle-like heads designed to penetrate armor. Mac remembered vaguely that they were called ‘bodkins’.

Mac watched as a crossbow bolt passed through the roof of the carriage. A scream rose up, but it sounded like it was one of surprise and not injury. Before he could even utter a word, Morag called out, “We’re fine, Mac, we’re fine!”

Very quickly, Mac moved from irritated and inconvenienced to full-on furious. Attack my ladies, will you? Welp, you’ve fucked around... he screamed in his head. And like his previous bouts with extreme anger, Mac began what his grandfather would have called a ‘warp spasm’ like the ancient Irish hero Cú Chulainn. His body expanded, growing taller by the second. The area surrounding him sucked in the remaining light from the dusk, and his eyes glowed a deep, feral red. Black flames enveloped him, and he shouted out.

“You dare? You DARE?!? I’ll nuke your whole fucking species,” his voice boomed, echoed and intensified by the close canyon walls. “You are dead! You’re all dead! I’ll make your corpses serve me until you rot off the bone. I’ll make you eat the brains out of your own children’s skulls!”

A boom sounded, centered on Mac, and a host of green, insubstantial, desiccated spirits burst from Mac’s body, making unerring lines toward the duergar.

“You want me to go full ‘Loc-Nar’? Bring the face-melting of Indiana Jones? Wish motherfucking granted!” he shrieked in his anger.

The grim-faced dark dwarves were no longer grim-faced. They now held visages of absolute terror. As the specters reached each dwarf, they merely passed through them, making their way to the next. With each touch, a duergar screamed, writhed so strongly that the cracking of ribs and spines could be heard, and fell to the ground, mouths foaming. Moments after a duergar fell, it sprang up, undead, lunging at their compatriots, clawing and biting. These weren’t Romero zombies, oh no, these were full-on ‘28 Days Later’ rage zombies. From there, the battle took a few minutes. Three of Mac’s troops were dead from lucky slashes or bolts to the back. The duergar were all killed and reanimated. Their one-hundred-plus corpses now served him in death as he promised.

Upon securing the field, Mac sprang up to the carriage, his form having returned to a more or less human one, checking each of his lovers for injury in turn. The bolt shot at them was firmly wedged between Morag and Teanna. The vulpes woman looked unfazed and was busy comforting a rather panicked skunk-kin. Kellas had a smug look, and Mac could tell that the cat-kin was getting an idea as to how much damage Mac had inflicted on the dumb fucks who attacked his women. And despite his hesitation to take her to his bed, she knew she was one of his women now.

Mac commanded Clin’mak to search the zombies for possible information. He wanted proof of whether this was a sanctioned attack by Tremarch or an angry dwarf’s attempt at revenge. He ordered the orc commander to take any gold and split it between the men.

It took a few hours, but eventually the camp was established. The undead were placed at either end of the defile to guard against further attacks. Even with the additional soldiers, Clin’mak still set a guard rotation. Mac spent most of the night awake, despite the pleas of his women to join them in bed. He was too riled up, too angry. He waited for the results of the search with impatience.

“Your Majesty,” one of his goblins said as he approached, “We have searched the duergar for the information you ordered. We found these.” The small green warrior handed Mac a sheaf of papers.

Unfolding them, Mac read them quickly. Then read them a second time more slowly. Broam had not engaged in a conspiracy with the duergar peoples, but this wasn’t a one-off. Information regarding his travel had been given to Broam. Dates, routes, times, complement. Mac likely threw them off with his vacation, but the gray dwarves likely just set a watch and waited. They knew he’d be coming through. This was not some disgruntled duergar with a grudge. This was a traitor in his midst, and one who had access to privileged information. With the mystery clearer in his head, Mac was finally able to sleep.

The next morning, Mac briefed Kellas and gave her the information. Frowning, the cat-kin looked at the document for a long time before speaking.

“Sire... Cormac,” she said with her voice softening, “I think I know who this may be. But I cannot jump to conclusions, as it may have some significant political implications. I do not believe another attempt will be made until we arrive back at the capital. Then, I will make sure of my suspicions.”

“Stay on it. I want a list of any of these conspirators before I go to the war zone. Deal with this quickly and thoroughly, and I will reward you.”

“Yes, your majesty!” Kellas smiled, showing her sharp teeth.

Grinning, knowing exactly what the cat girl wanted, Mac commented, “Kitty, I love your evil little grin.”



The remainder of the trip was without incident, but Mac still seethed with the attempt on his ladies’ lives. There would be a reckoning, and even if the city was not wholly responsible, Mac doubted they were unaware of the attempt.

The approach to the city of Tremarch was just as bleak as the rest of the trip. Dry, dusty, rocky, and boring, the group was happy to see the last of it for a few days. The city itself made the aesthetic of Umbras look absolutely fanciful. Monolithic stone blocks carved out of the mountains, the skill was amazing, but the effect was morose. He knew the duergar loved wealth as much as the dwarves, but the hoarding made it so that no wealth was displayed publicly. They were met at the gates of the city by Tollam, High Bailiff of the Duergar. The greetings were formal and a bit stilted, probably due to the retinue of their dead soldiers at the back of his retinue. Mac forgave him for that, though he knew it would be a topic of conversation quite soon. His party was led into a vast hall excavated from the living stone of the mountain. The columns holding up the chamber rose into the darkness, easily exceeding a hundred feet. Again, unparalleled craftsmanship, but no eye to beauty or aesthetics.

Tollam escorted Mac to a stair atop a dais, the entire thing carved from a single piece of stone. Bowing low, the duergar indicated that this was Mac’s seat. Grunting an acknowledgement, Mac sat in the singularly uncomfortable stone chair that was a bit too small for him.

“Greetings, your majesty. Welcome to Tremarch, our people have been awaiting your arrival,” Tollam said solemnly.

“Some were waiting more than others, Tollam. Waiting to waylay and murder me. Murder or rape my women.”

“You... your majesty!? I... I had no idea! I hope you are all uninjured.” Genuinely surprised and upset (or at least fearful), Tollam looked as if his death was nearby. “I take it that the duergar you arrived with are the... culprits?”

“Quite so,” Mac hissed. “One of your soldiers, one named ‘Broam, brother of Froam’, took it upon himself to inform me I was unwelcome in your lands. He and one hundred others of your folk.”

“Sire, please! I had no knowledge of this attack! We all knew Broam was upset by his brother’s death, but he said he understood that he’d been impertinent to his majesty!”

“He was impertinent, rebellious, and offensive. And he paid the price.

“Now we must come to the part played by your people. I find it difficult to believe that no one knew that he planned this, or was not aware of his departure. Don’t you find it strange? Hmmmm?”

Tollam knew he was deep in the shit, but as a smart man, he didn’t try to blame others yet. “Sire, although I am in the dark with this, I will conduct an immediate investigation and provide you with the heads of any traitors we discover.”

“Very good. I appreciate that Tollam, I truly do. Unfortunately, I made a promise to Broam that I feel must be kept as an... object lesson to those that defy me.”

“A... an... and what would that object lesson entail my king?” the duergar was trembling in terror now.

“Bring me the families of the duergar who joined in the ambush. Bring them here. Bring them now,” Mac said with a sharp edge to his voice.

“Y..y..yes, Great King,” Tollam choked out. He snapped his fingers at some of his aides, who immediately ran off to do the king’s bidding.

As they waited, Tollam attempted to engage Mac in polite talk, but the king was less than interested in chitchat. Morag attempted to keep Mac calm, offering a massage, soothing words, and, surprisingly helpful, sang him a lullaby while he waited. He took her hand, kissed it, and smiled at his vulpes.

Duergar began entering the hall, flanked by guards, and marched into lines. Dozens, then a hundred, then two hundred. The final count of the families was almost three hundred, all of whom had panicked looks. They saw the animated corpses of their loved ones, and terror overtook them. The women wept, the children cried out for their fathers, and the men attempted stoicism. Most failed.

Turning to Tollam, Mac asked, “Is this all? I would think that there would be more involved.”

“My king, the men who attacked you were members of the same clan, Broam’s clan,” Tollam said. His relief was pretty obvious. He was fairly sure by this point that it would not be his head on the block.

“Wonderful. Bring Broam’s immediate family forward.”

Duergar guards hastened to obey Mac’s orders, and soon a woman, two adolescent males, and a duergar female of marriageable age were brought forth.

Mac stood and addressed the clan in front of him. “Your fathers and brothers have wrought a doom upon you all. By attacking me by ambush, they engaged in a cowardly rebellion against the crown. They have paid the ultimate price for their treachery. However, I made a promise to Broam before I killed him. I told him that I would raise his corpse from the dead and have his undead body kill and eat his family. However, I am not a man wholly lacking in mercy. From what I understand, if I carry out the full promise of my vow, your clan would cease to exist.

“My rule will be equal parts mercy and vengeance. My mercy is that your clan will survive. My vengeance is that one in three will die, with the exception of Broam’s direct family. They are to be torn out, root and stock. Treachery against me and mine will never, ever be tolerated. Any and all who, through action or inaction, embark on traitorous behavior will pay the price.” Mac nodded to Clin’mak, who began dragging Broam’s family to the undead figure of Froam, their father, husband, and sibling, who waited upon Mac’s order.

“This is the second time the duergar people have betrayed me. You provide me with strong soldiers, doughty fighters who are worth more than five humans in battle. But if I can’t trust you at my back, then I have no use for you. And if I have no use for you... well... I’ll let you finish the thought.

“Begin.”

With that final word, Froam fell upon his family, ripping them quite literally limb from limb. Cracking skulls open, chewing on vital arteries, and tearing out chunks to consume in front of them while they died from blood loss. The scene was such that even the most hardened duergar warrior turned their faces away and stopped their ears from the screams.

Mac nodded again to his orc guard, who began dragging every third duergar out of the crowd. Duergar guards identified which of the zombies each was related to, and the slaughter continued. The dour gray dwarves continued to pale at the carnage Mac had unleashed. When it was done, Mac glared at Tollam.

“Mayor, if you believe for an instant I enjoyed this, think again. I am as appalled as you. However, I am furious that it has come to this. But betrayal has a price, and you witnessed it today. I am leaving tomorrow as I do not care for your hospitality. As your king, I command you to gather the heir to each of your clans and send them to the capital, where they will be educated on the proper way to behave in my kingdom. Treachery from one clan means all the hostages will die. One fed to another. This includes your own son, by the way. If you comply, they will not be imprisoned, or the like, they will simply join my court and be mentored by one of my loyal nobles. Oh, if a clan decides not to send their heir, or intends on deceiving me, the hostages die, and you will be severely censured, so I recommend you ensure each one sent is who should be sent.

“Also, it has come to my attention that you have been slow in adopting my policies regarding slaves, and most of them remain in chattel bondage. That will change, immediately. I will accept nothing short of total compliance from you and your people. You have one month to complete the changes. If my agents are not satisfied, the hostages will be killed. If you do not maintain compliance, the hostages will be killed, and the horde that is behind you will come back and eat you. Am. I. Absolutely. Clear?”

“Y-y-yes, my king,” Tollam stammered out, terrified.

“Excellent. Do as I have commanded, and you might find my favor again, as well as your own increased prosperity. I spoke truly, your people are amazing warriors. But if one of your people, anywhere, looks at me with anything other than complete loyalty in their eyes, I will be... vexed.”


CHAPTER 14
 

Mac did indeed cut short his progress and began the journey home. His own actions upset him greatly. Had he gone too far? Almost certainly. Did he end a threat at his back? Absolutely. It didn’t make the deaths of duergar sting any less. These were races steeped in evil and darkness. Would they have accepted any other punishment? They revered strength and brutality. Stories of what duergar did to captives, especially their lighter cousins, were nightmare fuel. That fact didn’t assuage Mac and his ordering of this decimation, but at least this would have been something the duergar themselves would have done. He rode with his lovers in the carriage, and he found himself in a very petulant mood.

“Cormac, what troubles you?” Morag asked, seeing his solemn mood.

“Morag, am I evil?” he said earnestly.

“Evil? No, I would not say you are. Certainly not compared to others.”

“C’mon, love, I just ordered the execution of a hundred innocents.”

Morag shook her head, Teanna cast her eyes downward, but it was Kellas who truly jarred him out of his reverie. “Innocents, sire? Duergar children’s first meal is the flesh of a sentient being. The women stitch swaddling clothes out of human skin. They usually kill their first man or woman at about twelve years of age. The men and boys are practically born insane. Intensely violent. So violent that they are not even allowed around other races until they are fifteen or sixteen years of age. Before your new training, no commander could keep them from flying into battle the second they saw the enemy. They are all, to a one, killers. Shit, my lord, you’ll probably get proposals from duergar maidens over what you just did.

“That wasn’t fear you saw on the women’s faces, that was lust. They’ll be frigging themselves silly over that demonstration for a fortnight! You secured their cooperation forever. They’ll probably start worshipping you. And...”, Kellas broke into laughter again, “verbally smacking the mayor?! That whole kingdom has a woody for you, my king.”

Mac stared, unbelieving. He knew duergar were depraved, but they seriously were getting off on the murder of their own?!? Jeez, what a world. Sigh.

“Still, I’ve been doing some pretty awful things lately. I mean, I was a son of a bitch on Earth. Didn’t really care about anyone’s feelings. I did some not-nice things to improve efficiency and make more money, but nothing compared to what I’ve done here.” Mac sighed sorrowfully.

“Master?” his adorable little skunk-kin offered. “I’m afraid you are only looking at things from an outsider’s point of view. You’ve told us about your world, and while it might have seemed awful to you, to us, your world sounds pretty comfortable, if not a paradise. No slavery where you come from, or at least not like here. The rulers cannot kill you simply because they want to, nor for fear of being eaten if food gets scarce. Even being poor doesn’t sound as terrible there as it can be here. Before you, being ‘poor’ in our lands meant you were a slave or food, very often food.

“Here? I feared for my life every day. Would the head maid decide she didn’t like me today and decide I did not need to be fed for a week? Would the master of the house decide that even though I was skunk-kin, he’d feel like raping me today? No, master, while you may be ‘ruthless’, as you’ve said, I cannot call you evil, especially relative to this world. Even the... racism?... that you talk about being so wrong and unfair, people are no longer forced into slavery just for being another race. And the human kingdom? The humans and elves are even worse! Did you know there are no laws against killing beastkin? You only have to pay a fine to the owner. Your justice and... and... equality? Is that the right word? It brings hope to so many.”

Mac looked at his adorable little lover with a bit of shock in his voice. “The human kingdom allows random murder of beastkin with no more than a fine??”

“And gnomes! Gnomes are considered only slightly above ratkin, although the gnomes are thought to be more useful with their clever minds and useful inventions.”

Mac closed his eyes, contemplating this world and its utterly insane ways of enacting prejudice. “Well, I guess compared to that metric, I’m not very evil after all, am I?”

“And it is why we love you, Cormac,” Morag finished. Her tail tried to wag from where it sat curled on her lap. “You are truly merciful.”

He still wasn’t sure, but for fuck’s sake the bar was pretty damn low.



The journey home was quicker than the way out, as the entire progress was designed as a loop around the major cities. They bypassed the final city, sending a message to them with apologies and vague threats about keeping with Mac’s reforms or else, blah, blah, blah. According to Kellas, Sok’kak was one of the more diverse cities, home too many species. Dominated by the orc people, Sok’kak required more skilled tradesmen than other cities. Orcs were not known for their overall dexterity, just strength, and permanent buildings were hard for them to construct, and even harder for them to keep from falling in on their occupants. Beastkin, including the rare lizard- and snake-folk, many goblins, some gray gnomes (Mac couldn’t even pronounce their racial name. It sounded more like a sneeze than a proper noun), and others, kept the city from literally falling apart. Welp, next time, Mac thought.

Arriving back at the capital, Mac was once again pleasantly surprised. Much of the city had turned out to welcome him back. He wondered how much Boland had to pay for a crowd this size. Still, it was fun to come back to a parade. Maybe they didn’t want to be outdone by Commbe. Most of the crowd was beastkin, but there were people from every species that called the city home. Mac gave the crowd the time-honored British royalty wave, elbow-elbow wrist-wrist, which the crowd ate up. During the ride to the citadel, Mac stopped the carriage, stepped out, and shook hands with the people lining the street. This caused his guard and his lovers to go nearly apoplectic with concern. He walked a good distance, switching to both sides of the street, thanking people for their support. This seemed like a rather wholesome way to interact with his people. He kneeled and spoke with children, telling the beastkin girls and boys that they would grow up free, etc. Mac made a point to personally thank each and every ratkin, goblin, and gnome for their support and their peoples’ great skills.

It was gratuitous, but Mac knew that clasping hands with the king would create a lot of goodwill. And after all, Mac was a ‘man of the people’. Eventually, he got back into the carriage for the remainder of the trip. Kellas immediately put her hand on his thigh and slowly extended her claws, hissing into his ear, “Don’t. Do that. Again.” Mac winced as her claws dug deep enough to draw blood. Gritting his teeth, he gave an answer that would provide him with a greater amount of pain.

“No can... ahhhh!... do, my... shitshitshit!... It had... owowowow!... a good purpose! Yeeahhh... Okay, okay... I get your point! Stop with the claws... I heal quickly, but it doesn’t mean it doesn’t sting.”

“Fine. We’ll talk about this later. We’re all going to gang up on you about this, and not the fun way... well, maybe afterwards the fun way when you finally break down.” Kellas boldly snuggled into him while Mac’s body healed itself. The catgirl was getting more and more blunt in her desires and was making absolutely no apologies for it.

Later that night, after Boland’s exhaustive briefing on what he missed during his travel, Mac was laying in his bed, watching his lady loves as they prepared for the nighttime. Morag was the first in and snuggled into his right side, her hands stroking his chest in a languid fashion. Mac was always amazed by how almost cat-like his vulpes actually was; every move she made was fluid, graceful. How absolutely still she could be when waiting on something, like she was preparing to pounce, usually on his dick. Her body was nothing short of perfect: apple-sized breasts, flat abdomen, a tight ass, slim legs... simply mouthwatering. It was the tail that fascinated him. Immediately, he loved the tails on all of his women, they were hypnotic. But Morag’s tail. It was like a thing separate from herself. Sometimes he thought it had a mind of its own. The beast kins’ tails were perfect guides to their moods; happy, sad, excited, angry, horny. Morag’s tail, however, was less a mystery than the others. Yes, Mac could tell when she was angry, happy, or horny... if she wanted to display it. Mac really only worried when her tail was still.

It was still now. Although she had that look on her face that said, ‘you won’t get any sleep tonight’, her tail told a different story. She had something important to tell him, and he wasn’t going to like it. She purred in his ear, gently nipping at his lobe, and spoke to him.

“Cormac,” fuck, was everything she said erotic as hell or what? “I have some bad news for you. Kellas knows who betrayed you.”

“She works fast, babe. Didn’t think she’d had enough time.”

“Oh, master, silly goose. She has all of your potential enemies under surveillance at all times. Unfortunately...” Morag paused as she slipped her hand into the front of Mac’s night clothes, her small hand wrapping around his now tumescent cock, “this one is a bit of a political issue.”

“Of course it is. Now spill. You know you’re not getting fucked until you tell me.”

“Hmph! Don’t say such terrible things, my mate! But, as you wish. It was Morgset, the Archpriest. He has been spreading word that you are an apostate, a false prophet of the dark Goddess. The clergy is now firmly against you. Your agents are prepared for a decapitation strike on the senior clergy. I assume you will want to deal with Morgset yourself?” Her hand continued to caress Mac, but he could remain focused for another minute or two.

“You’re right, my very observant vixen. Can she be ready by tomorrow evening?”

“We could move tonight,” Morag said, but pouted up at him, “but I’d rather you do it tomorrow.” The fox girl grinned at him, her body slinking slowly down his body, her hand more firmly stroking him as she licked her lips.

“Tomorrow is fine. You’re a good girl. Good girl wants a reward?”

His lover only smiled, hummed, and began removing his sleeping pants.



The next day, Mac called a meeting of the Privy Council for that evening. He mentioned that it was to be a meeting at open court, as he had an announcement and wanted his councilors nearby. Kellas was ready for the strike against all of Morgset’s priests and prelates. Other major figures within the church would also wake up dead this evening. It was a tricky thing, as many of the priests were undead of one stripe or another. Mostly ghouls with other corporeal monsters such as wights, though there were a few incorporeal wraiths in the hierarchy.

During the afternoon, Mac reviewed the evidence against Morgset, making sure he himself was satisfied with the cleric’s guilt. It was evident through communications with Broam (and others that would be dealt with separately) that several factions committed to the ‘old ways’ were taking umbrage with Mac’s reforms. It was a small, but not insignificant group. Individuals who were already being closely watched by Kellas’ agents. Once again, Mac couldn’t help but think, ‘fucked around, they are soon to find out’. Mac had Morag and Teanna under heavy guard in his quarters, with Kellas having placed numerous ratkin in the rafters and side-rooms to make sure anyone who crossed the corridor to his chambers without clearance would discover the tendons in their legs cut, quickly followed by their throats.

As the appointed hour drew near, the throne chamber began to fill as word of the open council meeting spread. Veman and Boark arrived within minutes of one another, both looking concerned and unsure. Each was dressed in their finest clothing. Mac didn’t know if this was to look good to all in the throne room, or if these were the clothes they wished to be buried in. The minotaur’s nostrils flared every now and again, but he merely greeted Mac with his customary bow and an “At your service, my king”.

Boark’s usually stoic and unreadable expression was gone, replaced by a look of anticipation. He didn’t know what was going on, but he seemed as if he just wanted it to be over. Mac had unnerved his remaining councilors, which he found amusing.

Morgset was, for once, not on time. Mac would call it fashionably late if this were a party, but when it was the king, it was a slight. Maybe the cleric was prepared to strike at Mac tonight as well. An interesting coincidence.

“You’re late, Archpriest, and please don’t tell me you were held up in traffic.” As usual, Mac’s references to his home world fell flat. The ghoulish prelate was wearing his usual filthy vestments, and his stench seemed more overpowering than usual. His smile now showed a touch of fear... as if he could feel Mac’s angry gaze.

“Apologies, sire. A rather tricky ritual took longer than anticipated.”

“Mm... I see. We’ll let it go for now.”

“Thank you, my liege.”

Addressing the crowd of nobles, wealthy merchants, and his guards, Mac began, “To all gathered here today, be aware that the first open meeting of the Privy Council is now in session. We will begin with the recent completion of my progress around the kingdom. Although overall successful, there was a perfidious attempt on my person and my ladies. A group of duergar, assembled under the banner of the brother of my late general Froam, waylaid and ambushed us on the road to Tremarch.” Mac glanced about, looking for clues as to who else might have been involved. Gasps filled the room, some authentic, some theatrical.

Veman and Boark immediately stiffened, and Mac saw, perhaps for the first time, that the two councilors looked outraged at the news.

“Treachery! Let us punish the duergar! Grant them no mercy!” Veman shouted. Kinda touching, Mac thought. The other duergar in the hall began looking around nervously.

“At ease, my friend, at ease. The duergar have been punished quite thoroughly. Ask the tale from Clin’mac, I’m sure he’ll make an epic of it. The ambush was defeated, and the participants are now on the way to meet with Field Marshal Imzya, where they will be more useful in undeath than they were in life. But the treacherous ambush was not the worst of the news I must relate. The attack was facilitated by one of our very own, who provided the route my retinue was to take to Tremarch.”

More gasps and calls for heads rang out, Morgset being one of the louder voices. Clearly, no one here had watched any murder mysteries. So Mac gave them what they wanted, a long pause. Then, he brought doom upon the traitor.

“Archpriest Morgset, you are hereby accused of treason against the crown. You stand here to be judged. You have conspired with enemies of the king to end my life. What say you to these charges?” Mac loved putting on the ominous voice of fantasy books and films. Everything gets so... dramatic!

“My king, I protest! I am innocent of any treason! I am... I am... a loyal servant of the crown and a faithful minister.” the ghoul wailed. “Whatever evidence you have is a falsity!” If a ghoul could sweat, he’d be sitting in a puddle right now.

“Morgset, we have documents in your own hand from your own abode that confirm your perfidy. You have been judged and found guilty. The sentence is final death for you and your co-conspirators, most of whom have already met their fates. Submit, and your passing into the darkness will be free of the agonies that otherwise await you.”

The Archpriest’s facade dropped when he realized the jig was up. He was surprised by the news of his partners’ destruction, but still reacted more quickly than Mac thought possible for the ghoul.

Baring his sharp and filthy teeth, the Archpriest spoke a few words of power. A ruby-colored light emerged from his upturned hand and, like a laser, burned into Mac’s left shoulder before his guards could intervene. The ray burned through cloth and flesh alike, and the smell of rotten meat immediately exploded from his shoulder. Mac cried out as a portion of his shoulder melted and putrefied. Whatever the ray was, it penetrated his magical protections. The agony of the spell was extreme, and Mac struggled to stay upright.

With unnatural speed, Morgset leaped forward at Mac, claws outstretched and fangs champing for meat. When he was almost through his leap, Mac turned to the side and retaliated with his own magic. A gout of flame issued from his other hand, turning the ghoul into a pyre, the undead’s clothes burning merrily. As a last effort on the part of Morgset, the creature slashed with his claws, with the embedded rot of his last meal, at Mac. Although the slash mostly missed, the king did receive a slight scratch, which, according to lore, would fester with lockjaw-type symptoms. His guards were a fraction of a second behind him, hewing at the prelate with battle-axes and swords. All in all, the fight lasted perhaps ten seconds. Certain that the ghoul had been reduced to true death, Mac took a breath. Then the pain hit him. The flesh on his shoulder had melted and sheared away. There was little blood, as the ray apparently cauterized as well as rotted. Mac’s senses reeled as wave after wave of nauseating agony coursed through his shoulder. The last thing he knew before all went black was the sound of Morag’s voice as she shouted orders at his guards.

Interlude: Clin’mac

I knew the plan, but I was wary of it. Morgset was an ancient and powerful undead, and more cunning than many gave him credit for. With that loathsome, fiendish appetite, it was rumoured that he once ate his way through an orphanage. Got the shivers just thinking about it. Not that destroying an orphanage was particularly bad, but seriously, eating your way through it? As the king would say, ‘that’s just not cricket.’

The king. Huh. How far we’ve come. Orcs respect strength, and the king had that in abundance. But, he was a human, A nasty, judgmental, and honorless race; humans had driven my people from our ancestral homelands centuries ago. Not for any particular reason other than they wanted the land. I’m not going to pretend orcs were peaceful like those halflings, but we didn’t define ourselves solely by war…most of the time. 

After the humans came and slaughtered without regard to women or children, the orc race hardened even more than they had. Worst still? The humans didn’t even settle our old lands. ‘Too rocky’ they said. “Not fertile enough,” they said. Bastards.

But this king. He’s a right wonder. Takes control of the situation, demands obedience, and strikes down anyone who doubts or disrespects him. And his motto, ‘fuck around and find out’? Positively orcish. He treats all of our races as one people, no one better than the other, well, except for the duergar. Those little pricks need a good comeuppance, and the king has delivered that in spades. 

He’s a strong king. Smart, ruthless, calculating. Bringing the…oh, what does he call them? ‘Murder midgets, to heel, was a sight to behold. Antolg was a moody, lazy asshole. Fought wars just to kill, and it wasn’t just humans. He’d kill an orc or an ogre just for fun. Cormac has killed only those who disrespect him or his ladies. Shows of strength that matter to my people. Tish’rack died the death of a fool. In the end, he was an object lesson. Or, at least that’s what the king called it. He might be human, but he’s our human and my king. Long live Cormac the First!

For the first time in a very long time, my kin feel valued as soldiers, not merely as grist for the mill. 


CHAPTER 15
 

Awareness came slowly to Mac. The first sense that returned was smell. Antiseptic, herbal poultices, some incense, and... and... Morag’s perfume? Mac was sure that was it. The next was hearing. As he began to wake, he heard stern voices, commanding voices, providing orders. He couldn’t make out the words, but it sounded like Kellas’s voice. Hoo boy, she sounded pissed.

Sight and touch were the last of the external senses to return. Opening his eyes, he first saw Teanna. Her fucking adorable face was lined with tear streaks, her eyes red. As soon as she saw him open his eyes, she called out to the others. Then... then the pain hit. It was not nearly as awful as when he was struck by Morgset’s spell, but goddamn, it didn’t feel good. The smell of rotting flesh was gone, and he noticed that his shoulder had some mobility, although the movement at the joint was terribly painful. He realized his shoulder had been bound up, which kept him from stretching his arm to relieve the pins and needles he had started to feel.

Suddenly, Morag’s face replaced Teanna’s, looking down at him with a strange expression of relief, concern, and a touch of anger.

“WHAT WERE YOU THINKING?! Confronting Morgset without your magic barriers?! You almost died!” his beautiful vulpes woman sobbed, cradling Mac’s head and gently placing a kiss on his forehead. With that, all of his lovers began sobbing and smothering him in kisses. His ears, forehead, nose, lips, and even fingertips were the recipients of loving busses and caresses. Even in his somewhat befuddled state, Mac realized the numbers didn’t quite add up. He felt kisses from Morag and Teanna, as well as a raspy tongue; its texture being rougher than Morag’s was another tell.

“Alright, alright, alright already! I have been appropriately kissed and loved upon! May I have a moment to breathe?” Teanna giggled, stealing one last kiss from her lover, and the rest stepped back so he could see. Someone helped him, gently, into a reclining position, which allowed him to see the rest of the room. There were perhaps a dozen people in the room, including a handful of what he assumed were healers and nurses, his lovers, and his guard contingent. He guessed from what he heard from the hallway that there were more guards outside, and they were being quite boisterous with anyone approaching his chambers. When she stepped back, Morag snapped to one of the guards, “Find Boland!” She was really taking charge. Mac thought it was really, really hot. He couldn’t wait to be fit enough to get his first lover into bed and demonstrate how sexy her authority was.

Looking over the folks in the room, Mac finally settled his eyes on Morag. “For the record, dear one, I did have barriers up. Whatever he shot at me tore right through them... and my shoulder... and probably my throne. Yeesh, but that stung! He’d mentioned a tricky ritual. I think he empowered his magic in order to kill me.

“Next, give me a status update. How long was I unconscious? What’s the prognosis of the arm? How did the mission go? Lastly, confirm that funky-smelling ghoul is all kinds of dead-dead.”

Kellas stepped up beside his bed. His cat-girl lover still looked like storm clouds moved with her. “My King, my... love... We believe that the entire cabal has been destroyed. There might be a few priests or deacons who dodged the murder squads, but those were so low-level that they are insignificant. Unfortunately, in the end, almost the entire clergy was involved in some way or another. Effectively, the church of the dark Goddess is no more.”

Morag, holding his right hand, said, “You’ve been out nearly ten days. The shoulder was a bad wound, but the scratch Morgset gave you was even more problematic. Being such an ancient undead, the poison in his claws was very powerful. Your healing abilities are amazing, but they were taxed to the limit. You’ve been in a nightmare fever for most of this time. It broke only last night. From what the healers can ascertain, your shoulder will be good as new, with the exception of the scar. Even your healing has limits, and the damage was so... great...” Morag broke into a single sob before she could continue. “Your leg will recover, but it is believed you will be limping for several months.”

“Huh,” Mac mused. “Better than I feared by far! Okay, back to business.” Mac began to rise from the bed when hands grabbed his right shoulder and gently pulled him back to the pillows. Mac heard Clin’mak’s voice, which was shockingly gentle for the big orc.

“No, Sire, you will not rise. You will remain here until the healers pronounce you well enough,” he said quietly, but with a voice that would brook no argument.

Mac was more than shocked at the display of compassion. Realizing that he was probably worse off than he felt, Mac allowed himself to be guided back. Looking back at the orc, he noticed a fierce look on his face.

“If you would be so kind,” he said, turning to the gathered group, “I would like everyone but Morag and Clin’mak to give us the room.”

Clin’mak looked a bit confused, and Morag merely had a slight smile. “Oh, keep close by, everyone. I’d like to chat with several of you,” Mac said.

When everyone had cleared the room, Mac had Morag sit on his bed next to him, holding her hand.

“Clin’mak, I have a question for you.”

Looking perplexed, Clin’mak merely nodded. “Yes, Sire, whatever you need.”

“I noticed how you and the guard leapt into action when Morgset attacked.”

“Sire, my deepest apologies! We were watchful, but the ghoul moved so fast! I have failed in my duty to you. I accept whatever punishment you declare fit.”

“Bah, enough of that shite.” Mac waved the comment away. “I am just interested in knowing. You have had a human as king, a race generally despised by the orcs and other denizens of this realm. You could have allowed my slaughter, or even taken the throne yourself. Indulge me, but what makes you and my guard as loyal as you have proven?”

Letting out a deep breath that he probably did not realize he was holding, Clin’mak looked at his king contemplatively, his brutish face seeming to be searching for the right words.

“Sire, in short, the answer would be respect. From the first day, you did not treat orcs or goblins as if they were below you. You allowed us to do our jobs as we saw fit, and you actually learned our names. Please understand that the last few kings never asked. Some referred to us by our rank, but most merely called us, ‘You! Orc!’ and issued commands. Failure meant death. Our fear was that if we failed to protect them, they would kill us for our failures regardless of circumstances. Previous rulers thought we were all stupid beasts fit only to slaughter or be slaughtered.

“When you ascended the throne, we saw three things: the first is that you showed strength, dispatching the traitorous Tish’rack. Orcs understand strength, and we knew that if you were weak, we could not follow you. Second, we saw that you did not throw our lives away uselessly. You respected our customs of battle and treasure, but made it more equitable. Many of us who never knew the spoils of war because stronger or slyer orcs took it from us, now we had our share. It showed us something we, as orcs, have lost: the ancient tradition of largesse. Lastly... um... lastly... you allowed us our pride.

“Orcs have been reviled throughout the world, considered stupid brutes. This may be true for some, many, perhaps even most. But we are not all stupid. Instead of being known for our battle prowess, we have been known for our monstrous slaughter of all who oppose, even our own kind. We’ve heard about reports from the field. Conquered cities are calling us ‘liberators,’ even some humans. Cities cleared of nobles have already seen improvements in their... what do you call it? ... economies. You have allowed us to rediscover our pride.

“The ratkin nearly worship you, the goblins regard you as a savior and one of their own, and the orcs hold you in greater respect than some of our ancient heroes. The duergars fear you, but that is what they need to do. The dark elves likewise fear you, but as your marshal is a female of their kind, and you do not prohibit the worship of their spider Goddess, they approve of you, even though you are a male. I suspect your consorts have been fielding offers of marriage to their clans.”

Morag dipped her head in agreement with a smirk.

“In short, Sire, you provide the people of your kingdom with what they need, so we revere you as our leader.”

“Thank you, Clin’mak. I appreciate the loyalty and your men’s quick action. No one could have foreseen how fast Morgset could move. Every member of the guard in the throne room is to each receive fifty gold pieces from my personal store and a three-day pass, staggered, of course. From henceforth, each will be able to wear a symbol on their armor, a red drop of blood, signifying their loyalty to their king. This Medal of Honor will be the highest military award that can be presented to any soldier, at any time. Go with my thanks.”

Mac wasn’t certain, but Clin’mak’s eyes seemed a little misty. “I will tell the guard. Their pride will swell, both for themselves and in you.”

Turning to Morag, Mac regarded his first love. “Take it easy, babe. I’ll be fine. The Dark Goddess would not leave me to die of an infection. That would just be insulting. Besides, I don’t want to spend the rest of eternity listening to you yell at me in the afterlife!

“By the way, I don’t think I’ve seen hide nor hair of Elizabeta since I came from the front. Did she not come back to the city?”

“No, love, she did not. After we left on the progress, she asked permission from Imzya to go straight to the Fae court to begin negotiating a non-aggression treaty on your behalf. You did mention ambassadorial duties, yes?”

“I did. Well, when she gets back, I’m going to want some time with her to understand her a bit more. No, not in that way,” Mac said in a dramatic eye-rolling voice. “She’s just been such an enigma. She performs her tasks very loyally. I spent some time with her traveling, but while she talked a great deal about her kind, she never really talked about herself. I feel I’m missing something rather critical. Whereas she seems to support my rule unconditionally, I simply do not understand her motivations.”

“Cormac, love, her motivations are simple. You do not fear her. Even within the harem, all the other girls feared her and avoided her whenever possible. I do not fear her simply because I’ve come to know her. Strangely, for a vampire, she’s rather sensitive.

“You show her your strength and your acceptance. When she flirts, you flirt back without thinking she is trying to enthrall you or seduce you for power. It’s... refreshing for her after such a long life.”

“Hmmm... still, I want to have some time with her when she returns.”

“Of course, my love. I’ll give you two all the time you need.”

“Goddamn it, woman! You can’t make every woman in my orbit my lover!”

“I can. And I will. When will you learn, my love?”

“Saints preserve me!”



The next week or so, Mac recovered more quickly than the healers believed possible. His Goddess-given healing helped him shorten the process by a factor of ten. Even with modern medicine back home, it would have taken months, if not longer, for him to recover. Within a few days, his lovers began filtering in at odd times, ensuring his ‘recovery’ with gentle, or in Kellas’s case, enthusiastic flirting. Mac thought he’d read somewhere that endorphins were an aid to recovery. Yeah, yeah, that’s the ticket!

As in all things, Mac relied on Boland to keep the wheels of government running. All of the hostages that were required during his progress arrived within appropriate time limits, and Boland had them settled with loyalist families. They checked that box on the monumental list of ratifications and decisions only the king could make, and the latter half of his week in bed was taken up by paperwork.

The war proceeded, according to dispatches from Imzya. Many human cities had been taken, the beastkin freed, and trade with the dark kingdom established. Slavery, being heavily curtailed, created a highly motivated and loyal population. A few cities had trouble with anti-human pogroms, but the execution of the nobles generally relegated these two non-lethal actions to being quickly dealt with by the garrison and newly formed city guards. Human fifth columns were broken apart by the ratkin agents, and sabotage of the city's workings was minimized. Overall, it was going better than Mac expected. The troops were battle-hardened, and the human armies could not organize or train well enough to defend against Mac’s masterfully trained, modernized army. Goblin warg riders and infiltrators harried the enemy days ahead of the army. Sharp-tooth’s troops were efficient and brutal. Imzya made every effort to avoid civilian, especially child, casualties, per his directives. But war is war, and collateral damage occurs.

Imzya, unaware of Mac’s injuries, implored her king to come to the front for the approach and siege of the last human cities and Rettle’s capital. Mac saw the wisdom in her request and had Boland begin to prepare his retinue. Clin’mak informed Mac that he was expanding the king’s guards by at least double, and eventually triple. The orc commander was taking no chances, and Mac didn’t feel like he could reasonably deny the request-not-request. Morag and Teanna were to remain behind, much to their dismay, but Mac would not have them in a war zone. The real sticking point was Kellas. She did not want to leave Mac’s side as he went to the war zone, but Mac needed her to monitor the intelligence network inside the kingdom. He assured her that Imzya would have everything under control in the field. Morag knew her place was in the city, organizing trade, and acting as the gracious regent along with Boland, and she would be a distraction to Mac in the combat zone at best, and a full liability at worst.

Clin’mak had also, without Mac’s knowledge, begun moving some of the best-trained and experienced guards into a new unit colloquially called His Ladies’ Guards. Mac was pleased and impressed, and he did not mention it to Clin’mak. As the orc was in charge of his security, he felt that he needed the orc to do his job without the king micromanaging him. Delegate, delegate, delegate, Mac thought.

Surprisingly, Lizzie returned from her embassy just as his convoy was leaving. She insisted on accompanying him, as she had news from the witches as well as the Fae. Mac found it to be suspiciously coincidental, but shrugged it off as the Goddess looking after him. Either that, or the vamp could read his fucking mind and hurried back.

With an annoyingly long train of soldiers, support carts, and necessary camp followers, Mac bristled at the slow pace of his travel to Imzya. He knew that they could not travel faster without stringing the column out too far for safety. Occasionally, he’d give Clin’mak what Mac’s father would have called the ‘hairy eyeball,’ but the orc just looked at him a bit defiantly, saying, “Take it up with Lady Morag, Sire.”

Mac saw the trip as an opportunity to get to know Lizzie. She was an enigma, not saying too much if he wasn’t interacting with her in an official capacity. Her choice of clothing was designed to catch the eye and entice men and women into her clutches. But as far as vampires go, she didn’t seem particularly blood-obsessed, and he’d only seen her feed when Peakway fell.

“Lizzie, may I ask you a question?”

“Of course, Sire. I am yours to command.”

“Why don’t you burn in the sun?”

Her smirk immediately returned to her lovely lips. “Because, you’re Majesty, I am an old vampire. Vampires of a certain age can withstand the sun for long stretches of time, even longer if they are not directly exposed. Some of the most ancient of us do not distinguish between night and day. To add to it, I paid an alchemist to research and produce a cream that I apply to my skin that further protects me from the sun.”

“What SPF?” Mac asked.

“Sire?” Lizzie said, perplexed.

“Never mind, never mind. Another question. Legends in my world make vampires out to be insatiable in their lust for blood, and I’ve only seen you feed twice.”

“Mmm. Yes, that is true, again, of younger vampires. Now, I need to feed only once a month or so. Younger vampires, well, they are not exactly right in the head. The transition from mortal to vampire seems to cause a madness that lasts through the first century of unlife. They feed and feed and feed. This often brings attention to them, and many find themselves on the wrong end of a hunter’s stake. The more clever ones, well, let’s just say they learn to control their ‘appetites’ and settle down. When the madness abates, so does the continuous need to feed. Some vampire scholars believe that the extreme feeding in our younger days allows us to slow down over time. Some of us do not need to feed for years, sometimes decades or centuries. It allows us the ability to sort of hibernate, especially if we are driven into hiding by pesky folk who object to us grabbing a snack or two.”

“Fascinating. It makes a good deal of sense. My world has some different takes on vampires. Are you repulsed by garlic or running water? Can you see your reflection in a mirror? Do you need the soil of your homeland to rest?”

“Ha!” Lizzie exclaimed, with her usual smirk. “No, Sire. I rather enjoy garlic. Running water simply makes us wet. I do not rest in a coffin with the soil of my native land. I have heard these myths as well. Regarding the mirror… I would not be able to maintain my unearthly beauty if I could not coif and primp each morning!”

“Well, you’ve certainly nailed the unearthly beauty. Thank you for answering my questions.”

“Not at all, Sire. I am an open book. I’m surprised you’ve not asked exactly how old I am.”

“In my world, there is an axiom: Never ask a woman her age, nor ask if she is pregnant unless you see a baby coming out.”

Lizzie doubled over in laughter. “Sage advice, my king, sage advice. Now, may I ask a few questions of you?”

“Certainly. Ask away.”

“You mention your world not infrequently. Do you miss it?” Lizzie’s eyes were fixed on Mac.

He thought a moment, considering the question in depth for the first time in a while. “No. I don’t. Whereas my life there was one of ease, as I was a very wealthy man, I was profoundly unhappy. My life was about vengeance for past wrongs done to me. But beyond that, I’d become cruel. Not to my people... those employed by me, I treated them well. But if I thought someone had wronged me? I was an implacable enemy. I perpetually hounded my ex-wife and her former lover, destroying their lives to pieces. I used women as playthings and deliberately hurt them when I ended the relationships. Coming here, well, I was able to use what I learned, ruthlessness, measured cruelty, and good business sense, to change the course of this world. Unbelievably to me, I found love again, actual love, not just getting my dick wet. I’ve come to care about this world and its oppressed people. Even with the so-called ‘monstrous races,’ I can improve their living conditions. Happy people are more productive people. No. The only thing I miss are toilets and showers.”

Their conversations continued throughout the journey, which was much longer than Mac had expected. Although not referencing her age, Lizzie did share a good deal about her life and ‘unlife,’ as she called it. As a young girl, her family was poor, working the land in an obscure part of, as she said, what the Kingdom of Rettle is now. As Mac had no idea when the human kingdom was founded, it didn’t give him a lot to work with regarding how long the beautiful vampire had been around.

She was turned when she was in her early twenties after her father was approached by a local noble who claimed to love her and desired marriage. The inducements he provided to her father were considerable, and he agreed. Lizzie said he was handsome and charming, and she immediately fell in love with him. However, he turned out to be a master vampire who simply wanted another undead addition to his harem. Shortly after the fairy-tale wedding, in fact, on their wedding night, he took her life and raised her as an undead.

Lizzie said she had no regrets in the end, and that being a thrall to a master vampire helped control the ‘madness of youth.’ Eventually, though, her master ran afoul of a local priest of the Goddess of light who, through trickery and faith, destroyed her sire. She was the only one who was able to escape. Once free of her master, she made her own way in the world.

Mac thought it was almost a traditional story of vamp meets girl, vamp turns girl, vamp gets killed, vamp-girl wanders the wide world. “So, being a vampire, you don’t have the same motivations as others, I’d gather. Can you feel emotions like others? Were you ever in love with a mortal?”

“I have fallen in love before, but once they discover I am what I am, it ends fairly quickly. Several of my lovers tried to kill me or raise the local town mob against me. Whereas fire and pitchforks won’t necessarily kill me, they aren’t the most comfortable thing to deal with. For the rest of the emotions, I can generally feel them, though some are more… muted. I can feel happiness on rare occasions, such as when I find a lover, but mostly I might feel ‘satisfied.’”

“Thank you for this. I hope we can move you to feeling happiness again, instead of just being satisfied. You are valued for your skills and your counsel.”

“My king, I am well on my way to happiness, I think.”



Travel that should have taken a week or so stretched into two and a half as the carriages and carts trundled onward. Finally arriving at the army encampment, Mac was truly amazed by the fortifications Imzya had organized. The troops marched in formations as their commanders drilled them, and units camped together with their commanders’ tents in the center. It was neat, orderly, and so very, very efficient, much to Mac’s glee. As Mac’s train entered the environs of the fortress, he found many of the troops lining the road leading up to the stockade. As his carriage approached, the troops began to cheer for Mac, with cries of “Hail King Cormac!” resounding from all sides. Even his caravan guards, tired and weary from the long trek, took up the call. He had all he could do not to shout out ‘strength and honor!’ Until Mac came to this world, he would have definitely called himself a ‘geek’ or ‘nerd,’ and here he was, nailing it. Unfortunately, there was no one to appreciate it.

At the end of the parade, Mac saw the woman who had become his second lover. Imzya still had her fierce and haughty look for her troops, her cold visage ensuring each of her soldiers was at their best attention, and woe betide any slackers! After the procession stopped, and Mac exited the carriage, Imzya’s cold facade broke, and she rushed toward him and threw herself into his arms, stealing his breath with the powerful kiss she laid upon him. Her tongue immediately made its way into his mouth, and her body tried to merge with his. After perhaps a full minute, his dark elf lover broke the kiss and whispered into his ear, “I’ve been such a naughty girl, Sire. Very, very naughty.”

Lizzie, with her preternatural vampire senses, could barely restrain her laughter.

Grinning at his lover, as well as trying to will his erection away, Mac said, “Your punishment will be delectable, but alas, a bit delayed. Tonight, I will be gentle with you.”

“My master!” Imzya looked into his eyes despondently. “I haven’t been that naughty!”

“Sire,” Imzya continued, “you are limping. What has happened?” Her eyes were lit with a fury not to be matched in this world.

“Ah, yes,” Mac said, bowing to the inevitable. “There was a bit of a kerfuffle with a small group of malcontents. Morgset was working with other groups, especially the duergar, to, well, um… overthrow me. He got a few shots in before he was massacred by the guard.”

Before Imzya got into a full-on snit, Clin’mak handed her a sealed envelope, with For Imzya, open immediately written in Morag’s flowing script. Upon seeing it, the only thought in Mac’s head was Oh. Fuck.

Imzya tore the envelope open and quickly scanned the contents. With each line, her eyes grew wider, and Mac could see ‘angry magic’ practically flaring from her. His dark elf marshal looked at him, then back to the letter, then back to Mac.

With burning fury directed only partially at her king, Imzya glared at him, then read some choice phrases from Morag’s tattletale letter.

“Ghoul fever… melted shoulder… should fully recover in a few months. MONTHS? Recover in a few months?! My king, I can tell The Lady Morag is understating your injuries, which means you were close to death at some point.” Imzya’s voice took on the cold, imperious tone of the dark elven matrons. “When, pray tell, were you planning on informing me of this if I hadn’t noticed your shoulder and leg?”

“Umm… about the same time Clin’mak… gave you… the… letter… heh?” Mac said, a bit sheepishly.

“My king, allow me to express myself freely?” she said, with that calm, too calm, chilly voice.

“Of course, love, whatever you want to say, go ahead.”

“I said express, not speak.”

Mac’s spider sense went out of control, and he couldn’t help but think Danger, Will Robinson! Danger! No sooner did the thought pass through his amygdala than he felt the solid crack of his lover’s open palm across his cheek. The crack echoed through the encampment like a very large firecracker going off. The nearby troops froze in shock. Some of Mac’s guards looked concerned until Clin’mak chuckled and shook his head. Placing his tongue against the inside of his offended cheek, Mac checked to see if any of his teeth had been dislodged. So that’s what a Rock ‘Em Sock ‘Em Robot feels like when it’s hit.

After the slap, Imzya dragged Mac to her command tent. As soon as they entered, the elf crushed Mac into an embrace, with her tears flowing freely. “I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I was so angry I couldn’t be there for you! I’m so, so sorry!” she wept openly, cupping his bruised cheek tenderly, kissing him between sobs. Her drow sisters would be mortified, but Imzya couldn’t give a fuck about other drow.

“Hey, hey… don’t worry. Morag and Boland probably didn’t want you to rush back when there was nothing you could do. I’m fine, okay, just a bit banged up. I didn’t realize how powerful that cranky ol’ ghoul was. Whatever he hit me with was a doozy. Blew my barriers apart like they were nothing. I’m here, I’m alive, and every fucking one of them is true dead, okay?”

Imzya looked him in the eyes, her own violet pupils searching his eyes for what, he didn’t rightly know. She let go of him for a moment and stuck her head outside the tent, barking orders. Tying the sash of the tent closed, she rounded on Mac and dragged him into her sleeping space. As he knew from his last visit to her operations base, Imzya’s bed was not a standard-issue campaign cot. It was a very comfortable king-sized bed that apparently was easy to disassemble. Can’t fault her for a bit of luxury.

His dark elf lover immediately began stripping Mac’s clothes from him, her tongue continuing to worry the inside of his mouth. “Imzya,” Mac tried, “I’ve been on the road and haven’t had a decent bath in…”

“Shut up, you could be covered in shit, and you’d still be getting fucked right now. Just shut up and nail me to this bed right… fucking… now!”

Mac never truly appreciated the strength of the dark elf females. She didn’t rip, didn’t tear, but shredded his clothes. As his clothes fell into tatters on the ground, Mac realized that Lizzie was still in the room, a smirk on her beautiful face. Apparently, Imzya hadn’t noticed either. Catching the vampire in her peripheral vision, his dark elf lover growled at the smirking blood-drinker.

“Either get over here and help or sod off!” Imzya snarled. Without hesitation, the vamp began strolling over, loosening her bodice, her ever-present smirk morphing into an outright toothy, fanged smile. “Join it is, then.”

The vampire came in behind Imzya, standing on her tiptoes to kiss the dark elf’s neck, licking her from shoulder to cheek. Her clever hands worked to remove Imzya’s armor as the dark elf kissed Mac with fervor and ran her hands up and down his torso, avoiding his manhood, much to her king’s frustration. It didn’t take long for all of them to disrobe and fall into Imzya’s oversized bed. Like they were completely in sync, both women crawled up Mac’s body. Admittedly, Mac was surprised that the vampire woman had joined. She’d shown no particular interest in Mac as a sexual partner, beyond her naturally flirtatious personality, and, considering their time on the road, she’d had ample opportunity. He was even more surprised when Lizzie kissed him passionately, moaning into his mouth with every swipe of her tongue or intrusion by his. The three lovers writhed about each other, trading kisses. Imzya and Mac, Mac and Elizabeta, Elizabeta and Imzya. Lizzie’s somewhat cool skin was a counterpoint to the heat emanating off of his dark elf’s sinuous body. Interestingly, Mac felt the vampire sliding down his body before Imzya. The nips and gentle bites from Lizzie did cause Mac a moment of pause. Her fangs looked razor-sharp, and he wasn’t entirely sure he wanted them anywhere near his twigs and berries. That concern evaporated as the sexy vamp took him down to the root in one go.

Crap, she’s undead. She’s got no gag... ohhhhhhhhhhssssshhhhhittttttt!

Somehow, her teeth managed to avoid his cock at every bob of her head. Having centuries to practice her arts, and Mac being oversensitive from the ravishment by his two beauties, Mac knew he wouldn’t last more than a minute or two. Grasping the sheets in his fists, arching his back wildly, Mac exploded into Lizzie’s mouth. Again, no gagging, no choking, just slurping and swallowing, complemented by a groan of pleasure at his cum filling her mouth.

“I think I’m in love…” Mac moaned, to the amusement of the two women. With the attention of both ladies, Mac’s manhood rose back to tumescence. Almost desperately, Imzya mounted him, bucking and writhing like the apocalypse was near and this was her last opportunity for sex. By this point in their lovemaking, Imzya was demanding he debase and dominate her. But he guessed she could play nicely and share with others. Her orgasm was quick and impressive, and she rolled off Mac to give Lizzie a go. He was still rock-hard as he’d not come with Imzya. The vampire settled herself over Mac and plunged down unerringly. Again, the years of experience told true as the beautiful woman brought him to ecstasy. She really knew how to maximize his pleasure yet keep him from cresting. She had the time management aspect of sex honed to a science. In the end, they came together, the vampire’s cooler insides immediately heated by Mac’s hot seed. Shivering, she rolled off of Mac. She wasn’t panting or otherwise breathing heavily. She immediately drew Imzya down to her, kissing the elf deeply before pushing her head down to her crotch. The elf didn’t squander the chance to drink Mac’s seed directly from the vampire. Lizzie moaned and gyrated under the greedy attentions of Imzya until she reached orgasm again. As soon as she settled from her orgasm, she drew the dark elf up and kissed her, passing Mac’s cum back and forth before each swallowed half of his spill.

New to their bed games, Lizzie kept going at Mac, insisting he take her in every position imaginable, with Imzya acting as her dutiful assistant. Each orgasm from Mac ended with his two lovers entwined with the intention of sharing his load. To Mac, it was the best kind of exhaustion by the time he fell asleep.

He didn’t plan his encounter with Lizzie, but it was a welcome surprise. Unfortunately, Kellas was probably going to claw him to ribbons when she found out.



Mac woke later in the morning than he wished, but he saw both of his lovers still curled up in his arms. Both had smug, satiated smiles on their faces, although he was fairly certain his dark elf lover would find it somewhat uncomfortable to walk today, since the third bout with Imzya really wore her out.

Looking around the tent, Mac did his morning ablutions. He still couldn’t get used to pissing in a bucket. He’d have to talk to Boland about plumbing, though, unfortunately it was pretty low on the list. Dressing quickly in his boots and breeches, he stepped out of the tent and looked over the camp as it prepared for the day. Cookfires, early drills, and the usual sounds of a large group of (mostly) males groaning as they stretched their stiff limbs provided Mac with an almost peaceful feeling. But he knew this was the calm before the storm. They’d be moving out in a day, and Mac knew that meant disassembling the camp and moving on to the next target. Imzya would brief her king on the next part of the campaign. From his understanding, they needed to take two more cities before they could assault the human capital.

Mac knew that he’d have a hard time avoiding a slaughter if the city were stormed. He hoped that he could get them to capitulate, knowing that he’d need to make an example of the king so the other kingdoms knew he meant business. But he reminded himself that a dead city produced nothing.

Turning to head back into the tent, he saw his guards looking very serious except for Clin’mak. His cheeky guard commander was busy trying to stifle a smile. Had he let this damn orc have too much leeway with his king? Mac decided no. He needed someone like Clin’mak to keep him a bit grounded. He knew the orc would tell him if he was being a fucking idiot, and gently mock him to keep him from getting too big a head. Mac glared at the orc as he opened the flap to the tent.

“Restful evening, Sire?” Clin’mak said, barely keeping from cracking up with laughter.

Mac was reminded of that Monty Python film, with a lisping Pontius Pilate talking about his good friend, ‘Biggus Dickus.’ The guard opposite the commander was likewise having trouble keeping a straight face.

“Fuck off,” Mac said, good-naturedly.

“Our king inspires us for when we have wives of our own, Sire.” The two guards proceeded to lose any composure, their laughter cutting through the quiet morning. Mac couldn’t resist and joined in their mirth.

“Until then, you’ll have to make do with your hands,” Mac said, entering the tent. The orcs outside howled with laughter.


CHAPTER 16
 

His marshal had her soldiers finish breaking camp, and the army was soon on the move again. Their next target, a city called Demar, was only a day’s ride away. Goblin outriders reported that a human army, the largest thus far, was marching to meet the dark kingdom’s finest soldiers. Dispatches from Elizabeta’s spies reported that some of the remaining human cities saw uprisings that established new leadership. With their nobles killed or imprisoned, offers of peace and surrender were being sent to Cormac as he rode with Imzya to confront the last host of the humans.

Mac frowned, realizing that he hadn’t seen Lizzie in the camp at all. He felt guilty for only coming to that understanding now, but Lizzie was an old vampire, and he knew she could take care of herself. Imzya mentioned that the vampire had scouted ahead with the goblins and ratkin, promising the dark elf marshal that she would not attempt to engage the enemy and would not try to enter Demar. His frown deepened, as he didn’t love Lizzie putting herself in danger like this without discussing it with him first. He’d have to have a talk with her soon, a talk he figured he’d lose. Sometimes he wondered who the real rulers of Krelgar were. He was pretty sure it was Morag and likely Imzya at this point.

Scouts reported that the enemy’s army was at least double the size of Mac’s forces, but seemed to be made up of mostly peasant levies, with a significant host of beast kin being marched forward with liberal use of the lash. The knights were riding behind the forward elements, and they appeared to be relatively small in number.

“It’s not an army,” Imzya said bitterly, “It is a flock of sheep to the slaughter. My king, they are betting that given your propensity to spare beast kin, you will hesitate to engage, and the human levies will drive them forward, just as the knights will with the levies. Actually, it’s one of the best strategies I’ve seen the humans utilize so far.”

“Options?” Mac growled, annoyed at the mean-spirited battle plan of the humans.

“A few. Set up a few of the siege engines and throw stones over the beast kin into the back ranks of the human forces, hitting either the knights or the baggage train. We could send trolls into the front to give some love taps to the beast kin, hopefully knocking them out rather than killing them. We could flank with the goblin warg riders, but I believe they will be expecting that after the last few engagements. We could split the center of the beast kin lines, driving through them. I suspect they won’t put up much of a fight if we are more interested in pushing through them than engaging.”

“Imzya, do I have to say it?”

“No, sire, all of those options lead to significant beast kin casualties. As you would say, all of these plans ‘suck.’”

“Well, let’s see how they dispose themselves on the field and try to see what’s what. Maybe we can get them to surrender.”

Imzya snorted at Mac’s optimistic naivety.

Several hours later, the column came to a rocky rise leading into a bowl-shaped plain. This was the spot that had been selected to set up Mac’s forces. It provided them with high ground and some natural deterrents in the way of the number of boulders strewn about the rise.

“Fight the enemy on your own battlefield,” Mac mumbled under his breath. Imzya had assured him that this was the perfect place to fight. The terrain would break up any charges and disrupt formations and the peasant shield wall. Still, Mac knew this was going to be a bloody fight. Based on the reports on the human army, Mac felt victory was already assured. He suspected that the human army had no intention of winning this battle, and he was fairly certain the knights would withdraw once the fighting began. This battle was meant to wear down their forces. To make sure any attack on the human capital would be long, difficult, and painful.

The army waited for the enemy to march to their inevitable deaths. After a few hours, the enemy had not yet arrived. It was very odd, as the scouts reported they should have been on the march and should have arrived some time ago.

“Something’s wrong,” Mac said. “They should have been here.”

As soon as the words were out of his mouth, he spied a lone goblin warg rider riding hell-bent for leather to his position. Riding straight up to Imzya, dismounting, and bowing low to the king, she delivered her message.

“My king, my lady, news of the enemy. The column stopped almost two hours ago. We were unsure of the cause, and we stayed nearby to observe. After some time, a disturbance started near the back ranks. It turned into a full-on brawl as beast kin and the human levy turned on the knights! They took losses, but the knights were killed to a man. The column is confused, and there seems to be some arguing going on. But then a small delegation carrying white flags began walking towards our forces. They will be cresting the far hill in only a few minutes.”

“Well. That was unexpected news,” Imzya said.

Mac smiled and mused, “Heh, I think they fragged their own officers.”

“Fragged, my king?” she asked, curious.

“Back in my world, during one of the most unpopular wars of my country, a disliked or incompetent officer might be killed by his own troops. Usually, with an explosive device, we call grenades, ‘fragmentary’ grenades specifically.

“Scout! Gather a few other riders and escort the delegation here. Promise safe passage.”

“Yes, sire!” the goblin said, bowing again and remounting her hyena... wolf... thing.

Imzya and her king waited patiently as the delegation crossed the field and made their way up the rise to Mac. The warg riders kept a reasonable distance, but clearly were guarding them in case of deceit.

As they reached Mac and his lover, the delegation halted and dropped to their knees. The group consisted of six persons, three humans and three beast kin. One of the beast kin, a nervous-looking man that had the features of a bird of prey, stood as the others remained kneeling.

“Dread king,” said the bird kin, “we throw ourselves at your feet and beg for mercy. We surrender to your forces unconditionally. We’ve dispatched the knights who led our army, a slave army, and hope your reputation for clemency is true.”

Mac dismounted. He strode the short distance to the man, a number of his guards following. Reaching out, Mac offered his hand. The beast kin, perplexed, eventually took his hand. Mac shook his hand once.

“Your surrender is accepted. Imzya, assure me that the army has in fact surrendered. If they have wounded, send healers. I’m going to assume that their march has been without adequate food. Please distribute what we can afford.” In a softer voice, Mac whispered to his dark elf, “Any bodies, feed to our troops.”

“Yes, my king,” she smirked before issuing orders.



The human (and beast kin) army stood down and surrendered their weapons. Imzya organized a makeshift POW camp, and the army camped for the night. Warg rider scouts and ranger-led pickets kept the area around their camp free of any unpleasant and unwelcome guests.

That evening, a dispatch arrived from Boland.

My king, I am certain your campaign proceeds accordingly, and success follows success. Lady Imzya is an implacable foe. She slaughters her enemies with such grace and style.

My understanding from reports from your army indicates that you have only two cities left to conquer before you reach the human capital. As you wished for you and your escort to travel as lightly and quickly as possible, you well know your undead forces were held back as reserves. As I believe you will enjoy a bit of theatrics as you face their king, I have sent the undead forces in your wake. They are under the command of Myrrh, a noted necromancer. She is human, but cast out from that kingdom for what she says were called ‘high crimes against the Goddess’, which she assured me were merely experiments into the resilience of human or demi-human souls. I think you will enjoy her rather dry sense of humor. I have received and accepted on your behalf the surrender of no less than eight cities in the human kingdom. Garrisons have been dispatched along with magistrates to determine the (inevitable) guilt of the nobles. You once used a very amusing phrase when we discussed your ‘judiciary’ idea. I believe it was, ‘We’re going to have a fair, impartial trial... followed by a first-class hanging.’

Be well, my king. Your lovely women send their best, and have attached separate missives of their own.

Your faithful, loyal chancellor,

Boland

Mac passed the message on to Imzya, who smiled at Boland’s turn of phrase. “He’s a dry wit himself. In the years I’ve known him, I have never observed him as being... happy. You’ve worked wonders on him.”

“He just needed to know he was valued. Treat your best employees as well as you can, and their loyalty is assured. Okay, on to the next city?”

“Yes, sire.”

Days later, the army had processed the prisoners and began releasing them to travel to one of the ‘liberated’ cities, unless they wished to join Mac’s army to fight in support roles. They were all somewhat malnourished, but he could assign them as runners, archers, or even make-shift medics. Those with family in the cities Mac’s forces referred to as ‘occupied’ joined his forces. Many with no attachments declared they would move on to the liberated cities. He’d given leave for those with kin in the human cities to break from the army to secure their loved ones and to move them to the back of Mac’s lines.

Imzya’s troops had reconstructed the stockade and were planning to remain in the area for approximately a week. He wanted scouts to reconnoiter the next city on their list, and wanted all dispatches from his citadel to catch up to him.

After sending several terse and slightly threatening messages through his goblin couriers, Lizzie returned to the camp. She smiled at Mac, her ethereal beauty disarming him as it always did. She knew she was about to be chastised, and she was pulling out all the stops on her charm. It was obvious she’d snuck into the encampment and taken the time to bathe and dress in her most revealing clothes.

Flitting into the room like she didn’t have a care in the world, she dropped to her knees in the position of a penitent, smiling at Mac. The damn tart was so beautiful that he almost forgot he was pissed at her.

“My king, your loyal night creature kneels before you, her mission completed. Rumors abound that I am not in your grace’s favor due to my, perhaps, misinterpretation of your instructions. Please forgive your humble and loyal...” Her voice dropped into a sultry purr, “bloodsucker.”

Lizzie’s position kneeling in front of Mac allowed him more than a glimpse of her lovely cleavage, counting on the fact that it would distract her king. Shit, she was good at this.

“Elizabeta, stand.” The sensuous vampire moved from kneeling to standing in a moment, her hip cocked to show off her overall form. Mac was sweating a bit. She was so dangerous, yet... delicious. She knew how to rock her assets, and she was doing so shamelessly.

“What am I to do with you?” Mac sighed, rubbing his temples.

“If I have displeased my king,” she purred, “then I should be punished. Should I drop trou so I may receive my switching, perhaps your lovely drow marshal could witness?”

“For fuck’s sake, Lizzie. I already have to do that whole bit with Imzya. And your little display is fucking my mind, along with other sensory apparatus. Stop vamping and trying to rile me up!”

“But sire, if I am ‘riling you up’, I am not doing it to tease. Our nights with Imzya have allowed me to step past the boundary I’d set for myself. You are a handsome man, and in truth, I find you intriguing and quite attractive. I know I should have availed myself of your... ahem... largesse, on the road. But I thought it might be overstepping Morag’s primacy. Truth to tell, I’ve wanted to fuck you since I met you.”

Lizzie’s sexy act suddenly changed to a more serious demeanor, her eyes lowering. “As a vampire, an undead, I do not easily feel attraction or affection. We wield sex as a tool and a trap. Sex is a way to confuse and befuddle our prey before we feed. Your predecessor was nothing short of a monster. He enjoyed tormenting us... hurting us. Even me. He knew he could keep me docile using his Goddess-supplied magic. He was too fearful to take me to bed, but he did parade his ‘vampire pet’ quite often. Despite Morag vouching for you, I could not trust you. Human, necromancer, chosen by the dark Goddess. I only volunteered because Morag told us you were a man of principle and honor. That you would never hurt us or humiliate us, I figured that at worst I could ensnare you, and perhaps at best, eventually make you a thrall. Once I met you, I realized I’d have to make myself useful to you.

“Vampires struggle to... love... per se. The concept is somewhat foreign as we are, ultimately, undead. Even for vampire couples, it is less love and more a power dynamic. If it is mortal, it is an obsessive hunt, the sweet conquest before the ultimate surrender. No one... no one knows what we feel, only the veneer, and the masks we hide behind. Perhaps the most intimate expression of emotion is to say to another, ‘I trust you.’ To let one’s guard down. And I trust you, sire. More than anyone I have ever met. I wish... to be one of yours. Not just to be an occasional fuck, but to join with your other women to support you and please you. Love comes hard for us, but I believe with you I will learn not just satisfaction, but happiness from love.”

Mac was stunned. “Oh. Um... oh. Yeah. That’s... that’s a lot to take in. Well, hmmm... yeah, so you are a complete and utter smoke show. You are so beautiful it’s nearly painful. Your enigmatic smirk seemed to tell me you felt I was a particularly interesting bug, or perhaps a future meal. Um. Spoiler, that wouldn’t have gone well. I accept your desire and your offer. Speak with Morag when we return.”

The silence stretched for both of them after their declarations. Lizzie licked her lips with obvious desire, casually adding at last, “So, are you going to fuck me again or what?”


CHAPTER 17
 

Mac laughed at the vamp woman’s cheek. “Yeah, babe, I’m going to fuck you. You want gentle or rough?”

“Yesssss, gentle… but not toooo gentle. I can’t remember the last time I had tender lovemaking. Probably not since I was mortal. It seems appropriate if we fuck one-on-one.”

The lovely woman wrapped her arms around his neck and one leg behind his thigh, and she started to grind against him. It was a bit awkward as they were in public… well, semi-public, but the vampire didn’t seem to care much. Mac had been a bit discombobulated during their conversation, and only noticed her hair, usually braided into two Dutch braids pinned high, was now in a low ponytail. Pulling her into a kiss, Mac found her mouth and tongue to be very clever. She teased him, sometimes kissing him gently, other times very aggressively. Mac was loving it. One hand was cupping her tight rump, while the other stroked her hair, gently pulling on her ponytail.

Breaking the kiss, Lizzie flicked her eyes to each of the braids, nibbled his earlobe, and seductively whispered, “My ponytail, my king. Your handle when I kneel before you.”

That was it. Any composure Mac had was lost. Mac retreated from his tent’s ‘office’ and into his sleeping chamber, tossing her onto the bed. She bounced twice before settling in, giggling with surprise. Mac removed his clothes so fast he was sure he tore stitches out of his shirt. Lizzie lay in the bed, propped up on her elbows, gleaming fangs on display, her tongue idly licking at each fang. She regarded Mac’s body with something akin to awe. The dark Goddess’s blessing had gifted him with a body all the personal trainers and private gyms could never have managed. As her eyes looked from top to bottom, they widened as she gazed on his manhood. It always amused Mac. He knew back home he was above average. The men of this world must be afflicted with particularly small pricks.

“Cormac, I can’t wait to feel you again!”

“Oh, you will, babe, you’ll feel me in the marrow of your bones,” Mac said, with a slight playful menace in his voice. Getting on the bed himself, Mac moved to a kneeling position over her. His hands almost shaking with arousal, he began to unbuckle, unlace, and unbutton her fantasy pirate garb, casting it off to the side. She moaned as Mac stripped her bare. Perfectly proportioned, her body was glorious. Curved hips, a bust that was sized absolutely perfectly for her, and a cute, peachy ass that was divine to gaze upon. Her legs were sexy as fuck, but it was her lips that drew him in the most. Her lips were full and a bit pouty, with her fangs lying in a cute little overbite that he knew had spelled death for untold numbers of souls. He was hoping beyond hope that she’d take him in her mouth again. She was so sexy, so erotic, that Mac feared he’d pop before getting her off. And he wanted to get her off, again and again.

As he began to loom over her, his mouth seeking hers for hungry kisses, her eyes shot open, and she pulled away from him, her hands pushing at his chest.

“Wait! Wait!” she said emphatically. “Ummm… I want to be on the bottom this time. I want you to claim me like you would a living woman.”

Mac smiled, probably for the first time, with the intent of taking his time with her. Their previous couplings had been coordinated ultimately by Imzya, and she had certain tastes even when he wasn’t using the restraints and whips. Still, he wanted her happy, relaxing in the act they’d soon be enjoying.

“My king,” she panted, “I cannot wait. Can you let me take your length inside me? I’ll be all for foreplay later, but I feel desperate for your cock again!”

“As my lady wishes,” he said, lifting her up, hovering her over his prick. Letting her guide him, he gently lowered himself onto her. She took her time, struggling to line up his rod with her pussy. It was going to take a lot of patience on his part not to just slam into her. She was so incredibly tight, which surprised him, but he took his time, slowly entering her, driving her more and more to the brink of insanity. Mac didn’t realize it for a moment, but Lizzie was panting. He didn’t think vampires could pant.

“I’m already so fuuullllll!” she moaned, rotating her hips to try to corkscrew her way further onto him. The sensations running through Mac’s cock and balls were insane, and he was using all his willpower and strength to keep from filling her quickly. Slowly, ever so slowly, Lizzie managed to embrace another few inches of his cock. He felt his crown bump against her cervix as she bottomed out. Shivering, she began humping what she could fit inside her. Within a minute or two, she was peaking, making adorable little squeaking noises. When she climaxed, she went completely nonverbal, her eyes rolling back, her body shivering as if she’d just gotten into an icy bath. Just before she crashed down again, she uttered a single, high-pitched whimper. The cute sound from an undead apex predator pushed Mac over the peak of his own pleasure, and he filled her up with his seed. Because he was at the utter peak of his excitement, the force of his ejaculation almost pushed her off his rod, making her squeak again.

Sliding off his body and laying down in his arms, Lizzie convulsed slightly for a few minutes, riding out the aftershocks of her orgasm. Mac couldn’t believe what he’d experienced. He’d sexed her up before, but it felt now like the first time.

Continuing her rapid panting, Lizzie could only get out a few words: “Good. Yeah… reeealll good. Good, yeah…”

Mac knew that vampires didn’t sleep, but they could still be exhausted and drop into a restful torpor. Elizabeta, a fearsome predator, had quite literally had her brains fucked out. He did have to wonder: if she was undead and didn’t breathe, why was she panting? Hmmm… a question for another time.

Mac awoke as the first of the sun’s light spilled beneath the curtain of the tent. He still had a bundle of bloodsuckers in his arms. On his other side, Imzya snuggled up to him. Two gorgeous, powerful women in his bed. How was he so lucky? How did he deserve this?

He’d had more than his fair share of threesomes and foursomes over the years. But he didn’t give a shit about the girls involved, and he made it as much of a rule as he could that he slept alone. But he cared about these women. A strangely tender feeling he’d not experienced since Linda. Mac felt a slight pang in his heart, but he realized he wasn’t hateful anymore. He couldn’t hate her or Theo. There were bigger things in life than carrying that grudge. The ruthlessness he’d cultivated in himself was not gone, and he knew he’d be making some pretty unpleasant decisions in the near future. But he would make those decisions out of expediency rather than out of vengefulness.

He knew he was not a good man, but he thought maybe, maybe he wasn’t as bad as he had thought he was.

One by one, the women beside him woke up. Lizzie was first, followed by Imzya. Lizzie more or less ‘came to’ when Mac stirred. Imzya, crawling over Mac, whispered into Lizzie’s ear. The vampire smiled, rose to her knees, and grabbed his morning rampancy, gently stroking him. “Good morning, my king,” the bloodsucker smiled before lowering her mouth to his cock.

“A very good morning, it is!” Mac thought, lying back in bed, hands behind his head.



Imzya took her turn as well, but their playful activities eventually had to cease as the sun drew higher into the sky. Mac and his two lovers started their day, dressing and arming. Imzya went off to meet with her generals, while Lizzie stayed by him, waiting for a report from some of her agents.

Mac scratched his stomach and yawned a bit. For some reason, a comment Lizzie made last night came back to him.

“Lizzie, last night you mentioned something about stepping on Morag’s primacy. What did you mean by that exactly?”

“Well, Morag is the Lady, capital ‘L’, of your household. No one gets close to you without her say-so, especially other women. Coming into your orbit requires one to be vetted harshly. While she had a bit of that mentality with the prior ruler, with you, she is almost militant, fanatical. Do you really think Kellas and I were the only two volunteers? Half of the harem crawled over each other to continue serving you, even if it was just as a concubine. They were rejected because they would not be useful to you. And what ‘useful’ is, only Morag knows. We all fear disappointing her. We fear… her.”

“Fear? Morag? You?”

Lizzie let out a short chuckle. “You really don’t see it, Cormac. All of us, even those who don’t yet share your bed, answer to her in some fashion or another. A word of disappointment from her would be enough to crush us. None of us wants that. She knew that I’d eventually admit my feelings. Before we left the city, she sat me down to have a talk about our ‘family’. She never threatened, but she did mention certain… etiquettes… we’d be expected to follow. I... I told her I would never be with you that way. She smiled. Then patted me on the head! God damn her. She’s too fucking smart for her own good! She has no magic, no ‘powers’, yet she makes us feel both safe and afraid in equal measure.”

“And Imzya?”

“She won’t go against Morag, ever, unless your safety is on the line. I haven’t had a family in many, many years. Imzya and others give me that feeling again. Specifically Imzya, though? She’s… she... she’s so fucking gorgeous! I can’t help it. She can do anything to me and I... I just love it! She says it is all to entertain you. But oh. my. Goddess. And her lips… Her lips are sooooo soft… everywhere. I adore you, Cormac, but I’ll never want to not fuck Imzya. I don’t care if she is a dark elf, human, high elf, dwarf, or goblin. What she makes my body feel is only second to you. After her, I am desperate to taste Morag and Teanna.”

“I’m glad you’ve found a friend and a confidant, Lizzie. Never be ashamed of your desires. And I’ll admit, your frolicking together very much entertains me. Uh... one more thing.”

“Yes, my master?”

“Don’t tell Kellas yet. She’ll kill me, find a priest to raise me, then kill me again.”

Lizzie’s laugh turned to a purr, and she said, “Yes, yes, she will. You may have to buy my silence, however.”



Days later, the army found itself back on the road. Two cities were left before they could reasonably say the war was over. There wouldn’t be enough armed forces remaining to threaten him, and it would be mop-up thereafter. It was another three days to their target, the city of Weilfelen. It was a producer of gems, crystals for decorative work, and was noted for its artisanship. As Weilfelen was considered a loyal city, Mac thought this might be the first city he’d see in the human kingdom that they would need to assault. Imzya had taken a dozen cities prior to his return to the front, but he’d only overseen the assaults on Dark Watch, Fell Guard, and Peakway. It would be interesting to see how this battle goes. Lizzie assured him the regular exploits of the ratkin and goblins were going along as usual, and she wondered at the fact that the humans never seemed to catch on. She didn’t know if it was their innate disdain for those ‘lower species’, or just incompetence or obliviousness. Either way, it had made city assaults almost laughingly easy for Imzya’s forces.

They arrived at the city, noting that there were already smoke plumes billowing over the walls. Either the saboteurs were already at work, or there was an uprising. Either way, it benefited Mac’s army.

“Imzya,” he said, “send a messenger to the city, recommending their surrender. Mention that our forces would be very glad to help in ‘restoring order.’ Make no additional threats. Use one of our more trusted commanders. We don’t want deviation from the script.”

“Happily, my king.”

Three hours later, Weilfelen opened its gates and allowed Mac’s troops to enter. The lord of the city delivered his surrender. Lo and behold! Almost immediately after the surrender ceremony, the uprising ended, and fires were being extinguished. The lord, realizing he had been tricked, began to bluster something about underhanded tactics, not ‘honorable,’ ‘unfair,’ etc. One of Mac’s personal guards, a troll, got tired and bored with the lord’s tirade, stepped in, and grabbed the noble’s head with one block-like hand. A squishy ‘pop!’ was heard from many yards away, and the troll shook his hand to get the blood and brains off. The troll looked towards Imzya and Mac, shrugged, and said, “Sorry.”

The king nearly fell off his horse laughing.

Like in previous cities, a tribunal was established to ascertain the level of cruelty visited upon the beast kin and other demi-humans by the human nobility. Imzya noted to Mac that this city had the fewest abuses they had witnessed. Mac chalked it up to the fact that poorly treated artisans did not make quality products. Still, all in all, it was a rather bloodless adventure.

Shortly after Weilfelen capitulated, Mac’s undead reserves arrived. Thousands of them. Primarily zombies, the shambling brain-eating kind. Easy to make, easy to command, and easy to lose in combat. Despite the fallout with the church of the Goddess, many intelligent undead were also in the ranks. Strike teams of ghouls, vampires, and undead spellcasters. They were arrayed away from the main body of troops, but would be marching in the van when the army moved again.

The army encamped at the city to rest and refit, with beast kin cheering Mac and his soldiers whenever they were out in public. Many flower crowns were crafted by the beast kin children and gifted to orcs, ogres, and trolls. Even the dark elves, famous for their taciturn and haughty demeanors, smiled at the efforts of the kids, many of the children choosing night-blooming flowers for the underground-dwelling elves. Some of the ogres and trolls began giving piggyback rides to some of the young ones, much to parents’ dismay and children’s delight. The larger monstrous soldiers were dumbfounded by the requests, let alone their own agreement to provide said rides.

Lizzie asked Mac if she could go scout the next city, promising that she would be very discreet and would not be seen, let alone caught. Sighing, Mac agreed, but told her she needed to be back in no more than six days. Any time after that, Mac would send in the undead horde, who are annoying as hell and smell bad. She agreed.

Mac summoned the necromancer that Boland had sent him, Myrrh, to his command tent, wanting to speak with her before the siege of the human capital. Mac knew the next city, Barken, would be little trouble.

Myrrh was allowed entry by the members of his personal guard on duty outside his tent. Humans tended toward being taller than many of the other races, and she was typical of the race. She entered and knelt at Mac’s feet.

“My king, I am Myrrh, necromancer and student of death. How may I serve you?”

“Well, you can start by standing up. I’m not a huge fan of the kneeling thing… well, most of the time. I realized I hadn’t made any time to speak with you, and since we have a break before the next city, I decided it would be a good time to get to know you.”

Mac regarded the woman carefully. The first impression he had was a taller, paler version of Jenna Ortega in Wednesday. She stood about five feet six, with milky skin as if the daylight was a personal enemy, and very dark hair, perhaps a shade off black. She had that ‘fit’ look of a woman who did not take advantage of any luxuries, should they be available, though not to the point of privation, not so far as to look like an ascetic. She had tattoos over almost all of her visible body, besides the neck and face. Mac knew inherently that these were not personal aesthetic choices, but rather arcane symbols and perhaps sorcerous inscriptions. He recognized several dealing with death, the undead, and decay. ‘Power-ups,’ he thought. Myrrh dressed in light leather armor, as befitting a mage on the battlefield. It was a traditional goth black, but highlighted with red and gold accents. It was well-crafted, and Mac didn’t really want to think about what kind of leather it was crafted from. He thought she was ‘cute,’ with an almost tomboyish, all-girl-next-door look about her. But the goth vibe suited her.

“Sit, please, have a glass of wine. I understand you were exiled from the human kingdom for pursuing some slightly forbidden knowledge?”

“Yes, you’re Majesty. My original studies were focused on summoning spirits and transformation magic. However, it felt limited somehow. The spirits seemed… boring? Somehow? When I presented findings on the study of the human soul, I was called a ‘blasphemer’ and a heretic. As I was attempting a resurrection of a deceased woman, wishing to speak about what lies beyond, I was interrupted by a crowd of unhappy citizens of my city.”

“Got it. Peasant mob, torches, and pitchforks.”

“Just so. I recognized that freedom of thaumaturgic research would not be found in the human kingdom, so I fled to your domain, hoping I would be able to find a more reasonable study environment. When I arrived, I had no shortage of raw materials to work with. In exchange for providing battle-ready undead, I was given a research stipend from the church of the dark Goddess.”

“Are you saying you were sponsored by Morgset?” Mac growled, his body growing a few inches and a dangerous light creeping into his eyes.

“Yes, sire, but I was not privy to his secrets or his conspiracy. When I discovered some of his plotting, I immediately brought it to Kellas’ attention.” Fright colored her voice. Her almost breathy soprano voice wavered as she saw Mac’s reaction. Again, he even found her voice ‘cute.’

Calming down almost immediately, Mac realized that Boland would never have sent a potential threat to him. His aura diminished, and his height returned to normal.

“Apologies, dear lady. As you can imagine, I am not a fan of the former Arch-priest.”

“I can imagine, sire. Even as undead go, he was a disgusting, odious creature.” Her face grimaced with disgust.

“I take it Master Boland gave you an opportunity once your research funding was cut off?”

“He did. Though I admit the offer of working near you was intriguing. I do not understand how your control of the necromantic arts is so strong, given that you use few incantations and no inscribed spells on your body.”

“I am the chosen of the dark Goddess and act as her champion in this world. My magic is pretty much OP, with a ‘think it, and it happens’ kinda casting.”

“OP, your majesty?”

“Ah. A term from my world. It means ‘overpowered’.”

“Ah. Yes, you have been called so, though I am still confused as to why you do not use your powers that often.”

“Honestly, because they frighten me.”

“Sire?”

“Right now, I think I could raise and control around one hundred thousand lesser undead. I know, somehow, that I can create almost any type of undead, even intelligent ones like vampires. My ‘raw materials’ don’t even need to be dead when I transform them. I can summon creatures from the pit, demons. I’m not honestly sure where my powers end. When I’m angry… well, I go to what one of my ancestors called the ‘hate me place’. I become something else, closer to a demon than a man. With that kind of power, it can become addictive. Too easy to use, even for the littlest transgressions. I may be a king, but I hope I will avoid being a tyrant. Another saying from my world, ‘power corrupts, absolute power corrupts absolutely’. Just because I have these powers does not mean I should always use them.”

“Power corrupts… I don’t think I’ve ever heard it expressed that way, Sire. I wish to learn from you, my king. I think you could teach me more about your powers over souls and spirits, and perhaps instruct me on how not to become… corrupt. Necromancy, by its very nature, corrupts to some extent. Especially when the mage no longer distinguishes between those living and those who are dead. Everything becomes simple resources.”

“I will teach you what I can, but not at this moment. I want you to bring up your horde. I want them to be the vanguard when we reach the next city, Shorm. I am hoping we can shock them into surrender rather than having to have a pitched battle or a prolonged siege. The campaign season grows late, and I want to be home before summer’s end.”

“Yes, your majesty.”

As Myrrh departed the tent, Imzya stepped in. “Myrrh is a queer one, wouldn’t you say? I guess spending your time primarily with the dead might make courting a bit of a challenge. Still, I wouldn’t mind tracing all of those tattoos on a cold night…”

“Jeez, Imzya! You’re worse than Morag! Four women aren’t enough? A fifth breathing down my neck? I only have so much stamina to go around!” Mac said, face-palming as the woman planned his next conquest.

“Nothing of the sort, your majesty,” she said, putting her hand up to her breast in mock offense. “I was merely admiring her body art. I mean, I would never take another male to bed again, but you do have a few scrumptious morsels I wouldn’t mind dallying with. Lizzie is quite an eager pupil, and I’ll get that maid of yours alone at some point. Just to… educate, of course.” Imzya’s smile was predatory, and she licked her lips salaciously.

“Oh, for fuck’s sake…”



Lizzie reported four days later. Her observations indicated that the city was indeed preparing for a siege, and they had a larger number of soldiers than anticipated. Not enough to challenge Mac’s army, but enough to make a battle hurt, or prolong a siege. Reports from inside the city told an ever more challenging tale. The humans had finally wizened up, arresting ratkin and many beast kin to keep them from causing mayhem. The city authorities hadn’t incarcerated her best agents, but they did make it hard for her network to operate with impunity.

Suspicious activity suggested the humans were going to use something similar to ballistae on their walls, and anyone old enough to hold a bow had been drafted for the defense of the city.

Imzya also had a tactical assessment of the city. The topography favored the defenders. The city’s main gates were defended in two ways: there was an outer ring of the city, where the poorer people of the city resided. It was surrounded by a modest stone rampart that was only about thirty feet tall. The ‘upper city’ was divided from the ‘lower city’ by not only by a stronger, higher wall, but also by a river that split the upper city from the lower. The main gate into the upper city had a mighty drawbridge with a barbican sporting a good number of arrow slits. Mac supposed there would be a good number of murder holes in the passage from the lower to the upper city. On the far side of the river, the city was built on a steep escarpment that would make siege engines and towers nearly useless. The only weak spot was a narrow cut through which the road ran through to the upper gate. It was well defended. Worse still, attempting a water crossing would leave his troops vulnerable to a sortie from the upper city, where Imzya believed the bulk of their troops would be stationed. Establishing a beachhead would be a nightmare.

Mac’s sappers had infiltrated and undermined the outer wall in the lower city, but reported there was no way to do so with the inner wall or the barbican. Both Imzya and Mac knew that without some other factor influencing the battle, the army would need to settle into a longer siege than he cared to wait around for. Investing in the city and starving it out didn’t sit well with Mac. He wanted to get back home to Morag, Teanna, and yes, even Kellas. He wasn’t worried about the kingdom itself; Boland had that under control, but still, he wanted to actually bathe on a regular basis and, despite the relative comfort of Imzya’s luxury campaign cot, he wanted to sleep in a real bed.

Myrrh reported back that her horde of undead were stationed close to the city, about a mile away. Close enough to be seen by the tower guards, but not so close as to invite a sortie against them. Her force was almost ten thousand animated corpses. She asked for further instructions and believed that her force could take and hold the outer city if the sappers brought down a wall or two.

Mac was torn. It would be great not to subject the living to a costly battle (even though the orc commanders were champing at the bit to do so), but he wanted to use Myrrh’s forces to terrorize the soldiers manning the walls. Not to mention that the undead were not very discriminating when it came to who they ate. The outer city was populated primarily by beast kin, gnomes, and other demi-humans. They would be slaughtered. He knew, knew, that the humans would keep those in the lower city from retreating to the upper.

Imzya agreed with his assessment but had no other solutions if the sappers couldn’t bring down part of the inner wall. The topography surrounding the city would make it difficult to swing around and take one of the gates out of the upper city. He’d need to make a river crossing and... and… Mac smacked himself in the head.

“Imzya, tell Myrrh to hold position. Move the army up to just outside their ballistae range. I have an idea.”

Two days later, the army reached the city, setting up within sight of the main gates. It was going to be a tough nut to crack. One of the larger cities in the kingdom, Shorm, sported some of the most impressive defenses the humans could provide. They had a near-infinite water supply, likely enough food to keep the upper city fed for a year or two, and a defense in depth that would prove difficult for the army to manage without hideous losses, enough losses to keep them from assaulting Rettalia until the spring.

“Everyone understands the battle plan, Imzya?” Mac queried.

“Yes, Cormac, Myrrh is ready, sappers are ready, and we have a couple of teams of… uh… Special Forces already on the far side of the river.”

“Great, great. I’m sure your troops are all masterfully arranged. Send the delegation to demand their surrender.”

“On it, Sire.”

Imzya relayed orders to one of Sharp-Tooth’s riders, who scuttled off to carry them out. Sharp-Tooth himself was at the command tent, which was a rare enough sight. The goblin enjoyed the autonomy of the field. Messengers relayed orders to him, but he was encouraged to keep his force mobile, ranging out from the main body of the army. This battle would see the warg riders mostly sitting out, as street-to-street fighting was not really their forte, and the wargs could be harder to control if they sensed human meat in the offing. Some of his soldiers volunteered to act as dismounted cavalry, but Imzya quashed that idea, wanting to give the goblins a bit of rest and to hold them as a reserve force.

Walking out to the field in front of his tent, Mac looked out towards the city. He was dwelling on his conversation with Myrrh. Mac knew he needed his troops to get some bloodshed, but he was hoping that it could be kept to the upper city. They’d know in a few hours once the plan was set in motion.

His army was set in a formation to produce more fear than tactical purpose. Assembled in long ranks and deep columns. The impression was that the units were formed up for parade. In their various battalions, Mac knew that it would be an overwhelming sight to anyone on the city walls. Organized, disciplined orcs, duergars, and drow were a frightening thought to humans.

They waited for the return of the delegation before any of the plans were set in motion. He did truly hope he could take the city without a bloodbath, despite what the orcs and duergars wanted. Mac and Imzya watched the delegation deliver his message to a group of knights who had sallied forth to meet them some distance from the city. Obviously, he was too far away to hear what was being said, but he knew that the goblins would deliver the message professionally.

Suddenly, one of the city’s knights drew a sword and struck one of the goblins, killing them instantly. The goblin’s warg lunged at the horse and, in a kinda neat example of bite force, ripped the foreleg off the beast, which promptly fell over, screaming. A second goblin cut the fallen knight with his scimitar, slicing through the back of the knight’s neck, severing his spine. The final goblin fired three arrows in succession, hitting a second knight in the gap between helmet and cuirass, the second arrow bounced off the third knight’s armor, and the third arrow buried itself in the head of the third knight’s horse. It was absolute chaos for a moment. Then it was over. The third knight, overwhelmed by three wargs and two well-trained goblins, lasted about five seconds. His delegation lifted the slain goblin and slung the corpse on his warg. They didn’t kill the first knight’s horse. The third knight’s horse was already dead, and the second knight’s horse bolted, carrying the body of its rider. One of the goblins shook his fist at the city and spat on the corpse of the first knight who started the fracas. Leading their slain friend’s war group, they returned to the line.

“Welp, that answers that,” said Imzya.

Mac was pissed. I mean, who does that? They slew that goblin under a flag of truce. ‘I mean, that’s just not cricket!’ Mac thought.

“What do you think, Imzya?”

“The fucked around, my king,” she responded

Clin’mak completed the phrase, “And now they will find out.”


CHAPTER 18
 

Having an army that could see equally well in the dark as in light was always a boon. Mac’s troops could move without the need for torches, which made it more difficult for the enemy to watch his troop movements. Imzya sent several contingents to demonstrate and to distract the wall garrison by approaching within the outer edge of the light from the torches on the walls. It was entertaining to watch the guards panic about a potential assault on one part of the wall, just to watch them respond to another section as a separate group demonstrated at another portion. Imzya’s commanders were able to get a better count on the wall forces by watching them scramble from one side to another, as they brought up reinforcements to secure threatened areas. The overall consensus was that the walls of the outer city were poorly defended compared to the inner city. The leadership of the city, whether the Duke of Dickery or the Earl of Premature Ejaculation, Mac didn’t care, was going to let the outer city burn and keep all the nobles and wealthy merchants safe. Fuckers. “These fools have learned nothing,” Mac sneered, angered by the callousness of the humans. “Is everything set, Imzya?”

“Yes, sire. We just received word that Myrrh has crossed the river and is now in position. Several of the wraiths and specters in her command have ‘taken control’ of the watchtowers in the pass below the upper gates. She only awaits your signal.”

Mac smiled. The undead didn’t need to breathe. Marching them along the bottom of the river, separating the lower city from the upper city, allowed his army to put ten thousand troops in position to assault the gate into the upper-class sections of the city. Knowing that Mac’s living army would not be able to make a crossing without hours and hours of preparation and mustering, the bulk of the upper city’s defenders were holding the wall facing the lower city.

“Give the signal,” he said.

“Yes, your majesty.”

Imzya nodded to an officer waiting at her side. The call went out to subordinates, and a low sound emanated from the dozens of horns situated throughout the ranks. Imzya had even placed horns far from the army’s flanks, hopefully tricking the enemy into believing the force was greater than it was, though the host of her king’s army was vast enough.

The sound reverberated like a dirge for a full minute before it ceased. At the end of the horn call, an apocalyptic CAROOOOOOM! Sounded through the night sky. A massive explosion of green light flashed at the city wall as a one-hundred-yard section of the city wall simply ceased to be. Pieces of stone, wood, and defenders were scattered across a quarter mile of the city and the plain in front of it, much of it sizzling with a green fire that consumed the wreckage within seconds. The goblins had created an explosive liquid that was stronger than C-4. Although it was much more volatile, they’d produced it in bulk and placed it throughout the sapper tunnels. Mac was very much impressed and told Sharp-Tooth so. The goblin general was very proud of his ‘surprise’ for his king.

Another horn sounded, the call to march forward. The forces of the ‘dark kingdom’ advanced, with elite squadrons entering the city to force a bridgehead. Mac knew that the lower city was taken already, and it was now only a matter of cleanup. Mac and Imzya’s command staff rode forward to watch the denouement of that portion of the battle.

Meanwhile, at the entrance to the upper city, massive undead trolls began battering the massive wooden door of the gate. If not for the hue and cry coming from the lower city, Mac knew he’d have been able to hear the crack of the battering rams against the reinforced wood. Myrrh had command of the situation, and even if her forces couldn’t breach the gate, it was enough of a distraction to the defenders that they would need to reinforce that portion of the wall.

Imzya’s plan for the lower city was to use only a small part of their forces to deal with the scattered defenders, with the bulk of her troops concentrating on getting ready to assault the city over the drawbridge... which is where Mac came in. As he’d mentioned to Myrrh, Mac disliked massive displays of his power. The ‘power corrupts’ aphorism was more true than he let on. Massive displays of his powers left Mac feeling... well... icky. It always made him feel as if there was a thin film of slime on his skin, and it even tasted wrong in his mouth. It passed quickly, but it always felt like a warning to him. However, he knew he’d have to step up this time to make sure the battle ended quickly before it settled into that protracted siege he feared.

Gathering his necromantic magic, he unleashed a ray of darkness, only noted by onlookers because of the torches. The ray sprayed out over the top of the Barbican, disintegrating what it touched; the upper third of the structure simply ceased to exist. The pulley system holding up the drawbridge was part of that upper third, and the bridge fell quickly and with a crashing thud. The defenders, caught off guard by the destructive magic Mac had unleashed, stood stunned and nonplussed by the action. Several precious seconds were wasted when Mac’s army thundered across the bridge and into the upper city proper. From that point, it was a massacre. Mac did not know at that time that Myrrh’s undead troops had broken through their gate to the inner city, and the defenders were fighting on two fronts. As the victor became clear, bands of knights attempted to surrender, but Mac had given the order. After the murder of his envoy, no quarter would be given to any of the nobles or knights. By morning, Imzya’s warriors had penetrated the final bastion. Myrrh’s horde of ghouls were the first to engage the Duke or Earl or whatever, and it was by her hand the human leader fell, only to rise again to join the undead horde.

Imzya had remained by his side for the most part, with the dark elf Marshal occasionally riding out to direct some portion of the battle if things were getting sticky.

A few of the defenders of the lower city had been allowed to surrender, though any nobles were summarily executed. Wherever possible, beast kin and other demi-humans were spared, but collateral damage was always a reality.

The city secured, Mac allowed one of the captured soldiers to bring news to their capital. His message was clear: surrender now.

Securing his new conquest was a bit more of a challenge than Mac had hoped. Many defenders had hidden, and it took some time for them to be rooted out. With the aid of his ratkin and local beast kin, these holdouts were discovered and dispatched. The casualties among Mac’s forces were unfortunate, but manageable. Four thousands of Mac’s living troops had been killed, along with two thousand undead meeting true death. However, over fifteen thousand defenders had been killed, along with additional noble non-combatants. These numbers swelled Myrrh’s command powers, and Mac stepped in to augment her resurrections. There were no trials, no inquiries regarding the actions of the nobility. They were exterminated like an infestation.

Although the beastkin of this city were treated better and had more (relative) freedoms, they certainly were not fully free. Never paid their worth for their crafts, they were kept just a bit over penury. No one mourned over their persecutors.

The army spent two weeks consolidating their hold over the city before marching out again to Rettalia. Between defenders, collateral casualties, and the dispatch of the whole noble class, the number of humans remaining in the city was only thirty percent of what it was when his army launched their assault. In the end, the garrison left behind was more than able to hold the city without additional reinforcements.



The march to the capital was typical. Mostly boring riding, reading reports from scouts and screening forces, and reports from Myrrh as the undead vanguard marched ahead of the main force. The nights were better, Mac spending them with Imzya and Lizzie. Again, Mac thanked the dark Goddess for his prodigious stamina. His lovers demanded every bit of his attention, and they got it. During his brief refractory periods, the women would keep his interest by enjoying each other, much to Mac’s delight.

Imzya reported on several occasions that Sharp-Tooth’s screen forces had engaged small bands of knights and infantry, but the human warriors no longer had the numbers to be anything more than an annoyance. Somehow, with the campaign rapidly coming to a close, Mac found himself feeling a bit maudlin. The war hadn’t been the easiest thing he’d ever done, and on his orders, thousands of civilians had been killed. Mac had to weigh this against the tens or maybe hundreds of thousands of slaves he’d freed. He deemed the losses as acceptable. It was unfortunate that humans, his own kind, would be relegated to second-class citizens for several generations. Despite everything, Mac couldn’t help but think of himself as a traitor to his race. Eggs and omelets aside, this war had been bloody. His baggage trains still made use of the ‘new resources’, also known as human bodies that could not be transformed into the undead, to feed the troops on the road. Even Mac’s variable conscience couldn’t bring himself to end the more cannibalistic tendencies of his orc, troll, and ogre soldiers. To do that, he’d need to create human... farms, to sate the dark appetites of his monstrous warriors. Mac knew he was kicking the can down the road, thinking he’d deal with that after the conquests. It was a problem that couldn’t be ignored.

Unfortunately, Mac had to focus on the now, and the now was destroying the last bastion of the human kingdom in a way that it would never rise again. Although Mac and Imzya had not ordered it, many of his troops made a point of defiling the temples of the Goddess of light. Mac found it unsavory but understandable and did not issue any edicts for the cessation of the sacrilegious practice. And, in truth, there was an enormous amount of hoarded treasure that the priests had accumulated, and the distribution of that wealth made his troops quite satisfied, as well as assisting in getting the city back on its feet before trade began to support the rebuilding.

In Mac’s depressed thoughts, he wanted this stage of the war to be done. He missed his other lovers. Although he was reveling in the attentions of his elf and vampire lovers, Mac wanted to go home.

Imzya promised him that they could go home soon. She had capable and loyal commanders she could put in place to hold the human capital during the winter, and they could all go back to comfy beds and orgiastic lovemaking with all of them. It helped Mac’s mood, but he was impatient.

Five more days of travel brought his outriders and undead forces to the gates of the last redoubt of the humans. Many called the city ‘impregnable’, but to Mac, that just meant no one had actually tried their defenses. Ratkin spies and goblin sappers had made some progress towards destabilizing the city defenses, but they were moving too slowly for his tastes.

There was another tack he could take. Although it had not proved successful with the humans in the past, he thought maybe, just maybe, with their armies destroyed and their cities occupied, they might be able to see some sense and stop the bloodshed.

As soon as Mac’s army arrived and began to make camp, an envoy left the city under a flag of truce. The messenger informed Mac, a bit too haughtily for his taste that his Majesty, King Quental the Eighth, would agree to speak with whoever led the rabble before him to discuss terms. Mac was surprised, maybe even impressed, that the king would be willing to talk. He informed the messenger that King Cormac the First would accept his delegation. Mac mentioned that if the messenger ever spoke to him disrespectfully again, no flag of truce would save him. The envoy had the good sense to be afraid, but tried not to show it. Mac said the king could approach under his safe conduct.

He ordered a pavilion to be set up and, like his previous attempts at negotiating, ordered chairs and refreshments to be ready. He’d asked Myrrh to attend, and she seemed surprised. Mac thought she didn’t believe she belonged in the negotiation, but he had come to trust her, especially her loyalty and her insightful advice. He felt close to her, perhaps because she was the only other human in his life. Plus, she had a dark sense of humor that he appreciated.

His negotiating party included Imzya, Myrrh, and one of Imzya’s commanders, a drow woman called Rhunedra. She was an exceptional commander, a very talented mage, and had absolutely no sense of humor. Lovely, like most of the drow, she was also colder than most. She was steadfastly loyal to Imzya and Mac, partially because her High Priestess mother hoped for her to join his seraglio.

Sharp-Tooth’s scouts reported the king had left the city with a retinue of ten knights, himself, three other nobles, and a young woman of surpassing comeliness. Granted, impressing a goblin with beauty is a pretty low bar, all things considered. Still, they were impressed enough to mention it.

The human king’s party halted almost one hundred feet from Mac’s pavilion. He guessed they expected him to meet them and request their presence? He didn’t know. He’d play into their little farce for now. Unfortunately, he expected the next few minutes or hours to be an excruciating test of his patience.

“Clin’mak, be so kind as to escort our noble guests to the pavilion? If they are expecting me to meet them, they will have to deal with disappointment.”

“Yes, sire. How do you say? ‘Let’s get the show on the road?’”

“Yup,” Mac smirked, “Time to put on our happy faces.”

His personal guard commander mounted a nearby horse and neatly walked it to within earshot of the ‘royal envoys’. Words were exchanged and, and although Mac didn’t bother listening to the words of the exchange, he knew egos were going to be at the forefront today.

The delegation closed on the pavilion, horses richly caparisoned, with polished leather and silver bits, and dismounted. At least the king and his retinue dismounted, while the knights remained at the ready. Their gaudy and impractical armor was shined mirror-bright, their cockiness on display as their horses high-stepped towards the tent. Mac’s warg riders on the periphery were smelling meat on the hoof, and he could practically hear them salivating.

Without preamble or pleasantries, the human king strode up to the table, where Mac waited, standing, and hands behind his back. Without even introductions, the haughty king sat down, and his counselors did as well. The young woman stood at his left side. She was very comely, but had a look of resigned sadness on her face. It was the look of someone walking to the executioner’s block. Mac had a notion about what this was all about. He hoped he was wrong.

The human king was a typical entitled (quite literally) noble who had been told his entire life that his shit didn’t stink. His clothing was barely practical. His boots were either brand new or had rarely been worn for an actual ride. He was dressed in silk and had both ribbons and lace. The colors of his clothing clashed dramatically: royal purple, emerald green, and chartreuse. It was like a Sherwin-Williams store had exploded. He wasn’t fat, which, considering his late middle age, was a surprise to Mac. Nor was he fit. He had the look of a man who had a lucky metabolism and so indulged in fine food, not concerned about future portliness.

The king was not unhandsome, his features well-groomed and his hair freshly coiffed. A strutting peacock, Mac thought.

Mac looked down at the seated men, glaring at them. As much as he hated wearing it, his bulky bone and skull-festooned armor was always a good touch in negotiations. Without any preambles or courtesies, without even introductions, the human king began his demands.

“Villain. You have ravaged my lands long enough, and I will not have it. Thus, in my terms,” the human king, whose name Mac had never bothered to commit to memory, sneered out at him. “You will take your rabble from the field, you will march back to that wasteland you call a kingdom, and you will return those cities you have debased and currently occupy. If not, we will summon the power of our Goddess, and in her anger, she will smite you! It sickens me that I am dealing with traitors to their own people... humans and an elf. Have you no shame?!?!”

Mac’s demeanor was cold, his expression fixed in stone. “Are you done?”

The human king continued his bluster. “I have given you my terms, and I will have your answer!”

Coldly, with deliberation, Mac spoke again. “We are here to discuss the terms of your surrender. That’s it. That I’m entertaining this meeting at all is a mercy on my part. Truly, I could easily force an unconditional surrender or storm the walls, kill every defender, slaughter the nobles, and hang you in a gibbet until you expire. Now, do you have any reasonable terms, or shall we call this meeting adjourned and you go back to skulk in your citadel waiting for my forces to destroy you? Either way, the human kingdom is over. Oh, and for your rudeness, you pompous piece of shit, fuck you.”

The king swelled with rage and offense, though to Mac it looked hollow, like blustering bravado. Mac continued to look at the king with a neutral glance as his opponent continued the tantrum.

Finally, his tirade exhausted, the king looked at Mac, then deflated. It was obvious he thought he could somehow bully Mac, but it was a last-ditch effort. Honestly, it was a pretty shitty negotiating strategy. It wasted his time and really annoyed him. The flags beside the pavilion waved gently in the slight breeze. Mac waited for the king to finally get down to business.

“Fine. My offer is this: in exchange for capitulation, you will allow my nobles and me, along with my treasury and servants, to go into exile in the elven kingdom. I know your reputation for killing the ruling class, and I have no high hopes you would be merciful if we remained in the kingdom.”

Sneering, Mac regarded the sniveling coward of a king. “That’s it? You ask for nothing for your people? For their welfare? The people who have suffered under the yoke of slavery and tyranny…?”

Interrupting, the human before him waved his hand dismissively. “It is the will of the Goddess that the lesser species serve their superiors. My slaves and servants will accompany me along with my household.”

Turning to Myrrh, Mac pointed to one of the king’s councilors randomly and flatly said to her, “Kill him.” At a breathy whisper and a deft hand motion from Myrrh, the councilor shrieked out, withered, and turned to dust before everyone’s eyes.

“Speak of lesser beings again, ‘king,’ and only you will return to the city. I promised you safe passage; I said nothing of your retinue.”

The offhand display of murderous magic stunned the king, as he and his retinue froze in fear. The girl at his side let out a slight shriek at the casual death she had witnessed. The king himself blanched, and his other councilor began to sweat and shiver in terror.

The king, terrified and defeated, said, “What are your terms?”

“Surrender. Have your soldiers put down their weapons. We will then review your policies on slavery. Any noble found to be complicit in cruelty against the people of this city will be hanged, and their bodies left to rot as compost for next year’s plantings. Nobles found not to have treated their ‘slaves’ as chattel will be allowed either to leave in exile to who cares where, or remain in the city with a small pension. Their lands and goods will be confiscated, and their children will be apprenticed to trades.”

Looking aghast at Mac, the king once again sighed and seemed to age immediately. “In exchange for mercy for my remaining family, I offer you my daughter in marriage, thereby legitimizing your rule and allowing my queen and sons to live with some of our creature comforts.”

Laughing, Mac said with venom, “Would you trade your own daughter to a man you believe to be evil incarnate so you can live in the lap of luxury? What else? That I would make you regent because you are my father-in-law? Think again. I have no need for more women, and I do not need to legitimize my claims. I claim the throne by right of conquest. You and your sons will stand trial the same as the rest of the nobility. If you surrender now, you will be spared the wholesale slaughter of the noble families. And I mean everyone. From the oldest crone to the youngest babe, I will annihilate every tree, limb, and branch of these arrogant, entitled families, down to the very twigs! You have bartered for your life without regard for your people. King, your fate is set in stone.”

One of the councilors yelled at Mac, “How dare you! The rules of war clearly state that the nobility will be ransomed at the earl…” A brief incantation from Myrrh, and the councilor fell to the ground writhing. He expired quickly. With another word and gesture, he awkwardly stumbled to his feet. His eyes vacant, he moved to stand by the necromancer.

The rest of the councilors once more started in fear, and the king turned white as milk. Myrrh looked to the knights pointedly and said, “Any further disrespect to my lord and master will end up the same as this man, my new minion.”

Mac pronounced the doom. “What say you, ‘king’?”

“My lord,” the daughter pleaded, “may I have a word with you? Before my king responds?”

The king immediately berated her and yelled, “He has already rejected you, you useless wretch! Silence yourself, or I will do it for you!”

Myrrh immediately killed another one of the human knights and raised him from the dead. “I did not care for the way you spoke to her, milord. Keep a civil tongue in the presence of my master.”

Mac sighed and ordered the tent cleared, including the human king.

“What needs to be said to me?” Mac asked.

“My name is Caoimhe, my lord. I am the youngest of my father’s children and therefore the least valuable. I understand that you do not wish to marry me, but… will you take me with you, anyway?”

Mac was dumbfounded and merely asked, “Why?”

“Despite my father’s bravado and propaganda, news of your mercy and benevolence in your conquered cities has spread. The merchant caravans bring word of freed slaves, lessened taxes, and public works being accomplished. Despite being ‘anointed’ by the Goddess of light, my father is a cruel, hateful man. Your rejecting me will mean he will never let me marry, and I will have no true chance at love or family. I beseech you, lord.”

Mac looked at her with new eyes. She was exceedingly comely, but frankly, his other lovers outshined her by orders of magnitude. Smiling, he said, “Yeah, a’right.”


CHAPTER 19
 

The ratkin and goblin agents reported that the defenders were only a modest number of older and younger defenders. There were perhaps one hundred to one hundred and fifty trained and experienced knights left in the city. Mac would have liked to say the final battle was all glory and drama, with pitched battles between vast forces and champions on both sides fighting single combat to hold the field.

In reality, the denouement was disappointing and anticlimactic. It didn’t take very long for the ogres and trolls, with boulders and battering rams, to break the main gates. Although the knights fought to the last, most of the defenders surrendered immediately. His troops, well aware that their king did not wish a slaughter, refrained from killing the population in the lower city, but had a field day in the upper. Noble houses were ransacked, and gold, jewels, and other valuables ‘confiscated for redistribution.’ Many of the nobility died in unfortunate accidents during these confiscations. A true tragedy indeed.

In the end, the final dissolution of the human kingdom was quickly completed, with a relative minimum of fuss. The trials of the nobility were efficient, swift, and decisive. As the tribunals were underway, Caoimhe’s father, the former king and now defendant standing at the dock, raged at her treachery, calling her names no woman should have to endure. Screaming at Mac, “You would not marry her, but you will make her your slut?!?”

The insult did not go unnoticed by Myrrh, who summarily executed one of the king’s sons, raising him as a flesh-hungry ghoul. She then unleashed the new undead royal on his brother, allowing him to consume his living sibling. When the tearing flesh and the noisily slurping swallows concluded, the human queen vomited, then fainted dead away.

The king never truly believed he would be executed for his cruelty, along with his wife and sons, but as soon as he was led to the gallows, he pleaded for his life and cried as a babe. Soiling himself as he was forced up the stairs to his death, Mac thought his death lacked any sense of dignity. He was a selfish man to the last, and died a coward, a sniveling, entitled coward who thought himself above human decency. His daughters, having been accused of not only mistreating her servants but also ordering the death of two beastkin maids, wept as they were led to their final moments. Only the queen faced her death with grace. She ascended the steps, head held high, without any show of fear or panic. Dignity intact, her executioners ensured that her death was instantaneous. Mac had her buried with full honors instead of turning their corpses over to his soldiers for dinner.

The trials ended with executions and imprisonments. The few nobles who were not purged outright lived only through the grace of their former slaves, who vouched for them. Their fortunes confiscated and with no prospects outside of the kingdom, many of them would serve out their prison terms and join the bureaucracy of the city, jobs they are passing familiar with from managing their estates.

By the middle of summer, the city was mostly set to rights, and Imzya left behind a strong garrison to ensure the capital remained secure. From there, his marshal had only to subjugate the few remaining human cities and the one or two dependent principalities. She swore to return by the end of autumn. Mac told her to be sure she did. He did not wish to go without her for too long. He suspected the cities that did not surrender would meet horrible fates in his drow lover’s rush to return to his seat of power.

Mac’s retinue and personal guard began the long trek back to the capital. Imzya, even though her army had been slightly depleted by casualties and the slew of garrisons she’d had to leave in the wake of her many conquests, had an additional company of both living and undead accompany him home. A few dark elf necromancers would handle the undead still in the van of her army, leaving Myrrh to travel back with Mac as well. Despite his rather selfish desires, Lizzie remained with Imzya in order to ensure speedy conquests through internal disruptions, riots, and assassinations. She had been coordinating the sappers and her agent provocateurs to great effect. The parting of Mac from Imzya and Lizzie was bittersweet, with the women wanting to ‘get their share’ before their long separation. Mac reminded Lizzie of his love, which shocked Lizzie as he had never said the words to her out loud. He knew what she’d said about her kind, but she was still touched by his words.

Mac’s remaining companions were Caoimhe and Myrrh. The human (former) princess traveled separately from Mac and his necromancer, giving her room to grieve. She had only one maidservant accompany her, which told him that her status in her father’s court was quite poor indeed. He gave them their own carriage and made sure they were well guarded. He wasn’t terribly interested in dealing with her, and he thought about whom he could palm her off. The last thing he really wanted was a mopey princess roaming about the castle. Although he agreed to let her return to his city, he promised nothing more than that. It would be up to Morag as to what would be done with her.

Considering how far into the human domain Mac had traveled with the army, it was going to be several weeks before he’d reach home. Home. Huh. I didn’t believe I’d ever think of it as home. But it is now, and I’m happy. I never thought I could be happy again. Despite everything, all the destruction, the death, the chaos I have inflicted in this world, I feel as if, in the end, some good has come from it. I have beautiful women who care for me, who will not betray me. I look forward to the time when the wars are over. When perhaps we can find peace. Maybe... maybe raise some kids? Mac thought deeply. He was anxious to return to Morag. He longed for her embrace, her scent, her laugh. Teanna was likewise constantly in his thoughts. Also, he couldn’t help but also miss Kellas, and he knew that she would be in his bed in short order. She was too insistent, too committed to making him hers, too fucking hot for him to resist much longer. Also, once she found out about Lizzie, she’d either demand to be taken or she might even leave his service. Yeah, banging the kitty was a foregone conclusion, and truth told, he was looking forward to it.

“Your Majesty?” Mac’s reverie was broken by the almost meek question from his Myrrh. The first few days of travel, he’d not been particularly conversational. When she spoke, he realized he’d neglected his companion by retreating into his own thoughts.

“Yes, Myrrh? I apologize, I was wool-gathering,” he said, smiling at the shy, cute, incredibly lethal necromancer.

“I wanted to see if there was anything I could do for you? You have been pensive these last days, and between leaving your lovers with the army, and the length of time before you reunite with Lady Morag, I can understand you must feel frustrated.”

“Ha! ‘Frustrated’, well, I suppose that’s one way of describing it. There’s a bit of that. Longing for those I left with the army, anticipation of those we’re traveling towards. Surprisingly, I was thinking about being happy.”

“Happy, my king? Why would you not be happy? You rule a vast kingdom, your subjects adore you for what you have done, and you have the love of the most beautiful women in the realm, if not the entire world! It seems as if happiness would be your natural state!” Myrrh said, practically gushing. Mac looked at his companion. She really had that ‘girl next door’ mixed with a goth vibe. Man, she’d be super hot in your typical Catholic schoolgirl uniform... Nope. Nope. Nope. Cormac Burke, keep it in your pants. You can’t, despite what Morag wants, fuck all the cute women in your life. Five is more than enough.

“Myrrh, in my former world, I was manifestly unhappy. My wife had cheated on me with my best friend, someone I’d known since childhood. It kinda fucked me up. I became very cold, very angry,” Mac confessed. Maybe for the first time, Mac spilled all the hurt he’d felt, all the horrible things he’d done, the blackness that had held his heart in its grasp for years.

Myrrh just... listened. She didn’t say a word as the words came out of him. He didn’t even realize how much he needed to talk about it. Mac couldn’t remember if he’d ever wept over the collapse of his marriage, but he did now, freely. He felt embarrassment cover his cheeks along with his tears. Why he was telling all of this to a woman steeped in the dark arts of necromancy, whose very purpose brought darkness and pain, he couldn’t say.

He’s not sure when it happened, but when the words stopped, he realized that Myrrh had crawled up onto his lap, curled into him, her arms around his neck. Just holding him. He knew she was weeping softly. He couldn’t understand the ‘why’. She’d rarely shown any emotion other than anger when someone insulted him. She was at best taciturn and often broody. He couldn’t imagine her crying.

He placed his arms around her and hugged her tightly. Then, with the tip of his finger, he raised her chin up so he could look at her. “Why are you crying, Myrrh?”

“Because, my king, I have never met anyone who could understand my pain. The feelings of hurt and rejection. Knowing you’d never have that peace in your heart again. Finally, giving into the darkness and reveling in it. Despite the loneliness and cold it made you feel. I’ve been so alone, sire, you have made me feel... everything again.”

The cute goth girl and lethal necromancer looked up at him, staring into his eyes, her own glistening with tears both shed and unshed. Hesitantly, vulnerably, she pressed her lips against his own. It was a surprisingly gentle kiss. It was one of mutual understanding, the sharing of pain and loss. And the simultaneous release of the burdens they each carried inside.

Suddenly, Myrrh stiffened. Her eyes opened widely, growing wild with shock, followed by the flush of embarrassment. She practically leaped off Mac’s lap and scuttled to the farthest part of the carriage.

“My lord... Sire... forgive my impertinence! I didn’t mean to... mean to... Goddess, Morag will have me drawn and quartered!” Myrrh hid her face in her hands, her head shaking side to side. “No, no, no, no, no!”

“Myrrh,” he said, “stop. It was fine, more than fine actually. It was beautiful. Please, stop panicking...”

“No, no, nonononono! I’ve ruined everything!”

“What have you ruined? You gave me a kiss, a very sweet kiss. What could be wrong with that?”

Still hiding her face in her hands, curled up in a ball on the far side of the carriage, she mumbled, “Sire, you don’t, you can’t... I can’t... please, can we forget about this?”

Mac sighed, upset that he had upset her. “Of course we can... for now. However, we will revisit this later. You have done nothing wrong... and certainly nothing I didn’t want, despite my rather complicated love life. But for now, we’ll pretend it didn’t happen.”

Mac really hated that the tender moment had ended so abruptly, with Myrrh almost catatonic with self-recriminations. The lonely necromancer had reached out to him, and he’d responded. But some lingering sense of ‘unworthiness’ had stopped her. He could see her withdraw into her carefully curated shell of aloofness. Mac hoped that they could be friends, but he felt inexplicably drawn to her, to their shared pain. Internally sighing, he knew Morag would likely capitalize on this moment and try to add Myrrh to his coterie of lovers.

The next week or so was quiet in the carriage, with Myrrh not being able to look at him and only able to answer direct questions. He left her to work through her issues and hoped she’d come to the right conclusions. He knew he’d have to talk to Morag and have her make Myrrh more comfortable. Reassure her that her feelings were okay. And reciprocated, even if he wasn’t ready for yet another lover. He valued Myrrh as a confidant and friend, and he kind of needed her in that position... for now.



As the column approached the capital, his personal guard dropped the pace of their mounts to a walk. At the time, he thought nothing of it. Well, more accurately, he wasn’t paying attention, as his goth girl was still flushed with embarrassment that had persisted throughout the latter half of the journey. He first noticed what sounded like... waves, crashing on the shore. Since the city was nowhere near a coastline, that was ruled out in his mind. It dawned on him that the sound was that of cheering crowds! Word of his return had preceded Mac’s arrival back at his capital, and his people had lined the road for miles to cheer his return. Goblins, orcs, duergar (!), trolls, ratkin (hordes of ratkin!), and even dark elves stood rows deep, welcoming their victorious king back from the war. To Mac, accolades like this were surreal. Yes, he’d been cheered before. But this throng started over ten miles from the city.

Mac signaled for the column to stop. As soon as he opened the carriage door, he heard his guards groan, face-palming and shaking their heads, knowing what would come next. Clin’mak clearly added, “Oh fuck,” to his groans of despair and tried to head Mac off.

“Sire, please, please don’t do this. There are tens of thousands lined up. If you insist on greeting everyone, we’ll never make it to the city tonight, and Lady Morag will have my skin for a rug,” the distraught orc complained.

“Don’t worry, my friend. I’ll walk a bit, chat a bit, and ride a bit, and so on. These people have walked for hours to greet me, I have to show some respect and consideration,” the king smiled.

“Permission to speak freely, your majesty?”

“Of course, always.”

“You’re a right bastard. If anything happens to you, every city in the kingdom will want a body part after Lady Morag has me drawn and quartered. And that will only be after Kellas and the rest torture me. And if Marshal Imzya returns...”

“Okay, message received. Would it be okay if Myrrh and I just walked in front of the column, waving for a bit? No melee range?”

“That would be better, Sire,” the frazzled orc said with a modicum of relief.

Grabbing her hand, Mac pulled Myrrh forward. The poor woman protested, but Mac merely slipped her arm into his and walked along, waving to the crowd. He felt Myrrh’s tension. The poor, shy goth girl groaned, her face a strawberry of blush. Knowing she could not remove her arm from the king’s without causing a scene, she asked in a quiet whisper, “Sire! What are you doing?! They will think I am your paramour!”

Mac smiled with a somewhat evil grin. “You are an important member of my inner circle. And you were instrumental in the destruction of the human kingdom. You will receive praise, you will smile, and you will pretend to like it, my dear. You deserve the accolades as much as any other in my circle.”

She knew he would not change his mind, and so met her fate afterwards with decent cheer and a strained, but still diplomatic, smile.

Eventually, the procession made it back to the city and then to the citadel. Boland, Lady Morag, and his other ladies awaited him on the steps. Boland was the first to greet him, and he knew he had to be brief.

“Your Majesty, we’re so glad you are back, and we declared a holiday for your return. We’ll speak tomorrow. Enjoy your reunion with your ladies. Welcome home.” He spoke in an excellent impression of a ‘Modern Major General’.

Mac appreciated his chancellor’s understanding and his fast-spoken and brief message. A moment later, however, his arms were filled with a petite vulpes, and his back was caressed by a tail wagging fast enough to make a humming sound. He kissed his first lady passionately. Holding her up to him with one hand at her back, he stroked her cheek and looked deeply into her beautiful slitted eyes.

“Missed you, babe,” he said softly. Morag burst into tears, and then Kellas embraced him and sought her own kisses, which, to her surprise, Mac reciprocated. After their excited greetings, Kellas took one hand, and Morag the other, and they began dragging him towards the doorway. Morag was in the lead and clearing a path to their chambers. Morag must have heard about Lizzie from Imzya and was forcing his hand to mate with the catgirl.

Arriving at his chambers, the women drew him in. He saw the final member of his lovers, standing gorgeously nude in front of the door leading to the bath. “Welcome home, sire. Let us... relax you.” Teanna was so fucking adorable that Mac could not help himself. Breaking free from Kellas and Morag, he strode forth towards the skunk kin, unlacing his breeches along the way. He picked up his petite little skunk by her lovely ass and pinned her against the wall of the chamber. With one swift move, he impaled her to her delight and surprise. He didn’t relent until he had cum inside her, with the rest of his women giggling at his desperate ardor.

Once the edge had been taken off, Mac allowed himself to be bathed, massaged, and led to the bed. It seemed that Morag had been busy. The bed was much larger than previously, and the decor of the chamber no longer looked like it was a display from a Spirit Halloween store. Now there was both a regal element to it, and of course, a bit of a woman’s touch. Morag knew to keep it understated and retained an overall masculine vibe (“projecting power,” Morag had said).

Kellas provided him with a potion she called a philtre of love, but Mac thought of it as ‘super viagra’. The next hours were an orgiastic bacchanalia of lovemaking, with each girl striving to pleasure him. Erotic displays of his ladies playing with one another, teasing, lovemaking, and downright nasty fucking. Morag and Kellas even tied him up for a bit (with his cautious permission), and the night found new levels of debauchery.

Many hours later, he and his lovers, exhausted and sated, they recounted what had happened in his absence: the various political ploys and machinations, little conspiracies, and various nobles trying to suck up to Mac by offering their daughters, etc. Mac in turn, related tales of the war, including the end of the human king, and his daughter begging him to take her away from the kingdom. He implored Morag to look after her, but he insisted that he would not be taking her to bed. His first lover merely gave him her patented, ‘we’ll see’ smile, and Mac groaned inwardly.

The next day... very much later the next day, Mac met with Boland, the king’s consorts joining him to add reports. His chancellor reported the records. Record mine output, record harvests, record levels of trade, a record economy all in all. Despite the holiday being called for one day alone, the festival continued for two more full days. Boland reported that because of the economic prosperity, due largely in part to the improved conditions for the slaves, the kingdom would be able to abolish slavery in the next year or two without complaint from the nobles. Mac told Boland to proceed with the plan and to appropriately socialize the looming change with the nobles, including a timeline. It’s exactly what Mac wanted to hear. His goal of efficiency was being realized and being replicated throughout his lands.

Reports regarding his other cities were similar. The crushing of the human kingdom caused celebrations everywhere, including the city of the duergar, Tremarch. His armed forces, once a slavering horde of ‘monstrous races’, were being hailed as liberators and heroes throughout even the human cities, which were now dominated by the former beastkin slaves. Recruitment of soldiers in the liberated cities more than doubled Mac’s standing force. Orcs, goblins, and other bloodthirsty races were rotated in and out of the front so that they could slake their lust for combat. Planned campaigns against the elves received unrestrained support from all sectors of the armed forces.

Kellas reported that her internal security forces had been working to identify any plots against his rule, small or large. She reported that the number of internal agitations had dropped to almost nothing as worker conditions improved, and external agitators were being turned over by the populace regularly. Missionaries for the Goddess of light were shown to the gate if they were merely proselytizing, or to the gallows if they were trying to foment dissent.

Mac said they should allow them to preach, as it would likely end up with citizens tarring and feathering them. Kellas asked, “Tarring and feathering, sire?” Mac went on to explain the ancient Earth custom, realizing only later that the technique would soon find its way into the hands of the civilians through Kellas’ agents. He sighed, but let it go. It was a hill he wasn’t going to try to die on, and he knew Kellas well enough that any of his protestations wouldn’t matter and that Pandora’s Box was already open.

For several weeks, through the warm days of the summer, Mac and his consorts spent time together, relaxing, dealing with matters of state, and making love nightly. Imzya reported via warg courier that the war was wrapping up, with only a few holdouts. Movement along the dwarven and elven borders had required her to send a large portion of her army to those areas, but she believed they were merely saber-rattling after the destruction of the human kingdom. In the same message, Lizzie reported that the Witch Covens and the Court of the Fae were seeking safe passage to the capital to discuss non-aggression treaties. His vampire lover would accompany them with a retinue of warriors if Mac agreed. He sent his permission, of course, hoping to have at least a non-aggression treaty before he moved on the dwarves and elves.

One evening, as Mac was reading through reports, one of his guards gave a gentle rap on the door to his ready room. As he read, his guard called in to let him know Kellas was requesting an audience. With his affirmation, she entered his chambers. Kellas was dressed in her usual attire, her body sinuous and smooth like the leather she favored. Mac smiled at her, and he invited her to sit, but she demurred. She seemed a bit nervous, and the cat girl wrung her hands tentatively. Mac was a bit confused. Kellas was always a confident straight shooter who almost never looked nervous or uncertain, especially after Morag brought her into their bed-play. But here she was, uncomfortable standing before a man who now knew her intimately.

“Yes, dear? Can I do something for you?” he said, regretting the unintentional double entendre.

“Sire, when I first volunteered to remain in your service, it was because I wanted to keep my creature comforts and perhaps advance my own standing with you. I admit, your strength and power attracted me. You were like a force of nature, strangely confident in a world that was new to you. Power was a tool you wielded, not something you sought for itself. You said many times that you would never take an unwilling woman, and I imagined with Morag and Imzya as your lovers, you would never cast your eyes my way. As Teanna has likewise become your bed partner, I hoped I would be next considered. I saw your desire for me, and I know you would not act on it of your own accord. You put me off many times.”

“Yes, for reasons that were unfair to you. But we are now lovers, and you know I care about you deeply. Isn’t that time over?”

Kellas continued, “Master, for the first time without the others, I have come here, willingly, to give myself to you. You are the first man with whom I have desired to mate, and I know that you will treat me well for all time. Please, sire, do not turn me away. I could not bear it. Let me know that I am your mate, and that our making love is not merely your desire to see me play with your other lovers,” the cat girl said, biting her bottom lip with nervousness.

“Kellas, I’m so sorry,” he said, standing and going over to embrace her. She nestled deeply into his neck and began her alluring purr. “You are amazing in your capabilities, and you know I find you beautiful. I’ve wanted you since practically the moment I met you. I merely felt that I could not show so many women that I care and still give each of them my full attention. It was never my intention to hurt you.” Mac knew that she would not display signs of blushing due to her ebon skin, but he knew just the same she was. He released her from his hug and held her just slightly away from him, giving her a gentle, loving kiss. Looking at her from arm’s length, basking in her beauty, he drew her in close again, and she came into his embrace. Mac knew she’d been cleared by Morag long ago, and this was just the culmination of their individual bond.

Pushing back from him, looking at him with hooded, heated eyes, Kellas moved her hands to the first catch of her leather bodice. She took her time stripping for Mac, gyrating sensually. He knew she’d make a fortune in any ‘gentleman’s club’ back home. He kissed her deeply and whispered into Kellas’ ear, “Morag believes you have never had the touch of a man. Is this true?”

“Yes... yes, sire. But I will do my best to please you,” Kellas said with some embarrassment.

“No, dear kitty, I will do my best to please you.”



Interlude: Kellas

Finally! What an intensely frustrating male! My ego was getting seriously bruised, especially after all the offers I had in Umbral. I mean, I was throwing myself at him, and he was turning me down but sending all sorts of mixed messages. I’m beautiful, I’m attractive, but still no?! If he’d said ‘no’ one more time, I was going to take a page out of Teanna’s plotting diary and just wake him up with a blowjob.

I felt like I was in a constant state of heat, and the only male I wanted to mate with was my king, and he was rebuffing me. Again and again. Almost every time I had to speak with him, I had to change my small clothes. He was tall, handsome, and oh-so-confident. I want to bear his kittens in the worst way.

Morag told me to be patient, but I’m cat-kin. We are not known for our patience. At all. I wanted to crawl over him and just sent him. Mark him as mine. He was everything one could want in a mate: tender to those he loved, vicious and ruthless to his enemies and, amazingly, just.

After years of being a slave, to be freed and allowed into the service of one such as he? Hnnnnnhhh.

Then... the rumor. He’d bedded the vampire before me. The vamp who’d shown no interest in him beyond the casual flirting a vampire might do to attract a snack. He’d fucked her and not me! I was crushed, humiliated, and horny! When the rumors hit the mill, Morag came to talk with me. As always, the first of the harem understood what I felt even before I probably did. She sat down beside me, kissed my brow, and hugged me. She whispered in my ear that it was not that the King didn’t want me, and more that he was being ‘stubborn’ and ‘noble’. Morag said it was more than likely that Imzya dragged the vampire into their bed, and Mac didn’t really have a say in the matter. She laughed and held me for a moment, then said, “Sweetie, I think it’s time we take the decision out of his hands. He wants you, but dumb male that he is, he wants to do the ‘right thing’, whatever that means.

“I assure you, within an hour of his return to the palace, you will be underneath him getting your wish. I swear it.”

If Morag said it would happen, it would happen. She’s the strongest woman I have ever met, and she knows what’s good for our king. I fell asleep in her arms that night, content that my long wait was coming to an end.

The business of a kingdom was never-ending, but Boland shouldered the bulk of it. Other servants marveled at the goblin’s general demeanor, stressing how happy he was with managing the bureaucracy. Boland said on many occasions that Mac’s trust meant everything to him.

Mac couldn’t run the kingdom without him, and he made sure Boland knew it. At every opportunity, he heaped praise and gifts on his chancellor, not as a bribe, but as a true appreciation of his talents and dedication.

Just as he valued Boland, Mac valued, nay, adored his beautiful mates (as Kellas, Morag, and Teanna referred to him). Must be a beastkin thing, Mac thought. At every opportunity, he doted on them. Kellas was unused to that sort of treatment and was clearly a bit uncomfortable receiving his admiration and love, but Teanna and Morag absolutely devoured it at every opportunity. And certainly, he made sure each of his lovers currently with him in Krelgar City were made to feel loved and satisfied every evening.

One evening in bed, his consorts surrounding him after a very enjoyable round of lovemaking, Mac and his lovers talked about their respective experiences, where each grew up, and what they did before being taken to the harem. Each spoke as much as they were comfortable with, sharing cuddles and caresses when conversations became difficult.

As the pillow talk continued, Mac spoke about Earth and his world’s obsession with ‘fantasy’. He idly asked a question about the world. He told them a bit about how each of these races in this world were myths and a legend only found in books, video games (he deferred explaining that one), and role-playing games (that one too). He said he recognized the elves, dwarves, gnomes, etc., but wondered if there were halflings in this world, as he had never seen one or heard tell of them. Morag shivered and said, “They are almost extinct, Mac, and those that are not dead are worked to death in the dwarven mines.”

“What the fuck? How the hell did that happen?”

“Centuries ago, the dwarves concocted some perceived slight and warred upon those gentle people, destroying their homes, their villages, and their farms. Their survival, in bondage to the dwarves, assuming there were any left at all, would find them in the pit mines of the dwarven strongholds.”

“That... that makes no sense! What could the dwarves possibly gain from that?”

“Some believe, my king that it was because they refused to worship the Goddess of light and kept to their own faith and traditions. It is also likely that is why the humans and elves failed to intervene.”

Mac grew silent, thinking for a minute. Getting out of bed, Mac called a servant to his chambers. “Have Chancellor Boland meet me in my ready room.”

“Morag, come with me, my love.”

“Cormac, what is it? What’s wrong?” she asked, looking concerned.

“The halflings. Driven to extinction or turned into slave labor? Nope. We’re going to fix this shit.”

Quickly throwing on a robe, Mac headed to his office off the throne room, where he found an already awake and very lively-looking Boland.

“Your Majesty, what is wrong? You look furious!”

“Boland, draft a message to Imzya. Tell her by the time she returns to the capital, I want her plan for a campaign against the dwarves. Motherfuckers fucked around…”


Epilogue - Interlude: Boland
 

Ayear. Nothing more than a year. Krelgar hadn’t ‘turned a corner’, it reversed direction and sped away! I could not believe it. From the moment I met the king, I knew things would never be the same. Decisive, intelligent, educated, yes. But also ruthless, implacable, and cunning: everything Antolg was not. One might have called the former king ruthless, but it was more savage, child-like cruelty. Petulance even. This Cormac was a breath of fresh air.

And he had a plan! By Maglubiyet’s hairy balls, this human had a plan. And it worked! Now? The economy was booming, the citizens were happy, and the humans had been humiliated and defeated. Swept away like they’d been nothing. Not only that, the king had barely used the immense powers given to him by the Goddess. He just changed the horde into an army and let them do what only they could do best: savage the enemy.

I was amazed the first time King Cormac turned over the reins of government to me while he was away. He simply left the kingdom in my hands, trusting me to do what needed to be done. I would send him updates and specific things that needed a decision. Then I received the letter from him, and it nearly broke my greedy goblin heart.

Boland, stop sending this shit to me. I don’t really have time to deal with this at the front. I’ve told you, the mechanism of government is in your hands, and you are authorized to make these decisions on my behalf. You’ve proven yourself capable and loyal. I hate micro-managing this stuff and frankly, you know what I want better than I do myself sometimes. While I’m kicking Rettle’s ass with Imzya, I need and expect you to govern. So get about it!

Truly, to be praised and not ridiculed, to be valued and not merely tolerated. This man, this human man was the answer to all of Krelgar’s plans. I will govern on his behalf, to the best of my ability. And woe betide those who come against him. He is now and will always be my king.


Epilogue - Interlude: Morag
 

Despite the things I had witnessed my king and mate do, I had never been frightened of him, not from the moment I met him. Even now, I was not frightened of him, but perhaps by him. Who would have thought that a race that had been destroyed and enslaved centuries ago would anger him so? I was so very confused. 

Boland and Mac talked longer into the night, with my mate eventually sending me to bed again when he caught me yawning. I smiled at my lover, kissed him on the cheek, and then retired. Entering my…my? When did I start thinking about it as ‘mine’ and ‘ours’ versus ‘his’? Entering my bedchamber, I wished the guards good night, with them responding ‘My Lady’ this was a new development. Before, the guards merely ignored me or used just my first name. There had been no respect. Now, there was not only respect but, dare I say, some small amount of affection? So strange.

As I closed the door, I was shocked to see a figure casually reclining on the bed. Black wings spread behind her. Her eyes seemed like barely banked fires, glowing like hot coals in the dark. Her ebon skin was flawless, her body, perfect in all ways. A thin, reptilian tail capped with a spade tip, languidly curled about her leg. Her fingernails were elegant, manicured claws that looked as if they could shred mithral like butter. She was utterly beautiful, sexy, and ultimately desirable. If Mac were here now, he would not spare me even a single glance. She spoke then, and her voice was mesmerizing, sensual, with a rasp that took my breath away.

“Don’t worry, dear Morag, I’ve not come to steal your mate. And believe me, I couldn’t if I tried. He is desperately in love with you.

“No, I’m merely here to talk. To you. About Cormac.”

Then I realized it. This was no succubus coming to seduce my mate, to steal his soul. The power radiating from her made that notion laughable. This was…the dark Goddess herself. Visiting me in the corporeal flesh. I fell to my knees and bowed my head like a supplicant.

“Now, now…dear Morag. No bowing or any of that. I just want to have a little talk about your mate and how he is holding up. His deeds have exceeded my expectations. But I want your perspective, as someone who thawed the Ice King’s heart. Come up to the bed and let’s gossip, bestie…”
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