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      The sun was shining, the sky was a clear blue. Trumpets were blowing in the plaza as dignitaries from neighbouring kingdoms arrived. It was truly a wonderful day. The kingdom of Lorian was the pinnacle of peace. A practical utopia for those of a law-abiding constitution. But it hadn’t always been that way, and that was the reason for this year’s celebrations. The harvest festival. It had been the same for seven generations. And it wasn’t about to stop now. And King Lorian (imaginative, I know) was waking up to a wonderful feeling.

      “This is truly the most marvellous way to start the day,” he smiled.

      “Anything for my lord and master,” Dhika giggled.

      King Lorian grinned, watching her scaled labia stretching over his cock with each bounce of her hips. The kobold had been utterly terrified of him at first. But like all the women in his employ, they soon came around. It wasn’t anything intentional on his part. He simply treated them with the dignity and respect he treated everyone else. And when a young, inexperienced kobold joined up a few years ago. Only to weep openly as the great King Lorian, held her bleeding hand after a mishap with a broken glass. Well, between his kindness, his charm and his obvious love for all things beautiful, the quiet kobold snuck into his bed to thank him. And in the years of her service, she had never thought to leave it again.

      “Show me that tail of yours,” he commanded softly.

      Dhika blushed furiously as she heard those words. But her tail flicked quickly from side to side. Tails in her society were frowned upon. The longer and more flexible they were, the worse they were viewed. Long tails got in the way when kobolds dug their tunnels. Excitement meant whoever was behind you in the confines of the dark had to keep their distance or risk being hit repeatedly in the face. That meant digging with a long-tailed kobold was slower and therefore relegated them to lower societal positions. Which is how Dhika ended up taking training as a maid and offered her services to the crown. It was only blind luck she ended up running into the king, who took her in and made her feel so welcome.

      And there lay her shame. A foot long flexible tail might not look like much to a human. But to a fellow kobold, she was practically hideous. So despite her slender waist, full breast, rounded ass and tight pussy, she had never felt beautiful. But, doing as her King commanded, she rotated on his cock to face his toes.

      She squeaked as his hand gripped the base of her tail. The source of her shame. The ultimate betrayal of her self-confidence. And he stroked it, from base, to tip and back. And like the filthy little kobold she was, she trembled in bliss at the taboo pleasure.

      “My king,” she whimpered.

      “Bend forward, my dear.”

      Dhika did as he commanded her. Leaning over, to expose her little scaly asshole to the king. It always sent shockwaves through her when he did this, and he didn’t do it often. That foot-long flexible tail of hers, was perfect for another use. She bit her lip, as he bent it around and she let out a small gasp as he pressed the tip into her ass.

      “Tell me how much you want this,” he murmured.

      “I want it,” she whimpered, rocking her hips back, shamefully on her own tail. “It shames me, but it feels so wonderful.”

      “Will it make you cum?” King Lorian asked, knowing full well the answer.

      “Always, my king,” she nodded frantically, making her long, ears flick back and forth with momentum.

      Even as she spoke, her face grew hotter with embarrassment. She hated how much she loved this, and she couldn’t help but wag her tail even faster. The king chuckled as he slowly fed her tail into her own ass. Dhika crooned softy as she dug her claws into the sheets. Her tail, with the frequency of her wagging, acted like a massive vibrating butt plug as he forced it up inside her.

      King Lorian shoved her further forward, keeping himself buried inside her. But the small kobold could feel her king as he got to his knees behind her. Her tiny body was used to his size by now. He had been so very gentle with her at first, but now she lived and breathed to worship his cock in any way he saw fit. And he saw fit with ample opportunity. What good was it to be the king of paradise, if you couldn’t take advantage of the abundance of said paradise.

      King Lorian smiled down at the beautiful kobold. Her ass fit nicely in his palms, while he used a thumb to force her tail further into her puckered hole. He smiled down at her as he pulled his cock free. He groaned, watching her labia clinging to his length, before he forced himself back inside. Once again, he wondered if he should broach the subject of her finding a proper mate. He knew her culture well, as that was part of his education growing up. But the beautiful kobold deserved to have eggs one day, and his royal duties prevented him from being the one to do so.

      KNOCK KNOCK

      King Lorian froze, as the door opened to his room. Queen Cyllbes frowned at him as Dhika froze in shock. It wasn’t the first time, she had been caught in bed with the king, but the terror never faded.

      “Really, husband?” She frowned, tilting her hip to give him a reproachful look.

      “You could join us,” King Lorian grinned, thinking about the curvy, brunette, gnome. He loved sinking his fingers into her soft flesh while she mewled beneath him. She was a little shorter than Dhika at only four feet tall, and he was almost ravenous in his desires to pair the two of them up.

      “Husband, today is not the time for games,” She chastised him.

      “My apologies, Queen Cyllbes,” Dhika whimpered.

      “Not you, girl,” the gnome queen shook her head. “I know my husband better than to blame you for the position you’re in. In fact, I apologise for him leaving you unsatisfied.”

      “That’s hardly fair,” King Lorian frowned as Dhika whimpered beneath him. “She doesn’t deserve that.”

      “No, she does not,” Cyllbes agreed. “But you are responsible for not taking care of her sooner. You were the one to send off the servant who woke you. So, apologise to the girl and go bathe.”

      King Lorian sighed and nodded his head in acceptance. Taking Dhika by the shoulder, he pulled her up into a kneeling position. The poor kobold was desperate. She was right on the edge of her own orgasm and almost wanted to cry in embarrassment. But as she was pulled up against the king, he forced himself into her, grinding her front wall as her tail pressed further into her ass.

      “I’m sorry, my dear,” he whispered softly.

      Dhika opened her mouth to respond, as the king’s fingers dug into her clit. She jerked as he pulled her tightly against him and felt his cock rub up inside her. Her tail went ballistic, throbbing deliciously inside her ass as his fingers swirled over her tiny clit. It was all too much, under the harsh glare of the queen, and Dhika squeaked as she started cumming. With her eyes closed, she couldn’t see the smirk on Queen Cyllbes’s face, nor the acceptance on King Lorian’s as he held the cumming kobold close.

      He was a wonderful king, in the end. Always working to make things better for his people, even at the expense of himself.  
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        * * *

      

      King Lorian stepped into the bathing chamber. He had wrapped Dhika in his bed clothing and tucked her into his bed to lie on his favourite pillow. It was her favourite spot, and he couldn’t help but spoil his favourite kobold. He had many mistresses and bed warmers within the castle. But most were fleeting. Coming when they felt need and moving on when they were satisfied. King Lorian considered himself a connoisseur of women. Some men liked wine, others cigars, but Lorian enjoyed flesh. Enjoyed it repeatedly and often.

      But Queen Cyllbes was correct in chastising him. Today was the Harvest Festival. The reminder of the past. A history lesson he, his forebears and his prodigy would all continue to take part in. The retelling of the past.

      Unlike his usual routine of lounging in the water, surrounded by his wives or attendants, King Lorian scrubbed himself down diligently in silence. He was quick, methodical and climbed out of his enchanted bath to dry himself off. Moving away from the bedroom and the sleeping kobold, King Dorian entered the dressing room. With so many wives, it was normalised generations ago to have an entire room dedicated to dressing. With all the various races of the world, it could hardly be called a luxury. Queen Afith, the beautiful, twelve metre long skylla regularly thanked him for the use of the room. Though he had no part in its construction.

      It resembled a tailor shop. With racks of coats, dresses and other garments set about in an order he had never fully appreciated. This room, unlike the bathing room, was fully staffed through, and as he entered, several of those staff rushed in to help. Usually there would be discussions on how he felt, and what he was planning for the day. But in the ceremony, there was only to be his plain robes. To enforce the fact that even though he was king, he was just a man like any other. He hungered, ached, breathed and bled like even the poorest farmer.

      And so the staff quickly brought over a comfortable set of leather boots, leggings, a plain shirt and his robe. It resembled that of a traveller’s cloak. In fact, it was made of the same material and even waterproofed for the same purpose. But instead of it being the drab brown, or whatever colour was available to those who made them. The king’s cloak was the shiniest black.

      With the cloak pulled into place and pinned with a pewter brooch. King Lorian turned to face his crown. It was the same crown, rebuilt from the remains of the tyrant kings, who was the reason the world was, as it is today. Much of history had been forgotten. The tyrant king had destroyed all records and had those who could speak verbal histories executed. So only whispered rumours had survived the era to the modern day. But what WAS known, was horrendous.

      War, famine, disease, destruction and it all came under a single great, but terrible ruler. King Lorian’s ancestor. The man had carved the empire from the ashes of destruction. Killing all those who opposed him, while forcibly taking a member of the royal family of each line, as a hostage to ensure no retribution.

      At the time, he was a tyrant. But his eldest son, was not. The boy grew into a man, before unseating his father in a coup. The young man, made reparations to the nations wronged. Sent the hostages home with gifts and a request. Petty squabbles followed, for many years. But the king refused to raise his armies to their former might. Until eventually, the Water Kingdom, sent a princess. Sick of the wars, the princess volunteered and agreed to be the king’s bride. She, on his behalf, petitioned the other nations of Earth, Fire and Air to do the same. And with a series of political alliances set, the king went about turning a bleak land, into a prosperous one.

      Acting as the seat of power in the lands of Spirit, the old King Lorian facilitated trade for mutual benefit. When bandits sprung up, he gathered forces from all sides to investigate and rout the problem. Soon, political strife became public knowledge as no single nation could hold the upper hand above any other. Political strife, caused the empires ruling echelon to address their concerns. Suddenly those taking advantage of the poor, for their own gain, found their coffers empty. Business was managed at a private level, but not at the expense of others. Prices were enforced, by law, to bolster profits, without harming those who could not afford basic services. Land was sold at prices even the poorest farmers could afford, so long as they worked to serve the people creating an abundance of food and resources.

      And the old King Lorian died as a beacon of success, leaving his son, a wealthier, happier kingdom. Generations later, this time of change and peace was still celebrated. Once per year, on this day, King Lorian The Eighth, would descend to the streets and visit with the people. Those with genuine concerns could reach his ears, and those of his advisors of any day. But now was the time to voice ideas, gauge public opinion and otherwise ensure the people knew that the king still cared.

      Those thoughts were in the back of his mind as he strode into the throne room. As usual, the ceremony started with the sight of a child sitting on the throne. A fetz girl in a pretty pink dress. Her fur was a lovely ginger, and she held a doll to her chest. A black furred fetz in the shape of the goddess Bast. It symbolised his ability to forgive minor slights and indeed he did, making his way over to the small girl. She smiled happily, knowing from watching a year before what was about to happen, until he spotted her missing earring.

      Glancing down at the floor, he spotted it and dropped to his knees. Picking it up, he admired the stud and looked around for the missing back.

      “My earring!” The child exclaimed.

      King Lorian frowned, not seeing where the back was, so he reached for his own ear. As was fashion of the time, he had his ears pierced as well. Plucking off his favourite stud, he pocketed the gem, before smiling at the child.

      “Here we are,” he leaned in and fit her earring back in place. It was a simple thing, made of silver. It sparkled with a glass jewel in her ear. But it wasn’t the quality of the jewellery that was important. It was the smile on her face as he stepped back. Admiring it for a moment, he remembered what he was there to do. Reaching into his pocket, he pushed aside his own earring and took out the gold standard, before offering it to the girl.

      “Thank you,” she beamed, taking the coin in her hand. It was so large that he could see the gold between her fingers as she clutched it.

      “Enjoy the festival,” he smiled, before turning to face the room.

      “Welcome!” I called to the room packed with guests. “It is that time of year again. That time, when the barriers between us are no more. While I welcome each and every one of you into my lands and indeed my home, today is a special day. My family has sat on this throne,” he paused as the little girl giggled. “For eight generations of peace and prosperity. And with your help, I hope to leave a legacy of peace for the ninth!”

      The room erupted in cheers, before the king turned and shot the child a smile. An older fetz, who must have been her mother approached, giving the king a small bow. He bowed in return, making the fur on her face mottle in embarrassment, but her delight was evident as she took her daughter’s hand. King Lorian didn’t know how the child was selected every year. But it was usually a recommendation and a vote amongst his wives that cemented the decision. Sometimes a child was put forward because of hardship. Others, because of their actions in helping others. But King Lorian always preferred a child be selected not on merit, but on luck. Because for a child to stand out, meant that there was something wrong. And problems shouldn’t be allowed to propagate so far as to reach royal attention.

      That’s not to say that this was a world without strife. Men still drank and beat their wives. Poor people went hungry in the winter and the risks of plague and famine were ever present when rain was scarce. But unlike the generations gone, where rule was preserved over all. King Lorian and his ancestor’s stove to close the divide. If there was a famine, he ate poorly as well. If there was a plague, he purchased medicine for his people. When drunken husbands beat their wives, they were banned from drinking establishments, and wives could have them charged if their behaviour did not improve.

      He was born of a legacy that cared. And that was of the utmost importance today. Meeting him by the entrance was Queen Illume. She was a phoenix and an heir to the throne of Fire. The ruling family of the Ignor Kingdom were mostly dragons, but every few generations a phoenix was born, and she was presented to King Lorian when they were both children. The two got along and became close during King Lorian’s stay during his education of their people. When he was of age, the young prince sent a request, and was overjoyed to receive her acceptance.

      Instead of hair, the Phoenix had bright red feathers that ran down her back and arms. They contrasted beautifully with her jet-black skin, and she smiled widely at him as he took her arm. But she wasn’t the first of his wives. Nor was Cyllbes or Afith, who lay coiled up on her tail in the square. Her beautiful blue skin was covered in a transparent, gossamer gown that covered her from her neck, to the beginning of her lovely green scales. She usually went about on land in her human form, but for the ceremony, she was presenting herself properly.

      Beside her, was Queen Yimojae, the fierce gargoyle from the Air Kingdom, Venta. Yimojae wore a leather dress typical of her people. It hugged her frame like a second skin, with holes cut for her wings and tail. The hard, pebbly surface of her exterior would destroy most fabrics, making leather the obvious choice for her to wear. 

      But it was Queen Mitigo, waiting with Queen Cyllbes who had his attention. Mitigo, his first wife. A beautiful Caladrius. Her pure white clothing and features made her look more pure than even her angelic attendants who graced this city. She stared at him, with the stoic Cyllbes by her side who wore a deep green gown.

      And with his wives at his side, King Lorian stepped into the city and greeted the commoners alongside the nobles that helped keep the peace in this world. Those he met, gave various words of encouragement and offerings. It was customary to offer a gift to the king if you had the means, just as it was customary for him to refuse on this day. But that didn’t stop them from trying. He even had to field multiple offers to join his bed, both from unmarried women, and those with elder daughters.

      One would think, making such offers to a man in front of his wives would cause problems. But his wives took an interest in each offering and King Lorian knew that likely more than one young woman would receive a job offer after today. Even if they never made it to his bed, simply being in the employ of the king was considered an honour that would attract the eye of many nobles. And the king took special care to ensure his wives did not favour staff based on their birth, but their merits.

      And as he strode through the city on his own two legs, his wives fell in beside him as the next of his people stepped forward. Face by face, person by person. King Lorian spoke, shook hands, made offerings and did indeed offer solutions to problems well in advance of adverse effects. And as the day grew long, and the shadows deep, the King, with his wives made their way home.

      The harvest festival was always a tiring day. The ceremonies, while worth it, were long and tiresome and King Lorian retreated to his rooms with his favourite wife on his arm. Mitigo, in all her splendour, held that position. The day he met, she told him outright that she would be his first wife. And the day, he sent the letter to request her hand in marriage. She returned the unopened letter, marriage contract in hand, while leading the messenger back not a minute after he’d left the room. She knew him better than he knew himself, and with their marriage swift and uncomplicated, she quickly became his closest confidant. And despite her cherished position within their wives, she also ensured that they too received what they needed.

      Firmly entrenched at the head of the marriage, there were no complaints as she led him to his bathing chambers. His other wives would wait their turns as she relieved him of his day’s stress.

      It started with the enchanted bath. Soaps and oils aplenty. Her soft hands, far stronger than they appeared. Far stronger than any humans, despite her slight frame, dug into the muscles of his back. King Lorian luxuriated in the heat of the water. He loved her touch and as her hands slipped below his hips, he smiled as she massaged his length.

      “You know me too well,” King Lorian smiled.

      “You aren’t difficult to read,” she giggled softly.

      He rolled in the water and took his wife by the hips. Despite her elegant demeanour, her legs came open as he pulled her close. She was all too eager to receive his attention, and he was all too eager to receive his wife. Their actions were practised, and she sunk onto his length without issue. Her avian pussy, forced straight to accept his rigid cock. The sensation for her was intense, and she loved every moment as she rode him deliciously. King Lorian ran his hands from her scalp, through her perfectly white hair, down her shoulders and back. Cupping her perfect ass, he pulled her down with each thrust up. Her glowing white eyes widened as he took control. It was how it usually went. Multiple times, with them competing to bring the other as much pleasure as possible. And King Lorian was determined to satisfy her first.

      He knew he was achieving the result he wanted, when her power slipped. Her arms sprouted, then retracted her pure white feathers as her hair shifted back and forth into the long plumes of the Caladrius. He marvelled at her beauty as her voice broke and she sang like a bird as she climaxed around him. Her knotted tunnel, contracted, pulling and milking his cock in fantastic directions. It had surprised him at first, how she was built, but their pleasure together was unique, and he lusted for her daily.

      As his favoured bride came back to herself, she leaned into his chest and sighed. “My turn.”

      King Lorian chuckled as she rocked her hips. Driving him deeply into herself, she tensed her kegel muscles that twisted and pulled on his cock. It was something only Illume could match as she shared an avian heritage, but Mitigo was the undisputed master. Throbbing around him, King Dorian felt like she was physically sucking his soul out through the end of his cock. Sex was always an important part of his life, from the moment of his manhood to now. Even as a child, he had the importance of joy, and pleasure ingrained into him, but in more innocent endeavours. What good was a life of hardship in service to his people, without joys in equal measure?

      “I love you, Lorian,” she whispered in his ear.

      “I love you too,” Lorian grinned pulling his arms around her.

      “I do all this for you,” she giggled, gripping his cock tightly with her muscles, before rocking her hips.

      “Gods, I’m going to fill you up,” he hissed.

      Mitigo giggled and leaned over him, pressing her breasts into his chest and chin. “Do it, my love. Let me prove how I am worthy to be first.”

      King Lorian growled as her pussy went into overdrive. He must have performed well for her, to be rewarded like this. His orgasm was pulled ruthlessly from him as he fired jets of seed deep into her avian pussy. He opened his mouth as a cry escaped his lips, as a heavy thump slammed into his chest.

      Blinking, through the haze of his own orgasm, he noticed the red splatter. He noticed it, because it clashed so vividly against the pure white of his dear Mitigo, who smiled sweetly down at him. She leaned down towards him and brought his head up for a kiss as he fired the last spurt of cum deep inside her. Before she twisted the knife in his heart, letting him feel it.

      King Lorian slumped back against the bath as Mitigo smiled thinly at him. The blood… His, blood. Ran down her front and stained the water between them. She reached out and cupped his face with a bloodstained hand and whispered four soft words as his vision dimmed.

      “Forgive me, my king.”
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      The darkness was oppressive. This far underground, there was no light, natural or otherwise. A tomb for a single man, cast aside, separate to his forefathers. For all intents, it was a large, cavernous, room, with murals carved into the walls. They told a history of the late King Lorian’s life. In the tomb of his family, those murals were carved to depict their trials as a ruler. Every famine, disaster and loss. But they also showed the wondrous things accomplished. Returning taxed goods to struggling communities during times of struggle, to last the winter or other hardships. Holding corrupt nobles accountable for their crimes and other abuses. Building and policing of homes for the poor and construction of schools to raise the population out of poverty.

      But not this place.

      This tomb, had but five murals. Carved by the greatest artisan of each nation. A depiction of his wives, words of love, loss and memory. Three people had only seen the carvings, once complete. The artisan, the queen they represented, and the figure, gasping for air as they crawled out from a slowly emerging hole in the ground. Rolling onto their back, they laid in the perfect silence and breathed a long, sigh of relief.

      “Is that it then?” a rough voice called from inside the tunnel.

      “We’re in,” the figure replied in a small, rough, but clearly feminine voice.

      There was an odd scrape, followed by a flash of light. The figure shifted away from the hole, giving room for those who followed. Two human men emerged. They were skinny, with sunken eyes and bloated stomachs. They were on their last legs and desperate for any scrap of food or money. Desperate enough, to break into the tomb of their long-dead king, buried at the edge of the empire in the frozen south.

      They pulled their cloaks closer around themselves. The tomb was warmer than the air outside, but it was still uncomfortable for them in the oppressive darkness. The first held up his flaming torch and turned about in place.

      “Reccec, gimme a light.”

      “Here,” Reccec turned and lowered his torch.

      His companion hefted his own unlit and touched the two together. It only took a moment, then they separated and moved around the room.

      “I gotta say, I wasn’t sure you could pull it off,” Reccec said, nodding to the feminine member of the trio as she hauled herself back to her feet.

      “I told you. This is what my kind are bred for.”

      The two men chuckled and exchanged a look, “Among other things.”

      The woman let out a small huff as she turned to look over the firelight-bathed tomb. Amongst the carvings in the walls, were gemstones, veins of gold, silver and other precious metals. It was enough that anyone who knew this location would have been tempted. But seeing it. Here, now, was like a dream come true.

      “Is this where you kill me?” she asked suddenly.

      The two men froze as they examined an intricately carved scroll on Cyllbes’s mural. They turned to face the small figure and chuckled. “Are you going to beg?”

      “Not just kill me then,” she nodded. “I certainly picked well.”

      Both men chuckled darkly as they began their approach. The woman took a deep breath and spun on the spot. With their torches held high, and slightly in front, all they saw was a blur of movement. But she made them out clearly as she released her knife. It tumbled end over end, passing only briefly through the orange light of the flames. And sunk to the hilt in the second man’s neck.

      “Jendan?” Reccec turned to grab his friend.

      The wide eyed Jendan clutched the knife, and yanked it free, sending a jet of blood spraying out before him. They met each other’s looks, and they both knew he wasn’t leaving. When Jendan’s eyes flicked back, Reccec dived away from his friend as the small figure lunged through the gap left behind, snatching away the knife from Jendan’s limp hands.

      “You didn’t think I planned for this?!” She shrieked.

      “You’re not the only one with a knife, you fucking lizard!” Reccec snarled, pulling his own blade. “I’m going to carve you up, nice and slow!”

      He charged as the woman circled around. She was quicker, but he was stronger and both armed with knives, the victor wasn’t immediately clear.

      “You can leave!” she offered. “I only needed one of you!”

      “After killing Jendan? You think I’m that cowardly?” He spat, before making a lunge.

      The woman darted back, as his blade passed through her cloak, opening it up to expose her flesh beneath. She bared her teeth and growled in a way that made Reccec laugh.

      “You don’t even know how to use that thing, do you?”

      Truth be told, other than throwing them, she really didn’t. She’d been in a few scraps, but that mostly involved claws and teeth. Confrontations like this were a rarity, and it was usually best to run. Here and now though, she had little choice.

      “I know which end goes into the pig. Ask your friend!”

      Reccec grit his teeth in anger, “I’m going to get my hands on you, and I’m going to make it hurt.”

      “Big talk,” she quipped. “Compensating for something?”

      Reccec roared and rushed in once again. And while she wasn’t experienced fighting with a knife. She was still quick and lithe. Twisting out of the way, he slashed through her cloak again. But it brought her close enough to stab into his side. He saw it coming and lashed out with the back of his hand.

      He snarled as her knife carved into his ribs, but she yelped as she tumbled to the floor. Reccec threw himself onto her as she scrambled away. His weight slammed down as he plunged his knife into her shoulder. The woman cried out in pain, before he ripped off the hood of her cloak.

      Dhika lunged forward, clamping her teeth down on Reccec’s nose. He howled as she wrenched her head from side to side. He pulled free with a spray of blood, only to have the tip of his nose spat back into his face. Blind, enraged and in pain, he stabbed down with his knife as Dhika twisted below him. The tip of his knife chipped as it hit the stone floor, jarring his arm from the solid impact. And as he flinched back, Dhika slammed her own knife into the underside of his arm.

      The blade went deep, cutting through flesh and bone. The tip pushed into his lung and Reccec, gasping in agony, tumbled away. Dhika, whimpering in pain from her own injuries, rolled onto her uninjured side, and pushed to her feet. She took a moment to balance on thin digitigrade legs. The cloak she wore was in tatters and she stumbled towards Reccec. He stared at her with hatred. Opening his mouth to curse her, instead, he coughed up frothy, red foam.

      “Humans,” she hissed, clutching her injured shoulder.

      Ignoring the dying man for now, she turned and climbed the stairs to the dais in the centre of the room. On it laid a sarcophagus. It was rather plain compared to the rest of the room. But she knew, it was how her king would have wanted it. He loved his luxuries, but at heart, he was a simple man who loved his people even more. Loved them to the point where he enjoyed bedding them, frequently.

      Moving around to the side, Dhika leaned into the lid and pushed. It didn’t budge at first, and she readjusted, before pushing again. There was a small crack that echoed through the tomb, before the stone grumbled. It was slow, hard work for an old kobold. Especially one with an injured shoulder. She whimpered and cried as she pushed through the pain, until she finally saw in the faint light, what remained of her lord.

      The desiccated remains of the man she loved. He laid as she remembered. Dressed in a plain white tunic, with a flower or gem to remind him of each of his wives. These, Dhika gently plucked from around the dead king, cradling them with the same love he would have shown them. Setting the precious items aside, Dhika turned to Reccec, who was gurgling on the ground. With a huff, she scampered down towards him. His eyes watched her, and he waved his knife in her direction. Dhika waited, before kicking his wrist, sending the knife tumbling into the dark.

      “No!” he choked. “Please?!”

      “Would you have listened, if I begged?” Dhika growled.

      The man whimpered loudly as she grabbed him by the uninjured shoulder and hauled him around. It was far more difficult than she imagined it would be. The man was far heavier than her. And unlike the stone lid on the sarcophagus, Reccec was actively struggling. He scrabbled at the ground, kicked his legs and cried pathetically as she hauled him to the stairs.

      Taking him roughly by the back of the shirt, she watched the room fade into darkness as the torches slowly burned out on the stone floor. But she didn’t stop. Hauling him up the first step, she felt his weight go limp. She didn’t have any time to waste and grit her teeth to pull harder.

      One by one, she heaved and cried until she finally had the man at the top. The torches were only a faint glow by now, and Dhika sobbed brokenly as she lost sight of her love. Looking down at the man, he stared right back with a glass eyed expression that told her it was all too late. Dropping onto the floor, Dhika leaned against the sarcophagus and cried. The nearby town where she met Reccec and Jendan knew they were working together. Several of their friends were waiting at the entrance to the tunnel for the all clear. There was no way she could hire someone else, let alone convince them to come all the way out and ignore the smell of blood and bodies. Then there was the injury in her shoulder, still bleeding out.

      She reached into her pocket and withdrew her knife. The one she had been led to all those years ago. The compulsion had hit her one night as she slept. It took her weeks to travel to the ruins. If not for her kind’s ability to survive long periods without water, surely she would have died. In the ruins of an ancient tower, laid an oasis that sustained nearby life. And from there she sought the reason for the tower’s existence.

      The usual white glow was now red, from the blood of her enemies. She couldn’t read the words carved into the blade and traced them with the tip of her clawed finger. They were beautiful in their own right. But the blade made her feel sick. From the moment she touched it, there was a wrongness to it. Like it didn’t belong in this world. But the voice had been insistent, telling her she needed a blood sacrifice. And now that sacrifice was gone.

      With a shuddering sob, Dhika raised her arm to hurl the blade across the now perfectly dark tomb, before freezing. As tears rolled down her face, and blood poured down her side, Dhika lowered the blade. She felt uneasy as she pushed herself up to stand, and she knew she had lost a lot of blood. But she wasn’t done yet. There was one last chance to succeed, if not for the way she originally desired.

      With a small hop, Dhika hooked a leg over the side of the sarcophagus and struggled to lift herself up. She could have tumbled in, but she didn’t want to disturb her king. If this didn’t work, she wanted him immortalised in this moment and desecrating him further would be an affront. So after regaining her balance, Dhika slowly lowered herself into the sarcophagus. Pressing her body to his side, she realised how very cold she was. Lifting a leg over his hip how she did as they slept, Dhika lightly kissed his dried cheek.

      … And raised the glowing blade to her neck…
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        * * *

      

      Taking a deep breath. King Lorian felt strange. It was like awakening from a long nap in the middle of the day. He wasn’t sure what was going on, but Dhika at his side was always a comfort. Shifting slightly, he expected her to move, only to frown as her body flopped uselessly at his side. Opening his eyes, King Lorian frowned into the darkness. He could still make out shapes and figures, but it was clearly pitch black. He was also… Not in his bed.

      Turning his head, he looked at his favourite kobold and froze. The youthful kobold who had snuck into his bed and heart, looked aged. Her scales, weren’t flat and shiny. Her curvy figure was thin like she had starved herself. Clutched in her hand was an odd knife that pulsed with soft red light. And worst of all, she wasn’t breathing.

      “Dhika?” King Lorian called softly.

      Rolling her onto the stone base of… He looked around, as the memories hit him. Having sex with Mitigo. The knife in his chest. And now, this was the unmistakable, interior of a tomb. But not the one with his father. This was something else, and here…

      “Dhika…” King Lorian trembled as he cupped her face.

      He saw his hand for the first time now. It was aged. Or… Dried? It didn’t look natural, but he could still feel the wetness that clung to his skin as he touched Dhika. Pulling his hand away, he rubbed the liquid between his fingers and inhaled the scent.

      “No…” He trembled. “Dhika, what have you done?”

      He sobbed as he pulled her close. Her tiny form was cold to the touch, and he clung to her desperately. He held her close and cried for the loss of his lover. He felt a small piece of him break away as his heart ached. And that’s when he saw it. A small glowing light. It was tattered, broken and he could see flashes within it. Memories of his kobold.

      The day he saw her for the first time. She scampered, terrified from the room, only to return moments later begging for forgiveness. How he held her as she sobbed, the cut in her hand from the broken glass had gone right under one of her scales. How he kissed the top of her head to distract her as the healer dug out the broken shards. And as she lowered herself onto his cock that evening, while he kissed her freshly healed hand.

      Not all his memories of her were sexual. Sure, there was a lot of sex. But there was more. They laughed together at dumb jokes he made when they were alone. Watching her adorable blush, as she ate a piece of fried drake off his fork during a meal. She had never tried drake before and King Lorian ensured whenever it was served, to have a little extra put aside for her. He remembered her crying in sheer joy, as she spotted the familiar tassel from the bookmark she had made for him, out of her own shed scales. And how she cried, in the pretty red dress he had made for the anniversary of her employment to the crown.

      Reaching out, King Lorian snatched at the light. He felt it try to resist his grasp. It pushed against his fingers, not wanting him to touch it. But he could feel it now. It wasn’t just a memory. It was a soul. Dhika’s soul. He felt the gap in his heart closing over the spot it occupied just before.

      “No!” King Lorian growled.

      If holding onto the soul was difficult. Physically moving it was something else entirely. It was like dragging an anchor through mud. It was like it didn’t want to react with the world around it.

      “I’M NOT LETTING YOU GO!”

      Pushing his all, King Lorian grunted, and groaned as he wrestled with the soul. It fought against his every move. It tried to do the very opposite of everything he did. Going left, made it push right, up made down and so on. But King Lorian refused to give up. This was Dhika’s soul. His perfect little kobold didn’t deserve to die in the way she had. He wanted her to grow old, have lots of eggs. To have a chance at genuine happiness and… Pushing his thoughts into the soul, he felt it throb.

      All at once, he relaxed as the sensation of its refusal diminished. With a prod of his thoughts, the little glowing light moved. Only this time, it didn’t fight him. Or… It didn’t respond physically. He slowly released it, as the soul bobbed slowly in the air in front of his eyes. In it, he could see Dhika smiling at him. That wide, open smile she did when she was truly delighted by something.

      With a prod of his thoughts, and a gentle push with his hand, King Lorian pushed the soul down towards the kobold. He kept an even pressure on the back of it and felt a small resistance as it reached Dhika’s chest.

      “Come back to me, Dhika?”

      With a firm push, and forceful thought, the soul slid beneath her scales. He waited for a moment to see what had happened to it. There was always the chance it had popped out the other side and was-

      GASP!

      King Lorian’s eyes went wide as Dhika inhaled sharply. Her face twisted, before she let out a hacking, dry cough. She blinked, showing off a pair of unearthly, glowing green eyes. But Lorian didn’t care as he touched her. Her body was cold, but her eyes snapped open to lock on his.

      “You’re alive?” King Lorian smiled.

      “It worked?”

      King Lorian grinned and kissed her hard. His favourite kobold flinched at the contact, making him pause. But in an instant, her mouth crushed into his own. He pulled her close, and he ran his hand over her body. She was still the kobold he loved, but she differed from what he remembered. Thinner, firmer and not as smooth. Pulling away from the kiss, King Lorian frowned at the open wounds on her neck and shoulder.

      “What happened to you?” He demanded.

      Dhika grimaced and touched the wound. “It doesn’t hurt.”

      “All the same, what happened?”

      The kobold trembled and King Lorian tightened his grip. She crooned as she nuzzled into his chest. Glancing up, King Lorian released her with one arm and grasped the edge of the lid. It was heavy, but he had only a little trouble shoving it completely off, where it crashed into the floor with a solid boom. Before the echoes had stopped, King Lorian sat up, pulling Dhika along with him. He pulled her into his lap, where she pressed herself against him, while he looked around.

      His vision was odd. He could see the outline of everything, but in the darkness, there was no colour. The murals on the walls were beautiful, elegant and while he could see the gemstones and precious metals, he couldn’t determine their colour. What he could also see was the remains of two corpses. One was at the base of the sarcophagus, where he had bled out from a wound under one arm. The other was now a partially squashed smear on the stone floor, after the stone lid slid down the dais and over his legs.

      “Dhika, did these men harm you?”

      “My lord-”

      “Dhika…”

      “I hired them,” she admitted. “They were wicked men, and I knew they would try to kill me, anyway. I told them I wanted to rob your tomb, but I planned to sacrifice them to bring you back.”

      King Lorian let out a breath of air, before shaking his head. “And how on earth did you get caught up with them?”

      She whimpered softly as she rubbed herself on his front. King Lorian was confused, and worried. But he wasn’t about to tell her off. Clearly this line of questioning was causing her some distress. Reaching up, he stroked the top of her head, feeling her ear shift beneath his hand… ear… Taking her cheek, he pulled her face around, and gaped.

      “Your ear?!”

      “It’s okay,” she begged. “It’s okay, I didn’t let them hurt me!”

      “Hurt you?” King Lorian raged as he stared at the stump. “TELL ME WHO DID THIS TO YOU!?”

      King Lorian froze, as Dhika clung to him in terror. There were green bands of energy floating around him. Those green bands looked like tethers. Some were solid, shooting out like straight lines towards points in the distance. Others were fractured and drifted around to several nearby places. These, whisked around, blinking in and out of existence. He followed the closest, finding it led to the corpse beside the sarcophagus. And as he lowered his eyes to look, he spotted the brightest tether of all. Connecting him to Dhika. The tether glowed, brighter as he concentrated on it.

      Pushing with a thought, Dhika gasped and trembled. He watched, worried, as she clung to him. The wound in her neck closed before his eyes, followed by the one in her shoulder. King Lorian began to feel weak, as Dhika made soft, pleasurable moans on his lap. He could feel as his power was draining into her and looked around the room for help.

      Settling on the partially destroyed corpse, King Lorian tugged on the tether that swirled out towards it. The tether snapped taught and glowed for just a moment, before a ball, not unlike Dhika’s soul pulled free. But unlike before, around it, formed the shape of the man.

      “WHAT IS THIS?!” He shouted as the tether pulled him closer. His eyes went wide, seeing what was around him and when he saw his friend, his cries rose in pitch.

      With a thought, King Lorian swirled a tether around the man’s neck, strangling his cry to a soft choking sound, punctuated by broken sobbing.

      “Dhika?”

      “He didn’t hurt me,” she admitted, staring up into her lord’s eyes with reverence.

      Loosening the tether, Jendan coughed, before glaring at the two of them. “She hired us intending to kill us!”

      King Lorian looked at his soul, and mentally drew him closer. He lashed out with a foot, before freezing in horror as it passed through the king like a mirage.

      “What is this?” He wailed.

      King Lorian gestured again, binding his throat as he examined the core of his soul. Like Dhika’s, it showed his memories. Him growing in the small village. Then famine, after tax, after famine, drove the people to new lengths. Suddenly travellers weren’t welcome. Bandits roamed the land. He found an easy life, preying on younger-

      “Bastard!” King Lorian growled.

      The man’s eyes went wide as the furious king ripped his soul apart, sucking the energy into himself. It felt like a pulse ran through him, invigorating his body, making him feel alive. He turned his attention back to his awestruck kobold and kissed her hard. As she moaned, he pushed the energy into her, while holding her close. Her body thrummed beneath him, moulding to the memory he had of her. The years wound back, smoothing and polishing her scales. Her missing claw from treading on a snare, grew back, as did her missing ear. Even the small kink from her improperly healed, broken tail straightened out. Finally, after several long minutes, Dhika sat on her lord’s lap feeling better than she could remember.

      She leaned back and patted herself down. Without a thought, she lifted what remained of her cloak free and tossed it aside. Lorian knew she could see herself the same way he could in the pitch-black environment. She was as perfect as the day he saw her last, and her breath hitched in her throat.

      “It’s been thirty years, my King,” she whispered, clawing at his tunic. “Twenty of those, I have dedicated to this moment,” she exposed his cock.

      King Lorian, in the presence of his favourite kobold, couldn’t help the natural reaction as she exposed herself to him. With his cock straining between them, the beautiful kobold rose on her digitigrade legs into a crouch. Fitting his cock to her opening, that already drooled for him, she whimpered as his arms wrapped around her.

      He admired her for a moment. She was a shapely little thing. Despite her kind not having mammalian breasts, they still retained what a human would call a feminine figure. She smiled, before lowering herself. As his cock speared into her, Dhika felt something and paused. But King Lorian, not realising, continued to pull her down, forcing himself deep inside her. The action caused her to yelp, and he froze as Dhika clung to him.

      “It was you this time,” she whimpered.

      “Me?” King Lorian frowned, holding her still as he tried to work out what just happened.

      Dhika nodded. “You, my king. You made me like new and…”

      King Lorian’s eyes went wide as he caught her implication. He tried pulling away, but the kobold in his lap dug in her claws.

      “Please, my king?”

      Truth be told, King Lorian was already on the edge. He was an accomplished lover, but something about this moment was so very intense for him. It felt more, like this wasn’t just sex, but like they were forming some kind of binding. And as the tether between them pulsed, he realised it was far more likely he was renewing one.

      “I don’t know what I am, any more,” King Lorian whispered. “But I know one thing.”

      “Yes, my king?”

      “You,” King Lorian rocked her hips, making her gasp. “You, my dear kobold, belong to me, forevermore.”

      He wasn’t sure why he said that. But he didn’t care. Dhika trembled in that familiar way before she started to cum. He stared into her eyes, right into her very soul as he thrust up into her. Dhika’s body responded with embarrassment from the depth of his gaze. But she knew he liked to see her pleasure, so she refused to hide it. Her body thrummed with each push of his cock into her too-small depths. It was a fantastic ache she had missed for decades, and now he declared her his property.

      Just thinking about being owned by him, made her tremble and quake. Her tail frantically wagged from side to side, and she felt his hand take her chin, holding her steady.

      “Cum for me, little kobold,” he hissed.

      With a long, gasping wail, Dhika began to throb. Her core tensed as her pussy clenched around the tool being forced into her. It felt just like their first time together, only now, she knew without a doubt he loved her too.

      King Lorian felt his end and hugged Dhika tightly to him. She was beautiful as she came. Her body throbbed, milking his cock even as he pushed it into her. And after a particularly powerful throb, he kissed her hard. Dhika whimpered as he claimed her mouth. When his cock pulsed inside her though, she let out a brief scream, before he once again claimed her wonderful lips.

      After all these years, Dhika finally had her king back.

      The voice told the truth.
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      “Here, Dhika,” Lorian leaned down.

      The small kobold froze with a smile on her face as her lord, and master attended to her. The old king plucked the loose ends of the cuts in her cloak. When he had enough loose strands, he tied them together. It wasn’t perfect, but it held the large holes back together, covering her modesty.

      For the first time in decades, Dhika actually cared about that. Being homeless and starving, she got used to the idea of doing whatever she needed for survival. And while she had sworn herself never to sell her body. Fights, bathing and other events had all but destroyed her modesty. But now, with her lord and master, if not living and breathing, but whole and conscious. She was his, and it warmed her heart to think that he was looking after her. Thirty years of loneliness. And he made it all go away in just a matter of hours.

      “You’re staring,” Lorian commented.

      “I’ve missed you, my lord.”

      With a satisfied nod at his handiwork, Lorian stood up and cupped his kobold’s chin with the palm of his hand. She nuzzled against it like he remembered her doing. But there were so many differences now. Least of all their physical appearances. She was still the same lovely green she always was. But so were eyes. Like a pair of glowing emeralds, she blinked slowly.

      “You’re staring, my lord.”

      Lorian chuckled, “I’ve missed you, my kobold.”

      She beamed brilliantly, showing her pointed teeth. But that didn’t stop the tears rolling down her cheeks. Lorian brushed them away, before they heard a disturbance by the hole in the floor. A shambling figure appeared moments later. He was dishevelled, filthy and stared at the king with the same glowing green eyes as Dhika. Unlike her glowing emeralds though, his were dull, just a faint glow.

      “Please?” the man whispered.

      “It is done?” Lorian asked, activating his second sight.

      The green tethers lit up all around him. Again, the strongest and brightest went from the centre of Lorian’s chest, to Dhika, still staring up at him with adoration. But it provided other things too. Like a direct line into Reccec’s mind, where thoughts of fear and loathing rolled endlessly.

      “Yes, lord,” he nodded. “As much as I can.”

      “There were a few rocks, my lord,” Dhika chirped. “As long as the worst bits were widened, we should be able to get out.”

      “Fine,” Lorian nodded, seeing no deceit in Reccec’s mind.

      “Then you’ll release me?” He asked with an air of hope.

      Lorian smiled and yanked his soul free of his corpse once again. The man struggled and cried like a helpless child. From Dhika’s change in expression, she could see him too. Lorian examined all that made up Reccec. His life. His skills, his memories, his very being. The man was a wretch. Born innocent like all, he was pushed into an awful life as a child. But he was a man when he truly embraced his own monstrosities. He and Jendan were quite the pair.

      With a snarl, Lorian tore his soul to shreds. Recess screamed, unable to pass out, unable to move on. Unable to truly die as his soul came apart. Lorian consumed it all. He was careful, taking in parts of the man he deemed useful. But as his soul degraded into pure energy, all that remained of Reccec was a corpse that would never be found, and a decent map of the area they were in.

      Lorian frowned as his body felt slightly invigorated. And that wasn’t right, he didn’t feel tired to begin with. He glanced down at his hand. It was still wrinkled, though not quite as much as it was before. He still felt stiff, and his mouth was dry. It was like he was thirsty for something, and yet, he had no desire to drink.

      “Dhika, what did you do to me?” She trembled at his side, but Lorian shook his head as he tsk’d and kissed her. “I’m not mad,” he reassured her. “Never mad at you. I just need to understand.”

      Dhika bit the edge of her lip and nodded her head. She explained about the voice, and the trip into the desert. Then she explained the years she spent digging. She could only dig for a few months of the year in the frozen ground for the first decade. After that, she could dig longer as the cold didn’t penetrate so far. Until finally she realised, she was close and found help for the last step.

      “And you don’t know who this voice is?”

      Dhika shook her head and her ears dropped like she was about to be punished.

      “No no, Dhika. You hold those ears up high and strong,” he smiled. “You, of all the loves in my life were the one to come back for me. There is nothing to fear from me.”

      Dhika beamed at hearing his praise, before beginning to tremble once more. “My lord… Your wives…”

      Lorian grimaced, “I’m not sure they’d be so welcoming… And… Mitigo…”

      “Queen Mitigo rules the lands alone,” Dhika choked out. “I don’t know what happened to your wives.”

      Lorian looked around the room at each mural, and let out a long, soft sigh. But then… he looked at the tethers that vanished off into the distance. They were firm, strong and solid. And there were five of them. Three of those five were dull and lifeless. The other two were also dull but… There was something there.

      “Mitigo lives?”

      “Yes, my lord,” Dhika nodded quickly.

      Lorian glanced down at Dhika and made a decision. “Let’s go.”

      Dhika led the way, scrambling headfirst into the tunnel. It was a tight squeeze for Lorian following behind. But he had the bonus of being able to stare at her glistening behind every time he glanced straight ahead. That little tail of hers frantically wagged from side to side. And when it smacked Lorian in the side of the head, he realised the issue she had with her own kind. It was like being hit with a wooden club and even Dhika needed to be reassured he was fine before she would continue crawling.

      What really surprised Lorian, was how deep they buried the tomb. His father’s tomb was inside a mountain. But there was an entrance that was dug down to it. In the case of thieves breaking in, there were traps set that would cause an avalanche to bury it all. But it wasn’t difficult to find or enter the tunnel if you got around the guards. This tomb was so far underground it was like someone had gone to a lot of effort to ensure it was never found. Or at least never found by someone who wasn’t specifically looking for it.

      Which, if Mitigo had caused all this, he had to wonder why. She, being his first wife, gave her all the power. All the responsibility. It would have been her to have buried him so far underground. Just like it was her that would have put forward the idea of the murals that lined the walls.

      “What was told of my death?” Lorian called out to his kobold.

      “That it was an assassin,” Dhika called back as she wriggled through one of the tighter spots that Reccec had widened. “She made the whole thing look like the assailant escaped with help from within. But I saw how she was changing things and left. Then things got worse.”

      Lorian nodded his understanding as he wriggled through the same narrow spot Dhika had just left open. Kobold were fantastic diggers. They usually worked in teams. The first would go nose to tail and lead the way. Then a secondary team would widen the tunnel as needed. The royal family had employed kobold for generations for many projects. But not since Lorian was a boy, did he ever crawl through one of their tunnels.

      His mind briefly wondered to think about the miles of dirt, metal and stone all around him. Feeling a tightening in his chest, Lorian looked forward and concentrated on the shape of Dhika’s ass. It wasn’t long before Lorian could feel a tightening in another place and found it rather uncomfortable as he squeezed through another narrow spot. The tunnel was firm and well made. But Dhika, as a solo digger, didn’t have the luxury of moving any stone she found. Rather, she went around, or sometimes thought gaps.

      Now and then, Lorian spotted a tunnel branch off. And he realised just how monumental a task she had taken. So many dead ends where she tried desperately to get around sections she couldn’t dig. Only to come back and try again from a different angle. She had devoted years to a single purpose, all for him.

      “We’re getting close now!”

      Lorian was about to ask how she knew until he spotted the slight glimmer of a crystal. Only… It wasn’t a crystal. It was ice. Lorian brushed his hand through it and frowned.

      “I don’t feel the cold,” he commented.

      Dhika paused as she pressed a bare hand into the wall to test for herself. “I don’t either.”

      Lorian frowned. He wasn’t sure what he was any more. He knew his eyes were green, so was anyone he brought back. Then there was the way he could view, read and absorb souls. So that meant he was now some kind of necromancer, while also being… undead.

      “I’m a lich,” he nodded slowly, before letting out a shudder.

      “Lich?”

      “Do you know what a lich is?”

      Dhika twisted around in the slightly wider section of tunnel and gave him a look. “Only what the stories I was told as a child said.”

      Lorian nodded and proceeded to explain a brief history. Lich’s were almost always a predecessor to catastrophe. In all the written histories, only one had been discovered since they killed the tyrant king. But they were more frequent before his time.

      “They bring death, destruction and ruin to the world,” Lorian sighed. “They raise armies of undead and it takes the combined forces of many armies, well equipped with healers in the front lines to fight back.”

      “My lord,” Dhika called softly. “Death, destruction and ruin have been here for years.”

      Lorian frowned, but let the comment slide as he realised, he could see light. It wasn’t much, but it was enough to tell him the exit was coming. And with it, came snow. It drifted down, settling on Dhika. And as she crawled along, some flicked back where Lorian could see it. The dirt crunched beneath his hands and knees as the snow thickened until Dhika called for him to stop.

      Rolling to her side, Lorian could see the windy flurries up ahead, and Dhika’s grimace. “It’s a storm, my lord.”

      “We don’t feel the cold,” Lorian pointed out.

      Dhika nodded, “But we could still freeze.”

      Lorian thought about it for a moment and nodded. “How about we wait it out then?”

      Dhika opened her mouth to answer, but squeaked as Lorian grabbed her ankle. She yelped as he pulled her down towards him. This part of the tunnel was wide enough to sit up, but only just. And it was enough for Lorian to take advantage of that perfect behind.

      “M-my lord!” She squealed as Lorian lifted the back of her cloak to expose her ass.

      “You’re so beautiful,” Lorian crooned, leaning over her.

      Settling his weight over her left leg, Lorian hooked a hand behind her right knee and spread her thighs. He pulled her knee up until she took it from him, hugging it to her chest. But Lorian paused, when he noticed her tail was laying stiffly to one side.

      “Dhika?” She flinched and tried to hide her face. “No, no. What is it?”

      “It’s okay, you don’t know,” she choked.

      “I don’t know what?”

      “It’s fine,” she smiled as her tail flicked from side to side. “You’re not a kobold, so, it doesn’t matter.”

      “Do you not want this?” Lorian asked carefully.

      Dhika rapidly shook her head, before freezing. “No… I… I just…”

      “Dhika?”

      “This is how we mate.”

      “You mean… Kobolds?” Lorian asked.

      “If a couple dig well together, the male propositions the female by pulling her away from the dig. If she is willing, they mate together in the tunnel she dug, in front of the entire team. And from then on, they are mated. They always dig as a team, they raise a family and…”

      “And with your tail, no male wanted to dig with you,” Lorian nodded.

      “I’m so ugly,” she trembled.

      “You’re one of the most beautiful creatures I have ever laid eyes on,” Lorian corrected her. “You’re smart, witty, far more clever than you give yourself credit for. And your loyalty to me is unquestionable.”

      “My lord,” she whimpered, clawing at the ground as if she were trying to hide in the dirt.

      “So, this is your tunnel that you dug,” Lorian started. “And I grabbed you. Are you receptive?”

      Dhika trembled and whimpered a single word. “Yes.”

      Lifting his tunic out of the way, Lorian pressed forward and wedged his erection between her legs. Dhika took a deep breath, before turning to face him.

      “Wait!” Lorian froze hearing the worry in her voice. “Are you sure? Am I worth it-”

      Dhika choked off the rest of what she was about to say as Lorian pushed his cock into her. She was deliciously snug and if possible, even wetter than she was back in the tomb.

      “My beautiful kobold,” Lorian whispered as she whined beneath him. Sliding deep inside, he stopped when he felt the end of her passage. He didn’t want to harm her, so he rested gently. “I’m going to make you one of my queens,” he declared softly.

      “My lord!” she squealed.

      “My mate,” he corrected, pulling his length back out.

      He enjoyed the way her body trembled as he did so and gave her a moment to collect herself. And as her eyes went wide, Lorian pushed himself back in, sending her cross-eyed.

      “My mate!” Dhika cried.

      “Very good,” Lorian ignored whatever protest she was trying to bring up, by sliding his cock out, and back in again. “My mate is beautiful, strong and loyal. She will make an excellent queen.”

      She couldn’t help the orgasm that ploughed into her. Her body shook and her legs jerked. Her body slid slightly away as her knee caught the ground. Lorian grinned as she throbbed around his cock and gripped the base of her tail. Dragging her back, Lorian kissed her cheek.

      “Now, now, you know the rules. Your orgasms belong to me.”

      She nodded, before letting out a wail of pleasure. Her eyes rolled back, and her body jerked violently. To keep her under control, Lorian gripped her tightly and pinned her in place. No matter how she writhed in her own delirious pleasure, Lorian just kept slowly fucking her. He knew his kobold, and he knew how much she loved him taking what she felt was his to take. He had full intentions of making her his queen. After Mitigo’s betrayal, he was one short anyway. Who else deserved the spot more?

      “FILL MEEEE!” She screamed.

      A whistle filled the tunnel, and she jerked as a crossbow bolt slammed into the top of her head. Lorian felt her soul collapse back into that ball and he snatched it. Unlike before, where it fought against him. This time it embraced him. Lorian panicked for a moment as he felt her move inside his body. He didn’t want to absorb her, but it seemed like there was a chamber. A place where she could sit and wait within, where she couldn’t be harmed.

      “One more!”

      Lorian looked up and saw an ugly face staring back at him from the mouth of the tunnel. He was holding a crossbow and in the flurries behind, Lorian could see another. Roaring in fury he pulled himself free and rushed ahead into the attack.

      “Hurry up!” someone shouted.

      The ugly man took aim with his crossbow. With a squeeze of the trigger, the bolt flew out, narrowly missing Lorian’s face. Instead, it slammed into his shoulder, punching deep into his chest cavity. Lorian collapsed in the snow and fell limp as he furiously fought against his own death.

      “Got him,” the man chuckled.

      Lorian counted for a few moments, before he realised, he couldn’t even feel pain. He had trouble breathing, but he wasn’t getting light-headed either. Despite having a body, Lorian didn’t actually have many bodily functions that were necessary for survival. Lifting himself up, the man had walked out of view of the tunnel, but he could still hear them talking.

      “Go on and pull them out, before they stink up the place. Then we better get in there. Jendan and Reccec will be in there too.”

      There was a grumbled complaint, before Lorian spotted another figure at the entrance. A younger man. He didn’t look happy to be doing this. But he had a starved look about him. That wouldn’t save him though. As the young man crawled closer, Lorian got ready. Until finally, when he was too close to do more than scream, he lunged. Grabbing the man, Lorian twisted, throwing him into the wall of the tunnel. Even in just a small space, there was an obvious crack of broken bones. The scream that escaped his lips was now a pained gurgle and Lorian glowed with fury, as he crushed the man’s windpipe.

      As the tethers appeared around him, Lorian pulled the soul free. He didn’t bother reading the memories, he didn’t have any time. Instead, he pushed it back into the corpse and used the man’s own energy to heal the worst of the breaks.

      “Kill!” Lorian ordered.

      The man nodded as he turned and rushed back out of the tunnel.

      “Samuel? What the fuck happened?”

      Samuel, as the young man must have been known, rushed out of the tunnel and fell on the man. With his distraction, none of the men outside were watching as Lorian crawled out immediately after. He stood and took in his surroundings. It was a bare, rocky outcrop at the base of the mountains in the south. The land was barren and cold with ice and rock all around. But that wasn’t Lorian’s focus right now.

      Scrambling in the now at his feet was Samuel, the newly turned undead. And another, but not the man who had killed Dhika. He was staring directly at Lorian with a look of horror.

      “It’s not possible,” he whimpered.

      Lorian turned, and the man grabbed for a shovel. They had come equipped to do some digging. No doubt Reccec and Jendan had sent for their friends. They had clearly planned this much further than Dhika had. The man, hefting his makeshift weapon, closed in, swinging it around like an axe. Lorian watched it come, almost curious what would happen when it hit. The old, ugly man was as surprised as Lorian was when the axe carved right through into his neck, stopping just above his heart.

      “W-what are you?” the man whimpered.

      Lorian grabbed him by the throat and lifted him off the ground, as the sounds of fighting grew silent. With a snarl, Lorian activated his power and locked his gaze on the soul. The memories he viewed left Lorian as enraged as the ones inside Jendan. Pulling it free of the man, his corpse fell limp. With no reason to continue holding it, Lorian dropped the corpse on the ground and examined the soul as the man appeared in his ghostly form. He stared in horror as Samuel stood slowly. His jaw was hanging off, and he was making odd choking noises as he tried to speak. But he was upright. His ghost, though, looked horrified by what was happening.

      “Go get my kobold from the tunnel, gently,” Lorian ordered.

      Samuel nodded and made a choking sound. But did as he was instructed. As the undead crawled back into the hole, Lorian turned back to the soul of the old man he held. Sending out a tendril of power, he bound the soul in place to wait.

      It wasn’t long before Samuel appeared in the tunnel. He was crawling backward, kicking the snow with his feet as he brought out Dhika. Lorian snarled, seeing the bolt sticking out of her head and moved quickly to help. Taking Dhika by the hand, he pulled, only to feel the odd flexing in his torso where his body was split. As she came fully free, Samuel gave her face a gentle stroke, and Lorian paused as he recognised someone empathising.

      With Samuel distracted, Lorian looked into the man’s memories. He could see plenty of strife. Pilfering, thieving and otherwise being a nuisance. But he also gave his food to children, fought off several attackers who were roughhousing a working woman. And right there, at the end… He had a friend who was a kobold, and he cried as he found her beaten and bloody corpse just the year before.

      “Step back,” Lorian ordered softly.

      The man nodded and moved away, leaving Lorian to work. He got down over Dhika and pulled his small lover into a seated position. Then dragged her into his lap. Turning his glowing eyes to the bound soul of the ugly man, Lorian tore him to shreds, enjoying every moment of his agonal screaming. Pulling it all in, he used the power to first, slide the bolt out of his dear mate. Then he set about putting her brain back together, fixing her up back to how she was.

      And almost like a polite knock on the door, he felt her soul throb inside himself. With a soft smile, Lorian drew it out and watched her soul as it flitted before him. It almost seemed alive as it whirled around like a happy sparrow. And with only the smallest nudge, did he prod it back into her. The soul settled within her chest, and Lorian watched as her chest rose and fell as she took a breath.

      “I love you,” she murmured, before breaking down into quiet sobs.

      Lorian held her close as she got the shock of her own death out of her system. Dying and coming back clearly wasn’t something easy to comprehend. But dying twice in a matter of hours, was something else. Lorian held her in his grasp as the snow and flurries washed over them. Samuel had wandered off, and Lorian could make out the shape of the man as he returned with several packs dragging behind him. He brought them over and pulled out what must have been horse blankets and used the first to cover Dhika.

      “Thank you,” she sniffed.

      Samuel gurgled a response. Lorian watched him for a moment before pushing power into the young man. Whatever the reason he was doing here to begin with. He wasn’t all that bad. Lorian could see it plain as day how he treated Dhika even now. And as Samuel’s face pulled back into a singular whole, he smiled brightly.

      “Thank you, my king,” he dropped to his knees.

      Lorian ignored him for the moment, pushing more power into the young man. He wanted to fix up all the bones broken in the fight. There were several fingers and toes in various states as well. Lorian didn’t have the power to fix everything, but the young man could move far easier than he was before.

      “I…”

      “You can speak,” Lorian smiled.

      “My lord is kind,” Dhika chirped, rubbing her face on his shoulder.

      Samuel smiled, before grimacing. “I… I don’t know what you did to me. Are… you going to pull me apart like you did Filib?”

      “No,” Lorian shook his head. “I looked into your soul and saw a man with a hard life. But I saw kindness there too. Something I could respect. And for what it’s worth, I’m sorry I killed you.”

      Samuel nodded. “So, I am really dead then?”

      “We all are,” Lorian smiled sadly.

      “Are you really King Lorian?”

      Lorian tilted his head. “Is there anyone else buried out here?”

      Samuel nodded quickly. “Yes, a lot actually. The ground is too hard to bury the dead here. So… We drag them out far enough it doesn’t matter.”

      “Is she out here?” Lorian asked.

      “She? Lord?”

      Lorian nodded. “The woman. The kobold. Do you think she would want to return?”

      Samuel threw himself at Lorian’s feet. “Is it possible?”

      Lorian sighed at the man’s desperate plea. “I don’t know. But…” He activated his ability once more and saw the tethers. Only now he looked further than the place they were in. There were indeed other souls floating around. They were distant, scattered, but still here. Some would be monsters, only fit for consumption. But there would be more. More with the right attitude to life. More with the skills Lorian would need. It wouldn’t be today, but one day, maybe enough to march an army through the land.

      And find out why Mitigo killed him.
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      The wind had picked up in the early evening. Dahnik sighed as he looked down at the woman. She knew how to push his buttons. Teasing, flirting, then demanding money. They’d been close once, as children, and he resented she ignored their history and insisted he pay her for the privilege.

      “How’d that work out for ya?” He grunted, taking one of her ankles.

      Her corpse was still warm where it counted. But any of the exposed skin was icy to the touch. And with the weather rolling in Dahnik had to be fast. If the storm got much worse, he worried he would be lost in it while disposing of the whore’s corpse.

      He didn’t bother checking the corners of the buildings he passed. This late in the year, the trappers were long gone. This part of town would be deserted until they returned in the spring to collect the furs that would warm the villagers for the next winter. One of those furs would have been welcome right about now, as the wind picked up. It chilled Dahnik to the bone and as he passed into the open, it only felt worse.

      The snow, building up on the ground kept getting wedged between the whore’s open leg and Dahnik let out an expletive of discontent. Dropping her leg, he turned and took her wrist instead. He ignored the look on her face. That utter betrayal, mixed with fear and despair. She was beautiful once, and through winter that would likely continue. But in the thaw, nobody would find her beautiful. People died out here all the time, what was one more whore?

      Crunch crunch crunch

      Dahnik whirled around at the sound. He squinted in the low light, trying to see through the flurries. It almost sounded like-

      Crunch crunch crunch

      Dahnik reached for the club on his belt. It wasn’t much. Just a rock, bound to the end of a piece of firewood. But it had cracked enough skulls to tell him it was useful, if not pretty.

      “Who’s there?”

      Green lights flared up all around him. Dahnik stepped back, tripping on the corpse and landing on his rump. The lights closed in and Dahnik scrambled back in the snow until two figures came into view. The glow came from their eyes, and Dahnik could see dozens more glowing in the darkness. But these two were coming right for him. Only, they paused at the feet of the whore. One was tall, but cloaked. Dahnik assumed it was probably human, if not for those horrible glowing eyes. The one at its side was much shorter. Despite the cloak, Dahnik could see the relative shape of a tail and pointed ears, which told him it was likely a kobold. The smaller bent over the whore, while Dahnik felt the larger’s gaze fall upon him.

      “Take him,” the larger figure whispered.

      Those words came out so quietly, and yet Dahnik felt their weight as figures burst out of the snow. Those green lights became beings. Some were just skin and bone, others had flesh. But each had their eyes locked on him. He opened his mouth to scream, when the closest leaped towards him. The first grabbed his face, and Dahnik gagged on the taste of rotting flesh. The second fell on his middle and he felt his club being yanked away. He thrashed, biting at the rancid fingers in his mouth, but it was useless as more piled on.

      The monsters hauled him up to his knees. He could feel weighted boots on the backs of his ankles, while another pair held each of his arms. One more was behind, with an arm around his neck, while another gripped his hair and forced him to look straight ahead as…

      “What is this?!” Dahnik squealed.

      Eilidh was staring at him. She trembled as the kobold patted her shoulder. She had those same green eyes as the rest of them.

      “You killed me,” she trembled.

      Dahnik felt warmth running down his legs as his bladder emptied.
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      Lorian watched as the young woman, Eilidh, climbed to her feet. Dhika helped steady her as she did, before the half-elf turned to face him.

      “My king, he…”

      “I know,” Lorian nodded. “I saw it inside you before I brought you back.”

      Eilidh trembled, and Dhika gave her a small hug. Eilidh froze at the contact. It had been so very long since someone had shown her genuine affection. The bought kind was shallow, and only lasted as long as the coin did. Most showed little affection at all. Just a few minutes of pumping hips and they were gone, leaving her slumped in whatever position they saw fit. But this little kobold, with such bright, green eyes.

      “What are you going to do with him?”

      “Eilidh, I’m sorry!” Dahnik cried.

      Lorian patted her shoulder. “Whatever you like.”

      She bit her lip, “I…”

      “Eilidh, please!?”

      “Will you bring him back?”

      Lorian shook his head. “Perhaps, but not as he is.” Lorian looked over his minions. All but two cried out in fear and anguish. Those two were merely victims. The rest were monsters, and now they were trapped, fuelling their bodies to perform Lorian’s bidding. They could see, feel, think and scream inside their own heads. But their bodies weren’t their own anymore. Like a puppet pulling the strings, Lorian gestured, and they dragged the man through the snow.

      “No! Please?! I’m sorry!”

      “My king?”

      Lorian looked down at Dhika and saw how she comforted Eilidh. He could see her fear, and pain as the man who killed her was dragged closer. And Lorian recognised that this man, even as a mindless thrall, would be a hindrance if he wanted to repair the wrongs.

      “Turn away,” Lorian commanded the two women.

      Dhika did so immediately, pulling Eilidh around where Lorian could pull them both into a soft embrace. Activating his vision, Lorian tapped wordlessly into the tethers that controlled his thralls. The two he spared smiled grimly as the mindless creatures tore Dahnik limb from limb. As his body failed, his soul spilled free. The man had a relieved look on his face, but only for as long as it took for him to recognise the souls of those around him.

      “Gods no,” he begged. “Please?”

      Lorian shook his head and enjoyed the screams of the soul as he tore it to shreds. Filtering through the man’s memories, he built a mental map of the town. The other people he killed, the stash of loot buried under one of the abandoned shacks on the far side of town. He took the scraps of knowledge the man could provide and tore the rest into pure energy.

      “Come,” Lorian commanded the two souls who watched on with awe.

      The first, a middle-aged man by the name of Paavo, who was a trader. He was a businessman at heart and had troubled nobody in his travels. Paavo fell victim to the town during a visit years before. He was happy to be informed that his murderer, Reccec, died horribly. The other, an old maid, who had succumbed to the cold last winter, just wanted to see her grandchildren. Ceana had a wicked glint in her eye that told Lorian that she wasn’t someone you wanted to mess with, despite her innocent predisposition.

      As they approached, Lorian gave them kind smiles, before pouring some of Dahnik’s energy into them. Both sighed in relief as their bodies began to renew. They would never re-join the living, and they would forever be bound by their king. But they would be whole. They could eat, breathe, sleep, love and live how they did before. Even serious injury wasn’t a concern. With enough energy, they would even look alive to the living.

      Lorian also passed some of that energy into Eilidh, fixing the bruising on her face, the crack in her skull and the kink to her nose broken years before. She trembled, feeling the energy directed through her like a warm embrace. And once again, she felt things she hadn’t in a very long time, right beside a kobold, who had done nothing but smile.

      Sparing as much as he could, Lorian pulled away, taking the dregs of Dahnik’s soul for himself. He was feeling far more invigorated than he did when he first woke up. But that thirst remained ever present. The more souls he took in, the more vast he released the emptiness inside became. He was only thankful that his compulsive thirst did not increase at the same time. It allowed him to think rationally about the souls he destroyed or spared. Souls like Eilidh.

      “Let’s go,” Lorian announced.

      His thralls dropped Dahnik’s corpse, leaving it to freeze and eventually fester. It would be a feast for maggots in the thaw. But likely, there would be few to remember him or even care. With Dhika at his side, who clutched Eilidh’s hand, Lorian strode into the town. It was far larger than necessary for the population here. Each soul was like a beacon. He could see them in the distance, and it ensured that none would escape his notice.

      One thing Lorian was surprised to note, with the number before him. He could tell there were differences between the souls. Coming across them one by one, he hadn’t noticed before. But while viewing the population of the entire town, he noticed the differences in colour. Few were the ones truly innocent. Fewer still were the ones truly bad. Humanity was a spectrum of good and evil, rarely was anything monochromatic. He passed by a building that looked like a place of worship. There was no soul within, and they boarded the doors up long ago.

      The building beside it though, was a tavern. And inside was all manner of beings. Lorian could see only one innocent, while there were several of the truly bad ones. The rest were various shades between. With a non-verbal command, he targeted the bad ones, while sending out instructions to leave the innocent. The rest were to be corralled and only killed if they fought back. Lorian sent half his thralls to the rear of the building, leaving the rest with him. He lacked the numbers for a full assault, but a dozen, drunken individuals in a bar wouldn’t be a tough fight if you weren’t worried about injuries.

      “M-my king?”

      Lorian glanced down at Eilidh. She, being half elf, meant she was on the shorter side. Her slender frame and petite features made her rather pretty as she clutched Dhika’s hand for comfort. Her long, almost white, blonde hair tumbled around her shoulders as she looked up at him.

      “It’s okay,” Lorian smiled. “You may speak.”

      “Are you really him? Are you the dead king?”

      “I am,” Lorian sighed. “And I have heard Mitigo has taken the mantle as Queen in my stead.”

      Eilidh swallowed nervously, “M-my King, what will you do with me? With the town? With the world?”

      Lorian paused. It wasn’t really something he had thought of. Not to that extent. His only goal was removing Mitigo from the throne and fixing all the wrongs she wrought on the land. But it wasn’t going to be a simple matter of walking in the front doors and telling the royal guard to stand down. He was a lich, after all. There would be white mages out there who would hunt him. More would be in the castle itself. They’d kill him for being what he is, no matter his intention.

      “I think I need to learn more about the world Mitigo has created. Then maybe, I should speak to my wives. They always provided me with a greater understanding of their people.” Eilidh looked uncomfortable, and Lorian patted her shoulder. “I know they’re dead. I can still feel them, and I will give them the same opportunity as you.”

      Eilidh felt her breath catch, before Dhika squeezed her hand. She met the kobold’s eyes and saw the subtle shake of her head. Eilidh bit her lip nervously as she looked up at the king. His concentration had switched back to the tavern, and she watched as he strode forward with his thralls in his wake.

      “He will,” Dhika whispered.

      “He is a king,” Eilidh trembled. “I’m… I’m just-”

      “A beautiful woman,” Dhika interrupted her softly.

      Eilidh trembled as cool tears rolled down her face. Neither of the ladies knew Lorian could hear them. He had pretended not to as he approached the front doors. While he was used to his physical comforts and the touch of many women. He also knew pain and loss worked differently for all. He wasn’t about to push himself on the newly risen working girl. Nor would he appreciate Dhika pushing her into his bed. But should she arrive in it herself, without coercion. Well… King Lorian was known for his ability to love his women, and the notoriety that came with it, was well deserved.

      For now, though, he had other things to think about. Starting with the man who stumbled out into the dark porch of the tavern. It wasn’t covered from the wind at all, and he held up an arm to brave the flurries blowing into his face. He didn’t see Lorian at all until he spotted the king’s bare feet in the snow.

      “What the fuck?”

      Looking up, the man froze, seeing two green eyes staring right back. His heart leaped into his chest as the thing grabbed him by the shirt, hauling him off the ground to dangle with his toes brushing the snow.

      “Tell me why you should live?”

      The man trembled and thought of his wife and child back at home. He remembered the disapproving way she looked at him as he left for his usual evening drink and closed his eyes.

      “I’m sorry, Magda.”

      Lorian heard the whispered apology and tilted his head. Without killing the man, he could hardly view the memories of his soul. That was one thing that perturbed him. He could see the colour. This man wasn’t all bad, but he wasn’t particularly good either. But when faced with annihilation, his thoughts turned to his family.

      “Go,” Lorian lowered him to the ground. “Stay home. Do not leave. You will be safe as long as you remain indoors.”

      The man let out a choked sob and sprinted out towards a collection of souls in the distance. Lorian watched them for a time, before realising most of them were on the innocent side. Women and children most likely. When he saw the soul approach two in particular, they clumped together, and Lorian watched their emotion’s pulse through them visually.

      “He was a bastard to work for,” Eilidh commented. “But he always paid his bill and never roughed me up.”

      Lorian sighed. He would be a hypocrite to think he could hold the man to such a standard, when he himself had many dozens of mistresses. Many of which were only there for coin. So instead, he turned back to the tavern and stepped up to the wooden door. Pulling it open, he heard several complaints from people inside as snow entered the room. Lorian stepped in, holding the door for Dhika, Eilidh and the thralls.

      “What in the hells?” one man squeaked.

      “Eilidh?” Another whimpered.

      Each person in the room stared at Lorian and his group. The closest man, one who was a little more on the good side than the rest, suddenly pulled a blade. He rushed forward. The man’s response impressed Lorian as he took the full force of the rusted knife in his chest. But as an undead, he felt nothing. Gripping the man by the shoulder, Lorian twisted, breaking his arm, before throwing him across the room. As the man crashed into the bar with a bone shattering crunch, the room erupted into chaos.

      Several people followed the barman out the back, only to turn around as the thralls burst in. Someone rushed to get past Lorian. But it was Dhika who stepped in. The small kobold must have enjoyed some of the inhuman strength that came over Lorian, as she shoved the man aside. He tumbled into the wall, where Eilidh stared at him in shock. His eyes were wide with fear as he cowered.

      Screams rang out inside the tavern, and Lorian switched his attention back to the fight. Of all things, Ceana had a man by the neck with her teeth. She had an adorable snarl on her face as she shook him like a dog, tearing his flesh as blood sprayed out from the wound. Lorian could see his hand still clutched a knife, buried in the old woman’s shoulder.

      Across the room, was a small figure, crawling along the ground. The thralls were ignoring them and that had Lorian’s attention. Switching his vision, he recognised it as the innocent soul. A young man, perhaps one of Samuel’s friends. He paused as an elderly man fell in his path, rolling across the floor while he fought against a skeleton headed corpse. He picked his moment and darted forward, only to freeze as he spotted Lorian looming over him.

      Lorian watched the young man for a moment. He cowered back, not acting aggressive in any way. Bending over him, he saw the young man curl in and start to pray to whatever gods he could entice. Lorian smiled, before taking him by the arm and hauling him to his feet. The man trembled as Lorian patted him down and gestured for the door.

      “Go home and stay there. The streets tonight aren’t safe.”

      The young man didn’t hesitate for a moment, scrambling for the door. Dhika stepped aside letting him pass. Lorian watched, before switching his attention to Eilidh, who was chewing on the face of a man who was gasping slightly as he bled from multiple open wounds. Lorian frowned, before spotting the colour of his soul. Eilidh’s was still the same as it was before, so he let it go. She wasn’t harming herself, nor doing anything immoral in his eyes if he was as evil as the colour of his soul made him out to be.

      Looking around the room, it was mostly falling silent. There was another working girl, who stared at Eilidh with horror written across her face. The barman was bleeding out from a wound in his neck. It looked jagged and torn, matching a broken bottle on the floor. There were several more corpses and just about everyone sported an injury. Paavo was the only casualty of the fight on Lorian’s side. His head had almost been cut off, and he laid on the ground in a twisted mess.

      With a grunt, Lorian pulled all the free souls into him, before switching his attention to Eilidh. Making his way over, she turned her face up to stare. The fury in her eyes died, seeing Lorian stare right back. Dhika appeared at her side, taking the young woman’s hand to gently lead her away. Lorian looked down at the broken, bleeding man and bent over. Taking him by the neck, Lorian stood, hauling him up like a rag doll. Turning to a nearby wall, Lorian pulled back, before slamming the man into the hard surface. The tavern shuddered once, twice and then a third before Lorian took the man’s soul and dropped the corpse.

      Eilidh was sobbing quietly while Dhika held her close. As he strode around the room, he marked the soul for destruction. He noted those who were dying, and those who would likely survive. He would help the ones he deemed worth it, but the rest would be his thralls. This world wasn’t the peaceful one he left behind. Monsters came in all shapes and sizes. And if Lorian found them, they would join his ranks.

      It took him over an hour of pulling memories, questioning others while interrogating souls directly before he had them all where he wanted. Two of the injured died while he worked, and two more would follow. Three of the ones left alive would be fine and Lorian told them to leave. Which left him with his thralls and those who remained. They wept, begged and sobbed. But in the end, each died and was either made into energy to repair his thralls, feed himself, or join them entirely.

      They weren’t necessarily evil people. But they had done bad things to survive. Things they couldn’t justify beyond a description of a dog-eat-dog world. Killing in self-defence was not the same thing as killing for survival. It was a decision they made, knowing it wasn’t the right thing, and yet they made it, anyway.

      With his thralls in place, Lorian set them loose on the town. Souls marked for protection were left. Others were targeted first, and it wasn’t long before, once again, the old woman returned with a prize. The woman she dragged into the tavern left a red streak from a wound in the back of her head. Lorian frowned momentarily as he double checked she was in fact one of the evil ones, before checking Ceana once again.

      “My king,” she bowed softly. “It would be my pleasure to end her for you.”

      The woman on the ground, despite her eyes not focussing properly, could still hear. And she groaned out a complaint as Lorian nodded his head in agreement. The heavy thuds as the old woman beat the younger’s head into the floor filled him with cold detachment. While the old woman cackled madly.

      Dhika clung to his side as she refused to watch, while Eilidh used a rag and some strong spirit to wash the gore from her hands and face, behind the bar. When the woman finally expired, Lorian pulled her soul and saw she was the town healer, years gone by. She was also responsible for most of the ailments that came into the town. Poisoning children, then offering antidotes to the parents. Half of those antidotes contained other poisons, and the process continued until she would be forced to use her limited abilities as a white mage. That made Lorian pause. Being a white mage, he knew she was one of the few beings capable of killing them easily. It had taken armies in the past, but they didn’t need to be strong in order to be effective against the undead.

      Pulling her soul, the woman trembled in fear and anger. Snarling and cursing over the top of anything Lorian had to ask her. So, in the end, he tore her to shreds, ignoring her hellish screams as he feasted on her energy. Only this time, it was different. The energy he ate before sustained him and his abilities. But the power of the white mage flowed through him, and he took it in like a man dying of thirst. For the first time, he felt himself being sated. It was only a little, but Lorian felt like a new man as her power settled within.

      The door opened behind him, and Lorian turned to see what came in next. Only to freeze as he watched Samuel bring in a bundle tied to a wooden litter. He looked conflicted as he came in and gently placed the litter on the floor while Lorian approached.

      “My King, I found her,” he mumbled. “But… It’s not…”

      “I can help,” Lorian smiled at the young man.

      Bending over, Samuel took the edge of the cloth bundle and pulled it open. The corpse beneath was equal parts rotted and dried. It was obvious scavengers had gotten to it. But most remained, including her skull, which Lorian was thankful for. He remembered Dhika being killed in the tunnel and wasn’t sure he could bring someone back without a skull.

      Activating his sight, he couldn’t see her soul. The souls of the others hung around. They drifted uselessly as if waiting to be collected. Which was something Lorian hadn’t considered. Some of his thralls, currently ransacking what was left of town, had been out there for years. Others for only a few weeks. Did souls just cling to the dead? Or was there something else wrong with the world that Lorian didn’t know about?

      Lorian shook off the thoughts and concentrated. He could feel small wisps from the kobold and saw they flickered in and out of reality in a single direction. He followed their path and saw they led straight to Samuel, who stared at the corpse with a heavy frown.

      Sending out a tether, Samuel yelped in shock as it passed through him. But sure enough, Lorian found what he was looking for. With a slight tug, the tattered soul pulled free of his chest. The moment it was out in the open, she reformed into the familiar shape of a kobold.

      “No! Please!” She begged. “Don’t take me away!”

      “Zriy!” Samuel reached for her, but he stared in horror as his hand passed through her form.

      “Samuel!” She cried. “I never left you! Please,” she twisted to stare at Lorian. “Please? I was in his heart!”

      “I can give you back,” Lorian offered.

      That made her freeze, “Give me back?”

      “In there,” Lorian pointed down at her corpse. “I can give it all back.”

      “No,” she shook her head. “Not unless you can make me whole again.”

      Lorian smiled and drew on his newly gained power from the dead, white mage. “I’ll see what I can do.”
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      Lorian sighed as the hot water seeped into his bones. In fact, he cracked open his eyelids and ran his fingers around the creases of his limbs. If only to make sure he wasn’t actually taking in water. But his body, despite the shrivelled appearance, was whole and unblemished.

      “What are you doing, my king?”

      Lorian looked over at the kobold as she dropped the tattered remains of her cloak on the floor. Her tail flicked softly from side to side. Lorian watched it, recognising her nervous excitement. He let his eyes trail up her body and smiled as she squirmed. She loved the attention, but having it so blatantly obvious made her want to hide.

      “Just checking my body,” he nodded.

      Dhika frowned and slowly approached. They were inside the bathing area of the tavern, while the newest members of the horde did their work. Lorian had identified the people he wanted killed. Then there were those he wanted brought back alive, if possible, with only a handful to be left alone entirely. Like Magda’s family.

      “Why are you checking your body, my king?”

      Lorian frowned as he held up his hand. Dhika looked at it, before turning her glowing green eyes back to meet his own.

      “I’m shrivelled,” Lorian smirked.

      Dhika took his hand, scrutinising it. She turned it over and ran the tip of a claw across his palm. Lorian squirmed at the sensation but let her do it without complaint.

      “Thin, perhaps,” she muttered. “But you’re as beautiful as the day I first met you.”

      Lorian snorted and shook his head. “I appreciate the compliment. But we both know I have changed.”

      “You haven’t changed all that much,” she replied.

      Lorian was about to protest, when he felt a scaled hand lightly grip his length beneath the water. Instead, he smiled and shifted over. Dhika lifted one scaled leg over the lip of the bath and paused. She rocked her hips slowly as Lorian’s eyes latched onto her scaled labia. They parted slightly as she rubbed herself on the lip of the bath.

      “You dare?” Lorian growled softly. “That body of yours belongs to me!”

      Dhika bit her lip as her scales went a few shades darker. “I’m sorry, my king. It’s just so hot down there.”

      “Hot, you say?” Lorian frowned. “Come closer then. Let me check if something is wrong.”

      Dhika whimpered softly as she slid into the bath. Lorian watched her closely as she turned and pointed her ass towards his face. Reaching out, Lorian palmed her thighs and steered her backwards as she moved into position. Her tail flicked rapidly from side to side, even as she whimpered and moaned in embarrassment. But Lorian didn’t care about that. He cared about the puffy, lower lips of his kobold as they came closer to his face.

      Sliding one hand up, he gripped her tail by the base, making her shudder and gasp. And he used it to pull her firmly upwards so that his nose was hovering in front of her sex.

      “From my initial observations, there appears to be some swelling,” Lorian smiled, before slipping his other hand up between her legs. He gently pried her labia open and smiled at the delicious, blue-green of her most intimate place. Even as he watched, a bead of grool slowly dripped from her inner labia, onto Lorian’s upper lip. “It appears you are leaking,” he continued in a serious tone.

      With a grin, Lorian ran the tip of his finger through her lower lips. She was built remarkably similar to a human, just on a different scale. Everything was rather neat and discreet. If she were nude but unaroused, her scales would completely hide her sex. But here, now, with her hot breath approaching the head of his cock, Lorian wanted to taste her. He felt two hands take his cock and stroke in unison, as a wet tongue lapped at the head like a lolly. Lorian sighed as his sex crazed kobold gave in to her lust.

      And with Dhika lapping at his cock, Lorian returned the favour. Dragging her ass closer, Dhika let out a small chirp, before Lorian slid his tongue through her labia. Her body tensed above him, but she didn’t pull away as he tasted her. Instead, she closed her mouth over his cock. Careful of her teeth, she wrapped her tongue around his length and stroked it with bobs of her head.

      Not to be outdone, Lorian wrapped his free arm around the kobolds waist and pulled her down against himself. With better access, he extended his tongue, lapping at her entrance, before pushing it into her. Her tongue tightened around his cock as she whimpered at the intrusion. It then became a game between them. Lorian would stroke her tail, teasing that shameful urge inside his kobold. While Dhika would transfer from long strokes of his cock into her throat, to gentle suckling directly on the head.

      And while Lorian was struggling to ward off his end. Dhika was trembling as he moved his mouth lower to suckle on her clitoris. That tiny nub he loved to focus on, brought her so much pleasure. And as his lips closed over it, she doubled down, trying desperately to earn her treat. She swirled her tongue over his length, driving him onward. Lorian in return, grabbed her ass with one hand while squeezing her tail with the other. Shifting the hand that gripped her ass, he pushed two fingers into her drooling pussy. He felt her muscles contract as she slid into her first orgasm and moaned his success.

      But Dhika wasn’t done. She dug her claws into his hips. Pulling, she hauled herself down, forcing Lorian to bend to accommodate her smaller form. But he was completely taken by surprise as she swallowed hard, taking his cock deep into the back of her throat. Closing her mouth, her teeth rested gently against his skin, preventing him from pulling away. Her tongue constricted around his length, sliding back and forth inside her mouth, while she swallowed repeatedly.

      With her own orgasm hitting, Lorian watched her pussy spasm around his fingers. He admired the sensation of her insides as the quantity of fluids escaping nearly doubled. Her orgasm poured down his wrist as his seed sprayed down the kobold’s throat. He held her close, crushing her to himself as they came together. Dhika sucked firmly, refusing to allow him to move away, while Lorian sucked firmly on her tiny clit. The two of them came together for an age, shuddering and moaning into each other’s crotches.

      “Oh, my king?!”

      Lorian glanced over and spotted Eilidh in the doorway. She had a hand covering her mouth as she watched Dhika’s ass sway in the air. With a twinge of regret, Lorian released the kobold’s clit and pulled his face away. He heard a pained whimper from her ruined orgasm, and promised himself that he would make it up to her later. Especially as she refused to let him go as the aftershocks of his own orgasm, spurted into the back of her mouth.

      “Yes, Eilidh?” Lorian grunted.

      She flinched and looked at the floor. “I’m sorry, my king,” she blurted. “But people and corpses are arriving.”

      Lorian sighed, before grimacing as Dhika slowly dragged her mouth up his length to release him. He knew that the treatment was because of her own sexual frustration. So, he didn’t hold it against her as she shuffled down his body to sit in his lap.

      “We’ll be out in a moment,” Lorian nodded.

      Eilidh did a quick curtsey before darting out of the room, leaving the two of them alone once more.

      “That-”

      “Tonight, I’m going to pin you to my bed and take that pretty little ass of yours until you beg me to stop.”

      She tilted her head back and look up at him with wide eyes. Lorian smiled and leaned down to kiss her gently.

      “Queen Dhika,” he chuckled. “My horny little kobold queen, destined to rule from my lap.”

      Her hands quickly found his cock as she moved to take him, but he placed a hand on her shoulder, preventing her from rising.

      “You can have that now, or you can have my offer later.”

      “But… It hurts.”

      “I know,” Lorian smiled. “Which is why I want you to wait. I love how desperate you get when I play with your ass.”

      Dhika trembled, before pulling her thighs closer together, pinning his cock in place. She wiggled her hips and looked back over her shoulder.

      “Are you sure, I can’t convince you otherwise, my king?”

      Lorian smiled as she wriggled her hips. “One or the other.”

      She frowned before lifting herself slightly. Lorian watched, unsure of what she was about to do, when she climbed to her feet. “I want what you promised. But my king. You are cruel.”

      “No, Dhika,” Lorian chuckled, watching her curvy form climb back out of the bath and head towards the towels they set out earlier. “Cruel, will be begging me to slow down as you drench your sheets, only for me to ignore you.”

      Dhika dropped to her knees and clutched at herself for several long moments. Lorian stood, thinking there was something wrong, before he heard the soft sound of dripping. He looked her over and saw the way she trembled, before seeing the drips from between her legs, on the wooden floor. He stared for a long time, before Dhika regained her composure and looked back over her shoulder. Seeing him staring at her, she blushed a deeper shade of green than he had ever seen before.

      “Satisfied?” Lorian asked.

      Dhika shook her head slowly, “No, my king.”

      “Good,” Lorian smiled as he pushed down the idea of taking her anyway. “Now get dressed. My queen does not go around in the nude for anyone but her king.”

      She squirmed, before shuffling to her feet. She had a slight wobble as she moved but reached her towel without an issue. Taking one for Lorian, she turned and squeaked as he pulled her into a firm kiss. Her body melted against his as she felt his firm muscles. She recognised he had lost body mass, but he was still very much the man she remembered. Just slimmer, firmer and as he pushed and pulled her with ease in the bath, she knew he was stronger. And when he pulled away, leaving Dhika gasping and whimpering, he simply took the towel from her limp hands and started getting dry. The only thing that stopped her from lunging for him once more, was the promise he gave for later that evening. And as her tail flicked rapidly from side to side, she took up her own towel, careful to leave between her legs until last. She didn’t want to stink of her own lust. Not yet.
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      Lorian stepped into view of the tavern. There were several people huddled in the middle of the room, surrounded by Lorian’s thralls. The walking corpses of those who did not wish to return, and he did not feel the need to destroy. They could only follow basic instructions. But they were clearly effective as the huddled group stared up at him.

      “Who are you?”

      Lorian turned his attention to an older man, who glared with suspicion. Lorian could see the red staining down his arm. Someone had provided him with cloth to staunch the flow. But Lorian could see how pale he was as sweat collected on his brow. The man didn’t have long to go. Others in the room were wounded, though not quite so badly as him. The surprising thing for Lorian, was the children that had been brought before him. They looked scared, but mostly unharmed. By shifting his vision, he could check their colour, and saw they too lacked innocence. And the thought of these children reducing themselves to banditry or worse, just made him angry.

      “I am King Lorian,” he announced.

      “King Lorian is dead,” the man snapped. “I watched them take his corpse down into the tomb.”

      “Who exactly did you see?”

      The man frowned, “I saw the Queen, her guards and the men who buried the tunnel.”

      “Just the one Queen?” Lorian asked.

      The man nodded. “The rest were on trial.”

      Froze, before slumping down against the wall. He covered his face in his hands in horror. “What were their charges?”

      “The King’s murder.”

      Shifting his vision, Lorian looked at the tethers, stretching off into the distance. He took in the dull threads and concentrated on the two that felt alive. He couldn’t tell which was which, but he knew one was Mitigo. The only question was, to whom did the other belong to? If they put his wives on trial for his death, it was at Mitigo’s insistence. She was not only responsible for whatever he found out in the world. But responsible for killing the women who loved her like a sister.

      “Where are we?” Lorian asked the room, as Dhika approached to comfort him.

      The room watched as he held the kobold to his side, as he held back his grief. Lorian had loved this world. He loved its people, and he loved its peace. Taking the villagers felt right, only because he could feel that these people were not innocent. But a single individual had tainted their lives. An individual who would pay for her crimes. Then, and only then, could he repair the wrongs she had wrought and step aside for the newest ruler of this world.

      “My king,” Dhika licked her lips. “This is the town of Murnam, south of the Great Lake, and the tomb for Queen Cyllbes.”

      Lorian froze, before glancing back at his tethers. He could see one that shot off almost parallel to one that showed life. If they were south of the Great Lake, that meant Lorian was due north, and so was the capital where Mitigo ruled.

      “Cyllbes,” Lorian shuddered. “She will be my first stop,” he nodded to himself.

      “You really think you’re the dead king?” The old man asked.

      Lorian’s eyes snapped to him and saw the challenge. “I am, yes,” Lorian growled. “How to prove that, I don’t know. But that’s not up for debate. Right now, I need to decide what I’m going to do with each of you.”

      “Whatever you wish, my king,” a younger man nodded with his hands clasped as if in prayer. “We welcome your return.”

      Lorian concentrated on his vision and examined the man’s soul. He was one of the nastier ones. Not outright evil, which is how he had survived so far. But he was still a predator of men somehow.

      “I am trying to decide which of you go home to your families,” Lorian started. “You are all here for your questionable morals.”

      The man shrivelled slightly, but tried to keep up a confident facade.

      “How would we convince you to let us go?” A woman asked softly. She clung to a young girl. Probably on the cusp of womanhood. And they both had a taint to them. “If not for me, then for my girl.”

      Lorian tilted his head. “Is there anything you would like to confess?”

      The woman trembled, before letting her gaze drop. “I stole from the church, before it was closed. I sold the items to a trader for food so we could survive the winter.”

      There were several growls from people in the room, but Lorian glared at them and his mindless thralls moved towards them with a menacing presence. That quickly reinforced the need for them to remain silent, though now the woman looked utterly terrified as she clung to her daughter. All at once, Lorian realised that the colour of their souls probably weren’t a real indicator. He wasn’t seeing the ones who were truly good and evil, he was seeing the ones who believed that about themselves. The rapists and murder’s knew they had committed evil, and their souls showed that. This woman felt tainted from robbing the church and it showed that too.

      “And what about you?” Lorian asked, staring at the daughter.

      “Reccec pays me,” she trembled.

      “Reccec is dead,” Lorian sighed, glad he had left that particular corpse in the tomb. “What did he pay you for?”

      “He paid me to act as a lookout, while… while he robbed people.”

      Lorian nodded. On one side of things, she was complacent to various murders. On the other, she was still a child in his eyes. One who was a victim of the world and clearly regretted the things she had done to survive. Things that had tainted her soul.

      Lorian pondered, before coming to a realisation. Each of these people had done good and bad. But each of them would still be stuck in this place long after he left. If it took him a thousand years to get his revenge, it would not break the cycle for at least that long. People here would still starve. Bandits would roam free. Suffering would continue. But… There was one way he could end all those problems all at once.

      Closing his eyes, Lorian brought up the tethers and felt for them. He knew they formed with those he interacted with. But he had never tried to use them on a living being. Pulling one free, he directed it like a snake. He could see the confused looks of the people in the room. They couldn’t see what he could, but Ceana, Dhika and Eilidh could. They watched as Lorian approached the daughter first. He pushed the tether into her and watched as she felt something.

      Feeling it take hold, he felt awful as she glanced at her mother. She could feel what he was doing, even if she didn’t understand it. And as Lorian pulled it back, tugging her soul free, her mother let out a wail of anguish as the young girl floated free.

      “Please, I’m sorry,” she wailed.

      Lorian hushed her gently, before raising his hand, and shoved her soul back into her body again. The young girl shuddered, before grabbing at her mother.

      “What?” She gasped, seeing her daughter’s green eyes.

      But before the girl could respond, Lorian pulled the mother’s soul out as well. As the room erupted into fearful shouts and cries, Lorian methodically pulled the soul of each person out, before putting them back in. Making them undead, meant they wouldn’t starve, and with his hold on them, he could keep them under his control. He could prevent the fighting, the murder, the rape and the other horrible acts committed since Mitigo’s rule.

      And as the old man shuddered back to life, Lorian looked over his newest thralls. They still had their memories, their functions and their free will. They weren’t the mindless monsters that stood motionless around the room. And as long as he had no reason to destroy them, they would remain that way.

      “Silence!” Lorian barked.

      The undead in the room stopped all at once. The mother and daughter were clinging to one another. Several more children were in the arms of their loved ones. And while Lorian regretted their fear, they were entirely safe and unharmed.

      “You have your free will, as citizens of this land,” Lorian announced. “But for the crimes you have committed, I have made you into what you are. For now, until I regain control of my lands, you will follow me. Loyalty will gain rewards, disloyalty will earn you punishment.”

      With his words, the mindless thralls stamped their feet, leaving no doubt to the words Lorian spoke.

      “You will not hunger, you will not feel pain,” he continued. “There is no need for further suffering. And when I return this world to the peace it once had. I will allow you to decide your own futures. That is my offer. If you do not wish to follow me, tell me now.”

      Immediately, three hands went up. The first was the younger man from before who spoke up. The next two were a father and child. Lorian looked them over and thought that it most likely that he just wanted to take his child elsewhere. But the young man shared no loyalty to anyone. Lorian looked over his soul, now it was open to him. He saw the memories. The casual, carefree existence. He didn’t care about the suffering of others. He knew it was wrong when he stole. When he extorted others and when he fought. But he put his own survival above them. He thought himself the most important.

      Reaching out, Lorian grabbed the man’s soul and watched his body turn rigid. The rest of the room could see now, the tethers that bound them to their king. And with a vicious pull, Lorian yanked the soul free of his body. Tearing it into shreds, the room flinched back at the terrible screams as Lorian absorbed most of the power he could. The little that remained, was the knowledge on fighting.

      “If you will not follow me, you may fight for me,” Lorian sighed, pushing what little remained of the man’s soul, back into his body.

      The corpse flinched, before getting to his feet. He stood there, watching with the same blank stare as the rest of the thralls in the room. And Lorian turned his attention back to the father and child. The man looked terrified and made a small bow. Lorian thought there would have been more to put up their hands, but none were brave enough to make the first move. But this man did.

      Pulling away from Dhika, Lorian strode across the room and stopped in front of the trembling man. The child in his arms hadn’t seen ten winters. A boy, sobbing softly into his father’s shirt.

      “I respect a man who wants for others,” Lorian nodded. “I will keep your son safe.”

      The man nodded, still utterly terrified of the dead king. Lorian turned and looked over his newest thralls. Ceana grinned with a manic glint, while Paavo had a thoughtful look on his face. Samuel and Zriy were moving around outside, going by their tethers. Lorian found it odd that he knew which were theirs. In fact, he could recognise most of the tethers, if not by name, then by feel. All those except to his wives. Those he did not recognise, and he wondered if that was because he hadn’t met them in this form.

      Putting the thought aside, Lorian strode across the room to the front of the room, before looking back at his new thralls. “Go home. Pack what belongings you wish to bring. We leave in the morning.”

      Turning his attention to Ceana and Paavo, he waited until the new members of his group had left. “Go find the ones that were left alone. Tell them we are all leaving, and they may follow if they wish.”

      “You should make them,” Ceana frowned. “They will die here. There isn’t the food or work to sustain them through the winter.”

      Lorian wanted to ask how they usually survived the cold. Before he realised, he was staring at the answer. Some of them would die. And their belongings would sustain the survivors. A cruel, but necessary survival.

      “Then you better be convincing,” Lorian nodded.

      Turning on the spot, Lorian noticed Dhika climbing a set of stairs in the back. Eilidh was nowhere to be seen, but Lorian could see her tether up above. He looked around seeing the glow of the dead souls floating around in the town. They would be easy to collect in the morning. Those who would come voluntarily could do so. The rest could be pawns. With a snort, Lorian made for the stairs.

      Dhika must have heard him coming as she scampered into a room, tossing her clothing on the floor as she ran. Lorian ignored the simple clothing as he followed into a room, where the kobold stood naked in the middle of the room. She looked nervous, but excited as her tail wagged frantically from side to side.

      “Hands and knees,” Lorian ordered.

      Dhika whimpered as she turned and got on all fours. She wasn’t even on the bed. Which probably had something to do with how she liked a bit of shame. This was both a reward and a punishment of sorts, after all. Lorian undid his pants and got on his knees behind the kobold. She was too low, but that was intentional. From this position, Lorian grabbed her by the hips and lifted her from the floor. Dhika dangled helplessly in the air as he pushed his cock into her tight pussy. She was still raring to go from earlier and slid inside with ease. She whimpered softly, knowing how the rules worked. Lorian wasn’t fucking her pussy for her pleasure, despite how much she loved how it felt. No, he was gathering lubrication.

      Pulling his cock free, Lorian lowered her slightly and prodded the smaller hole below her tail. Her ass was extremely tight, and he took his time. He prodded and pushed, stretching her gently as she whimpered beneath him. Each prod of his cock helped her to relax as she desperately wanted her reward.

      “More,” she whimpered.

      Lorian increased the pressure, enjoying how her ass began to stretch and take the head of his cock. Her digitigrade legs kicked helplessly above the floor as she wriggled from side to side. Until finally, with a silent ‘pop’ her ass accepted the head of his cock. Immediately, she gasped and started to cum. It was all Lorian was waiting for. Rocking back, he listened to the squeak that escaped her throat as she silently screamed. Before pushing back in.

      He ignored the high-pitched whines, and loud gasps as she came around his cock. The sensations of her body pulsing and squeezing were delicious, but Lorian had a promise to keep. Each pulse of her orgasm was just an invitation for Lorian to push his cock that much deeper. Her tail was going ballistic as he penetrated her, and he could see how deeply her claws were embedded in the floor.

      “Here, my king.”

      Lorian flinched as he felt a hand rub around the length of his cock, still outside of Dhika’s body. He glanced down and saw a feminine hand, rubbing some kind of oil into his skin. Glancing back, Eilidh was blushing furiously as she stepped away.

      “Try now,” she whispered.

      Lorian frowned, before pushing slightly. As the oil penetrated into Dhika, she let out a long whine, as progress became easier. Dhika made unintelligible noises as Lorian slowly penetrated her fully. Her body accepted him easily, but her mind was trapped in a never-ending cycle of extreme sensations. Pulling his cock all the way out to the head, Dhika gasped loudly. Before screaming as he pushed it all the way back inside again.

      “Remember to beg, my dear,” Lorian whispered as he tightened his grip. 

      “More!” She cried with a broken wail as her love drove himself into her ass, with reckless abandon.
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      “My king!?”

      Lorian sighed and turned his head. The undead horde continued moving on around them. But the small group he led personally, followed behind. Those like Eilidh, Ceana and the other undead were dressed as they had been. But there was the living now too. Wrapped in cloaks, blankets and as many layers as they could find, Lorian still worried about them. Despite being undead, he was still very much the man he was before this all went so terribly wrong.

      They had agreed to his request to join them at first. But that was quickly swept away as the wind continued to howl and the snow continued to fall. If not for the mindless thralls dragging supplies on old carts and bound litters, they likely would not have been able to leave at all.

      “My King!?” This time it was a feminine voice.

      Coming to a stop, Lorian turned and regarded the three people who had caught up. The woman had twice as many layers around herself as her husband. But the bundle in her arms was even further wrapped and Lorian could make out a tiny pink face. Behind them, the rest of the group slowly caught up. The undead members, helping support the living. Supporting shoulders, and carrying the few things that couldn’t, or wouldn’t fit on the carts.

      Lorian regarded the three, noting the man’s grimace. The man he spared from outside the tavern. Which made the woman at his side, Magda.

      “How far is it to the next town?”

      “You mean you don’t know?” Magda snapped. Lorian regarded her for a moment, while her husband gripped her arm. But she shrugged off his grip and stepped forward. “We’re freezing to death out here, and you don’t even know how far it is to the next shelter? I thought the Great King Lorian would at least have had a plan before you dragged us from our homes!”

      “Magda!” The man pleaded, but she shrugged him off again.

      She opened her mouth to continue her tirade, when Lorian sent out a mental command and the thralls came to an eerie stop.

      “You’re right,” Lorian bowed softly. “Perhaps you can enlighten me. How far is the next village?”

      Magda frowned and bit the inside of her lip, before the old man who had spoken up in the tavern, stepped forward.

      “My King?” Lorian looked him over and nodded. “My King, the next town is several days away.” Lorian grimaced, but the man continued. “But I may have a solution.”
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      The first sign they were getting close, was the souls. It started in a trickle. One or two, here and there. There was no other indicator as the snow built up. The lands they were crossing were hidden from view, despite the old man showing the way. Lorian paused, pulling the memories of the souls and saw most of them were thieves. They were looting the dead, when they fell in a surprise attack, when the original force swept back through. And with a thought, Lorian pulled the energy from their souls, forcing the little that remained back into the long-buried corpses and continued on. The mostly skeletal remains hauled themselves from the snow, shocking a few people, but they meandered along like the rest of the undead horde.

      “This is it,” The old man nodded.

      It was… Unremarkable. The only way you could tell there was something here at all, was the slight dip in the terrain, and a few odd wooden structures poking up through the snow.

      “Several hundred dead,” he continued. “Both sides took losses, before Cyllbes’s forces were swept up in a surprise attack.”

      “Cyllbes,” Lorian frowned. “Her forces?”

      “Her people believed she had been trialled unfairly. After her death, they rose up, but… Mitigo was ruthless.”

      Lorian knew she had a gift. She was always one step ahead. Always knowing what was going on around her. It was why he trusted her so much. She could forewarn him of any situation and made herself completely invaluable. Which made her betrayal all the more painful.

      “Wait here,” he gestured with a raised palm.

      Striding out onto the battlefield, Lorian called to the souls. It wasn’t an urgent pull, like he had with the town of Murnam. But they responded. The souls moved towards him, and Lorian wondered once again, why so many remained behind. Why they hadn’t moved on, was a mystery he would delve into later. But for now, he swept through them. The soldiers, both Cyllbes’s and Mitigo’s responded. Those under his dead wife’s command, responded fervently. He tuned out the cacophony of bodiless voices as they called for him.

      In response, Mitigo’s forces screamed like the damned. They called for blood, anger and death. Lorian paused, to stare at the disembodied soul of a middle-aged man. The man howled furiously in Lorian’s face. His arm brandished a blade that swung uselessly through Lorian’s body. With a sigh, Lorian sent out tethers. Binding as many souls as he could at once, he began his work.

      Those, who were loyal and willing, returned to their bodies. The snow covering the battlefield shifted as skeletal, armoured warriors regained their feet. The glowing green eyes were eerily beautiful against the harsh white of the snow in the fading light of day. But that’s not all that was available. There were others as well. Mitigo’s forces weren’t like that of the Kingdom of Tora. Tora was mostly the earth clan, Dwarves made up most of the population here, with scatterings of Cyllbes’s people, the Gnomes, and a few others like the Kobold. Only those who could withstand the harsh winters remained year-round. But Mitigo. Her forces were mixes of the lot. Great trolls, dragoons, elves, orcs and even harpies.

      The conflict being what it was. Cyllbes’s forces simply could not compete against Mitigo’s elite. But that didn’t mean they lacked their own casualties. These men and women, despite being enemies, were not inherently evil. So, Lorian took his time, destroying their will, leaving memories of conflict and war. Before these two, he raised from the dead.

      Immediately to his left, Lorian shifted as the ground moved beneath his feet. An armoured corpse, dressed in Mitigo’s livery hauled itself upright. He recognised their gear and pushed out his tethers once more. With the souls of the dead, were others. Creatures that lacked the conscious souls that he was used to seeing. These were faint, and hid amongst the rest, but were no less viable. Pulling on these, the ground shifted once more, and he directed the new thralls to dig. Until one by one, the skeletal remains of horses hauled themselves up. Like the dead, they had injuries. Broken bones that made them limp, missing limbs, one horse was missing most of its head.

      Pulling on the souls still floating around, Lorian categorised them. The larger, stronger or more useful souls were pushed back to their bodies. But those of numerous quantity, lower status or worth… Or in some cases for the memories they held, he destroyed. Pushing the energy into the remaining forces, he began to rebuild. The effort was draining. Lacking the power to sustain the repairs himself, he relied on the energy of spent souls. But acting as the conduit left him just as exhausted. Even using his power was a drain and the energy reserves he had built by absorbing the mage were dwindling.

      But he pressed on. Horses rose, while thralls dug. Weapons and armour were retrieved from unused corpses. Livery was removed where it could be, and Lorian watched in both fascination and horror.

      “She just left them to rot,” He groaned.

      “I didn’t know,” Dhika said, taking his hand. “I knew things were bad, but…”

      “I know,” John nodded. He knew she had spent most of her time being led by the voice, before digging out the tunnel to his tomb.

      The forces rose and the members of Cyllbes’s army came alive. They acted independently, turning to him as their leader. He watched as they bowed and saluted, recognising the King for what he was, if not who he was. They moved into their groups, wrangling the horses and other raised animals. Most were cavalry mounts, but there were pack animals as well. These were taken aside as the forces moved into two distinct groups. One side, stood still in undeath. Their mindless instructions were merely to wait, and they did so without thought or control.

      The other formed lines. Their bodies were twisted, with rent armour, dented helms and torn straps. But each and every one came and stood in line. There were hundreds and Lorian couldn’t help but grin at the tide of undead. If it were this easy to gain troops, his revenge would be swift. Undead had their vulnerabilities, but with numbers and power, even those could be tempered.

      “My King,” one of the undead bowed. “What is your instruction?”

      Lorian looked him over. He was short, not quite five feet tall and heavier set than Cyllbes. Likely he was a true Dwarf. He wore a mix of plate and mail armour. His head was skin stretched over bone and part of his jaw was entirely exposed. Under one arm, he had tucked a helmet with what remained of a green plume which Lorian thought was rather proper.

       “Dig out your equipment and set about repairing what you can. I have some living with us who need help in this weather.”

      The soldier bowed, before turning around. He started barking orders, and the others moved at his command. Lorian pushed out a mental order to Mitigo’s mindless forces and had them help. They weren’t capable of independent thought, so their work was more menial. They spread out over the battlefield and started to dig.

      With the thralls doing the bulk of the work, the loyal undead could direct them somewhat. Prying out equipment from what remained of their camp, it became obvious how destructive Mitigo’s attack had been. Especially as Lorian spotted undead camp women moving about. The women wore the tattered remains of their dresses and cloaks. He watched as they did their part alongside the men. He could also see the affections they offered. A gentle touch, a kind word. It was strange to think of undead creatures behaving just like the living.

      It made Lorian wonder about the Lich’s in the past. Had they been monsters with thrall armies? Or were they more like him? Bringing back those who were loyal and innocent? Perhaps it was a moot question, unable to bring back armies that weren’t thralls, because of their own inability to lead or inspire loyalty.

      It took many hours, and it was well into the night as Lorian continued to watch. He could see even in the darkness as the army continued to work. They knew their orders and their undead bodies didn’t need the rest. Their minds were another matter, but for now they could push on without harm.

      Lorian had directed his original thralls to cluster the carts and litters, before building a wall of snow to keep the wind off them. That had the few living members of their group thankful, as they set about keeping warm and enjoying some of the food they had brought along. There was talk of lighting a fire, but there was no wood to burn and the group instead huddled for warmth. But it would be temporary, as Lorian looked over his new forces. While their camp had been destroyed in its entirety, an army of undead did not need to rest.

      Cyllbes’s forces were not to be reckoned with. Their skills went far beyond that of ordinary soldiers. Basic carpentry, engineering and construction were all common in the Dwarf lands. Such a harsh environment meant that even the lowliest commoners had the skills to build something to keep the cold out. And with unrestricted access to damaged equipment, tools and a lack of need to stop and sleep, they did what they could for the army. And built logistical equipment.

      Even if the majority of them didn’t need to consume meals, they still had needs for equipment. Tools, weapons, armour and most importantly space to help carry those who still lived. Wagons came together in hodgepodge pieces. Horses were fitted into place. They had salvaged some of the smaller siege weapons. Mangonels and small ballistae were dismantled and stored along with whatever ammunition could be found. Likely in the summer they would find more, but Lorian planned to be long gone before then.

      With a smile, Lorian looked over the civilians. The living were lying about in their groups. While the undead watched on or conversed quietly. The wind had died down over the night, but the snow still fell as a light, but constant presence. This was the start of his revenge, and it did Lorian’s heart well, to see that even the living would be welcome in this new world.

      With a satisfied nod, Lorian turned and headed through the forces. The thralls were moving when he inspected the equipment. He had directed some to follow the instructions of others and watched the familiar face of the young man from Murnam carrying a bundle of arrows. He staggered through the snow, mindlessly going about his task. There was no consciousness, no pain, no humanity left within his body. Just enough power to move his bones and the will instilled into his mind by his king.

      “My King, is it to your expectations?”

      Lorian turned and saw the same dead dwarf that addressed him the first time. “What is your name?”

      “Siggen Cavemaul, my King.”

      “Siggen, you were the leader of these forces?”

      “As appointed by my Queen Cyllbes, my King.”

      Lorian nodded, “Until I say otherwise, you are in charge of my army. Let the living rest, and in the morning, it is time to march towards my Queen’s resting place.”

      “You intend to bring her back, as you did us?”

      “Yes, Siggen,” Lorian nodded. “Mitigo has destroyed this world. I will destroy her in return and bring stability back to these lands.”

      Siggen nodded slowly, “My King, we may need more forces than this to take the city.”

      “City?”

      “Indeed,” Siggen nodded. “The Queen’s Tomb is in the heart of a great mine. It is the stronghold of our people and… While it may be diminished, it is still a dwarven city and their defences will be extensive.”

      “Would they surrender?”

      Siggen paused, before sighing softly. “I’m not sure, my King.”

      Lorian nodded. It was a point. An undead horde arrives on your doorstep. Even one you recognise. Do you let them in? Fear is a powerful motivator, but if the fear of becoming what you were raised to believe is a monster, what other choice is there? Lorian sighed, not knowing the answer. The dwarves were a tough people. They would weather their troubles in their cities. Grand monuments to their wealth. It would be beneficial to have their support, but that support could be forced as thralls. But Lorian didn’t want that. Mitigo’s forces were thralls. But Cyllbes’s forces still kept their minds. With their memories intact, they could one day live again. At least as much as they could, while still being undead.

      With time, energy and loyalty, Lorian could return their bodies to flesh. And with that, they could move on, find their loved ones and perhaps, with time, create families once more. Shaking his head, Lorian looked over the forces.

      “You’re doing well, Siggen. I will see you in the morning.”

      “My King,” the dwarf bowed. “Would you like us to set up proper quarters?”

      Lorian thought for a moment, before thinking of the lives, resting in the snow. If they had no real shelter, he didn’t want it either. The strain of his actions that day left him feeling tired and Lorian knew this body could sleep. But like the others, he didn’t think he actually needed it. There was no biological function that demanded it of him.

      “No,” Lorian shook his head. “I will be fine.”

      “My King,” Siggen bowed.

      Lorian strode away, leaving the dwarf to his work. There was still more equipment being dug up and more corpses to exhume. Souls were still scattered about, and these were what Lorian focussed on. Like the looters he had found first, these shared some of those aspects. Many of them were ordinary citizens, driven to their actions by starvation and sheer desperation. Others had come in later years, after the stench had died down, to pick through the remains and died of other causes.

      Lorian suspected that this place, being so full of death, made it unpleasant and dangerous to be around, until finally people simply stopped coming. The animals of the wild would have made things dangerous even just to be in the area. Bears, wolves and other, nastier things all lived in the frigid south. Things, like what Lorian could feel up ahead. Its body had been preserved, even after the years it sat with the others. It made sense that they came here, and it made the later deaths of the looters more explainable.

      Pulling tethers around it, Lorian prodded it the creature. It would have been three metres tall if it stood on its hind legs. But with the curved, twisted horns on its head, and its oversized arms, the wendigo would have moved on all fours. A horrific thing, slaughtered in years past, born of the blood and warfare of the living. It was a cursed creature, one that while rare, was not unheard of. They made up parts of the previous Lich’s army, and they had sprung up occasionally since.

      Large, powerful and destructive they may be, they were still flesh and blood. But here, now, at the feet of the Lich King Lorian, he took some of the nearby souls and after severing their memories, he pushed them into the creature. It rejected his advances at first. Unlike the horses, it wasn’t supposed to be alive, it wasn’t supposed to have a soul. It was an unnatural thing, like the Lich King himself.

      Lorian looked over the impression he created in his mind. He could see the points where the soul would anchor, and he compared them to a nearby thrall. The thrall, those points were open, accepting of the shreds of the soul trapped within. The soul was a stagnant force with no will or direction, hovering in place. While the wendigo was a hostile thing, who’s anchors actively pushed away at the soul.

      He pondered the problem. He tried to push energy into the anchors to distract them. But they redoubled their efforts to thwart the soul’s advance. He tried to sever them but found the process to be next to impossible. That, and if he severed them, they would unlikely be able to hold a soul once more.

      “What is it you are doing, my King?”

      Lorian glanced over his shoulder and saw Eilidh of all people watching with fascination. “Do you see the creature?”

      “No, my King?”

      Lorian sighed. “For now, don’t worry about the honorifics. I’m just a man with a problem.”

      She blinked nervously for a moment. “It… It looks like you’re trying to push a soul into a body. But these… These things keep pushing it away.”

      “Exactly,” Lorian nodded, wondering not for the first time just how much his thralls could actually see and comprehend.

      “Can you move them?”

      Lorian prodded the anchors out of the way. But the moment he tried again with the soul, they shifted back into place and started to push.

      “They change length,” she pointed to one that was stretched out quite a distance.

      Lorian leaned over and he could see one anchor at the back. The glow of the soul hid it, but he could see that it was straining and stretching out quite far compared to the other anchors. But it too was pushing with just as much force.

      “It’s almost like they all respond as one,” Eilidh wondered aloud. “Can you stretch them all?”

      “To what end?” Lorian asked as he watched the young woman think over the problem.

      “If you can stretch them, you could tie them, maybe even weave them into a whole and use their structure to hold the soul.”

      “Show me,” Lorian commanded softly.

      Eilidh nervously approached and began to tutor him on a weaving pattern. With the anchors pinned in position, Lorian awkwardly made a start. But he couldn’t quite get the hang of the motion and he could tell that even Eilidh was getting frustrated.

      “Come here,” he sighed.

      “I’m sorry-”

      “No,” Lorian shook his head. “Come here, take my hands.”

      Eilidh gulped, before stepping in front of him. Lorian turned her around and held out his hands. “My King?”

      “I’ll take the tethers, you move my hands how you need. You keep doing a thing with your wrist and I can’t quite match it.”

      Lorian ignored the soft brush of her fingers as she grasped his wrist. His attention was focussed solely on the way she moved his hands. He grasped the tethers, holding them in place while she wove. It was a simple pattern, but one that his mind just couldn’t quite grasp. The way she wove the anchors around and swapped to the next, while holding he previous was the hard part. It took a few goes to coordinate properly before he could do as she needed.

      As they worked, the anchor strands, stretched thin. They were taut, but firm in position and Eilidh had started to weave the ends into the main structure to hold it all into place. Until finally, it looked like a round loom with a hole in the middle.

      “Try that, my King.”

      Lorian didn’t correct her, but instead plucked the ball of souls that… Well, it was more just soul energy, not actual souls. A mismatched, hodgepodge pile of bits thrown together from the nearby remains that were of no consequence. Bringing it closer, the anchors quivered to push the souls away, but they could not rise up. There was still resistance, but Lorian grinned as it moved further into the wendigo than he had managed before. Pressing it into position, he could feel how the anchors stretched lines were blocking progress. Not like before where they actively tried to force it away. This was just their physical presence.

      “Give it a push?” Eilidh suggested.

      Lorian nodded and did just that. Pressing down hard, the lines stretched, and Lorian froze for a moment, worried they would break. Before the soul slipped past and dropped into the wendigo. It flinched beneath the snow and Eilidh squealed before stumbling backwards. Knocking over the king, she tumbled into his lap as the snow rose in front of them.

      She turned, burying her face in Lorian’s chest as he watched the huge creature stand tall. It was ferocious in life, but in undeath, the creature was truly monstrous. It had a complete arm, covered in rippling muscle, while the other was just bone. Its eyes glowed bright enough, that Lorian had to squint as it stared at him.

      It shook itself like a dog, sending a shower of snow out over the nearby area as shouts rang out in the distance. Lorian could hear the soldiers storming towards them with Siggen at the head. He could tell by the tethers that moved. Before his people could destroy his pet, Lorian lifted Eilidh into his arms. The woman squeaked in fright as Lorian effortlessly hoisted her, and he held her close as he turned to the approaching warriors.

      “HOLD!”

      Lorian grinned as the wendigo let out a snort. The creature, was something different to the rest of them. He could tell already that it wasn’t supposed to have a soul. It had died at some point, but he had brought it back and injected a part of the natural world into its unnatural form. Even though it should have been, it was not a mindless drone. It was… more.

      “My King!” Siggen called. “Is that thing safe?”

      Lorian turned and watched as the wendigo leaned down. It eyed him for a moment, before dropping back onto its rump and letting out a low grunt.

      “I think it’s fine,” Lorian laughed. “I think he’s just a little confused about the whole situation.”

      “I think we all are,” Siggen agreed.

      Lorian nodded, before turning his attention to the woman in his arms, who stared up at him in mute terror. She realised he was staring back and let out a small squeak.

      “Thank you, my dear.”

      Eilidh froze as he kissed her. She had been kissed before. Many, many times. But this… This man, this king, her lord and master. The owner of her very soul. She shuddered as his lips caught her own, but she felt none of the urgency. None of the harsh demand. She opened her mouth, accepting the action and flinched as he pulled away.

      “M-my King?” she trembled.

      “Later. Now isn’t the time.”

      Eilidh trembled slightly, before silently offering a prayer that Dhika wouldn’t be offended.
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      The wagons trundled across the snow-swept landscape. In places it was deep enough to cause trouble. But the undead horses, being led by undead masters, just continued pulling as they always had. There was no fatigue in death, and while members could sleep to recuperate their minds, the simple act of travelling was hardly taxing. What was cold, to a creature that couldn’t feel it? Hunger, to a being who didn’t eat? Fear, to a monster incapable of pain?

      Lorian smiled darkly as the wendigo shifted beneath him. While the wagon train moved below towards the Dwarven city of Bandahn, he moved about the landscape on a far more agile mount. What should have been over a week long walk, was now looking like a two-day trip. Siggen had informed him an hour ago, that they would arrive at the city by morning. Which meant Lorian wanted to check the area.

      In his days, he travelled his lands. It was expected of him, as the king of this glorious land. But he had never been this far south in the face of winter. It was a harsh, unforgiving land, and even most of the population migrated. At least they did while he still ruled. Seeing the numerous, frozen dead only reinforced Lorian’s righteous anger towards his Queen. Mitigo had been a disaster for the world and with her extended lifespan, it would only continue. She needed to be stopped, and only when the dust settled, would Lorian answer to his own crimes. And he would answer them willingly, the moment this world became peaceful once more.

      With a sigh, Lorian steered the wendigo to continue along the path. They were following a rocky outcrop that the road was forced to follow, on one side was the wagon train. On the other stood a long-frozen forest. It looked like a series of wooden skewers poking out of the snow, and Lorian could see wolf-like creatures in the distance. The lack of wind, and clear sky let him see for an age in each direction. He could even see the Great Southern Mountains where his tomb was located.

      Below that, he knew was the village of Murnam. But it had vanished from view long before now. And had Lorian any input on the decision later, he’d have what remained of the village burned. The place was not one of peace and fruitfulness. There were enough walking corpses to tell Lorian exactly what kind of people lived there. Rebuilding it as something new was a far more fitting idea.

      With a small smile, Lorian shifted as the wendigo loped along. It did indeed travel on all fours, which made it a rather simple matter to modify a horse’s saddle. There had been a brief discussion about putting space for him to have passengers, but the decision was put aside for now. The wendigo was a powerful creature and was more than capable of carrying the weight. It moved with a steady rhythm. Alternating its arms and legs, diagonally, it was also rather smooth, and Lorian found it easy to watch the surroundings without being jostled about.

      With a mental nudge, he steered the wendigo down the outcrop and crossed in front of the wagons to move to the other side. While he had a superior sight advantage from the outcrop, the mounds in the snow could still hide smaller points of interest. Points like the occasional dead. Deer, elk and other creatures of the wood weren’t all that common. They seemed to move on rather quickly, unlike the tamed animals of burden now hauling wagons through the snow.

      But in a world of death, souls were still common. Most were mad, raving and unable or unwilling to respond. Depending on their memories, Lorian either destroyed their minds and rose their corpses, or absorbed their power for his own. But there was now a steady tail of hunters, trappers and bandits following the wagon train. Siggen had expressed distaste at first, but Lorian emphasised the need for light troops. Cyllbes’s forces were all of a heavy nature. Trained to withstand an onslaught, rather than strike out on their own. They made a perfect defensive force, but lacked in other ways that a lighter group did not.

      As usual, crossing into the snowfields, Lorian spotted a group of souls and went to investigate. When he pulled them close, it rather surprised Lorian to find them tight-lipped and more importantly, they were elves. Being unwilling to speak though, meant little, as Lorian could view their memories.

      “Who are you?”

      Lorian blinked slowly, before turning to the soul that spoke. She eyed him angrily, in a torn dress. From the gash in her neck, it was obvious how she died.

      “Lich King Lorian,” he bowed from the back of the wendigo.

      The woman frowned, before tilting her head. “Who?”

      “King Lorian?” He tried again. “I ruled these lands with my wives until I was betrayed thirty-odd years ago.”

      The woman frowned, before shaking her head. “Apologies, king,” she shook her head. “I must have lived before your time.”

      That was certainly news to him. Climbing down from the wendigo, Lorian approached the group of souls. The woman held her ground, while the men angled around as if to surround him.

      “What should I call you?”

      “Rosalor,” she bowed slightly. “Irahaal Rosalor.”

      King Lorian blinked in surprise, “You… I read your notes.”

      “My notes?” She frowned. “Why would you be reading my notes?”

      “They’re recorded in the palace library. We used your suggestions as a foundation to create an empire that lasted seven generations of men.”

      “Only seven?” Irahaal sighed.

      “I was betrayed,” Lorian sighed. “My wife, Mitigo, murdered me thirty years ago. I aim to destroy her, return these lands to peace and face justice for my own crimes.”

      “Like being a monster?” She smiled.

      Lorian nodded, “Among others, yes. How did you end up here?”

      “I’m not entirely certain,” she frowned. “I remember nothing between an ambush, and two days ago, when I woke up.”

      “Are these men the ones who ambushed you?” Lorian looked around at the surrounding elves.

      “No,” she shook her head. “These men were the ones who did not flee. It… Saddens me to see they have remained behind with me, rather than move on to their families.”

      “We failed our oath,” one of them mumbled. “In death, we will do what we failed in life.”

      There was a small murmur of agreement that went around at his words. “While I thank you all for your dedication to me. I feel it is unwarranted,” she reached out, pushing her hand through Lorian’s chest. “I fear there is little that could harm me now.”

      Lorian nodded slowly, “I can change that, to a degree.”

      “I’m sure you could,” Irahaal smiled. “But would that not make me a puppet?”

      “It would,” Lorian nodded. “But if I wanted puppets, I would have turned you already.”

      She pondered for a moment, before looking around at her guards. They made no comment, and Lorian admired them for their dedication to her. Whatever she was to them, they trusted her implicitly.

      “Why?”

      “Why what?” Lorian asked.

      “Why would you bring me back?”

      “Apart from being a historically significant being of interest. You have no fear of me. I believe someone willing to tell me I’m wrong, could only be a good thing.”

      Irahaal chuckled and nodded, “I will not kowtow to your demands. If that is something you desire, I may be swayed to your side. The alternative is…” She looked around and shrugged.

      “I could offer that as well,” Lorian admitted. “Destroy you so thoroughly you cease to exist, then absorb you as energy to fuel my needs.”

      She smiled, “A man of honesty. Very well my King. What do you need of us?”

      Lorian smiled and got to work. There were a few exclamations of shock as the elves were pushed back into their corpses. Only for Lorian to immediately regret doing so as he discovered they had been buried. If the wagon train was worried about dozens of thrall scrambling to his aid, they hid it well. Lorian would have had the wendigo dig, but the powerful creature would just as likely have torn their bodies to pieces in the process. Dexterous it was not.

      In just a few minutes, a snuffling and grumpy Elven skeleton was helped from the hole where she had been buried. The rags of her dress clung to her skin, while she lacked any form of flesh. But even without, the blank stare from her skull told Lorian she was not impressed.

      “I thought I would be more like I was,” she admitted.

      “Left in the elements for centuries, even in the south, I’m not surprised. I apologise for not discussing it further.”

      “The afterlife will be far less enjoyable in this form,” she sighed.

      “I wouldn’t worry too much,” Lorian waved off her concern. “I can restore you to a body with enough power. It will still be undead, but you will have the comforts you are used to.”

      Irahaal nodded slowly, before the first of her guards hauled themselves out of the earth. With a silent glare at the king, the guard took a shovel, from a less than useful thrall and started digging out his comrades. It was only a few minutes after that, when Lorian found himself surrounded by them. A dozen in total, with Irahaal making thirteen.

      Giving the thralls and the wendigo a mental instruction, he walked the group back to the wagon train. They had slowed slightly for his return, but they hadn’t stopped. Lorian picked one of the less full wagons and sent a mental instruction for the driver to pull to one side. Lorian smiled at the dwarf, who did so without question as the thralls meandered about to re-join the thong.

      “This is where I leave you for now,” Lorian nodded. “We will stop in a few hours to rest. While muscle and bones do not tire, our minds still do and I want to be fresh in the morning.”

      “I accept,” Irahaal nodded, giving a small bow.

      Her guards copied her motion, before one of them climbed up onto the wagon. They offered a hand to their mistress, who climbed on afterwards, while the rest took up positions around the wagon. Lorian, seeing them fall back into whatever routine they used before, left them to it as he climbed back into his perch atop the wendigo’s shoulders.

      With a last nod, Lorian turned and headed for the head of the train. The horses while tireless, were still slow, and the wendigo’s great size waded through with far more ease. He could see the faces of those with their minds intact watching him as he rode past. He even received a thankful smile from Magda as he passed her small family in a wagon with some of the other living.

      Siggen was atop a great mount leading the forces ahead. While the first wagon contained Lorian’s inner circle. This was his goal, as he needed to discuss the introduction of the elves. Approaching quickly, Siggen glanced over his shoulder, before dismissing the sight of his approaching lord. The man knew his business and went back to it the moment he realised he wasn’t needed.

      Lorian slowed the wendigo beside the wagon and gave it an instruction to hunt. Fresh meat for the living would keep up morale and even the dead could sit around a fire and chat. Slipping down the creature’s back, he waited for a moment and leaped across onto the rear of the wagon. Covered by a tarp, the inhabitants didn’t see his approach, but the thump of his boots on wood signalled Dhika to throw open the door flap.

      “My King,” She beamed.

      Lorian stepped inside, taking the kobold in his arms. She clung to him as her tail flicked from side to side. Which was obvious under the dress she wore. Inside with Dhika, was Eilidh, Zriy and Ceana. Which meant it was Paavo and Samuel driving the wagon. He was confirmed as Paavo stuck his head in from the front and smiled.

      “Just teaching the boy to drive, my King.”

      “Are the horses behaving correctly?”

      “They are, my King. Though, it’s strange they don’t tire, even when pulling through this snow.”

      “That’s to be expected,” Lorian nodded. “We’ll be stopping for the evening. I want us fresh for tomorrow.”

      “Do you really think we can take the city?” Ceana asked.

      “Not in a straight up confrontation,” Lorian admitted. “I’m hoping they may wish to speak with me. And if negotiations don’t work, I’ll try something else.”

      He sat with the small group and told them about the elf he had discovered and how she related to the history of their world. Each of them, Ceana included were interested in meeting her, and Lorian admitted he wished for her to join them.

      “To be honest, I don’t even know why I’m here,” Ceana admitted.

      Lorian smiled at the old woman. She was very much the definition of elderly. Her hair was white and falling out in places, long before she actually died. “You forget I can see you memories,” Lorian smiled. “I know if I start acting inappropriately, you won’t sit quietly.”

      She nodded slowly. “I just hope my grandchildren are safe.”

      “You mentioned them,” Lorian nodded. “But there weren’t many children in Murnam.”

      “They left with their mother,” Ceana grumped. “It was for the best that they go, but I don’t think that lout she went with will look after them.”

      Lorian nodded slowly. That did not sound like an ideal situation. A woman whisked off by a man. Lorian wouldn’t pass judgement on a situation he only had one side of. But from his memories, he knew Ceana wasn’t a woman to speak rashly. If she didn’t like him, there was a reason for it and reviewing the woman’s memories wouldn’t tell Lorian how she felt about them.

      “My King!”

      Lorian turned to the front of the wagon and stood. Leaning over Eilidh and Dhika who pulled close to give him room, Lorian opened the front flap to see Paavo about to do the same. He could see Siggen, who had slowed to move closer to the wagon.

      “My king, it will be dark soon. If we wish to camp without raising suspicion, we will need to stop!”

      “Find us a place!” Lorian called back. “See if we can get some fires going, keep our live ones warm for the evening.”

      “My King!” Siggen saluted.”

      “We certainly made up some time,” Ceana smiled.

      “Have you ever been to the city?”

      “Once,” She nodded. “It was a wonderful place, but… rigid.”

      “The dwarves are known for their hospitality, and their laws,” Lorian chuckled.

      “My mother was born there,” Zriy sighed. “She used to tell stories about grand halls, feasts and marvels of engineering unmatched by even the dragons.”

      Lorian had heard this kind of talk before. The dwarves were long enemies of dragons. Before the nations split into their respective territories, they used to war over resources. The Dwarves would build great mines as monuments to their own ingenuity. And the dragons, seeing both riches and places to horde them, would try to force them out. The dwarves were a long-lived race, but none as much as the dragons. And when a dragon overcame a dwarven city, it spelled disaster for the survivors. The animosity had finally died down that the two races coexisted peacefully since the Lorian family ruled.

      The forced peace of Lorian’s forefather was perhaps the only real good the man ever caused. By taking a wife of each nation, he forced a cooperation unseen for centuries. Dragons were forced to pay reparations and vacate their holds. The dwarves were given leave to rebuild. Most often, there were no dwarven survivors of dragon attacks. The younger dragons never made it far, and the older ones held their hordes longer than dwarves lived. In the end, it was Lorian the First, as a common enemy, who united the world, ending those disputes once and for all.

      Lorian took a seat at the rear of the wagon, and Dhika crawled into his lap. He held her close, enjoying the comforting touch of his favourite kobold. None of the others made any complaints, but he did spot the occasional glance from Eilidh, who looked like she was struggling with something. That something, Lorian could probably guess, but now, the wagon was not the time to address it.

      The wagon lurched, and Lorian tipped, catching himself as he held Dhika close. She smiled as she snuggled in and kissed him. But that was something unexpected, so Lorian transferred her back to the floor, before getting up. This time, he stepped out the back, holding onto one of the ribs for the canvas top to look around. He could see the flat area of the road leading back, with the wagon train still coming. But towards the front was a clearing. It was an isolated position, backing onto a forest of mostly bare trees. And coming through them, towards the wagons, was the wendigo, with a large bear hanging from its jaws.

      Lorian shook his head. The bear was probably in hibernation and would have needed to be dug up for the wendigo to get it. But it did as he instructed. So, he would not complain either. And with the forest, there would be timber to get some fires ready.

      “This is it, my King!” Siggen shouted. “In the summer, this spot would be where the trading caravans would come before approaching the city.”

      “Excellent work!” Lorian called back.

      With a mental command, he had the wendigo drop off the bear near the trees, before setting the thralls off to collect wood. There were enough of them, they could simply collect fallen sticks and branches for hours. It would save cutting down any trees and making any unnecessary noise.

      “I have… A concern, my King,” Siggen grumped as he approached the wagon. “Especially in the winter, I would expect to see smoke from the forges coming from the mine. It would still be warm below the dirt.”

      Lorian frowned, before sending a command to the wendigo. “Let’s look then, shall we?”
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        * * *

      

      Eilidh watched the king climb onto the wendigo. She had heard stories about them as a child. But she never in her life believed them to be real. It terrified her to look at, but the king was quick to assure them all that the creature was fully under his control and perfectly harmless. But that didn’t stop it being a horrific visage. 

      “Eilidh?”

      The woman flinched and turned to face Dhika. “Yes?”

      “What’s wrong?”

      “I… I don’t-”

      “Eilidh, please don’t lie,” Dhika pressed gently.

      “I kissed him,” Eilidh sighed.

      “Did you not want to kiss him?” Dhika touched her arm.

      Eilidh flinched and shook her head, “No, no it…”

      “Eilidh, you need to tell him,” Dhika tried to reassure her. “He would be devastated to know that he has pushed himself onto you. More so if you allow him-”

      “NO!” Eilidh sobbed. “No, I just… I…”

      Dhika pulled the woman into a hug. Eilidh was taller than the kobold, but she felt comforted and shamed by the contact.

      “Deep breaths now,” Dhika soothed.

      Eilidh did as she was asked and took several deep breaths. She felt her tension slipping away as the pretty kobold rubbed her back. Until finally she let out a soft sigh. “Why would he kiss me, Dhika?”

      Dhika gave her a smile. “You’re a pretty young woman.”

      “But I’m a whore…”

      They both heard a snort from behind them as Ceana strode over to the pair. “You think that matters to him?”

      “He’s a king,” Eilidh shook her head.

      “And I’m a low-class Kobold,” Dhika nodded.

      “Low class?” Eilidh frowned.

      “Mhm,” Dhika. “My tail is hideous.”

      “It’s a cultural thing,” Ceana stepped in once more as Eilidh stared in confusion at the wagging appendage.

      “I don’t understand.”

      “Do you want to kiss him?”

      Eilidh bit her lip. “I wanna more than kiss him.”

      “Then short of telling him otherwise, it will happen,” Ceana chuckled. “If I asked him to, he’d probably make me fifty years younger, and I’d probably end up in his bed as well.”

      Eilidh was going to question that remark, before she paused, looking at Dhika. She knew the Kobold. The pretty thing had been in the village for years and she was old. Her scales had long lost their shine, but here, now. She was at the height of adult youth.

      “If you want him,” Dhika smiled. “I know just the way to do it.”
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        * * *

      

      There wasn’t much to see in the end. The mine, was just that. An enormous hole in the ground. There were gates, but they were shut, as is the usual for the winter. There were smaller hatches to allow access and smoke. But these couldn’t be seen from a distance. Lorian had wanted to get closer, but Siggen had disagreed. There were hidden observers in the area. And it would be best to approach under guest rights, with a white flag of truce, than risk them acting as if they were spies.

      So, with no signs of life, or information beyond the location. The two of them returned to the camp. A fire had been lit as the soldiers from Siggen’s army formed a camp. The smell of roasting meat was prevalent as well and even Lorian’s undead stomach rumbled at the thought of a meal. But he needed to check his people first.

      With a quick goodbye, Lorian peeled off towards the tent that had sprung up beside the wagons. From the flag mounted in the front of it, he knew it was set out for him. It wasn’t more extravagant than the others. But it was a little larger. And Lorian made no attempt to stop as he swept the entrance open and stepped into the dark interior. And right into the scent of female excitement.

      In the middle, was almost a nest of blankets and pillows. It was more for a soft bed, than to keep warm though. Lorian had insisted that his needs be met, AFTER the living had what they needed to be warm. And in the middle, was one very, naked Kobold, wrapped around a very naked half-elf.

      “She’s beautiful, is she not?” Dhika tilted her head up and lightly brushed her lips over Eilidh’s cheek.

      “A feast for my eyes,” Lorian stared at them both, before moving towards them.

      Dhika curled over her bedmate and met Lorian’s eyes. “She is fearful.”

      Lorian froze, before squatting at the base of the bed. “Do I scare you?”

      “Yes,” Eilidh whimpered.

      “She fears what she feels is false,” Dhika murmured as her hands wove small patterns across the half-elf’s stomach. “She fears you will see her past and throw her aside.”

      Lorian blinked, “Eilidh, I have already seen your past. I have seen all of you, inside and out. I don’t care about your past, you belong to me now.” To emphasise the point, Lorian activated his vision, and seeing the tether binding them together, he firmly gave it a pluck. As Eilidh flinched, Lorian let his vision return to normal. “Now, with a vision such as this, I have needs that my Kobold is going to meet, it is up to you if you wish to join us.”

      Eilidh watched with conflict as Dhika launched herself at the king. He caught her in his arms, kissing her fiercely as he flopped onto his back. Dhika quickly fished his cock out, and Eilidh groaned seeing the throbbing member. Dhika, despite her size, wasted no time, lifting herself up to place it at her entrance, before lowering her hips.

      Lorian gasped, feeling himself sink into his Kobold’s scaled pussy. She mewled as she rolled her hips, driving herself down in a single, long motion. But her eyes went wide, as Eilidh’s face appeared over her shoulder.

      “What- OH!”

      “Dhika?” Lorian asked.

      “M-my tail,” Dhika shuddered.

      Lorian watched as Eilidh slumped against Dhika’s back and hugged her close. It took him a moment to realise what was happening, before a grin broke out over his face. Thrusting up into his Kobold, the movement transferred to her tail. That tail was buried inside Eilidh who, lost in her state of arousal, decided the long appendage would make a suitable replacement.

      Eilidh pushed Dhika forward, pinning the Kobold down over her lord. With a series of sharp thrusts, she drove herself down on Dhika’s tail. The appendage wagged furiously, vibrating her insides and making her squirm. All the while, Dhika was being repeatedly driven down on Lorian’s cock. Lorian held his Kobold close, enjoying the sensation, as Dhika inadvertently rode him. Something about the situation must have really set her off. In the same way it did, when he made her fuck her own tail. In no time at all, she was howling as her pussy throbbed around him.

      Pulling her down hard, Lorian erupted inside her, as Eilidh cried out in bliss. The two of them cumming as Dhika lost her mind to the cycle of pleasure. While an ancient elf watched, the tent was an air of envy as her bones could give her no release.
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      “I… Do not believe this is normal,” Irahaal scratched her chin.

      Her guards around her, remained mostly motionless as Lorian nodded in agreement. “A dwarf city like this should have some signs of activity. Hunters, foragers, woodcutters. Even smoke from cook fires for breakfast.”

      In the morning light, the great dwarven city of Bandahn, was as still and silent as the day before. Nothing in, out or otherwise. Nothing to suggest there was anything within to call it more than a tomb. Lorian found it disheartening and even a little confusing. If the city had fallen to war, there would likely be souls floating around. But the area was strangely desolate. It was as if the city had shut itself up and gone to sleep.

      Which for the noble race of dwarves, was something they simply did not do. Their entire culture was based on advancement. Whether technologically, or monumentally. They always mined, they always built, they always worked. Lorian turned around and looked over his circle of followers. General Siggen, Irahaal and her escort, Ceana and Paavo, alongside Dhika. The shy kobold didn’t think she belonged in this kind of discussion. But Lorian had made it clear that she was one of his queens, and had more right than most to attend.

      “I wish I could give you more information,” Paavo shook his head. “My caravan disbanded a little to the west of Murnam on the way to the Kingdom of Ignor. Another group took our goods further on.”

      Lorian was familiar with how the trade routes worked in the nation. To keep a sense of fairness amongst the wealthy, trading companies were only allowed to move within certain areas. Those areas had to be negotiated in advance and ratified by the crown before they could be used. Lorian suppressed the grimace, thinking of his dutiful Cyllbes performing that particular duty. Wealth was not penalised in Lorian’s time. But wealth at the expense of the less fortunate was heavily regulated.

      Lorian sighed, “Alright. Siggen, I need you and a squad of your men to approach the city. See if anyone challenges you.”
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        * * *

      

      Lorian rode the lumbering wendigo towards the city. Siggen had approached, vanished within the mine for a few minutes, before riding back with his men. And it wasn’t good news.

      “Is there somewhere at the surface where we can set up camp?”

      “Aye,” Siggen nodded. “We will need to clear some snow, but the cargo entrance is open. That will lead to the traders district.”

      Lorian nodded. “And no signs of… Anything?”

      “None,” Siggen said with a troubled shake of his head. “From the little I saw, there were no signs of life, nor sound from within the city.”

      Lorian nodded. That was troubling. A full city evacuation was a last resort. Especially for a dwarf. But if a dragon had taken the city, the main doors would have been broken in. Not to mention in the winter, the dragon would likely bathe the stones with flame to keep the city comfortable and warm. Siggen had reported no damage, and no heat from below. Which all pointed to mass abandonment. But there didn’t seem to be a reason for that either.

      The nearby forests would hold game, the traders likely still operated. To the wealth of a dwarven city, they could offer a lot of incentives to neighbouring nations for resources. And yet, there was nothing. Not even the sporadic souls of the wild to give a clue as to the fate of the dwarves.

      Lorian directed his thralls to rush ahead and into the city. With Siggen’s men scouting, they may have missed something. Maybe there were some hiding within. The thralls would end that question rapidly. They didn’t need clear space to enter, stumbling and crawling through the snow, entering he city like a wave. Lorian had ties to each one. And while he couldn’t experience what they did in the first person. He had a sense about them. An orc broke his leg when he fell. He knew when a human tipped down a flight of stairs, shattering his cheekbone. Lorian pushed enough power into them, so the bones fused back into a whole.

      But none experienced violence. None spotted movement that wasn’t their own. None found signs of life. Just bare, empty, stone walls, corridors and rooms.

      “It’s clear,” Lorian announced. “I will have them search lower when we get ourselves settled.”

      With a mental command, the thralls rushed back to the surface. They weren’t as efficient as a team of kobolds. Despite having undead kobold in the ranks. But they were efficient in their own way, scooping up handfuls of compact snow, before handing it to the one in front. They created a queue and hauled the white, frozen material from the entrance. As it widened, Lorian looked for the wagon of living and noted it was one of the closest.

      At least without the wind, it wasn’t a horrible experience. But Lorian still wanted to get them into shelter. If this city was truly deserted, it would be a good place to rebuild. There were resources, space and it was isolated enough they could fall back and wait out any siege that came for them. With only a handful of living, it would be an easy feat to keep them fed and happy. And if that failed, Lorian could always bring them back to life after the fact.

      “Siggen!” Lorian called as he climbed down from the wendigo. “Send your men to escort the living inside. I’ll send thralls to carry their belongings.”

      Truth be told, he had many, many thralls. Sparing a dozen, from the hundreds digging the entrance out was nothing. Besides, there was enough room to walk down over the snow. Even if there wasn’t the room for the wagons yet.

      “I remember this place,” Irahaal announced as Lorian turned to face the city once more. “In my time, a huge black dragon took it over.”

      “Do you recall what happened to it?” Lorian asked, wondering if the beast may have returned somehow.

      Irahaal shook her head. “No, my King, I do not. We were instructed to steer around the city on my travels. But the hills echoed with its roars at times.”

      Lorian took solace in knowing that it was unlikely there was a dragon hiding below. It was indeed a probability that the beasts might occupy some of the old dwarven cities. In Lorian’s rule, they were well spoken, educated and regal. But he always sensed there was a danger, hidden right below the surface. Like he was staring into the eyes of a monster, no matter how eloquent they spoke.

      With a nod to his cohort, Lorian made his way to the entrance. He wasn’t sure how the main entrance worked. But the cargo entrance was essentially a large wooden hatch. It opened to allow access to a shallow, sloped ramp that ran down into the darkness. The hatch being open, had allowed snow to pile within, blocking most of the way until the thralls had done their work.

      Activating his sight, Lorian looked around once more for stray souls. And like the way over, there was none to see. No sense that any souls were nearby either. Though that could change. His range of vision wasn’t infinite. And the mine was rather deep. There was always the possibility he would find someone to speak to as they delved into the city.

      The ramp followed around the outskirts of the shaft. Lorian could see great gears set into the walls at regular intervals. From them, he could make out a platform that was likely the main entrance to the city proper. A massive feat of engineering to install an elevator to take people and goods further into the city. While allowing trade caravans to use a ramp to a different section near the surface for business. The darkness quickly swallowed Lorian and his troupe. But in his undead state, like in the tomb they buried him, he could still see perfectly well. The darkness held no secrets from him, or those he rose to follow.

      “It goes on for miles,” Siggen informed them. “Miles, deep, miles more wide. There were talks about tunnelling all the way to the great lakes.”

      “That would be quite the undertaking,” Lorian nodded.

      “Yes, but it would give us access to a port city. Which would advance our trade.”

      Lorian nodded. If that were the case, Cyllbes would have been involved. And if she were, it would have been glorious, and to the benefit of many.

      “My King?”

      Lorian released his fists. He hadn’t been aware of the action. But the thoughts of all that was lost, had angered him. He turned to Dhika and leaned over to kiss between her ears. That earned him a wide smile, before he nodded.

      “Thank you.”

      They continued down in a long, slow spiral. On foot it took an age, and Lorian could see lit torches coming down from above. Siggen’s men had likely lit them for those that still lived, while the thralls dug the road free for the wagons to enter behind. But for now, Lorian had stepped upon a stone plateau. It was large, as if they once used it for a grand, open-air market. With the main doors of the mine open, it would have been indeed. Built into the walls were large doors for warehouses and other needs. Likely there would be kitchens, and perhaps an inn with some rooms.

      Only the eerie silence joined them as Lorian moved to inspect the inside of one of these rooms. It was like his tomb. Vast, silent and dark. Though the air smelled fresher, thanks to the open cargo doors. Lorian checked his vision, once again confirming the lack of souls. That both confirmed a lack of dead, and a lack of the living. Even with the diminished souls of the thralls, they were visible.

      The first room they entered, was indeed a warehouse. It smelled of mould and Lorian recognised bags of rice, flour and other grains. They had been here for many years without being touched. It was also clearly obvious that they weren’t the only people to have entered the city. As several of the bags, had been cut open to have their contents checked. But with no sign of footprints in the dust across the floor, Lorian didn’t think it was a recent event.

      The group split up, heading in different directions. They checked boxes and found various materials. Ores, metals, tools and other goods. Lorian ignored it for the most part, more interested in discovering the purpose of the buildings. Whether they held secrets beyond trade. Or at the very least, somewhere to set up camp and stay in relative comfort.

      Which he found, several doors across. It was no less grand than the doors to the warehouses. But the difference inside was immediately obvious. There was a grand bar that ran the entire length of the hall. It was dug out to be long and tall, with multiple levels of rooms. It would hold hundreds of people and it made sense to have this kind of setup for a city this large. Most of the visitors to this part of the city would be traders, with anyone having business below, moving past this place.

      It would also mean there would be kitchens and other facilities such as for bathing and laundry. Stepping back out, he could make out the torches of the living ones approaching, and Lorian sent a mental command to the men leading them to head in his direction.

      It wasn’t long, before they spotted him, and as always Magda was the one in front, leading the charge. Her husband, like before, clung to her side in a desperate attempt to reel her in.

      “Well, you’ve dragged us from our homes, and into a tomb. What next?” She groused.

      Lorian smiled widely and gestured for them to follow inside. “Set up some rooms. If you need help, I’ll send some thralls. We’ll move the wagons in with whatever doesn’t make it down in time once the snow clears.”

      Even Magda had to pause in shock at the sheer size of the building. With their torches, it wasn’t likely she could see very far. But the immense size of the room would be obvious.

      “Just my suggestion. But maybe take rooms near the entrance. You don’t want to be too spread out.”

      “I… Wait,” Magda eyed the king warily. “Why did you give me that instruction?”

      “I’ll let you delegate those instructions then,” Lorian shrugged.

      Magda frowned for a moment, but Lorian had already begun to move off. The thralls that had followed with some of their belongings were moving into the building. They would check for danger. Lorian didn’t think this was the kind of place for traps. But if there were any. It would be easier to simply set them off with a thrall than try to disarm them.

      With Magda busy sorting out the living arrangements. Lorian went back into the warehouse to see what the others were doing. Siggen was with a group of his men, admiring some weapons and armour. While Paavo was browsing building materials. Dhika and Irahaal though, were both looking through a dusty rack of clothing.

      “Dhika, Irahaal. Have you found anything of interest?”

      “These may fit well, after a wash,” the elf sighed as she held up a gown. It wasn’t very elfin in design. But it was clearly made for someone who wasn’t a dwarf. Dhika, though, was rummaging with little success. 

      “I can’t find anything that would fit me,” she sighed. “I think Eilidh could do with a few outfits though.”

      “I’ll leave that to you, when she makes it down then,” Lorian smiled. The half elf was with the wagons. After their session the evening before. She had awoken early and fled his sight. He worried he had upset her somehow. But hadn’t had the time to address it yet, and he wasn’t about to force the issue.

      “We have an inn in the next section,” Lorian informed them both. “Pick what you need and bring it across. Dhika, pick us a nice room.”

      She blushed, and quickly nodded, before darting off to do as he asked.

      “She would throw herself from a cliff if you asked her,” Irahaal commented as she lifted another gown.

      “She was my favourite mistress during life. Perhaps, concubine would be a better description, now I think back.”

      “And now?”

      Lorian smiled. “Now, without the ties of politics holding me back. She will join my queens at their side.”

      “She is lucky then,” Irahaal sighed.

      Lorian once again reminded himself to spend some power to return the ancient elf to flesh. Even undead flesh would be an improvement to her current form. But he would need the power he had right now, to return Cyllbes to her true form. And while he was a man of his people, in this case, his wives would come first.

      After pushing a mental command into his thralls to do the bidding of people like Irahaal and Siggen, Lorian bade the elf goodbye. He made his way back into the inn, where Magda was directing a thrall on how to use a broom properly, while the thrall stared blankly at her.

      Seeing no harm but frustration for the woman, Lorian explored the bar area. Being one of the more supervised spots, he figured it was also the most likely place to bathe. And he smiled, seeing a small entrance between two separations in the bar. It had no obvious markings, but was clearly for the customers, as there was only a removable chain to block passage. Which made sense if it were full, occupied or booked privately.

      With a smile, Lorian stepped inside and was rewarded with his correct assertion. Inside was a large tub. Big enough for several people, with space beneath for a fire to be lit. Above, was a lever and Lorian made his way over. Pulling it, lowered a hollow beam that began to add water into the tub.

      With a mental push, several thralls entered the bathing room and moved about. There was plenty of wood for a fire and Lorian knew the dwarves had experience building proper ventilation systems within their halls. The rock didn’t look like it, but there were chimneys everywhere in the walls. Hidden within structures and built to last. Blockages could mean the destruction of entire districts to make repairs, so they were made well.

      Before long, they stacked the firewood up and had it ready. But Lorian himself needed to light the flames. The thralls could grip a tool, swing a weapon or bite a foe. But instructing one to hold a flint and steel the correct way, became as tedious as doing the job himself. But with the added hassle of not being able to use his arms. So he took over getting the fire started. The platform the flames were perched upon, was higher than the floor of the bathing room. And Lorian could see dust floating over the water.

      So, he left it to overfill, dumping water over the sides, ridding the dust in the process. He then sent the thralls for mops to clean as much as they could. Casting his senses about, Lorian could make out the thralls above. They had cleared the snow and were now directing the wagons below ground. The horses were acting strangely. They didn’t enjoy entering such a dark place, but they could see as easily as any of the others. Their nervous excitement was making them act skittish. But the dwarven undead under Siggen’s command that retained their minds, kept the beasts under control.

      “Oh, this is where you ended up,” Dhika chirped.

      Lorian turned to the sound of his kobold’s voice, but only saw her dart away into the dark exterior. He wondered for a moment, but she didn’t sound upset. He waited for a time, as the flames built below. Whatever material the tub was made from, conducted heat well and Lorian could already detect a noticeable change in the water's temperature. He wasn’t sure if it was actually hot. But being undead meant his body was cold to begin with and he was likely far colder than any living thing had the right to be.

      So as steam, or at the least fog appeared over the water, Lorian tested it and found it quite warm. With a smile, Lorian slipped out of his robes and slid into the water. Some of it sloshed over the side. But he wasn’t concerned. Whether it was actually hot, he didn’t know. But he could feel the temperature difference as he settled in against the side.

      Lifting his arms over the back, Lorian slumped and rocked his head back in place, closing his eyes. He heard quick footsteps as someone came in. And he figured it was Dhika returning and remained still. Relaxing, he heard her approach, before he heard a bottle opening, before the scent of something floral filled the room.

      Soft hands reached down and began to rub his shoulders as a firm body propped up the back of his head. Lorian smiled softly and let out a moan as those fingers worked into the muscle of his neck. Only… Dhika had claws…

      With a blink, Lorian opened his eyes, and stared up at the nude form of Eilidh as she frowned down at him.

      “I’m sorry, my King.”

      “Eilidh?” Lorian moved to sit forward. But she grabbed his shoulders to hold him still. “What on earth are you sorry for?”

      “This morning,” She grimaced. “I… I was embarrassed about…”

      “There’s nothing to be embarrassed about,” Lorian smiled gently. “I don’t expect you, or anyone else to do anything they’re not comfortable with. Not like that at least.”

      Eilidh grimaced and shook her head. “I just…”

      “You just?”

      “It doesn’t matter,” she sighed. “After… After last night. I thought… Wrong. And this morning I ran away.”

      Lorian wondered at that. When he first went into the tent, she and Dhika were entwined. But he hadn’t actually touched her, even while they made love together.

      “She worried you didn’t want her after all,” Dhika called as she slipped into the bath.

      “Dhika!” Eilidh gasped.

      “Nonsense,” Lorian growled. “You’re beautiful. Any man would be lucky to have you.”

      Eilidh froze, halfway to fleeing once more and stared down at the king. “I’m… I’m just…”

      “A beautiful woman,” Lorian shrugged. “I won’t push you into anything. And I apologise for not treating you as you wished last night. If you wish to distance yourself, then-”

      “NO!” Eilidh snapped, before clutching her face in shock of her own outburst.

      “She is so beautiful, is she not?” Dhika hissed.

      “Extremely,” Lorian let his eyes glaze over the half-elf.

      She blushed, but didn’t hide herself as he took her in. She was slender, with perky breasts. Her pubis was covered in a fine layer of fuzz but was trimmed to a neat length. It was a far cry from Dhika’s perfectly smooth, scaled exterior. And one that Lorian had welcomed with his lovers in the past.

      “Do you really think I’m beautiful?” Eilidh asked softly.

      “Ravishing,” Lorian smiled. “The things I would do to you, given the opportunity.”

      “Like what?” She asked, stepping closer.

      Lorian rolled onto his knees. With the height of the bath, it put him at a good height to look her in the eyes. “Well,” he smiled. “I’d start with a kiss.”

      Eilidh’s eyes went wide as he leaned in. But rather than meet her lips, he leaned around and kissed the side of her chin.

      “And a firm hand,” he continued, reaching around to cup the small of her back to pull her closer.

      He was careful about the flames beneath and didn’t pull her against the tub. But he pressed a series of kisses down the side of her neck and felt her body quiver with anticipation.

      “And then what?” she asked, with a breathless whisper.

      “Then,” Lorian smiled, “if she were receptive. I may request a feast.”

      “Feast?” Eilidh frowned, before shuddering as he licked up the side of her neck towards her ear.

      “Feast.”

      “Do you really want me?”

      Lorian sighed, “My dear, that is a stupid question.”

      Eilidh whimpered as he gently nibbled her neck again. She had been with many men, and even a few women over the years. But none had made her feel quite how she did in the King’s arms.

      “D-do you want to feast on m-me?”

      Lorian paused, then smiled. “Yes.”

      He felt her push, before slumping back into the water. Eilidh crawled in atop him. But Lorian sat up and pressed her against the tub.

      “N-no,” she shook her head. “I… I can’t.” Lorian frowned, for a moment, but Eilidh realised what she said and shook her head. “No, I mean… Feast later! I… I need this!”

      She opened her legs, and Lorian looked at the sticky mess between them. Lorian blinked, before grinning widely. He moved towards her and took her hand. Eilidh allowed the king to make her stand, before he turned her around. It was less intimate like this, but she didn’t care. All she wanted was for him to be inside her. And she emphasised that point by lifting one leg to rest on the side to give him better access.

      “Nevertheless,” Lorian smiled, taking her hips and pulling her back slightly. “There will be a feast.”

      Eilidh frowned as she felt him manipulate her hips into a better position. She was so focussed on his hands, she didn’t realise Dhika was closing in, until she felt the kobold’s ears brush her thighs. With a start, she looked down to see two glowing green eyes staring up at her, before cool breath washed over her privates.

      “My King wishes for you to feel good,” Dhika giggled.

      Lorian felt the kobold take his cock and press it to Eilidh’s entrance. It was as hot as the water surrounding his legs. And it was a lovely contrast to the cool tongue that ran from his base, up and over Eilidh’s clit. The half-elf gasped, before Lorian slid forwards to impale her.

      The king took long strokes into her from behind. Eilidh arched her back, pressing her back into the King, while pushing her crotch into the kobold’s eager mouth. Dhika suckled on her clit, bathing it with her tongue.

      “You will return the favour later,” Lorian hissed into Eilidh’s ear as he stroked into her from behind.

      “Gladly,” Eilidh trembled.

      “You will have no other, not already my own, while you stay with me.”

      “None!” Eilidh trembled.

      “And you will never doubt my desire for you,” Lorian growled.

      As Dhika murmured her agreement, Eilidh tipped over the edge and cried out. Her pleasured screams echoed through the bathroom and into the inn beyond. Her body shook and swayed as her legs turned to Jelly. But Lorian tightened his grip, as Dhika braced her knees. Between the two of them, they held up the half-elf, while she screamed herself hoarse. Only for Lorian to mend her throat, without either of them stopping to let her rest.

      And Eilidh never for a moment wished for it to end.
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      “You won’t change my mind,” Lorian shook his head.

      The two women, one a half-elf, the other a kobold, both pouted. It was adorable and Lorian smiled as they stood shoulder to shoulder by the door with their hands clasped together. He had made the decision as the living settled into their evening. With the unpacking, cleaning and other comforts realised, there was no reason to wait. Lorian could sleep. He had that ability, same with his loves. But he never really felt the need. A rest was always welcome to soothe the mind, but without fatigue, it was a luxury. One Lorian did not want, while his wife lavished in the depths of the Dwarven city of Bandahn.

      “But we can’t die,” Dhika urged. “If anything happened-”

      “You could be trapped somewhere,” Lorian shook his head. “Your body could become damaged, there may be a dragon that could eat you. There are endless possibilities that could happen to you, that would prevent me from being able to rescue you. Death is one thing, but can you imagine being digested for weeks, months or even years while I gather enough thralls to kill a dragon?”

      “I thought there weren’t any dragons?” Eilidh frowned.

      “There probably isn’t,” Lorian agreed. “But it’s still a mine. If you fell down a shaft, you could end up trapped below the earth until I found a way to get you out again. Then who knows?”

      “That could all happen to you,” Dhika complained.

      Lorian sighed and stepped forward to embrace them both. He kissed Dhika on the lips, before turning his attention to Eilidh. The half-elf had enjoyed their time together. But the look on her face told Lorian that she still had a hard time believing what he had told her. Pressing forward, Lorian kissed her as passionately as he could.

      Eilidh moaned softly, before pressing closer than before. She ignored the soft giggle from the kobold. For the first time in her life, she allowed herself to let go. And as a tear rolled down her cheek, Lorian pulled away, before spotting the wet line.

      “I don’t want you to go,” she trembled.

      “Now, now,” Lorian smiled and gently wiped away the tear. “It’s best I go alone. I need to do this. And if anything happens to me, I’m the best case to fix it again.”

      “It’s not fair,” she whimpered.

      Lorian nodded sadly. None of this was fair. His murder wasn’t fair. The deaths of his queens weren’t fair. Mitigo destroying the Lorian Empire wasn’t fair. But he would change that. And it started here. Now. At the tomb of Cyllbes. The Queen of the Southern Lands. The Kingdom of Tora.

      “This needs to happen,” Lorian kissed them both once more. “And I need you to both stay here with Magda. If there is danger, you can see it in the dark. The living cannot.”

      Eilidh looked like she was going to continue to argue, but Dhika recognised the tone in his voice. It wasn’t one she had heard often. But it was one she knew meant he was done with whatever conversation he was having. And after gently taking Eilidh by the arm, she led the half-elf away from the doorway before giving Lorian a low bow.

      That was enough to make the lich chuckle, and he bypassed his immediate exit, to kiss them both once more. But it was fleeting, and they watched with trepidation as their king strode out of the room and left them behind.

      Truth be told, Lorian had thought about bringing them both. They were undead. If there was danger down here, then even if something happened, he could help them. But it wouldn’t stop them from dying. He flinched, remembering Dhika’s blank stare with the crossbow bolt stuck in her head. He didn’t want to experience the deaths of his loved ones any more than he would be forced to. Fixing it was a cold reprieve from preventing it entirely.

      “I saw them gathering and figured you would do this,” Siggen called as Lorian strode down the stairs from the second level.

      Lorian looked over and nodded. He was at a table, surrounded by the officers in his army. “Who’s staying behind?”

      “Thron, my second.”

      Lorian spotted one of the larger members of his squad as they made a small bow. A Gnoll. Lorian had met many, and they ranged in appearance and ability. This one resembled a hyena. A dog-like creature that lived in hot grassy plains, with a ferocious appetite and attitude. It did not surprise him at all that they were Siggen’s second. Siggen would be a tactician. The who, what, where and when. Whereas Thron would be the tip of whatever spear he needed to strike the decisive blow.

      “If you trust him-”

      “Her,” She growled deeply.

      Lorian bowed politely in apology. “If you trust her, I won’t disagree. Thron, please keep my people safe. I can raise the living into undeath. But innocent lives should be protected.”

      She bowed in acknowledgement. Lorian had always respected their kind. Despite being neck deep in politics his entire life. Gnolls refused on all accounts to involve themselves. They were harsh, abrasive, and if Siggen had convinced one to fight for him, then it could only be a mark of respect. Gnolls only followed those they owed life debts to, or those they lost against in fair combat and lived. Which, in a sense, was still a life debt. Their own kind only spared each other for purposes of mating, with little distinction between men and women in their culture.

      With a thought, the thralls shifted to one side. They weren’t organised or regimented in any way. At least, not those that were villagers. The thralls from the remains of Mitigo’s forces retained some sense of their training. They held their shields up and their weapons drawn. They also faced the same direction, even if they lacked the same rigid postures of Siggen’s men, standing beside them.

      “We’ll send my thralls first,” Lorian declared. “Let them sweep the catacombs, while your soldiers form ranks around us.”

      “That is a sound idea.”

      “One I support,” Irahaal chimed in as she approached with her guards.

      “Irahaal,” Lorian gave her a polite bow. “I wasn’t sure if you would want to accompany us.”

      “I wasn’t sure I would be wanted,” she replied evenly. “I wasn’t a tactician.”

      “No,” Lorian shook his head. “But I’d still trust any advice you wished to provide, even if I disagreed with it.”

      Irahaal nodded slowly. “Then, my king. I would accompany you.”

      “Bullshit!”

      Lorian looked up and spotted Dhika as she hauled Eilidh from view and suppressed a chuckle. Nodding at Siggen, the dwarf climbed to his feet and a group of his men moved off. The ones that remained, looked to Thron, who eyed the king blankly as he strode towards his thralls. Irahaal and Siggen followed, only for the dwarf to break off and speak with his own men. Lorian’s thralls on the other hand, reacted to mental cues and began moving at once.

      He kept two firm groups in mind. Those who were the peasants from before. They had collected various arms and armours. Not that they used most of them properly. But a sword still made a decent enough hammer if you swung hard enough. And thralls didn’t know their own strength any more. The second group were the soldiers. And they followed right behind the untrained. They stuck to clumps and kept their shields facing the direction we travelled.

      That direction was towards the ramps that led lower into the city. There were elevators that could be used. But they were at the bottom, along with the controls to use them. So the long march down the ramp was the only access to the city. Lorian waited long enough for Siggen to approach with the forces he was bringing along. They moved around, boxing them in, before Lorian started to march. Amongst the men were Siggen’s officers, keeping order and carrying out instructions.

      They marched for a time, in the darkness. Without the living, they could all rely on their ability to see in the dark. Lorian tried not to question it as the lights from the inn vanished in the distance. The ramp followed a long, shallow spiral around the outside of the mine. It was dug as a pit, with a deep shaft in the centre. That meant most of the city, the inhabitants and the living quarters were built into the walls. This high up though, most of it was still storage and warehouses.

      The thralls pushed into each building they passed. Their endless, undead stamina drove them to move as quickly as their bodies could allow. They moved like a swarm, pushing through each door, checking each room and flooding back out to join the rest on the ramp. The process repeated with each building they passed. And with each building, Lorian grew more concerned.

      “Siggen, what would cause an entire mine to evacuate?”

      “I’m… Not sure, my king,” Siggen sighed.

      “I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks it strange that there are no bodies,” Irahaal noted.

      Lorian nodded. It was a concern. You could read a battle. The field he had found Siggen in, despite being covered in snow, was obvious for what it was. No matter how overgrown, if you simply looked, you would see soldiers, weapons and death. You knew what had happened, even if you didn’t understand the cause or reasoning behind it.

      But this city. An entire population of dwarves and those who lived and dwelt within, had simply vanished. There was nothing to suggest anything had happened. No signs of battle. No scuffles, no destruction. Not a single kicked in door, dropped weapon or lodged arrow to be seen. It was almost like the entire population of the city just got up and walked away from whatever they were doing, leaving the city exactly as it was.

      Wagons, used by hauling teams for the warehouses were still parked in place. Some were loaded, others were not. None had been disturbed, and even those clearly in transit had been set aside and parked where they wouldn’t move. It all gave indications that these people believed they were coming back. Like whatever had happened was temporary and of no consequence.

      “Well, at least we know it’s not a bloody dragon,” Siggen chortled.

      That sent a wave of chuckles through the men. Lorian smiled, seeing the camaraderie. The soldiers were well disciplined. But if they weren’t afraid to laugh at a joke, it meant there was a level of respect that ran both ways. Siggen was a soldier. He just happened to be the soldier with the nicest hat and the men treated him like one of their own.

      Moving to the side, Lorian looked down into the city. And saw nothing but the darkness staring back. He could see the base of the ramp far below. It led to a plateau before the shaft formed in the middle. This plateau was the main city. It would be where the citizens lived, worked and otherwise spent their lives. Most dwarves were either miners, or smiths. Whether that was with gems and precious metals, or the hard dwarven steel that made them famous throughout the land, it meant most of them remained here. The shaft in the centre would be populated as well. Those with lesser standings would live deeper, but also closer to the work. Even if that work was just to dig as far and as quickly as possible.

      Usually that meant the kobolds lived in the lower areas. While they theoretically could work any position if they felt the need. Most kobolds were happy enough to dig. They made good scouts. Boring out small holes in all directions, they located minerals that the dwarves would then excavate properly.

      With all the heat, sound and riches of the earth, it was an eerie feeling for those who marched, to find themselves in the near-perfect silence. The only sound heard was that of their own voices, breath and the marching of uneven boots.

      The march was a timeless event. Round, and around they went as the city below rose to meet them. Lorian began to ignore the sensations of the thralls, despite them continuing their work. It was always the same. Empty, warehouses, empty homes, empty businesses, carts, wagons, stables and everything else a thriving city would need. All empty. All silent.

      So when Lorian felt a twinge from one of his thralls, his head snapped forward and he rushed. Siggen and Irahaal shouted exclamations and orders as Lorian broke ranks and ran to see it. And as the thralls broke apart to let him pass, Lorian skidded to a halt before a corpse.

      Little more than dried skin, bone with a broken bow and a quiver of scattered arrows, he looked them over.

      “Can you raise them?” Siggen asked, crouching over the remains.

      Lorian switched his vision and scanned for the wayward soul. Only to frown and shake his head. “This one has moved on.”

      “Elf,” Siggen noted. “Died in a fall.”

      Lorian looked up and winced. He could see a small spot of light above. That light was the morning sunlight peeking in through the hatch they had entered at the very top.

      “That… Is unfortunate,” Lorian frowned. “But I’m confused why there’s no soul.”

      Siggen frowned, “Bandahn was a thriving city while I lived. How is it that his soul is gone, but mine, and my men’s were left to wander?”

      “My soul along with my guards wandered for centuries,” Irahaal added.

      “MOVEMENT!”

      Lorian spun towards the shout as the nearby soldiers turned and formed a wall. With a thought, Lorian sent a wave of thralls to investigate. They flooded the area with numbers, tearing into homes and businesses looking for the threat, only for Lorian to frown as they continued moving on unmolested.

      “What did you see?” Siggen growled, storming over to join his men.

      “I’m… Not sure,” The man admitted. “It was large, like a bear, but it was in the shadows and moved as soon as I spotted it.”

      Lorian frowned and looked around once more, as he sent word to the thralls to return. Something as large as a bear should have been easier to spot. Not to mention, if there was a bear, even one of the greater bears, like an onikuma, or an ursa, they would still need to feed down here. And with no signs of inhabitants, other than this singular skeleton of an elf that fell many years ago. Lorian couldn’t think of any reason anything would be down here.

      “There’s something very wrong about this,” Irahaal grunted.

      “Agreed,” Siggen nodded.

      Lorian dispersed his thralls around them. They took a loose formation around them. Enough to spot anything trying to slip through, without pressing uselessly into groups. They still moved into nearby buildings, sweeping them for any signs of life. But even here, there were no signs of anything untoward.

      Burned out forges, with half completed works lay out. Hammers left on anvils with a coating of dust. Meals set out on tables, reduced to dried husks and dust by the years of disuse. But it was as the group pushed around, that they found the first sign of real trouble.

      “The elevators are damaged,” Siggen frowned as they came into view.

      Lorian wasn’t sure what he meant until he took a proper look at the mechanism. It was a wheel, set to spin horizontally against a vertical gear. That hauled a pair of long steel chains to lift the elevator platform. There was even a safety feature, where the wheel had a manually released ratcheting system. If the team of haulers, or in the most likely case, a team of horses, were to suddenly fail, the ratchet would engage, preventing the elevator from falling.

      And the mechanism had been destroyed. It lay in pieces. Not like the dwarves had taken it apart. But like someone with axes had hacked it to pieces. To make it completely unusable. To prevent all but a complete reconstruction from repairing the system.

      “I think we need to find my wife’s tomb, and leave,” Lorian declared.

      Siggen frowned, “It wouldn’t even make sense. Destroy the elevator controls and walk off? They didn’t even take supplies!”

      Lorian activated his vision and scanned the area for souls. Only to spot something in the darkness. It was only there for a moment. But it stood, roughly bear shaped. But not. Before Lorian could see more than large, disproportionate claws and a ridge of spines on its back, the thing vanished from view.

      “Guards up!” Lorian ordered. “We’re not alone down here!”

      “What is it?” Siggen frowned.

      “Your man was right, there’s something down here with us.”

      “Should we leave?” Irahaal asked.

      Lorian shook his head, before turning to Siggen. “Where would we find my wife?”

      He frowned, before nodding. “Keep up.”

      Lorian followed behind the dwarf. The smaller man, despite his size, set an impressive pace. And with his undead stamina, he didn’t feel any need to stop and rest. Lorian kept his forces moving ahead, but now they intermingled with Siggen’s troops as well. They weren’t keen on the idea, but Lorian had ignored their complaints as the buildings pressed in. If whatever he saw, was capable of hiding from them, he didn’t want one taking them by surprise out of an open door or window.

      To that end, Lorian kept his vision open to the souls around him. He was almost blind below the chest from all the tethers that connected him to those around him. But he could also see a rather thick tether leading out towards a location where it halted below in the mine shaft.

      Which to Siggen’s credit, was exactly where he was leading them. The continued on, heading towards the entrance to the shaft. Rather than the shallow, gentle slope of the ramp above. This was far steeper. The ramp was carved into the rock itself, with a series of chains in pulleys that went to carts. Those carts ran along a monorail either side of the main path, allowing people to traverse without risk or being in the way.

      “I’ve never seen a mine so quiet,” Siggen grunted. “Usually there’d be two dwarves pushing each of these carts, with two more pulling from above. They use relay stations at each level to pass ore and dirt from one to the next, sending materials up and supplies down as they work.”

      Lorian knew about the massive undertakings the dwarves worked on. And knew they would have spent years perfecting the system. They may have their internal class system. But each and every dwarf was a valued member. If there was a way to make the haulers more efficient, they made it more efficient. The greater good of many was chosen over the greater good of the few.

      Which made it a sticky situation when Lorian first took Cyllbes as his wife, rather than a dwarf. There were terse mutterings. Talks of insult, until Cyllbes made it a personal mission to remind the Kingdom of Tora that she was born in a mine just like this one. It was only fitting, that after years of dedication to the Southern Kingdom, they honoured her with a burial in a place like this. Especially after Mitigo’s falsified convictions against her.

      Passing by a patch of stone, Lorian glanced up and froze. Inside the wall was a pair of souls. Lorian looked into them and saw kobolds. They refused to speak, making only terrified grunts as they tried to get away from him. Worse, Lorian could make out claw marks in the stone, like something had tried to dig through it.

      “My King?” Siggen called when he noticed the Lich had stopped.

      “There are two kobolds buried inside this wall.”

      “That is foundation stone,” Siggen frowned. “They must have died in a collapse. The material is extremely strong, but fragile. Mistakes sometimes happen and bodies are not always easy to find.”

      Lorian watched their fearful forms and tried to look through their memories. To his dismay, they were shattered. Like their minds were broken. Flashes of fear, anxiety and horrible sounds of digging that sent waves of panic through them. Lorian, knowing he could only cause them more grief, pulled their souls to pieces, destroying them entirely and added their energy to his own.

      Moving on down into the mine, Lorian did the same a half-dozen more times. Mostly they were kobold. Sometimes alone, sometimes in a group. Always, terrified, fractured and broken. The one dwarf he found, gibbered and screamed profanities until Lorian pulled him apart as well. At each place, there were claw marks, like something had been digging. Something large, with claws. Something much like the glowing creature he spotted in his vision up above.

      Lorian felt a sense of panic, thinking about those left alone, above the city. He hoped that whatever it was down here, remained down here. He didn’t want to think of what would happen to his loved ones.

      At the same time, Lorian noticed that the tether to his wife was now at a horizontal angle, Siggen finally turned off the main path. Lorian wondered how he knew, before spotting the ornate sign carved above the doorway leading off into the darkness.

      Lorian followed quickly as their forces squished into the tunnel. The scratches, gouges and signs of digging were more frantic here. And Lorian could see why. There were thousands of souls up ahead. Wherever the creatures were, they were after the souls. And it came as no surprise that they would be most prominent around the largest source of souls Lorian had ever seen.

      “The door is barred,” Siggen announced.

      Lorian frowned as it came into view. It was a massive thing. Towering above them but… It also felt familiar in a sense. Stepping closer, Lorian could feel the souls beyond the door. They were scared. The closest ones most of all. But they were conscious. Lorian could scan their minds, glean into their memories and saw the truth.

      “Send guards back to block the tunnel. They’re fierce, but not intelligent.”

      Siggen shouted orders, while Lorian sent his thralls to the doors. The creatures, whatever they were, relied on animal instincts. Knowing to release the locks on the stone beam, before shifting it, was obviously beyond them. And with the thralls at his disposal, Lorian quickly had the beam shifting free. It slid to one side, unbarring the entry, while Siggen watched from behind.

      “Wait here,” Lorian commanded.

      With a push of thought, the thralls shoved hard against the door, letting out a whoosh of air and dust from within. It smelled stale, with a slight rotten stench. Which was entirely to be expected from the thousands of corpses within.

      Lorian didn’t even bother waiting. He started moving forward, shoving souls back into corpses. Each, twitching, writhing mass, pulled away, letting him pass. The room, like everything in the dwarven city, was colossal. A dragon would have found this room comfortable to sleep in, with plenty of room for a nest. It was the ultimate praise, for a queen, long dead and buried, by a people who worshipped the ground she walked on. In the centre, was a dais, and a stone sarcophagus.

      Lorian didn’t need to think at all as he approached. He just pushed more souls into their respective bodies up to and around the dais, making sure they pulled clear. They held still, making small motions as he passed them by, until Lorian finally made it. It was only a step, but from here, he could see the perfect likeness of his dear wife. Carved atop the stone sarcophagus, to appear as if she slept.

      “Help me shift this,” Lorian told the surrounding undead dwarves, even as others continued to rise.

      As Lorian stepped onto the dais, the dwarves pushed in without a word. They left only enough room for Lorian to walk, as a familiar figure appeared before him. Lorian smiled as she leaned against him. Lorian cupped her cheek as she smiled softly.

      “My King.”

      “My love,” Lorian leaned down and kissed her.

      She sighed and made a half-hearted attempt to push him back. But it only led to her fingers tightening around his cloak as she held onto him and began to cry. Lorian scooped her into his arms and held her soul close as he watched the dwarves push the lid of the sarcophagus to one side. They made a silent vigil as he carried the soul of Cyllbes towards her corpse. With no effort, he lifted her over and settled her place, before pushing energy into her.

      Cyllbes’s corpse was as dry and desiccated as some others he had seen. But with a growl, her body reformed. Flesh flowed around her bones, pushing up her death gown until her full-bodied, four foot tall form laid as he remembered.

      Her eyes snapped open, showing Lorian that familiar green glow he had come to know from his thralls. But she was no thrall.

      “Queen Cyllbes,” Lorian smiled, offering his hand.

      She smiled and took it, allowing the king to sit her up. “My King.”

      “MY KING!”

      Lorian’s head snapped around as a terrible screech rang out. The sound echoed through the chamber, and while Lorian flinched, the dwarves fell back from the doors as the sounds of fighting filled the room.
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      Lorian paused only long enough to help Cyllbes out of the sarcophagus, before turning towards the sounds of battle. The souls of those within the walls were terrified. Lorian felt swamped by it. Cries went out. Some begged to close the doors, others wept openly. Mothers cried for the undead lives of their children.

      “Lorian?” Cyllbes cleared her throat.

      Turning back to his diminutive, but lovely wife, Lorian took her cheek in his hand. She leaned into it, smiling gently, before pulling away. “We need to destroy them all.”

      “What are they?”

      Cyllbes shook her head, “I do not know. From the others, I learned they came within a year of my death.”

      “We thought it a sickness,” a grizzled elder stepped forward.

      Lorian thought it a woman. But her body was so dried and her clothing so tattered it was impossible to tell.

      “At first it was one or two dead. We burned them, scattered the ashes and moved on. Within weeks it was dozens. They came in waves. Taking lives, killing us, then vanishing into the walls when they took their fill. We sent for help, but our messengers never returned. So, we tried to starve them out. We hid. Hoping they would give up and leave. But they didn’t.”

      “We could hear them scratching on the walls. Howling for our blood. They never stopped, for days. I lived a week, some of us lived longer. It took years for them to stop trying to get in. And then only silence.”

      Lorian could hear Siggen shouting orders and shook his head. The last thing he wanted to do was to seal the doors with everyone inside once more. Especially… Lorian’s undead body felt colder than he ever thought possible as he remembered…

      “...Dhika and Eilidh…”

      “Our Dhika?” Cyllbes asked.

      Lorian nodded quickly, “And a girl from Murnam.”

      “Murnam, where that witch buried you,” Cyllbes growled.

      Lorian stroked her cheek with the back of his hand once more. He knew his wife. She was cold, firm and unyielding. Especially in the public eye. But deep inside, she was just as soft and as loving as any of his women could be. As a gnome, she was shorter than most, even the dwarves. And as a queen, she had to be tough. It had turned into a state of mind for her. She was ever in control. Ever watchful, ever useful. Ever the queen. As such, the look she gave the lich was enough to make him question whether he was overstepping by showing so much affection in public. But a moment later her expression shifted, and she accepted the touch, leaning into it once more.

      Lorian could only wonder at how long she had been conscious here. It seemed like the souls he discovered had kept some knowledge of the passing of time. Trapped living as ghosts until he returned them from death. Which only made his desire to rescue his other wives stronger. And his confusion about his own situation more prominent. He had no memories after all.

      “MY KING!”

      It was then that Lorian realised his thralls were dying. Or… Being destroyed? One moment they were there, the next they were not. Whatever the creatures were, they could destroy them entirely.

      With a last glance at Cyllbes, Lorian pushed back through the crowd towards the sounds of combat. He could hear them now. The screeches of the creatures, along with the screams of soldiers dying. Lorian frowned, thinking about his own injuries. He hadn’t felt any of them. Even Dhika hadn’t said her second death was painful. So hearing pained screams and cries, meant that whatever these creatures were, they were dangerous.

      Pushing through the dwarves, Lorian made it out of the doors into the corridor beyond. Lorian’s thralls had been pulled back beyond of the front line. The dwarves had taken it upon themselves to form a wall to prevent the creatures from pushing in. Lorian couldn’t see how many there were. Only three could fit into the confined space, but there was a dozen beyond, trying to claw over their own kind to join the fight.

      It was utter chaos and Lorian watched it all, wondering how he was going to get them out. If there were only a few dozen, then so long as the creatures could be harmed, they could fight free. But there may be hundreds, even thousands.

      “My King!”

      Lorian turned his head and saw Siggen against a wall. He had a large gash down one arm and Lorian pushed energy into it as he crouched before the general. The dwarf let out a relieved sigh. His body was still very much dried and dead. Which made the situation even more incredulous. His nerves weren’t alive to feel anything, and he was still in pain.

      “They came down the tunnel, from below,” he grunted. “They laid in ambush, there are dozens and they fell on us from behind.”

      “We need to get these people out,” Lorian shook his head.

      “If the bulk of them are still below, we might evacuate the civilians,” Siggen offered.

      Lorian frowned. But it was something. A shriek went up nearby and Lorian noticed a blip in his vision going dim. He turned to watch as one creature was in the process of pulling the soul from what looked like an elf. They screamed and struggled helplessly against the creature.

      It did indeed resemble a bear. But it wasn’t furred. Loose black skin covered its body, while it gnashed its jaws over the elf’s soul. It made sense they were eating them. The creature was horrifying. Its lower jaw was in four pieces, like firm tentacles, they operated individually with hooks at the end. Its upper jaw was in two sections, opening and closing sideways as it ripped the elf’s soul into pieces. Each piece continued to struggle, but they could achieve little as a second of these creatures snatched a piece of it away.

      Only for it to freeze. It turned its gaze towards Lorian. He couldn’t see any eyes, but he could feel it staring. This wasn’t a creature of this world. It saw things in a different light. And it was only when Lorian activated his vision, he could see the pinpoints of light from a pair of eyes in the front of its head. This was a creature that feasted on death. That was why there were no souls to find inside the city. There may have been bodies stacked up somewhere out of the way. But there were no souls to draw Lorian’s attention. And here, now, he was staring at the one thing he understood could truly kill him.

      The creature bellowed a roar and raised itself up on its hind legs. Lorian realised what was about to happen, only for a firm hand to yank him back. As the creature slammed down into the gap, the first creature had caused, a team of dwarves in rusted armour streamed in. The creature, left without a target, was hacked at, letting out pained screeches as it pulled away.

      Lorian turned and saw Siggen shouting orders and made a decision. Turning back towards the hall, Lorian pushed through the crowd and back inside. Looking around the room, he concentrated and began shoving souls back into corpses. Mothers beside husbands, children beside parents. One and all began to wake up, rising into a world filled with the screams and cries of the dead and wounded.

      “Lorian, we need to leave!” Cyllbes called.

      “I know,” Lorian nodded. “That’s why I’m doing this now!”

      She frowned. It wasn’t her way. He knew that. She was raised in the world of the dwarves, and while she wasn’t one to throw life casually away. She knew that helping them all would be costly in itself. Lorian though, was raised to value life itself and could not see himself forsaking it, even to preserve his own. And so he continued pushing souls into bodies until each had found a home. And only once they were all getting up, crying in fear and sorrow, did Lorian exercise his full strength.

      Pushing his will into each of them, he enforced the idea of their compliance. He wasn’t dominating their minds. But he needed them to follow instructions. He sent mental orders to the dwarven warriors and watched as ranks formed.

      “What’s the plan!?” Siggen roared seeing all the movement.

      “Siggen! You lead a group out, take the civilians with you!”

      “What about you!?”

      “I’ll stay here with a rear-guard to slow them and work my way up.”

      “You can’t!” Cyllbes grabbed his arm.

      Lorian turned to his wife and bent to kiss her. She wanted to fight, she wanted to argue. But Lorian didn’t have time to convince her. Instead, he pushed his will on even her. He felt her mind rebelling, but she was helpless beneath his will.

      “I promise to never do this again,” he whispered as she cried furious tears at him.

      “I hate you,” she hissed.

      Lorian nodded as she felt the compulsion to obey. Truth be told, he hated himself for doing it. But he’d hate himself even more if she fell victim to one of those creatures. For now, he pushed those thoughts aside and delved into the world of his vision. He could feel the surrounding souls. He could feel those who were combat ready. There were soldiers in here when the doors closed. Most of them were by the doors, and they were already getting into the action against the beasts. Siggen was working hard to keep them in order, but not all of them were listening.

      With a pulse of his will, the soldiers formed up and began to move. He slipped into Siggen’s will and saw how he wanted the soldiers to line up. Lorian pushed those thoughts towards the soldiers before reining in his absolute control. He wanted them to follow orders. But not at the expense of free will. Not having the ability to raise a weapon to their defence would be counterproductive if he’d ordered them to do something else at the time.

      Siggen felt his mental nudge and began once more to rally the troops. With the reinforcements, the wall shored up as Lorian pushed into the will of the civilians. He ordered them to get into groups, while Lorian pushed the soldiers from amongst them towards the front. These, he separated out to take the lead towards the surface. Lorian didn’t want to think about whether these creatures had gone up towards the others. He hoped they remained down below.

      “Alright now!” Siggen roared. “PUSH YOU BASTARDS!”

      With a chorus of shouts, the dwarves, with linked shields, shoved one step forward. Those behind braced those in front and with a collective effort, they moved a single step. The creatures, feeling their ground slip, made a press of their own. One leaped atop the dwarves. But their rigid postures and skill left it open to dozens of attacks at once. The dwarves hauled the only dwarf it injured out, and he fell to the rear with his head hanging on by a strip of tattered flesh while his head was crushed.

      Lorian pushed enough healing into him to reform his body and stop the pain he must have been in. The dwarf then saluted and turned to re-join the next push. Step by step, they made headway, forcing the creature’s back. One step at a time, became two and after two became a steady constant push, Lorian could see the tunnel opening. He could also hear the occasional howl of a beast and he wondered if they were really just animals. If enough were pressed in, those at the rear were probably being shoved off into the pit below.

      “Keep going!” Lorian shouted. “We need to get the civilians out!”

      “FOR THE KING!” Siggen roared.

      The other soldiers cried in unison, with the few still in the ranks that weren’t dwarves doing their best to mimic their cries. Lorian admired the dwarves, and seeing the results of their teamwork was always impressive. Seeing it in person, fighting for their own lives was awe-inspiring. The dwarves pushed as one, with a second wave pushing from behind. This group gathered near the side, ready for the ramp. And as the first push broke free of the tunnel, the ranks broke.

      Several beasts slipped though, only to be cut down by the warriors behind, while the dwarves charged ahead, sending more of the creatures off the edge into the abyss below. The fresh wave swarmed up the ramp, forming a second line, while the first blocked the passage from below.

      “MOVE!” Lorian roared. Then, in a quieter tone, he looked at Cyllbes, “I won’t ask for your forgiveness. Only for you to live.”

      She grit her teeth and punched him in the hip. It was something she did only when she was mad at him. But he had learned it was also a sign of affection. It meant an emotional response had gotten through her stiff, public exterior.

      “My people!” Cyllbes called. “We move for the surface, and towards our freedom!”

      “MY QUEEN!” A series of broken shouts rang out.

      She led the way into the tunnel as the first shield wall pushed the creature’s back. The second was indeed pushing up. Enough had gotten past that it was a difficult endeavour to force them back, while they had gravity on their side. But, with the help of their brethren, the creatures were pushed back, and Lorian watched his wife begin to climb. Lorian could force compliance when needed. But she could inspire it with these people. She understood them and they, her. So, when she marched, the others followed.

      “Siggen!” Lorian shouted, spotting the dwarf step out of the shield wall. “Go with them!”

      The dwarf frowned, before nodding. He turned and marched up the stairs, stopping beside Cyllbes and continuing up with her. Lorian turned his attention back to the hordes below. With a deep breath, he approached the pit and looked around. He couldn’t see very far across with the darkness. But there were shapes moving on the ramp leading out of view. Which told Lorian there were many, many more of them coming.

      Lorian turned back to the fight. Now the dwarves weren’t pushing, they fought as a unit. Spears came in from the rear. Lorian wasn’t sure where they came from at first until he spotted a team at the rear putting them together from shortened sections carried on their backs. They passed the spears around as they set them up. The dwarfs on the front lines held the shields to the best of their ability. With the addition of their swords, the second row could swing at anything that tried to climb over. The third row were the ones with the spears. If they stabbed too deeply and lost grip of their weapon. Another dwarf thrust a fresh spear into their hands and the fight went on.

      With their combined levels of coordination, the creatures were effectively stuck in place. They couldn’t advance, nor could they attack. The moment one would lunge towards the shield wall, they were met with the point of a spear. And if that wasn’t enough, they would then fall over the front line and be hacked to pieces by the second.

      With a grin, Lorian pushed on his power once more. He reached out for the creatures… Only to frown. The living, like the dead, had souls. These souls, he could interact with directly. He could kill a man simply by pulling out his soul, but these things… They didn’t. It was like they were made of energy. But, not one that felt familiar in any way to the Lich King. He had certain instincts about using soul energy, but no prior experience. And this was like that.

      Pushing his will on one creature, Lorian tried to snag what he could. To manipulate it, change it, form it or remove it. The energy slipped around his will like oil and water. It simply wasn’t compatible and Lorian had an idea. Pushing outwards with his energy, Lorian projected a dome. It surrounded him in transparent energy. The dwarves took notice from the green shimmer, but otherwise ignored it as it passed through them. The creatures though. Like how his grasps couldn’t touch their energy, they couldn’t touch this. They slammed into the shimmer and ground to an immediate halt.    

      “My King?”

      “It worked,” Lorian huffed. He could feel his energy leaving him at a rapid pace. He wouldn’t be able to hold this for long. And he wasn’t sure how long it would take to replenish afterwards. He owed a few people their bodies and would use it as a reward for good service. “I can’t hold it though.”

      “Can you push a wall? Block even just part of the corridor?”

      Lorian grit his teeth, then concentrated on the change. He formed the bubble into a wall and held it in front of the creatures. They railed and howled as they beat against it. Lorian felt the tug on his power with each strike. But he also felt that this was vastly more efficient than the dome.

      “Get the civilian’s moving!”

      One soldier snapped to attention and started shouting orders. Some dwarves turned and ran for the ramp. They charged through the crowd of civilians, while being careful not to knock them into the shaft. They pushed to the head of the group and reinforced the front wall. Which left Lorian staring into the endless horde of beasts from below.

      “What are these things?”

      “I… Don’t know,” the dwarf frowned as they clawed and pounded on the wall.

      “Where’s Irahaal?” Lorian looked around.

      “The elf went with your wife and the general.”

      Lorian frowned and turned to see up ahead. The group had moved on and he could see the glow of eyes on the far side. They were making progress, but it was slow, and there were still civilians inside Cyllbes’s tomb. Lorian grit his teeth and narrowed the wall. He needed to hold it as long as possible and opted for efficiency. Narrowing it and leaving small gaps meant less energy. But one creature made a lunge.

      With a snarl, it tipped over the edge and crab walked along the side, before hauling itself up. The action was so unexpected that the dwarves just watched as it climbed and a second moved to copy the action.

      “KILL IT!”

      With superior numbers the dwarves shoved forward, hacking it to pieces as it failed to break through their stance. The second creature didn’t even make it up onto the ramp before one of them crushed its claws with a mace, sending it howling into the deep.

      “MY KING!”

      Lorian turned and saw the trailing end of the civilians leaving the tunnel to the tomb. “Alright, retreat!”

      The dwarves pushed back as Lorian shifted the barrier once more. Making it smaller again, he found he could wave it about. The creatures, while numerous, could only fit two comfortably in the narrow confines, or with a third if they clambered over one another. Which Lorian used to his advantage. Keeping the barrier small, the dwarves started falling back towards him. Every time the creatures pushed, Lorian moved the shield to intercept them. If he missed one, the dwarves were there to back him up.

      But Lorian knew he couldn’t do this forever. He was feeling hungry again. That deep ache in the pit of his stomach that told him he needed to consume more power. Lorian only hoped that it was controllable. Consuming the souls of the dead was one thing. But he hadn’t forgotten how filling the mage was. Licking his lips, Lorian shook his head, then looked for a solution. He needed to cause some serious damage.

      Shaking his head, he sent a prayer to his ancestors that it would work. Then expanded the shield once more.

      “GO!” He ordered. “Get out of here!”

      “My king!” The dwarves rallied around him.

      “You need to leave!” Lorian ordered.

      “No!” One of them shouted. “We failed Queen Cyllbes, we will not fail again!”

      Lorian realised he wasn’t just standing amongst the people of Bandahn, but in Siggen’s elite. Cyllbes’s personal guard. With a growl, Lorian forced his will on them. They howled their refusals at first. But they could not overcome the compulsions he put on them. As they fell back, the wall held firm. The creatures continued to pound on it, and when another tried to leap around, Lorian shifted, ensuring they fell to their death.

      It felt like an age as he watched the trailing end of the horde travel up the ramp. He watched the greens of their eyes spiral up and out of view. Then he started counting. He got to the count of sixty and started again. Though his belly ached from the horrible expense of power, he did it once more. Only to hear a change from below. It started with a low rumble. Then with a series of thumps. And Lorian could see something pushing through the throng of creatures. It was tall. Tall enough to stoop within the confines of the ramp. Its body was covered in that same, loose black skin of the bear creatures.

      It moved like a human crawling on all four. But it had six limbs. Four arms and two legs, while it lacked a head. Where its shoulders were, was just, nothing. At least until it opened its mouth. A gaping hole appeared where its neck should have been, and a long black tongue lashed out. It caught one of the bear creatures. The creature kicked helplessly as it dragged it back towards that gaping hole.

      With a series of heavy crunches, Lorian watched in horror as the hellish being from below chewed a monstrous bear to pieces before him.

      “What are you?” Lorian asked.

      What he never expected, was for that mouth to open once more and utter a single word.

      “... death…”

      Dropping the barrier, the creatures pressed against it fell over themselves. They scrambled to their feet, but Lorian was already moving. Using his barriers, he only had one chance, and he wished he could have tested this earlier.

      Seizing one of the creatures, Lorian slammed it into one of the support pillars. He expected such a large creature to shatter what he was told was brittle stone. But the creature impacted with a painful cry, and otherwise did very little. Lorian watched in horror, before hauling the creature back and trying again. With the second impact proving as futile as the first, Lorian slammed the barrier down as two of the beasts crashed into it.

      He backed up as his strength waned and desperately tried to find a solution. The creature was heavy. He could feel its mass when he lifted the thing. But it did almost nothing to the pillar. Suddenly it made sense how creatures left to dig for years, had barely made a dent on the walls of this mine.

      “There’s something very wrong with you,” Lorian frowned.

      He ignored the slow, rolling laughter of the six-limbed creature as it slowly closed the gap. Lorian looked around for something he could use. All he needed was to collapse a part of the ramp and it would slow them enough to escape.

      Lorian blinked as he saw a flash of sparks up above. The chain attached to the wagons shifted, before they all started moving. Lorian heard the scrape of grinding metal as the rail carts moved. Someone had cut the chain, and the carts were picking up speed. The first few remained on their rails as they picked up speed. They passed through the barrier, slamming into the creatures at speed. But the carts were getting faster, and Lorian knew it would be dangerous for him to remain.

      He timed the next that passed, noticing how it rocked on the rails as it hurled past. Then he dived for the centre column. Using it for cover, Lorian dropped the barrier to conserve his strength as cart after cart tore past, slamming into the beasts over and over again. Every time they pushed up, it left them exposed to more impacts. And when they didn’t, it left a pile up of heavy metal.

      With the distraction in place, Lorian charged up the ramp. He kept to the centre as much as he could. The carts, even as they derailed and careened out of control, stuck to the outside wall. He could hear the howling from below as he ran past the corpse of one of the creatures. Another tumbled past, howling, even as it snatched at him while it fell. Lorian looked up and could see fighting above and hoped that they would get clear.

      On and on he climbed. Someone up ahead cut each exchange as he reached it, sending more carts into the abyss to the fury of the monsters below. With so much metal and debris they couldn’t easily move around it. And being chained together, they couldn’t easily cast it off into the abyss either. Until finally, Lorian reached the top. Siggen was waiting with a skeleton crew of men, while the civilians sprinted for the final ramp.

      “Let’s go!” Siggen waved.

      Lorian didn’t need telling twice. They turned and sprinted for the ramp. If he could get the living and his loves free, he could hold the beasts inside the mine. It wouldn’t take an army to guard the ramp. He could set a watch and have reinforcements return to bolster their losses. Even that large creature would find things difficult when attacked from above.

      But it was as they boarded the ramp, Lorian paused. Teams of dwarves had picks out. Siggen had set the thralls to help, while they chiselled a large groove through the stone ramp.

      “Don’t stop!” Siggen ordered.

      Lorian frowned, but followed on, charging up the ramp. In the distance, there was an inhuman scream of rage. And when Lorian looked over, he could make out a dark shape moving through the city. Siggen urged him on as they passed another dig team. Lorian shook his head as he realised what they were planning on doing. The floor lurched, followed by an almighty boom. Dust went up into the air and the only direction Lorian knew was forward with the ramp.

      “NOOOOOooooOOOO!”

      Lorian recognised the inhuman howl, and grinned, as the ground shook once more.
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      Lorian sighed as he looked into the eyes of the young man from Murnam. There was no life in those eyes of his. No soul. Just a sliver of Lorian’s power and will, to reanimate the corpse and keep it moving. And for now, Lorian felt he needed that power more than he needed that thrall. Pulling it free, along with that of dozens of others, Lorian absorbed it once more. The corpses fell like puppets with their strings cut. Their bodies, broken, twisted, rotted and dried, all tumbled back over the edge of the ramp.

      The cries of the creatures below had only now begun to wane. And as dozens of corpses landed amongst their midst, they renewed their horrible screams. But, with the ramp collapsed, there was little they could actually do about it. There was no way out, save for climbing or carving a new way up. And from what Lorian had seen of the mine below, they struggled to affect the physical world.

      “Lorian?”

      The lich turned and met the green eyes of his wife. She smiled softly, standing before Eilidh, Dhika, Irahaal and Siggen.

      “My queen,” Lorian smiled and took her in his arms.

      Despite the hellish howls from below, they allowed a moment to hold one another. Lorian was overjoyed to have her back in his life. Cyllbes was always the most rational. She was the rock, the foundation, the sturdy one of their marriage. Where Mitigo would offer advice, Cyllbes would help weigh those decisions. And here, now, with her back…

      “Have I erred?”

      “Erred?” Cyllbes tilted her head as she looked up at him.

      “You know the histories as well as I,” Lorian sighed. “Lichs bring death, destruction and war to the world.”

      “My King, death, destruction and war are already here,” Siggen grunted.

      Cyllbes gave the grizzled dwarf a polite nod, before turning her attention back to her king. “What do you want to achieve?”

      “Revenge,” Lorian bared his teeth.

      Cyllbes shook her head and patted his chest. “You’re better than that. What do you really wish to achieve?”

      Lorian frowned and slowly looked over the arranged peoples. Thralls carried goods back to carts. The living were dressing themselves in warmer clothing, taken from the supplies they had found. Lorian had heard mention of pickled goods and knew them to be in a much better situation moving forward. They had supplies, tools, comforts and food for the living. And these were all things that were in part, denied in the town of Murnam. What should have been a quaint mining town, was barren, corrupt and empty.

      “I want to fix what Mitigo has broken,” Lorian nodded. “I want to restore my empire to its previous glory.”

      “Good,” Cyllbes smiled. “And then what?”

      “Then?” Lorian frowned. “I’m not sure. But I still have feelings, I still have urges,” he glanced at Dhika and Eilidh before smiling at Cyllbes. “I still have urges.”

      The gnome queen blushed as she caught his meaning. She always conducted herself as a good and proper wife. A wife befitting a king. But she always enjoyed their moments together. Those times when she didn’t have to worry about how those around would perceive her. Lorian could see now, the slight tremor that ran down her spine and he too knew what she was thinking about.

      “So,” she nodded. “You raise your other wives, storm the capital, take revenge on the false queen. And spend eternity turning us inside out. Is that about right?” Lorian nodded slowly and Cyllbes snorted in amusement. “Very well. If I recall, we’re just south of the great lake and the Kingdom of Aqi, am I correct?”

      “Yes, my Queen,” Siggen bowed. “You were entombed according to your wishes.”

      Cyllbes sighed and nodded slowly as she pushed away memories of her past. Lorian wanted to comfort her, but he understood her mindset. She would want comfort later. Right now, she was engaged in her role.

      “Then I believe it is in our best interest to seek Queen Afith,” she smiled. “Her people would be a worthy asset on this continued campaign.”

      “If that is what you believe, I have no reason to doubt it,” Lorian nodded.

      “I too have no stake in this,” Irahaal nodded, reinforcing Lorian’s acceptance.

      “To the lake then,” Siggen nodded, before turning back to bark orders.

      “My King,” Dhika bowed softly.

      “Don’t,” Cyllbes snapped. “If I know my husband, what better option is there to replace the usurper than with his favourite concubine. You shall refer to our husband without the honorifics. He gets a big head if you say them too often.”

      “I believe I should depart this conversation,” Irahaal bowed softly before turning away.

      “Is she not to your liking?” Cyllbes asked.

      Lorian sighed. “Dear wife, she is Irahaal Rosalor. I offered to raise her to help lead at my side. But I do not know her desires.”

      There were a series of quick glances between the remaining women in the group, before Dhika cleared her throat.

      “Qu-”

      “Sister,” Cyllbes smiled at the kobold.

      “Sister,” Dhika smiled nervously. “I was wondering if you and… our husband. Would wish to wash yourselves? There is heated water available and a large bath.”

      Lorian’s diminutive wife wasted no time taking him by the hand. She was a force of nature storming through the inn, heading directly for the bathing room. Lorian could only assume she was familiar with the building and nothing had changed over the years.

      As Dhika had described, the bathing room was indeed ready. The bath was already steaming, and Lorian mentally noted his thanks for his newest wife and… He paused as Cyllbes tested the water. Was Eilidh a concubine, as Cyllbes had described Dhika?

      “Dear husband?”

      Lorian shook himself and faced his wife. It had taken her no time at all to slip out of her burial robes. They were designed to be easy to fit over a corpse. So slipping out of it again was a simple matter. It let him gaze upon her body. Despite being the shortest of his wives, she was the most full-figured of them. Her hourglass shape, accentuated by almost impossibly wide hips and full bust.

      “It is good to see you still desire me, after all this time.”

      Lorian shook his head. “For me, it is only an instant,” Lorian mumbled. “You are as ravishing as the day we met.”

      Cyllbes chewed her lip as Lorian disrobed before her. She could feel her arousal increasing as his clothing came off. His bare chest was firmer than she remembered. He had a certain softness about him in life. As a Lich, he was harder, firmer and had an air of power about him. Not that he lacked that in life. But while she felt comforted in his presence before, she felt almost cowled by it now.

      Subtly, she rubbed her thighs, trying desperately to relieve some of the tension she felt, before Lorian slid out of his pants. When he stood, she was only feet from his erection pointing out before him.

      “It would be unbecoming of me, as a queen, to subject myself to such an act as to put that within my mouth,” Cyllbes mumbled.

      Lorian grinned as she leaned over and did just that. Ever dutiful, Lorian was engrossed in watching her as she pleased him. It embarrassed her terribly to be the centre of his attention like this. Her usual preferences when in life, were soft, quiet moments in dark places. Not in this bright, open bathing room of a public inn where anyone could just walk in.

      “While I do love watching you,” Lorian smiled as he stroked Cyllbes’s hair from her eyes. “I would enjoy much more, to feel you squirm in my arms.”

      She made a small noise and pulled away. “Awful, brutish, twisted man. Why I agreed to marry you I do not know.”

      “You agreed to marry me because you saw me as an honourable man. You stayed married to me, because we love each other.”

      “Awful,” she repeated as she stepped away from the lich.

      “Truly,” Lorian agreed as he watched her small frame hop to get over the lip of the bath.

      She sighed as she slipped beneath the water and Lorian moved in straight after. But his greatest surprise, was after settling down opposite his wife, she moved to sit on his lap.

      “This isn’t like you.”

      “No,” She shook her head. “It isn’t. I made a promise to myself.”

      Lorian frowned softly and cupped her cheek. “You don’t need to talk about it now.”

      “But you should know, regardless,” Cyllbes insisted softly. “I died by poison. The night you died was the worst night of my life. She screamed about an assassin as she burst from the baths. We closed down the city, we brought in soldiers and scoured the halls. None of us suspected her. She was distraught, and even injured from her imagined scuffle.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Cyllbes shook her head as a tear rolled down her cheek. “She found evidence, I suspected it was planted, but it showed Yimojae had paid someone in gold and jewels. She denied having unknown business dealings, and they scrutinized her purchases.”

      “Yimojae would be the last of you to hire someone to kill me,” Lorian scoffed.

      A smile crept to Cyllbes’s face as she nodded along, thinking of the powerful Gargoyle Queen. “That was when I started digging further into it. Yimojae was outraged and struck Mitigo. She used that as further evidence and had her executed.”

      Lorian grit his teeth as he pulled his Gnome against his chest. “Mitigo will pay.”

      “I hope so,” Cyllbes trembled. “She went insane. She saw enemies everywhere. When we rallied against her, she found more reasons to chase us away. I came back here to Bandahn, to rule my people as I could, away from her influence.”

      “Then… how?”

      “I received a letter. She accused me of sedition and had me trialled in absentia. It included a warning, and a vial of poison. From what I saw of Siggen and his men, I do not believe she kept her word.”

      “Do you think she had something to do with the creatures below?”

      “Those…” Cyllbes shook her head. “I have no knowledge of them. They came after my death. But I would find it hard to believe she would release such a plague upon this city.”

      Lorian would have liked to agree with his diminutive wife. But the idea of Mitigo murdering him was far-fetched enough. Having her trial and execute her sister-wives was even more bizarre. Whatever the things below really are, Lorian didn’t know for sure if Mitigo was responsible. But he was certain she would know more about them.

      “Lorian?”

      “Yes, my queen?”

      “You had no heirs.”

      Lorian sighed, before twitching as she took his cock in her hands. “No,” Lorian admitted. “No, I suppose I did not.”

      “I don’t know if it’s possible,” she shrugged as Lorian’s cock firmed beneath the water. “But we can always practise.”

      She raised herself and positioned his cock to her opening, before Lorian took her shoulder. “Wait.”

      “What’s wrong?”

      Lorian sighed. “Dhika, she… Part of the process of making you whole again…”

      “Part of… Oh,” Cyllbes blushed furiously as she realised the ramifications. “That was so embarrassing the first time.”

      “Your body is a living artwork,” Lorian chided her softly. “I was never disappointed with our times together. But the few times I was able to watch you, unhindered, were special.”

      “You just enjoy watching women debase themselves for your own pleasure,” she frowned.

      “Only when they themselves are pleasured for it.”

      Cyllbes blushed once more, sending her pink all the way to her rock hard nipples. “You do it.”

      “Do what?” Lorian asked.

      Cyllbes sighed and shook her head. “I did all the work on our first time together. And while my body is… renewed. My mind is not. I’m not the rock-headed, blushing bride of the young King. I’m a woman with needs and desires. You do it.”

      “If I used my power, I could-”

      “No,” Cyllbes shook her head. “We do this properly.”

      Lorian smiled, “Very well, my Queen.”

      Lorian shuffled back into position, pressing against the tub. It pulled his cock, still pressed to Cyllbes’s entrance, back on an angle. And that gave him the room to touch her as he pleased. With a small prod, she lowered herself to her knees, resting for more comfort. And then Lorian started.

      Unlike their first awkward time, where Lorian laid there and watched an ever-embarrassed gnome. This time, he had the pleasures of putting his hands on her while she held still and did her best to remain dignified. He started at the base of her neck and went up. He rubbed her skin and traced the outline of her ears. They were almost human, except for being slightly larger than one would expect for a woman of this size.

      Most wouldn’t know, as they were covered by short, but thick locks of brown hair. Lorian had once asked her to grow it out. But after her explanation of how hard it was to care for, amongst her people, he conceded it wasn’t worth the extra effort. Gnome hair was extremely soft, but extremely thick. Like a wolf’s winter coat.

      Sliding his hands lower, he felt the muscles in her neck and shoulders. It was hard to tell at first, as Gnomes were firmer than humans. But he could tell, with his years of experience putting hands on this woman, that she felt a little tense. Sliding his fingers over her skin, Lorian massaged gently. As he did, Cyllbes rocked her hips. Her small entrance gave just a little stretch as she drove herself slightly onto his cock. It wasn’t enough to achieve any penetration, but it had taken some time when they first married.

      Lorian continued his massage, down her shoulders and to her upper arms. Her people were hard workers, and her voluptuous proportions were deceptively muscular. She squirmed as she rocked her hips, and Lorian smiled widely as he slipped around to massage the tops of her breasts. They stood impossibly firm, poking out and coming to slightly rounded points.

      “Please don’t embarrass me, dear husband,” Cyllbes whined.

      Lorian smiled, knowing full well how sensitive her breasts were. Despite her coy nature in the bedroom, she was surprisingly adventurous given the mood. They had both enjoyed the sensations of his cock sliding between her breasts. Much to Lorian’s amazement when he learned she could achieve climax through the action. Much to her dismay, when he did a moment after realising what had happened.

      And with the added stimulation, she drove herself further onto Lorian’s erection. It was almost painfully hard, and Lorian grunted as he felt the ring of muscle at the entrance stretching to accommodate him. Only to slip back out as she moved away once more. He wanted badly to be inside her once more. But he knew that would be painful for her and had no desire to do something to hurt her.

      Wrapping his hands around her breasts, Lorian massaged them firmly from base to nipple and back again. The long, firm but gentle milking action had Cyllbes squirming as she fought against her embarrassment.

      “You treat me so horribly,” Cyllbes complained as she bit her lip and closed her eyes.

      Lorian recognised the look and smiled. “I only wish for you to experience the most pleasure possible.”

      “You do, don’t you…” Cyllbes shook her head.

      “I do,” Lorian confirmed.

      “Very well,” she nodded. “You may do as you wish.”

      Lorian slowed to a stop. “Excuse me?”

      Cyllbes frowned as she opened her eyes. “I said, you may do as you wish… I… I trust you.”

      Lorian slipped one hand up behind her neck and dragged her towards himself. She opened her mouth and accepted the firm kiss as she moaned through the pleasure as he handled her breast with his other hand. Lorian tasted her lips with his tongue, only to have the favour returned. He could feel the warmth of Cyllbes’s blush in her face, but she made no attempt to pull away as he continued kissing her.

      In fact, when Lorian did pull away, she looked upset by the action. At least, until his lips found her nipple. Cyllbes grunted and pushed further onto Lorian’s cock. She desperately fought against the pleasure of her breast stimulation, and the pain of his cock stretching her entrance. It had taken almost a year of infrequent attention before they could make love without hours of foreplay. A Gnome’s body just wasn’t built to accept a human. She had never seen another to compare, but there was something about the painfully full feeling he gave her, that was so very satisfying. Even years after their marriage did she long for it.

      So when a finger brushed against her small ass, Cyllbes jerked her hips, driving the head of Lorian’s cock into herself. The sharp sting came and went in an instant, before she began to climax.

      Lorian worried for only a split second he had made a mistake, before he heard the familiar wailing cry of his Gnome Queen. Her body tensed, showing her powerful muscles beneath all her soft curves and he felt the head of his cock being crushed within her. It wasn’t a great penetration, but it still felt wonderful to be inside her once more.

      “I… I can’t,” she whimpered.

      Lorian nodded as he released her nipple. He could see the grimace on her face and knew that she was done. It was like this for the first few weeks. She could achieve orgasm, and a partial penetration. But the overstimulation as she came down, was too much for her to continue. As gently as he could, Lorian lifted her free. Her pussy tried to hold onto him, giving Lorian a perfect view of her labia, gripping the head before sliding out.

      “You need to finish,” Cyllbes grunted as she cupped herself.

      “Are you hurt?” Lorian asked, ignoring her statement.

      “I’m fine,” she smiled. “But you’re not.”

      “There-”

      “DHIKA!”

      “Yes, my Q-sister?”

      Cyllbes chuckled softly. “You were listening outside the door this whole time, weren’t you?”

      “Yes,” Dhika mumbled. “So is Eilidh. We wanted to make sure you weren’t disturbed.”

      “In that case, if Lorian is willing, he may have her after he is finished with you. Get in the bath.”

      Lorian gaped at his wife but had no chance to respond before an exuberant kobold joined them with a splash. She spun around and surged across the bath into his arms, sending a cascade of water over the edge.

      “Wait!” Cyllbes commanded.

      Dhika froze, one hand on Lorian’s cock, while moving into position. “... But…”  

      “Turn around, so I can see you.”

      Dhika heaved a breath of air, but Lorian could see the desire in her eyes. She turned about, before leaning back into his chest. Her hands found his cock as she shifted her tail out of the way. Lowering her hips, Cyllbes held up her hand.

      “Wait.” Dhika whined and considered impaling herself anyway, before Cyllbes cleared her throat. “He was just somewhere… extremely small. And… I was hoping, he could experience that…”

      “Cyllbes, I-ah…” Lorian paused as Dhika readjusted and pressed his cock to her ass.

      She wiggled her hips and pushed back, before letting out a dissatisfied grunt. “Eilidh! I need some oil!”

      Lorian heard quick footsteps as she rushed off, while Dhika grumbled discontentedly with his cock pressed to her asshole.

      “A lubricant,” Cyllbes nodded. “Lorian, we shall try that next time.”

      “Whatever you need,” Lorian grunted through his discomfort.

      He had been painfully erect before, but now it was almost torture. Thankfully, Eilidh didn’t take all that long, and she appeared with a clay pot with an already broken wax seal.

      “I want him later,” she declared.

      “Agreed,” Cyllbes smiled at the woman.

      Cyllbes took the pot and scooped out some of the concoction within. It smelled of coconut and Lorian blinked as he felt her hands smear it over his length. He wasn’t a stranger to the sensation and felt all the more frustrated as her hands vanished once more. Dhika was more than ready though. The moment she had her chance, she shifted back, pressing his cock to her entrance.

      Dhika rocked her hips back, and she gasped as Lorian’s cock stretched her opening. She tried once more, before getting the angle right. His cock slipped into her, and like Cyllbes, she was extremely tight.

      “It feels like the first time we tried this,” Dhika squirmed.

      “Is it too much?” Cyllbes asked.

      Dhika shook her head and pushed back slightly further. But the Gnome shifted forward. “What are you doing?”

      “Let me help,” Cyllbes smiled.

      Lorian wasn’t sure what was happening, but he felt the way Dhika suddenly tensed, and let out a sigh.

      “Is that okay?”

      “More, please.”

      “Greedy kobold,” Cyllbes teased.

      It was then, Lorian felt it. As Dhika sunk lower onto his cock, he could feel something through the flesh separating her ass to her pussy. Almost like…

      “Cyllbes, are you?”

      “I am,” the Gnome nodded as she shifted closer. “I died, without ever touching one of our wives. I was too proper, too firm. And what did it get me?”

      “Loved and adored by everyone,” Lorian grunted.

      “Oh?” Cyllbes smiled. “What about you Dhika? Did you love and adore me?”

      “I… I respected you,” she mumbled. “I loved you as the wife of my King.”

      Cyllbes smiled softly and nodded. “Lorian, lift her from the water, please.”

      Lorian raised his hips. Rather than lift the kobold, she remained in place and whined as he drove his length into her. Dhika could have lifted as well, but she had a momentary lapse at the request, which immediately slipped her mind as Lorian thrust up into her.

      “Maybe now you can learn to love me.”

      Lorian saw movement and looked over Dhika’s shoulder to stare down at Cyllbes as she parted the kobold’s thighs. And his surprise was nothing, compared to Dhika’s squeak as the gnome queen ran her tongue over Dhika’s clit.

      “Take her, husband. I’m not doing all the work.”

      Lorian pulled back, before thrusting back up into Dhika’s ass. At the same time, he heard a small moan, before the smacking of lips, and Dhika squeaked and trembled.

      “Cumming already?” Cyllbes chuckled. “If there’s one thing, I learned in all your years as his mistress, it is your ability to be multi-orgasmic.”

      Lorian was beyond words. He could only concentrate on the sensations he was feeling. Thrusting his cock up into Dhika’s ass, he could feel the ring of muscle dragging up and down his length. Cyllbes admired the way the kobolds ass stretched to accommodate the tool driving into her. Twisting her fingers inside the kobold, she found that familiar spot within the small woman, that Cyllbes found within herself with her other hand. And as she rubbed it, she leaned in and suckled on the tiny clitoris, earning a squeal of pleasure from the beautiful, scaled woman.

      Dhika wasn’t rational. She had experienced a form of double penetration before. Many times, before. But never had she experienced this. Her lord and master, her mate, Lorian. He grunted, almost angrily as he thrust up into her ass. She knew he had boiled down to animalistic lust, and she desperately wanted to feel his fullness as he pumped his seed into her. But at the same time, the inexperienced queen was doing things to her as well.

      She lacked the finesse of a practised woman. But her fingers knew the places within, and she was mercilessly attacking them. To drive her even further from rational thought, Cyllbes’s soft lips were wrapped around Dhika’s clit. Any movement of the kobold made, served only to drive her harder onto a tool in her ass, or her clit, into the mouth of a beautiful, curvaceous Queen.

      Eilidh glanced into the bathroom and trembled as she saw what was happening. She looked around and saw the wagons lining up and getting ready on the ramp some distance away. Everyone had already gone out to load the last of the supplies, which left her alone with the sight before herself.

      With a whimper, Eilidh lifted the front of her skirt. She pushed aside her underclothes and ran her fingers over her clitoris. She never doubted her own arousal. Like most elves, she could work herself sopping wet just thinking about having sex. In no time at all, she was circling her clit with one hand, while driving the fingers of her other hand into her sex, while listening to Dhika’s pleasured squeals.

      Lorian growled as he felt his end boiling up from within. Taking hold of Dhika, he held her firmly in place while he viciously thrust up into her. The poor kobold screamed as she came undone. With Cyllbes’s small stature, they were both surprised when the Gnome’s hand slid fully into the orgasming kobold, making her scream once more. Dhika had never felt so full in her life, and it only got more prominent as she felt Lorian pulse within her. It all became too much, and for an instant, she felt her soul drift free of her body once more.

      “No!” Lorian snarled.

      Dhika felt herself jerking back into her body as she exploded within. The whole time, Cyllbes suckled on the kobold’s clitoris, not releasing it until poor Dhika physically shoved her away.

      And even then, it only led to the gnome kissing her as a distraction while she gently worked her hand free.
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      The wagon train was trundling along. It had been for hours. The southern tip of the great lake, this far into winter, would be frozen solid. It was the only time of year it was possible to reach the central Island of Saphidar. It was the seat of power in the Kingdom of Aqi. An Island built into a single city. A place of envy for the other kingdoms. Not only was it isolated and difficult to strike during times of war. But in peace, it served as the hub for all trade.

      If the Kingdom of Ignor wished to trade with the Kingdom of Venta, they needed to either cross the lake, or send grand convoys over land, through either the Kingdom of Lorian in the North or the Kingdom of Tora in the South. Both trips would take months. And the oceanic peoples of the great lake would not tolerate aggression in their lands, from outsiders. If two nations fought on the water, both sides lost and were barred from travelling the lake until reparations had been made.

      The only time the city was under threat was during winter. It was the only time there was a land bridge to allow travel without ships. And so, I hoped to take advantage of that fact, with Cyllbes’s urging, to advance there first. If I could raise my dear Afith, she could provide us ships and transport, or at least access to travel to the last two kingdoms. Before marching the empire’s combined might against Mitigo and righting the wrongs she caused.

      But for all my planning, thoughts and distractions. Right now, I was here. With Dhika, Eilidh and Cyllbes. The latter of which was squirming as she pushed past the halfway point down the length of my cock.

      “Gods,” Cyllbes shuddered. “I don’t remember it being so big.”

      “Is the oil helping?” Lorian asked as he ran his hands up her sides.

      “It is,” she grunted. “But that doesn’t change how big you are.”

      “He is rather large,” Eilidh mumbled softly.

      Dhika giggled as Cyllbes rocked her hips slowly. Lorian put his arms around her and pulled her back against his chest. She trembled softly as she shifted in his lap, before letting out a soft sigh.

      “Do it.”

      Lorian blinked, “Do what?”

      Cyllbes sighed. “I already told you. You can do whatever you want. So… Just… do it.”

      “My Queen?” Eilidh called softly.

      Cyllbes shook her head. “You don’t need to call me that.”

      “Perhaps not,” Eilidh smiled. “But perhaps you would like some help?”

      “Her breasts,” Lorian said softly.

      Cyllbes gasped and twisted her head to look at him. “Traitor!”

      Lorian leaned forward and captured her lips. The gnome queen was leaps and bounds ahead of her prior attitude towards sex. It had always been an intimate thing between them. While she was comfortable with nudity around the other wives, she preferred to have our private time, private. The fact I had two other women in the wagon with us, while she rode me was one thing. But her lack of denial was another entirely.

      As Dhika and Eilidh moved closer, Lorian kissed his way across her chin. Cyllbes trembled as he ran his lips gently down the side of her neck. Her natural scent was as delicious now, as it was when they first met. Being undead changed nothing. Lorian desired her as strongly now as he did when they first met. But now, he had other avenues to explore with her.

      Lorian reached around, cupping her breasts lightly. He smiled as Cyllbes gasped from the contact. And with her distraction, she didn’t react at all as it pulled her elbows back. It was only as Lorian linked his arm through, that she realised she was effectively pinned in place with her chest forced forward.

      “Feast, my loves.”

      “Lorian!” Cyllbes squealed as Eilidh and Dhika converged on the smaller woman.

      With his free hand, Lorian cupped her chin and tilted her head back to lean on his shoulder. Lorian could see down her front, to the two women suckling on Cyllbes’s breasts. Those mounds of gorgeous flesh were pulled into delicious, conical shapes by their mouths, while Cyllbes squirmed helplessly in place.

      “Lorian!” She tried again.

      “I love you so much, my queen.”

      She accepted the kiss, like a starving woman accepted a meal. He reached between her legs and ran his fingers between her labia. Her body reacted, twitching and vibrating like a plucked string. And Lorian played her perfectly. Each shift of her hips, drove her further down on his cock. And while the sensation would have likely been uncomfortable. She was delirious from the stimulation to her perfect breasts. She wouldn’t have her wish today. Lorian would not harm her like that. Even with her direct instruction to do just that. But he hoped that this time, along with the others, would quicken things for them in the future.

      Her body began to shudder, and Lorian moaned into her sharp, muffled squeaks. He felt a warm liquid pool between his fingers as she squirted from the overstimulation. Eilidh and Dhika continued, mumbling as they suckled on the queen’s breasts. Her pussy spasmed, massaging Lorian’s cock. It clamped down on the head, milking his pleasure. And Lorian had no desire to end anywhere else other than inside his smallest wife. 

      Erupting inside her, Lorian moaned his own pleasure. The tightness of her body meant she could feel every pulse. And her muffled squeals turned into muffled screams. She struggled as her pleasure sent her manic. She didn’t know if she was fleeing towards, or away from the sensation. All she knew was that there was so much of it, and the man she loved was the cause of it.
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        * * *

      

      Lorian climbed out onto the driver’s seat of the wagon. Paavo was holding the reins, as a partially skeletal horse clopped along the ice. The wind came in waves and Lorian was thankful they took the time to cover the wagons. The undead army that followed along were mostly on foot. But the civilians, and living were taken care of. Many thousands of dwarves, gnomes, kobold, humans and others were locked in the tomb with the dead queen. Many thousands more managed to flee the city. While Lorian hoped that there were other dwarven cities still functioning. Bandahn was the centre of their kingdom. And that meant whoever survived, likely did it with great difficulty.

      “My King,” Paavo nodded. “Is that where we’re headed?”

      Lorian looked ahead. Despite the wagon train leading off ahead and behind. Lorian could still see the landmass. But it wasn’t the city, and he shook his head.

      “No. Saphidar is a ways off yet. These are the fringe islands. In times of war, they’re used as lookouts and staging areas.”

      “Wouldn’t most of that be underwater?”

      “It is,” Lorian nodded. “But most of the people here have forms that can travel by land. And during the winter, they’re especially vulnerable from the South.”

      “I see,” he frowned. “And how do you think they will react to an army marching on them?”

      Lorian frowned, before turning his head. After their session, Cyllbes had fallen asleep in his arms. Despite still being impaled on him. She would have been the one to ask about politics. Lorian’s job as King was to keep the peace between the kingdoms. He, and his father before him, had no reason to move an army. In fact, the standing army they had, mostly worked to build infrastructure and hunt brigands, criminals and thieves. Even in a world where there was plenty, predators lurked beneath the surface.

      “I would hope that if these islands are still in use. That someone would seek to challenge us. At least before committing to an attack.”

      Paavo nodded. “That’s not likely though, is it?”

      “No,” Lorian admitted. “No, if things are as bad here as they are in Tora, then I should be watchful of the living. Our dead can be remade, the living will never be so again.”

      Paavo nodded slowly as the ice creaked below us. Lorian had faith it was thick enough. This was the middle of winter, the coldest time of year. It was dangerous to be outside. And the living likely would not have made it this far without the help of the undead horde under my control. And it was only now with wagons and supplies, they had the barest modicum of comfort for the trip. The cold… did not affect the dead as much as he thought it would. They could feel temperature. Lorian knew that. But… It didn’t really bother him or the others. Nor did their bodies seem to actually freeze. Clothing, supplies and items did. But undead bodies, even those made of flesh, did not. Still, Lorian didn’t like the idea of ending up in the water in the unlikely event that they hit a thin patch. 

      The wagons continued on, approaching the first island. Lorian thought it was a good opportunity to explore. General Siggen must have as well, as he peeled off a group of his men and sent them to check the island as the caravan passed by. Lorian could see nothing on the island but bare trees and a few rocks. The rubble created enough of a disruption that snow collected there. Rather than be blown away like it was on the ice.

      Lorian kept watch as they passed, so it was obvious when the group headed back. He thought that would be the end of it. Except, one horse broke off and headed in his direction. Siggen must have seen it, as he shouted something from the front of the caravan and whirled his horse around. Seeing him coming, Lorian let out a sigh, as Paavo shot him a nervous look.

      Lorian pushed back into the wagon. Cyllbes was still sleeping, with Eilidh cuddling her from behind. Dhika, nude as she was before, had propped herself up on the edge, and was reading a book. Lorian smiled, remembering when he first taught her to read. Dhika was confused at first, then outright annoyed. But when she learned of the magic that came from stories written in books. She quickly fell in love with the idea.

      “My King?”

      “Get dressed, but stay in the wagon,” Lorian shot them smiles.

      Cyllbes stirred at the sound of his voice, but Lorian didn’t stop. Out the back of the wagon, was tied a spare horse. It was a beast of war and was unsuitable for pulling a wagon for any great length of time. It along with many others were given to the troops who needed them, or were trained as cavalry. This one, was set aside for him. It was a nasty thing. It belonged to one of Mitigo’s men. And from what he could see of the creature’s memories, they tormented the beast for most of its life.

      They had trained it to lash out and attack everything that came near it. And unfortunately, that training had gone too far. The soldier who rode it was not a soldier it was comfortable with. And when the attack started, the beast kicked him off in the middle of the front lines before being cut down himself. Even now, Lorian could feel the glare from the beast, despite knowing it was perfectly harmless to him.

      “It seems I have a taste for dangerous creatures,” Lorian smiled, thinking of the wendigo who was coming up the rear.

      The horse snorted, and Lorian had to stifle a grin as he thought about the beast understanding him. It did however hold still while the King unhooked the lead and brought it around to the side of the wagon. From that point it was easy enough to mount, where he was greeted by Siggen as the scout arrived to deliver his message.

      “Corpses, my King!” The scout called.

      Lorian met Siggen’s eyes and nodded. “Let’s go see if they have anything to say.”

      With a kick of his heels, Lorian and Siggen followed the scouts back to the island on horseback. They raced across the hard packed ice as quickly as practical. From the wind, the lake wasn’t entirely smooth. Ripples had formed, leaving a textured top layer that was easy for the horses to grip.

      But it was obvious when the hollow sounding clopping turned into the crunch of sand and snow just a minute later. The scouts rode their horses through the frozen marshes and into the tree line beyond. Siggen pushed ahead of Lorian, leading the king through the trees.

      Lorian though, could already see their destination. And by that, it meant he could see the souls waiting beneath a shelter. It was made of branches stripped of their leaves. Lorian could see how in the summer, it would appear like the surrounding trees. Providing suitable cover from the wind and rain that came through the warmer months. Here in the winter though, it just looked odd. Odder if there were a lit fire to keep the inhabitants warm.

      Those inhabitants, were long dead. It looked like they had died even before the winter began. Their bodies looked partially decomposed, before freezing over. Even now, their stench was obvious, if not overpowering. There were five of them. All waiting around their bodies, staring at them with mixed expressions. At least they were, until Lorian arrived, and they felt his presence.

      “Lich,” a Merman trembled.

      “Did you do this to us?” Another asked.

      Lorian looked at them all and shook his head as the scouts and Siggen kept quiet, realising what was going on.

      “I woke only recently,” Lorian told them. “Whatever did this, was well before I came to be.”

      “Lies!” one of them snapped.

      Lorian’s heart skipped for a moment. She reminded him of Afith. She was a Skylla, in human form. Her body was slender, with fins running down her body giving her the appearance of hair and a gossamer gown. But Lorian knew better. She looked beautiful, like his late wife. But she was a fierce creature. Utterly terrifying in the water. Her body would transform into that of a great serpent with the upper body of a beautiful woman.

      “I have no reason to lie,” Lorian insisted.

      “Then why come?”

      Lorian looked at the five. The Merman was joined by another. Then there was the Skylla and two more. A Siren and…

      “Selkie?”

      The last one frowned, “Yes? What’s it to you?”

      “Curiosity,” Lorian shrugged. “I would be a poor king if I didn’t recognise my own people.”

      “King?”

      “Lorian,” Lorian nodded. “I’m here for my wife.”

      “You… Your wife?” The Skylla frowned. “My sister has been dead for almost thirty years.”

      “Princess Nueza?”

      The Skylla blinked slowly as her comrades gave her strange looks. “I… was stripped of my titles, by the Lord Regent.”

      “I didn’t recognise you at first,” Lorian stepped closer. “My initial reaction to seeing a Skylla, was that you were my dear Afith.”

      “She is dead.”

      “And I will raise her into undeath,” Lorian announced. “As I can offer each of you, as well.”

      Princess Nueza looked at the men around her and sighed. “I… Cannot ask you to curse my friends. But-”

      “Nueza, if you go with him, we will follow,” The Merman announced.

      The others nodded in agreement. Lorian watched how they interacted with one another and saw loyalty. These were not soldiers used to sitting on watch.

      “How did you end up like this?”

      “We don’t know for sure,” Nueza grit her teeth. “After the Lord Regent sent my men and I to this place as punishment, we had regular inspections. We didn’t know we were under attack until it was too late.”

      “Stabbed in the back,” the Siren hissed.

      “This, Lord Regent. How did they gain power?”

      “You would know them as General Vero,” Nueza shook her head.

      Lorian grimaced. He knew that name. General Vero was a hothead. A Hydra with an attitude problem. He hated anything from the land, even the King. The only reason the Hydra was allowed to remain in a position of authority, was because of the results. The great lake had never suffered a loss or defeat in the centuries of his time at the command. His troops were well trained, well-armed and well disciplined. Leaving him in charge was a masterstroke. It would also be easy to justify after Afith’s death.

      “Where is Afith?”

      “Buried below the main chamber in the grand cathedral.”

      Lorian grimaced again. That was below the water. He had hoped she would have been buried on land. It was her original wish. To be buried in the same place as her husband. Like those of her kind, she was a warrior through and through. But she was undyingly loyal to the crown. And after marriage, to Lorian himself.

      “How do I get to her?”

      “Unless you can breathe underwater-”

      “I don’t need to breathe,” Lorian shook his head. “I’m dead. Along with most of my men. I will sink us if necessary.”

      Nueza bared her teeth in a vicious grin. “Then you would fight?”

      “I aim to destroy Mitigo and take back my throne,” Lorian declared. “Before that, I will have my wives returned to me.”

      “Then I shall stand beside you,” Nueza bowed. “If I am not mistaken, you are General Siggen?”

      The dwarf sat a little taller in the saddle. “That I am, Princess.”

      “Bah,” she waved off the title. “My people will chafe at following the orders of a dwarf. Might I suggest we work together?”

      Siggen nodded slowly. “It would make crossing the lake far easier if they followed your commands.”

      “I look forward to this,” she smiled toothily once more. “Dear brother?”

      Lorian activated his power and gave their souls a push. Nueza, along with the others appeared shocked from the sudden contact. Lorian wasted no time shoving their souls back into their bodies, before pulling away once more. They twitched and sat up, before chuckling darkly.

      “All the stories we have of the Lich’s, none were ever considered to be more than monsters.”

      “Perhaps that is because in today’s world. There are greater monsters than I?” Lorian speculated.

      Nueza shifted her body, turning into a half, rotten sea snake. Her body writhed on the ground, before she shifted once more to her humanoid form. “It is good to be back.”

      “When I gain more power, I can help restore you to true flesh. If not living, then it will feel and act like it.”

      Nueza growled softly and nodded as her team came together checking their weapons. Being around water, they lacked most metals. Only the best of them could get access to proper weapons. Blades of steel were mixed with other metals to create alloys that would survive the aquatic environments. Others used weapons made of stone, shells and glass. Lorian smiled, seeing the silver flash of Nueza’s sword. Her training as a warrior entitled her to a blade. Her station as princess gave her access to metal. If not for it being a great cultural taboo to wield the weapon of another. It likely would have been taken in any other world. But here? Lorian was glad to see she still had it.

      Back off the island, the new group ambled along. The freshly risen undead shifted slowly as their bodies thawed out once more. The caravan was still moving, but they would not arrive back in time to catch it. So Siggen sent off one scout to slow them down and set up for the evening.

      “It worries me,” Lorian said as they trudged along after the caravan. “We have seen no sign of any sentries on the southern islands.”

      “That… Isn’t right.” Nueza frowned.

      Lorian saw the way Siggen flinched, and he knew the dwarf had come to a similar conclusion. The Southern Kingdom of Tora was populated mostly by Dwarves. Even those not Dwarves were fiercely protective of their Queen. Add in the hellish creatures below the city of Bandahn, and the lack of life signs.

      “My King-”

      “Get together a party,” Lorian nodded. “Search these lands. Take steeds and tell them to ride hard.”

      “What is wrong?” Nueza asked.

      “If you aren’t guarding the South, even in winter during a land bridge. There’s no reason to set the guard.”

      Nueza’s eyes widened. “The Kingdom of Tora? Surely not?”

      “Bandahn was overrun by… Monsters,” Siggen shook his head.

      “Horrible, bear-like things that fed off the souls of the dead,” Lorian added. “And there was something else. It was bigger and was intelligent.”

      “You didn’t say much about that,” Siggen frowned. “I heard that shout when the ramps fell.”

      “I spoke with it,” Lorian nodded. “It called itself death and laughed when I said there was something wrong with it.” Lorian noticed the looks each of them shared. “Siggen, they seemed to struggle to dig into the walls of the mine. What is the chance they could find a way out?”

      “Not likely,” Siggen shook his head. “If they were the ones scraping the walls, they’d been at it for years. They might even have problems with sunlight, which kept them from leaving all this time.”

      Lorian didn’t think that was the case. There was a reason they were there. Whether it was simply waiting for him, he wasn’t sure. But they could move quickly. And they were strong. Was it simply that they lacked the ability to survive in the sunlight that prevented them from moving out of the mine? It seemed far too simplistic. There had to be more.

      “Siggen, double the men you send back to Tora. Make sure they send someone back with regular updates. If cities are empty, they’re not to enter them. We don’t know what those things are. And I would hate to lose more men simply for exploring a possibility.”

      “I’ll make sure of it,” Siggen nodded.

      “Is this something we should be wary of?” Nueza asked.

      “Unlikely,” Lorian shook his head. “They ate the souls of those they could find. If they were anywhere in the area, you likely wouldn’t be here right now.”

      “Ah,” Nueza nodded. “That… Is logical.”

      “Tell me about Aqi?”

      Nueza sighed. “There isn’t much to tell. Is there anything specific you would like to know?”

      “How did Afith die?”

      Nueza didn’t speak for a time. Lorian turned his head and looked at her. She stared back, with a look on her face that told him it wasn’t the peaceful death that Cyllbes suffered.

      “Mitigo ambushed Afith’s caravan on her way back to the river. Her guards and people were killed to a man. Afith… Was burned alive in a pyre. Her skeleton was shipped to the Lord Regent, who had her entombed.”

      Lorian stumbled on an uneven patch of ice. He felt a surge of rage pass through him. Afith. She was a warrior, but she was so very gentle. A kind soul, who meant only the best, even when she couldn’t say the words she meant. Burned.

      Lorian snarled as his power surged. The souls of his thralls pulsed with his anger and the sky lit up in green, ethereal light.
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        * * *

      

      Queen Mitigo sat in her chair. Not the throne she set beside the toppled monument to the late king. This was a simple chair. Wooden, comforting and covered in soft cloth. She had waited so long for this day. And here, now, just as expected, she could see it. The early evening sky was clear in the Far North of the Capital of Lorian. And in the South, over the great lake, she could see it.

      “My Queen?”

      Mitigo turned her head, to smile at the pretty advisor who stood beside her. Handpicked, Mitigo, despite her betrayal, had stuck to the usual routine. All the staff were women. Pretty young things. Ones that the late King would happily take into his bed.

      “Sybil,” Mitigo smiled widely.

      The servant girl knew that look. The smile wasn’t real. It didn’t meet the Queen’s eyes. It was like staring into the face of a monster. Albeit one with an unnatural beauty and capacity for kindness. Her heart fluttered in fear, but she swallowed it down.

      “My Queen, is that?...”

      “Yes,” Mitigo nodded, before turning back to watch the green light, illuminating the clouds on the far horizon. “Fetch me one of my generals.”

      “Do you have a preference, my Queen?”

      Mitigo paused for a moment while she weighed her options. “Darius.”

      Sybil shuddered softly. She knew of General Darius. She knew him to be a cruel and vicious man. A man who in his time as General, had never lost a single battle. But the casualties were catastrophic. He liked fire, he used torture and rape interchangeably to suppress dissent. If not for the Queen’s direct orders never to touch the staff, Sybil feared she would have ended up within his sights on more than one occasion.

      “At once, my Queen.”

      Mitigo listened to the terrified servant’s footsteps. And only when she thought she was finally alone, did Mitigo break composure and look around the room. Seeing no one, she slipped her hand beneath her belt, searching for that traitorous little nub of flesh.

      “Lorian,” she grimaced to herself, even as she began to rub. “... Lorian…”
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      Lorian clutched the short blade. The silvered metal glimmered in the eternal twilight of the deep. Beside him was Princess Nueza. Her long, slender form shifted as she swam easily beside him. Like a great, sea-serpent, she was as beautiful as she was terrible to witness. And it provided an ache in Lorian’s chest, thinking about Afith. Dhika, Eilidh, Paavo and a few of the others had remained behind with the living.

      But the rest of the army sank down around him. The dwarves in their armour had already reached the bottom and were forming ranks. The wendigo, with all its fur, was struggling to reach the bottom. While there had been plenty of smaller stones to stuff into pouches to act as weights. There simply wasn’t the time to dig up enough boulders to sink the massive creature. It needed to reach the bottom, where Nueza had assured Lorian that there was plenty of loose rock.

      In the depths of the oceanic lake, it was almost an eerie silence. Especially after the hours of heavy digging. Chipping away at the ice to create a large enough hole to descend took hours. Those who remained behind were given the tools to disrupt the ice floating on the surface. Fires illuminated the hole, lit around the edge, and as the sun set lower on the horizon, it would be perfectly dark soon.

      But the darkness was Lorian’s friend. He, along with the thousands of undead warriors could see perfectly well in the darkness. Something most of the inhabitants of Aqi could not. They had their advantages. Their olfactory senses would make up for their lack of ability to see. Though they did have lights they could rely on, they simply wouldn’t be as effective as a natural born ability.

      Lorian could see the city up ahead. Carved into the rocky walls of a great, underwater chasm. The very earth looked like some mythical beast had torn it open. Those uneven tears had been hollowed and partitioned. Some left flooded, others filled with air. Even in an aquatic city, there was a desire to keep things dry. You couldn’t operate a forge underwater. And the thermal vents in the deep, still weren’t hot enough to melt steel.

      The city glimmered in the distance like a starry sky. And Lorian had a pang of regret. Unlike Bandahn, this city was occupied. Its citizens were likely living their lives in relative peace. The Lord Regent Vero, whether installed by dictation, appointment or right, may not be a poor leader. He was a hothead, vicious, dangerous and cruel in equal measure. But he kept their military operating efficiently. It was likely that his rule may chafe some citizens, but others would thrive.

      Pushing those thoughts away, Lorian spotted the patch of coral he would land on. Because of the hazardous environment, he had swapped his cloak for a set of trousers and a plain shirt. It billowed around him as he drifted down, but he cut the cuffs short enough not to snag on anything. Clutched in his dominant hand, was the short blade that caught his eye, glimmering in the growing darkness. On his hip, was a much larger blade in reserve. Lorian wasn’t a master by any standard. But he was competent and undead. A killing blow would only slow him down. Even decapitation would not stop him for long. Only total destruction of his body, leaving nothing for his soul to anchor, or the blessings of a white mage could do that.

      Lorian’s stomach rumbled, thinking about the white mage he had absorbed in Murnam. He was equally fearful, and hopeful that there would be more of them in the city. More beings to feast upon.

      “My King?” Nueza hissed softly in the water.

      Lorian snapped back to attention and looked at the great serpent. Her tail swirled around her. She had an ethereal beauty, despite the parts of her that were rotten. And Lorian swore to himself that she would be returned to her true form just as soon as he did for Irahaal. The elf was growing impatient, and Lorian had only refrained so far, because he didn’t want to run out of thralls. Most of his legions kept their minds. And while they could dig latrines, setting tents, cleaning and guarding the camp at night. It was far better for morale to have the mindless thralls do those duties.

      Lorian couldn’t respond with his lungs full of water. It was an interesting sensation. But necessary to provide the correct buoyancy. Thankfully though, he could pass his orders directly into the minds of those beings under his control. Despite retaining their minds, individuality, needs and wants. They were all slaves to his power if he directed it.

      “Spare the non-combatants. Kill the rest,” Lorian ordered silently.

      And with those words, he heard the dull thunks of boots taking their first steps. The sound echoed through the silent ocean. It would be impossible to ignore their approach. And the creatures of the deep were of the same mind. Fish darted out from rocks, fleeing into the darkness. Great eels pulled back into their holes. Lorian even spotted a shark as it suddenly twisted away and shot off into the distance.

      They marched on. Some followed the beginnings of the great tears in the earth. Travelling along like a game trail. Others climbed over the reefs, swarming like the monsters they appeared to be. Lorian strode amongst forests of kelp, with Nueza at his side. With them, were her squad of loyal followers. They moved quickly through the water. Though not as quickly as they could have. Lorian’s inability to swim as an aquatic creature severely slowed them down.

      It was also why he carried two blades. The smaller could be used easily in the water. While the larger would be more effective in the air filled caverns. Lorian felt the ground tremble and looked over his shoulder. The wendigo had reached the bottom and was baring its teeth. It hauled back on a section of the reef, before it pulled free with a heavy crunch. That sound echoed through the water, like a deep battle drum. But it meant nothing to the wendigo, who broke it into smaller pieces and fit them into the massive slings tied around its body.

      Lorian knew the massive creature wasn’t a mindless beast. And he felt vindicated seeing it carry out these actions independently. It was loyal to him. But it was an individual like the rest of his army.

      “My king!”

      Lorian spun towards Nueza as she shoved him aside. A spear slammed into the stone where he stood a moment before. Lorian had just enough time to send a mental warning for an attack, before a school or merman exploded into action. They carried spears. Green shafts with stone heads. Their leader, the one who had thrown his weapon only had one. While the rest carried a spare.

      “DIE!” He screeched in the water.

      Lorian raised his sword in defence, while the rest of his attackers threw their spears. The shafts sliced through the water, slamming into the undead soldiers around them. But they had vastly under-prepared for one simple fact. Lorian and his army were undead. And it took a lot more than a spear to bring one down.

      Nueza struck first. Her body writhing as she shot forward to intercept. Her squad was only a moment behind. They struck as a group, twisting and slashing with their weapons while Lorian struggled to catch up. All around him, he could hear fighting and even the wendigo was under attack. The massive creature bit the head off a merman, before snagging the tail of a skylla and thrashing them against the stone bottom.

      “DIE!”

      Lorian ducked as a spear grazed his hair line. The leader of the merman. The one who had first thrown his spear, had broken through the lines. Nueza and her men were busy fighting two to one. With a silent snarl, Lorian whipped the short blade around, aiming to disembowel the merman. But he kicked hard, swimming up and over the Lich King.

      Lorian struggled with the fast movement. It forced him to go on an immediate defensive. But the merman was experienced and wasn’t going to let him get away. Lunging forward, he speared Lorian through the middle, pinning him in place against the rock. Lorian, felt the stab and took hold of the spear driving through him. Only to come to an immediate realisation.

      The merman twisted the spear, before cruelly yanking it free of the stone. With Lorian gripping the shaft though, he came with it, straight into the merman’s arms. Where he drove the sword to the hilt through the creature’s stomach. It gaped for a moment, before Lorian raised a boot and kicked off the merman’s chest. The sword came free with a spurt of green blood.

      Whatever the outcome would have been for the almost certainly fatal wound, it was cut short. Nueza, finished with her own fight, swept her sword around, taking the merman’s head clean off. She turned her gaze towards Lorian and eyed the spear still lodged in his middle.

      “Need a hand?”

      Lorian mouthed the word, “Please?”

      Nueza swam over and wrapped her coils around the King. He felt strange. The last time he felt a skylla’s coils, it was his late wife. This held much of those same feelings. Except, instead of the passionate kiss, came a strange pulling sensation, before Nueza hauled back, taking the spear with her. She looked at the weapon, before Lorian grinned and held his hand out for it.

      Accepting the spear, Lorian held it in his left hand. It would be a good weapon to take his enemies at a distance, while keeping his blade for closer contacts. With their group mostly unscathed, or at least unbothered, they continued on. There were minor skirmishes all around. The mermen had laid what should have been a lethal trap for them all. Instead, they were cut down mercilessly by an army of beings who couldn’t feel pain.

      Lorian activated his power, collecting the surrounding souls. He pulled their power, funnelling it into himself, before shoving the thralls back into their bodies. The headless merman raised from the bottom, still leaking blood from the stump of his neck. He swam awkwardly along beside Lorian. There was little point to handing him back a weapon, without eyes he couldn’t aim it properly.

      Lorian’s forces pressed on towards the city of Saphidar. General Vero knew they were coming. That wasn’t all that surprising. It wasn’t exactly quiet, chipping through the top layer of ice. Resistance continued to pour out of the city. Soldiers in armour came in waves, between lightly armed men-at-arms. And with each wave defeated, Lorian added them to his own forces and pushed on.

      With the influx of thralls able to swim, Lorian struck back. Sending waves of undead hurtling towards the city. That forced the defenders to reveal more of their hidden surprises. Unlike the Kingdom of Tora, the Kingdom of Aqi was heavily populated. The lake gave their peoples access to food, shelter and work. Their people had flourished, even while Tora had not.

      And despite it all, they died by the hundreds. Great siege weapons fired from within the confines of the city. Clusters of barbed spears shot out, skewering the fresh undead. The attacks did little to kill the thralls, but by tearing away fins, pinning limbs and otherwise weighing down the undead, Lorian’s forces were slowly being whittled away.

      But they didn’t stop. For each swimming thrall, there were two still moving on foot. An undead, unbreathing legion marching towards the city’s doom. He could hear them. Unlike the undead with lungs of air, the peoples of Aqi could communicate effectively beneath the waves. And as Lorian crested the top of a coral spire, he could hear the screams. The undead that sank into the city were still moving. Lorian felt them being snuffed out one by one. But there were hundreds more still moving.

      Despite the added weight of the dwarven armour, Lorian outpaced the dwarf army along the bottom. Their broad figures and short limbs made their progress slow. Slow enough that Lorian was able to overtake them. That in turn spurred on the army as they raced to keep up with their king. The city, being submerged, lacked walls of its own. So, there was nothing to stop his entry.

      People on the outskirts had already fled. But there was movement further in. Nueza and her squad kept close to Lorian’s side. General Siggen perched upon a massive clam and beat upon it with a war hammer. The echoing thuds drove the dwarves into a frenzy as they swarmed into the city. Lorian kept watch as the denizens of the deep fled their wrath. Most had already evacuated, but there were always those few who remained behind to guard their own.

      Lorian was relieved when such a family was discovered. Amongst the battle cries and screaming, a team of dwarves broke off. They shoved an elderly Siren back into his home, where several women and children hid. And with him forced back inside, the dwarves closed the door and barricaded it. The inhabitants would be able to break out with time. But for now, they were secure and out of the fight.

      A blur of movement had Lorian ducking for cover. Rightly so, as Nueza swarmed over him, batting away one spear, while catching another in her tail. She hissed angrily and Lorian chastised himself for not paying attention. A squad of troops were moving into the streets. Mermen were inside the buildings taking cover with their spears. But it was the strange-looking crabs lining the streets that made him pause. They weren’t members of any race he recognised. Nor did they carry weapons or insignia.

      It was then, he realised he was staring at the product of something they began working on in his own time. It was only a test when Afith told him of it. They were cross-breeding a species of crab, with a type of mollusc, while feeding them magically infused kelp. Clearly their efforts had paid off. The result stood four feet tall, on eight legs, with a massive spiked claw, alongside a long slender one. It reminded Lorian of a soldier holding a shield and a long blade.

      A series of loud cracks rang out, and like a wave, the crabs streamed towards Lorian and his forces, while a hail of spears came from above. Lorian dodged the first, but was hit by a second. Whoever launched them fired at a shallow angle. Lorian, along with his forces were able to charge forward, pulling themselves off the spear entirely without further injury.

      And then they hit the crabs. Whatever training the previous waves of defenders had. It meant nothing in the face of this adversary. The crabs were fast, powerful and armoured from head to claw. The first one that reached Lorian batted him aside by accident as it spun to grab him with its long claw. Nueza slashing it with her sword as it whirled around in confusion at Lorian’s swift exit, and her blade sparked as it struck its hard shell.

      Lorian picked himself up from where he had slammed into a wall and watched as the crab tried to get a hold of the nimble Skylla. She was an excellent warrior and was mesmerising in how she kept her tail moving. It seemed to do a good job of distracting the crab too as it tried lamely to catch her.

      A firm hand took Lorian’s elbow, and he turned to see the face of a dwarf. He was merely a skeleton within a set of armour. But he pressed a spiked maul into Lorian’s hands before he continued into the battle with a mace held high. Lorian looked from his blade, to the maul and slid his sword back into its sheath.

      Charging after the dwarf, he was surrounded by short, but powerful warriors. Moving as one, they created a current in the water all of their own. Spears lanced down around them, many aimed for Lorian himself. But the weapons with their stone heads bounced or shattered where they struck. The few that hit Lorian speared right through him. And with the exception of one that hit his knee, it was easy enough to continue moving, letting the spear pull through without further injury.

      The wave of attackers fell on the crabs. Blade wielding soldiers struggled against their armoured opponents. But that only lasted as long as their armour did. The moment someone with a mace or axe shattered their armour, those with blades attacked those spots directly. Lorian charged over a huddle of dwarves and leaped through the water. Kicking hard, he swam over a fight until he could drift down over Nueza. The Skylla was paying all her attention to the crab as it continued trying to reach out and grab her. So they were both surprised as Lorian sank down between them.

      The crab paused long enough to raise its enormous claw to defend itself. Which just made Lorian’s target easier to reach. Bringing the maul down with all his might, it slammed into the massive appendage. And shattered it entirely.

      The crab let out a squeak. It was such an odd sound, Lorian paused for a moment. Only to regret his inaction as the thin claw caught him around the leg, yanking viciously in an attempt to remove it. As Lorian struggled against the smaller claw, Nueza lunged for the damaged claw, slamming her blade into the break and forcing her blade into the soft meat within.

      That caused the creature enough pain to abandon the Lich King and Lorian kicked away. Unlike the stab wounds in his body, that he simply ignored. The partial amputation of his leg seriously inhibited his movements. Pulling back, Lorian swallowed and funnelled some of the power he had gained into healing himself. His leg twisted back into position and his flesh grew back, covering the exposed bone once more. He watched in fascination as the flesh melded, even as a spear carved through his neck.

      With an annoyed grunt, Lorian climbed the spear, pulling himself free once more, before bending to reclaim his fallen maul. Nueza was still duelling the crab. Others were dead already, and Lorian felt for their souls. And all hell broke loose.

      The crabs were tough bastards. Cracking their shells with blunt weapons and piercing their organs with long blades were the only way to deal with them. At least, until their own kind reared up and strike them down once more. The undead crabs had a hard time of it. Most had cracked claws, damaged shells and missed limbs entirely. But for each one they killed, it meant one more Lorian could raise. He pushed through the haze of souls and corpses, reviving the dead and badly injured. A gnome, torn in half, paddling towards the fight with just his torso, found his legs once more.

      General Siggen, missing an arm, found the appendage slamming into him, almost causing him another injury at the sudden shift in his body weight as he dodged a grab from a nearby claw. And then he felt it. Like a wave of heat, a ball of undead vanished from his vision.

      The searing pain they felt as their souls were destroyed, bounced along the bindings to Lorian’s core. He cried out silently in the depths of the ocean, while he scrambled to discover a cause. A second burst happened once more, this time in the opposite direction, making Lorian writhe in pain once more. He shuddered, thinking about how he had just had his leg torn most of the way off without a complaint. This, whatever it was, felt worse than anything he had ever experienced before. Like his very soul was on fire…

      With a feeling of dread, Lorian sent an urgent mental order to Nueza, ordering her to fall back towards him. He felt the pang of fury flow across their bond. While his mindful minions were capable of independent thought, this order could not be ignored. It was a reminder that they were forevermore bound to him. But it was a short thing, as a burst of white light flashed behind the Skylla, searing dozens of undead.

      Nueza jerked as she raced back towards him. Her anger diminished as she realised what he had spared her from. Followed by the cold fury as she realised the Siren from her squad was no longer with them.

      “I’ll kill them!” she hissed.

      “I can’t lose you!” Lorian screamed in her head as he grabbed her fin.

      She whirled around, snapping her teeth in Lorian’s face. But he wasn’t intimidated. He took her by a long, slender ear and pulled her around to face him. They eyed each other for a moment, before Skylla blinked and conceded to his instruction.

      “My apologies.”

      “Apologise by surviving,” He pushed the thought into the heads of all those around them. “Climb the walls, take spears and target the white mages. They are the priority!”

      The swimming thralls screeched in their battle cries. While the land-dwelling army bashed their weapons against their armoured chests and shields. They swarmed the ground, picking up spears as shouts rang out from up ahead. Lorian spotted a figure perched in a strange saddle atop a massive crab. This was something else, at easily twice the height of the ones Lorian was just fighting.

      He threw out his energy, snagging their soul. He could feel their power flowing through them. It was intoxicating. He pulled, wanting to rip it from their body, and their body sagged as if in pain. But it also told them exactly where he was. Lorian saw their grimace, before they raised their hand to emit a white light. All at once Lorian realised his mistake. By attacking the mage directly, he had informed them where he was. And that made it just as easy to attack him. And while he had no doubt, he could pull their soul free. It wouldn’t be before they let off their own burst of magic.

      It wasn’t to be though. A spear slammed into the white mage, causing their concentration to snap. The orb of white magic burst out, washing over the crabs around it. It destroyed a few of the mindless thralls and Lorian felt their deaths like a knife in his side. But the pain did not distract him. Pulling hard, he tore their soul from their body and hauled it towards himself.

      The mage was a young Siren. Strong, loyal, and he continued to fight against Lorian’s power. But a disembodied soul lacked the power of its flesh form. Lorian wasted no time draining him of power. He neglected to destroy them violently like he had with others. But it still wasn’t a comfortable experience for the soul. Lorian pulled their power within, feeling his own body flair with energy. That deep-seated hunger vanished in mere moments.

      The delicious, full feeling he received from the weak mage back in Murnam was just a drop of water in the lake that he felt now. Power rushed through his veins and Lorian pulsed with newfound strength. The surrounding beings grew flesh and sealed their wounds for no other reason than proximity. Nueza’s scales shimmered as she took on a healthy glow.

      Pushing his will outward, Lorian identified all the living around him. With a silent scream of rage, he pulled, yanking their souls. Thousands of beings died in an instant. Thousands of souls drifted free. Lorian pushed his will upon them, sparing them from being mindless thralls. He had enough of those already. Forcing their souls back into their bodies, they reawakened with the orders of their master.

      “My sister always told me you were not a man to be trifled with,” Nueza bowed. “I always thought she meant you would attempt to bed me. But now, I wonder if she was referring to your spirit.”

      Lorian grinned and pushed his thoughts into her head. “If she allows it, I will willingly bed you. Repeatedly.”

      Nueza froze, shock written all over her face. But Lorian wasn’t watching her right now. Touching the minds of every member of his army, Lorian pushed his will into them. Their bodies became more robust, fuelled with his own will. Their arms became stronger, their wits sharper and their reactions swifter.

      And as Lorian looked up at the palace in the centre of Saphidar, he could see a figure perched at the top. Unlike land-based cities, where those in power would seek to be above you. Those in the kingdom of Aqi were the opposite. Those in power sat deeper in their pools. So, seeing General Vero, atop a tower, watching Lorian drive his forces to their doom. It reminded Lorian that he could in fact do this.

      “Remember, spare the non-combatants,” he pushed out his order. “Kill the rest.”
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      They moved as a wave. Like a singular entity, made up of countless minds with a single purpose. At the head of the wave, was a single man. A lich, leading the charge of a thousands strong army of undead. They pushed into the heart of the city, cutting down the defenders as they rose. For each soul carved from flesh, Lorian pushed them back and added them to his forces.

      He passed by the huddling and fleeing forms of the civilians. Mothers, holding the hands of their children. The elderly held doors shut, while their younger relatives screamed for them to come inside. Lorian sent out another mental reminder to leave those who weren’t a threat, before pushing through. The palace was ahead. The ultimate goal. And Lorian had a feeling that it would be the ultimate test. The beings he had fought so far were inexperienced. And while the wave of white mages had done significant damage. Lorian could only assume they hadn’t accounted for so many undead with the ability to think.

      Had this merely been an army of thralls, white mages would have torn them to pieces. Having so many minds capable of thinking and reasoning left them on the back foot and the surprise attack ended as quickly as it started. Leaving mixed forces of undead to swarm through and take what was left of the city of Saphidar.

      A spear burst out of a side alley, catching Lorian in the throat. He pitched to one side, as Nueza rushed towards their attacker. It was a small clump of civilians hiding behind an older merman. He held himself like a soldier, but from the pale skin between his shed scales, it was obvious the old solider was well beyond his prime.

      “Stop,” Lorian sent the mental order to Nueza.

      She froze as her tail swished through the water. She glared hatefully at the man, while he held his family back. Why they weren’t in hiding, Lorian didn’t know, but after pulling the spear free, he tossed it to the ground.

      “Let’s go.”

      The merman’s eye went wide as Lorian continued to direct his forces. Nueza glared once more at the old merman, before kicking her tail viciously to catch up with her new lord. Lorian kept his head up as he watched for more danger. He allowed some of his legion to move up beside him. The last thing he wanted was to be hit by something strong enough to kill him. Lorian was a lich. That made him incredibly difficult to kill. But not impossible.

      There were stories of a Lich having a phylactery. A device that contained his soul. But Lorian had seen no such thing. That didn’t mean he didn’t have one though. It could be within his body somewhere. Hidden, even from him, in a place where it would be difficult to find. What if it were tiny? Could it perhaps be hidden in one of his teeth? Or perhaps his entire skull? Maybe neither, with the magic of his reanimation negating the need for one.

      Lorian shook his head and pushed on. The palace was close, and Lorian could see the tower no longer held the silhouette of General Vero, the Hydra. Whatever the man had planned, it would likely include a fierce battle at close range. Whatever army he had behind those walls was likely far better trained and equipped than those he fought entering the city itself.

      The walls themselves were a strange problem. This was underwater. Simply a ring of stone would be completely useless. Instead, a cage had been constructed. Almost dome-like, the trestle structure spread out from the ground and curved over the top of the palace. The highest point, being the tower, jutting out the top. But the narrow confines of such a structure would make invading from that point, rather difficult. Far easier to break in through the many gaps in the wall itself. Though, even that had its perils.

      Lorian could see, even from here, the forces arranged behind them. It was a three-dimensional structure that required odd defensive tactics. In any regular siege, you would want to be as high as possible to shoot attackers below. But underwater, that made little sense if those attackers could just swim higher. So, most of the defences were clustered at the bottom, closer to the centre. Or in this case, around the base of the main tower, that jutted out the top of the palace. At least, that was how Lorian remembered from his lessons before Mitigo’s betrayal.

      Lorian had only moments to think before he would lose the momentum he had gained. And he settled for sending the mindless thralls first. With the mental orders, the undead with their minds intact began to slow. The mindless beings continued on, rushing into the trestles like spiders climbing walls. The first few slipped in, while the rest ran out of room. That caused them to climb higher and so the wave continued to grow. Spears flashed out into the water, sending thralls tumbling back. Most of them were still kicking and scrambling back to the barrier. Pain meant nothing to them.

      With a second mental push, Lorian sent the crabs. The larger creatures had even fewer problems. They rushed in, scampering over the mindless thralls as if they were part of the walls themselves. The hardened creatures took hold of individual sections of the trestle barrier and started to break them apart. It was slow work and Lorian watched them taking fire. There must have been dozens of ballistae below. They started concentrating on singular targets and Lorian watched as a half-dozen spears all slammed into one crab at the same time. Most bounced off, but a few found marks, breaking the chitin and finding entry. But it wasn’t enough to stop the creature and barely enough to slow it.

      Lorian could taste the victory. The true strength of the undead was attrition. The living needed rest. They had resources to consume, food, water, materials to stave off weather. Even here underwater they had needs. The undead did not. Without destroying them entirely, the undead would simply continue. Hacking, slashing, crawling, whatever it took. An endless march of undeath towards a foe that could only defend by completely destroying or purifying them.

      “My King?” Nueza touched his arm.

      “Hmm, what is it?” Lorian pushed into her mind.

      Lorian heard a gigantic crunch and turned his head as a section of the trestle fell away under its own weight. The crabs began to swarm the hole, carving into it, widening it and creating more, as a second section fell in moments later.

      “If my sister…”

      “She is my wife, Nueza,” Lorian smiled sadly. “She will get the final say. But you will be cared for to the best of my ability. I swear it upon all that I hold dear.”

      “If I challenge her-”

      “You can try,” Lorian shook his head, as he remembered their first meeting.

      The sisters had taken one look at him as he stepped off the ship and turned on each other. It was as beautiful as it was terrifying as the two young women tore at one another in their true forms until finally Lorian had demanded their fighting cease. The young prince would not be denied, it called an end to their battle, and Afith, being the first to restrain herself, was given his favour. Young Nueza was badly injured, and the end result was assumed. But the fight had never truly been won, and the sisters bickered constantly, even until Lorian’s death.

      Lorina pushed aside old memories as he watched the holes in the trestle widen. The spears were being concentrated on the crabs. But it seemed those that were targeted, only fell into the palace itself. And with them inside the walls, it would only be a matter of time before there was enough that the defenders would have new targets.

      Lorian pushed his mind to touch his entire army at once and uttered a single order. “Charge.”

      Like a swarm, the water exploded into action. Thousands of bodies suddenly moving at once, even at this depth, was incredibly loud. Loud enough to be heard over the fighting and din that was already happening in front of them. Lorian rushed to the trestle wall and kicked off the bottom to swim for the nearest gap. Nueza, seeing what he was doing, caught him under the arm and hauled him along.

      Lorian looked around, worried they would get too far ahead. But he could see the aquatic inhabitants that had joined his forces doing the same thing. While he knew they had no loyalty to him. Their undead states made them prime for suggestion and they couldn’t refuse his orders. She carried him into a hail of spears and battle. The thralls that had made it into the palace were already fighting. They swarmed over singular opponents, hacking, biting and cleaving at every exposed piece of flesh.

      But these warriors were better trained than the others. They kept to units, bunching up and holding shields together made of wood and the chitin from dead crabs. They mostly relied on spears, but short blades were in use as well. Not that bladed weapons did much to an undead. The heavier weapons would do more damage. At least if you broke all the bones in an undead, it would struggle to continue moving.

      With the presence of yet more undead swarming the city, Lorian spotted the defenders mustering for a brutal counter assault. With so many swimming, a legion of Skylla struck out as one. The serpents were vicious in the water. Their long, powerful bodies propelled them straight towards the attackers. Lorian braced for impact from a rather large male. He wore scaled armour, and a trident shaped spear.

      Nueza caught the tip of the weapon as the Skylla closed in. She swung her sword into the prongs of the weapon and twisted violently. Lorian was hauled around with her, leaving him momentarily disoriented. But it pried the weapon out of the shocked Skylla’s arms. Before he could pull back, Lorian thrust his maul into the creature’s gut. It wasn’t a fatal wound, but the Skylla snarled as it pulled back, leaving a green trail of blood that made Lorian hunger for more.

      The rest of his forces had not fared so well in the initial charge. And Most of his forces had taken injuries and bodies were drifting to the bottom, released by fresh aquatic soldiers that didn’t have the heart to put their maximum effort into fighting their own people. A hail of spears flew around them, slicing into the undead still coming. It would have been a brutal slaughter, had Lorian’s forces been living beings. But the press continued and even those who had nobody to carry them through the gap were arriving at the scene of the battle.

      To Lorian’s left, fell another section of the trestle. Which was swiftly followed by more of his forces, swimming into the fray. Lorian grabbed Nueza’s hand and kicked for the ballista teams. She got the hint and together they surged forward. It wasn’t a direct attack though. The Skylla that swarmed up to meet them intervened, giving Lorian a chance to fight against the terrifying creatures on their own terms. It was one thing duelling a Skylla in the comfort of their own home on land. But being on the receiving end of their attacks in the water was something else entirely.

      Their tails were as much a distraction as they were an additional weapon. Lorian would deflect a stab, only to feel the muscular appendage of a tail bat him from the side. And if he turned, another section of tail could strike him. The paddle like tip could slice sideways through the water hard enough to break bones. But with Nueza at his side, she deflected the harder strikes and together they led the charge onward.

      He knew they were getting close, when a shout rang through the water. The Skylla between him and the ballista teams surged out of view. Right before a volley of spears slammed into them. Lorian felt several punch clean through his body. None of them stuck, or struck anything that slowed him for more than a moment. But Nueza wasn’t so lucky. They hit her multiple times with the heavy spears and the added weight dragged her down away from Lorian.

      Dozens of others had been injured around him, including a few still living that didn’t make it to safety in time. But there were hundreds more coming. Lorian kicked hard, pushing through the water as the teams on the ballista desperately tried to reload their weapons. Undead mermen swam around, and it turned to chaos. The mermen, despite not wanting to fight directly, were compelled to charge. And with a clear view, they did just that. Suddenly the teams were swarmed by their own grotesque kind. Some of those undead were missing limbs or had organs floating around outside their bodies.

      Lorian laughed silently and continued on into the midst, as Nueza finally caught up. She caught him around the arm and hauled him towards the main entrance, where dozens of soldiers carried spears. And beyond, Lorian could see the figure that was General Vero, stalking the interior. By now though, it was too late. The thralls were coming from every direction, and Lorian watched as they swarmed over the front entrance. Only to cringe as he felt the burn of a white mage destroying his forces.

      Nueza felt it as well, and she swept him away from the burst of light. As they rose up, Lorian could seed the ballista teams were dead, and that gave Lorian an idea. Pulsing with power, he found their souls and shoved them back into their bodies. The undead rose once more and Lorian pushed the orders into their minds.

      Despite their disagreement, they couldn’t fight against Lorian’s will. Those he rose were forced to obey. He watched as teams of undead helped shift the ballista. Lifting and hauling, they were dragged around to face the front entrance, before more undead lifted from the rear, giving the weapons enough depression to target the defenders at the front gate.

      The initial volley was horrific. No training could prepare the guards for what just happened. The spears that tore through their bodies had them screaming in pain, and others died outright. While the teams reloaded, the white mage set about trying to heal those who it could. Meanwhile, Lorian surged into his abilities and rose those that died immediately. All around the surviving and injured defenders, their dead comrades rose. The white mage found themselves surrounded by distractions. Targets to cleanse, others to heal. The screams of the dead and dying reached a new height in the underwater chaos and Lorian’s forces pushed in.

      With the mage about to die, Lorian pushed his power into them. He found her. A middle-aged woman. She had more power than the one he found before. Which he discovered as she pushed her power into him without a moment of hesitation. Lorian’s body lit up like he burned from the inside. He retched from the agony, before a lucky blade took the healer in the side. Her power floundered and Lorian shoved back, forcing his own power into her body. The two fought as her defenders died around her. And in the end, there was nothing she could do.

      A second burst of spears from the ballista team ended her along with a dozen more defenders, letting Lorian feast on her power. While her attack had pained him greatly, he again tried not to return the favour. These were his people, and they were defending themselves. Pulling her apart as quickly as possible, Lorian consumed her as he felt his power solidify once more. Sending out his tethers, Lorian forced every soul he could find back into their respective corpses and drove them towards the palace.

      And it wasn’t just the recent dead that rose. Skeletons of long-dead ancestors forced their way out of the ground. An ageless lineage of undead came calling for their master, baying for the blood of the living they could no longer relate to.

      “Let’s go, Nueza,” Lorian pushed the thought into his protector’s mind.

      She nodded and brought Lorian to the entrance. He could see the torn up corpse of the healer and set aside the regret he had for destroying such a beautiful creature. A mermaid, with long green hair. Her slender figure hinted at her health and strength. Lorian decided to spare those he could. There was no need to destroy all the white mages he found. Though it was something to think about that there weren’t any elemental mages bolstering their efforts.

      Lorian shook away the thought. It was something to ponder later. Right now, he had a general to destroy. Which was something that confused Lorian, as he entered the main chamber. The Hydra was nowhere to be seen. But there was an open hatch on the floor. There were no stairs, but in the depths of the ocean, stairs were unnecessary. Just a straight shaft that led down below.

      From the top, it looked like endless darkness. But Lorian could sense below, both General Vero and Afith lay in wait. He sent out word for others to join him, and Lorian was soon approached by a badly injured Siggen. He had partially regrown his flesh, but what had grown, was hacked and bleeding. With a frown, Lorian pushed his power into the dwarf and renewed his body, before sending out another pulse to rebuild those who were in immediate attendance. Most of the mindless thralls were still battling through the palace, while those who retained their minds had pushed forward once the ballista were taken.

      As Siggen’s arm regrew, Lorian stepped to the edge of the hatch, before walking off. He let gravity take him down and watched as the ghostly figure of Nueza swirl down around him. Siggen quickly caught up, the weight of his armour carried him down faster than Lorian could keep up. It then became a game of dodging the dwarves as they followed after. Those who could swim and were willing slipped between. But Lorian wasn’t paying attention to them.

      He was watching the cavern approach below. It was huge, vast and eerily beautiful. There were plants growing within. Their bulbous forms glowed in the dark silence of the tomb. There were small crustaceans bobbing about, while pale corals grew like stalactites in all directions.

      And in the centre of it all, was a pillar. It rose up to a platform where a massive, hulking figure kneeled before a coral encrusted sarcophagus. Lorian growled silently beneath the water as he descended towards the general. That he would defile this place made him furious.

      “I know you cannot speak beneath the waves, Lich,” the hydra droned in the silent depths.

      Lorian took Nueza’s hand and directed her towards the platform, while pushing his thoughts for her to speak on his behalf.

      “Why do you defile the resting place of my wife?” Lorian demanded.

      General Vero turned his head as Lorian settled to the side. “She’s gone,” he intoned. “First you took her from me. Then the Queen took her from me.”

      Lorian blinked as the ghostly form of Afith’s soul rose from the stone at the hydra’s feet. He couldn’t see her, but Lorian heard her clearly.

      “I was never yours, you fool.”

      “And now you seek to take her even further from me,” Vero continued, unaware of Afith’s writhing form.

      “Would you stand down?” Lorian asked through Nueza as he prodded the Hydra’s soul with a tendril of power. Only to frown as it slipped aside, as if oiled.

      Vero shook his head. “Never.”

      Lorian saw the fierce look on Afith’s face and pushed her soul back into her body. She went willingly and Lorian’s body glowed brightly in the eternal darkness of the tomb while he funnelled power into his long-dead wife. Vero burst into action. His head extended like a snake as his clawed arms swept open the cloak of reeds he wore. Nueza burst into action, slashing his cheek as she wound her body around his neck. Vero stepped back, slipping from the platform. But a huge, muscular tail swept up from beneath him, lifting him upwards as his body contorted.

      Lorian had little to do with the Hydra. They were a rare species of the lake. But the dragon-like creature that twisted around the Skylla was going to be a problem. He looked like some strange, long-necked turtle, with a forked tail and a wide, flat jaw filled with razor-sharp teeth.

      He twisted violently, before catching Nueza’s tail in his mouth. The Skylla cried out in anger as he pulled her free. Gripping her with both his hands, he tore his head back, taking a chunk of flesh with it. Nueza responded by driving her sword into the side of his neck. The thick, loose skin turned the blade, leaving a shallow cut.

      Lorian surged forward, unsure of how to duel such a creature in the water. But he never made it. The sarcophagus burst open as a furious Skylla dressed in tattered linen launched at the Hydra.

      “... Afith…” he mumbled, right before impact.

      Afith was smaller than her sister. Most likely because of Nueza outliving her. But she was no less fierce. The undead soldiers closed in on the duelling monsters of the deep. Afith shrieked as she tore into General Vero, while Nueza wrapped her damaged body around his limbs to restrict him.

      Siggen fell past in the water column, hurling a spear into the Hydra’s side as he fell. The rest of the undead, aided by the swimming members that accompanied them, did similarly. Those with spears threw them. Others with bladed weapons darted in where they could. But the injuries they caused were superficial compared to the Skylla sisters.

      General Vero bellowed out a roar, before his head twisted free. It lashed viciously as it tumbled down into the depths and Afith turned around, spotting Lorian.

      “The heart! Stab the heart!”

      Lorian looked around for a weapon capable of doing that. In the water, he carried a maul, which was useless in this situation. But there were spears on the platform and Lorian rushed to collect one. Even as General Vero’s body convulsed as it regrew its singular head, into two.

      “I would conquer the world for you!” He declared with a hysterical edge.

      “I never wanted the world!” Afith snarled, biting down on his throat, even as his second head clamped down on her shoulder.

      Nueza swarmed in, slicing her blade around the neck of the head that held Afith. Lorian collected his spear and waited for an opportunity. Vero roared as Nueza pried his teeth from her sister. With Afith free to move once more, she twisted violently, pulling her body up and over itself like an eel prying off a chunk of flesh. Only as she did so, she jerked around, pulling the general’s head back, exposing his chest.

      Lorian spotted his chance and hurled the spear. But Lorian wasn’t a trained warrior. He could use a blade, he could shoot a bow and he could stand his own. But he was never prepared for frontline combat. So, while the spear hit his intended target. It was not the lethal shot to the heart like he hoped. Vero, feeling the strike, roared and thrashed, twisting his tail to tangle the Skylla around him.

      With their bodies pressed close but not prepared, he dug his claws into them and tore into their flesh. Lorian was horrified, watching his wife come apart in the beast’s claws. But she wasn’t going down without a fight. The undead filling the cavern held back, unwilling to strike in case they hit the Skyllas. Even the aquatic members were entranced, and Lorian held a small hope their loyalties would shift with Afith’s return.

      Beside him, Siggen appeared. The dwarf scooped up a second spear and pulled back. Lorian watched in shock as the dwarf hurled the spear with all his might as it slammed into Nueza. It punched through a destroyed section of her torso, and straight into the Hydra.

      Vero snapped to a halt, before shuddering. Lorian realised that despite Siggen’s strike to his wife. The ultimate target was the Hydra’s heart. And with the realisation he was badly injured, Lorian threw out a tendril, snagging General Vero. He felt the soul convulse as if being burned, and he gave it a pull.

      “WAIT!”

      Lorian paused as the Hydra’s body twitched in the embrace of the Skylla sisters.

      “Speak,” Lorian projected his voice through the tether that bound them together.

      “I’ll work for you,” Vero offered. “I control the lake. Mitigo could never stand against me, it’s why she made me the regent.”

      “And what do you want in return?” Lorian asked, curious, but wary.

      “Nueza.”

      Lorian blinked.

      Then tore Vero’s soul to shreds while he screamed.
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      “I’d offer you a blanket, but I’m not sure if that’s necessary,” Magda told the pair.

      Dhika stood beside Eilidh. The half elf draped her arms over Dhika’s shoulder. They had remained on watch, at the edge of the ice hole they had watched their master drop into. Thron had orders for a group of her soldiers to keep a rotation of men who would constantly break up the ice. They walked around the edge every few minutes with wooden poles to break up any clumps that formed. It wasn’t easy work, but their undead bodies didn’t care about the cold so long as they didn’t freeze entirely. And seeing as Magda and the rest of her family, as well as the other living, required a fire to survive the harsh cold of the lake, it was a simple thing to negate.

      Irahaal had approached a few times with her group. She seemed distant, almost worried. More so when the deep rumbled beneath their feet. It was obvious to those who lived above, that something was happening in the deep. But none of them were willing or able to investigate beyond standing at the edge. Dhika had mixed feelings about the power Lorian had over her. On one hand, she never dreamed of betraying him. On the other, the compulsion she had to follow his instructions was almost absolute. If she didn’t love him as she did, she feared it may be to her detriment. But her lord, as always, doted on her. She sniffed softly as her tears froze in the corners of her eyes.

      “I’m sure he’s fine,” Eilidh rubbed her shoulders.

      It wasn’t the first time the kobold had shed her sorrows while they stood vigil. Even Irahaal had noticed as she stepped up to join the pair of them for a time. Even so, it was a shock to the both of them when the water suddenly stirred before them. A massive fin broke the surface, like a sea serpent. Dhika squealed as a moment later, a hand broke through, followed by a familiar face.

      Lorian, held aloft between the two Skylla sisters was dragged to the surface. They could see ice floating on the surface and Nueza whipped her tail through it. When they saw it shift with easy, Afith lifted him the rest of the way up. Lorian burst free of the water and gripped the edges of the ice. He felt two sets of hands take him by the wrist, and he wasn’t about to complain as they hauled him from the water. The exit was small, and there were thousands following.

      With the death of Vero, and the resurrection of Afith, the inhabitants of Saphidar were ferrying the undead to the surface. It was that or leave their equipment in the deep and swim. Dwarves weren’t known for their buoyancy after all. Straight behind Lorian, came a pair of splashes, as the serpentine sisters launched up onto the ice. They landed in the layer of snow and slid for a short distance. Eilidh yelped in shock, but Dhika was used to the sight of the terrifying women from her time working with them as their maid.

      “Dhika?” Afith paused as she retracted her massive tail.

      “My queen,” Dhika bowed slightly.

      Lorian, the moment he was free of the water, vomited it up. Without the choking sensation of being out of breath, it was more like trying to exhale something thick. It wasn’t like he needed air to survive, only to talk. And with his lunge clear, Lorian took Afith’s hand and helped her upright.

      “Afith, Dhika will join us as my wife.”

      “Wife?” Afith paused, before eying the kobold for a moment. Lorian froze, realising the militant nature of his aquatic wife may cause some problems. But the Skylla nodded her head. “After Mitigo’s betrayal, you do have an opening. And she was always your favourite.” Dhika squeaked, making the dangerous woman laugh. She stepped closer to the kobold and leaned down to kiss the top of her head. “We are equals now. There is no need to bow to me.”

      “Y-yes my Q-”

      “Equals, Dhika,” Afith placed a finger on the kobolds lips. “You may use my name. In fact, I insist on it.” As she straightened, she eyed Eilidh for a moment and tilted her head. “You’re a pretty one.”

      “Thank you, my Queen.”

      “Polite too,” Afith nodded as she turned her attention back to Lorian. “Have you bedded her?”

      “Yes,” Lorian nodded slowly.

      “Good,” Afith grunted. “Would be a waste to have such a pretty thing around. I always thought it strange you didn’t simply declare Dhika as a concubine. It would have made things so much simpler.”

      “I believe that is what we shall do from now on,” Cyllbes called as she strode through the snow.

      “Sister!” Afith smiled as she moved to hug the Gnome.

      “You’re wet!” Cyllbes tried to back off.

      But the Skylla wasn’t swayed for a moment as she clutched the Gnome in a tight hug. Nueza watched them both with interest. The pair made an odd friendship. Afith being rather harsh at times. The great lake was filled with many creatures, most of them violent. It led to people who were tough and hardy. The toughest and hardest went into their militaries. Vero wasn’t entirely wrong. Afith likely would have been his bride, had she not taken an interest in Lorian. But it was never his decision to make.

      The sounds of grunting caught Lorian’s attention, and he turned as dozens of dwarves, elves, orcs and others were crawling out of the water. They had quickly gained a rhythm. The first would step out, then turn and help out the one following. The follower would then turn and help the next, while the first moved away to make room. And it also meant that Lorian and company were in the way, slowing progress due to where they stood.

      “Let’s move on, I need to find Irahaal,” Lorian smiled at his small company.

      They agreed and led him back towards the fires. Irahaal was seated on a foldout chair, surrounded by her people, as she conversed with Ceana while Paavo chatted with Samuel and Zriy. Lorian smiled, seeing how close they were to one another. They may have been friends at one stage, but Samuel’s insistence on bringing her back from the dead must have meant more to the kobold than Samuel had likely realised. She was practically glued to his side, and it seemed like he hadn’t gotten the hint, as he sat there looking rather awkward, but not uncomfortable with her closeness.

      After noticing Irahaal’s attention, Lorian gave her a small nod of acknowledgement, before pausing by Samuel. Paavo gave him a smile, but noted that Lorian’s gaze was directed to the kobold.

      “Troubles?”

      “No, my King,” Zriy mumbled as she lowered her head.

      “Perhaps, that was the wrong question,” Lorian smiled gently. “Samuel, do you find the young woman at your side to be physically attractive?”

      “Samuel gaped as Zriy’s eyes widened in horror.”

      “W-wha… M…”

      “Samuel, as your King, I am requesting an honest answer.”

      Samuel looked like he was about to die. That is, if he wasn’t dead already. But he swallowed and turned to Zriy. “I don’t want to lose our friendship and nothing needs to change,” he mumbled, before turning to look Lorian in the eye. “She’s the most beautiful woman I have ever seen.”

      Lorian didn’t speak as Zriy’s head snapped around to stare at him. Samuel looked like he was about to be chastised, before Zriy slammed her mouth into his. Samuel let out a muffled squawk as the kobold toppled him. Lorian laughed as he watched the kobolds tail wagging ballistically as she kissed him.

      Paavo sighed and shot Lorian a smile. “Thank you. I was worried he was being intentionally dense and Zriy was feeling a little heartbroken.”

      Zriy shot to her feet, taking Samuel by the hand. His lost and slightly dazed expression never left his face as the empowered kobold hauled him off towards the tents. Lorian chuckled alongside Paavo, before Lorian made his way to Irahaal.

      “That was rather entertaining, my King,” the skeletal elf said with a curt tone.

      “I’m glad you approve,” Lorian smiled, before pushing out his power once more.

      Irahaal gasped as she felt his power pushing into her bones. Her flesh grew from the centre, Organs formed within her chest and abdomen, before muscle wrapped them firmly. Lorian watched as the cloak she wore suddenly jutted out at the chest as a pair of large breasts formed within. Until finally a layer of jet black grew over the muscle. Lorian was shocked for a moment. Nowhere in the records had she been referred to as anything as an elf. But seeing a dark elf was almost unheard of. Their kind were antisocial and reclusive. And while they were technically part of the empire, Lorian and his ancestors had simply let them be.

      Irahaal inhaled softly, before blinking up at Lorian with almost electric blue eyes. Even as Lorian started at her, he could see her skin glint as if it were impregnated with millions of tiny diamonds. It made her look like a night sky, rather than an eternal darkness.

      “You’re beautiful,” Lorian mumbled even before he could stop himself. The elves around her froze, before Lorian shook himself back to attention. “My apologies,” he sighed, before pushing his power into her guards.

      They reformed as well. All dark elves, but none with the same brilliant skin and eyes that Irahaal had. It now made sense to the king why they were so single-minded about their devotion to Irahaal and appeared to hold themselves back from the rest of those in Lorian’s retinue.

      “Beautiful, you say?” Irahaal sighed.

      Lorian held back the grimace. He knew how to play politics, and he’d already put his foot in it. “My sincerest apologies for the crass nature in which I expressed my opinion,” he bowed softly.

      Irahaal laughed and beamed widely at him. “Have you much experience with my people, Lich King?”

      “Very little, I’m afraid,” Lorian admitted. “When I was alive, there were several places where we knew to contact you. But for the most part, our peoples have coexisted together without… Well harmony would imply that we worked together. But your people were far more reclusive. Other than occasional trades between individuals, we only had contact with your kind when one of my people stepped too close to one of your homes.”

      “It is as I feared then,” Irahaal sighed as she let her smile slip away. “I had hoped that by exploring this world, I would have helped bring my people out from their caves.”

      “Though there are no records of it. I’m sure your influence is why our interactions were mostly peaceful. Even when presented with hostile forces, your people only directed ours to leave. I don’t believe there was a single recorded incident of violence.”

      “That is something then,” Irahaal nodded. “For what little I may have accomplished, I am grateful.”

      “You helped shape my entire empire,” Lorian disagreed. “I can only apologise for waiting so long to give you flesh once more.”

      “Yes, well,” Irahaal’s eyes darted to one side, locking on something, before moving back. “Flesh never really forgets.”

      “Husband,” Afith intoned.

      “Afith,” Lorian smiled as he turned and reached for his wife’s hand. “This is Irahaal Rosalor.”

      “Irahaal… The one from your books?”

      “Indeed,” Lorian smiled, pleased that she remembered. Not all of his wives had been well studied in their histories.

      “Are you bedding her?”

      “My King has only just returned me to flesh,” Irahaal bowed with a crooked smile. “Only time will tell.”

      Lorian gaped at the wide smile Afith shared with the dark elf, as Irahaal turned and strode back towards their camp. It was still set up the way he had left, only now there were a few more things about. Mostly Magda’s work as she set about setting some necessities and comforts about.

      “Now, husband,” Afith mumbled as she took his arm with her own. “I believe we have a few things to discuss.”

      Lorian nodded, “We do.”

      He led her through the camp, as it populated once more. Fires were springing up as the troops dispersed back into Siggen’s regiments. While the fires weren’t necessary to prevent their deaths. It would prevent their flesh from freezing and their clothing from the same. Especially now that Lorian had returned to many back to their true, if undead, bodies.

      Lorian admired the number of smiling faces he could see. It was important to him that his people, even if undead, were happy. Those with flesh, mingled with those who did not. It seemed like despite the fact, there was a camaraderie as those unfortunate to have missed Lorian’s surge, shoved and jostled their fleshed counterparts with good humoured intent. Lorian promised himself he would begin to form their bodies as he grew in power. Those who died, particularly, those who died defending his wives, deserved to have the comfort of their own flesh returned to them.

      Lorian led his wife to the tent he had been designated. By default, it was the largest, beside Irahaal’s. Lorian hadn’t intended it as a statement. Merely to provide enough room for his loved ones. What surprised him, however, was as he entered the tent with Afith, Nueza slipped in behind them both. And Afith didn’t bat an eye as her sister secured the flaps.

      “So,” Lorian wondered aloud. “I understand that there would be a lot to catch up on. But I’m a little confused by your sister’s presence.”

      The firm kiss, Afith pressed to his mouth shocked Lorian. She wrapped him in her body as she pushed him back. Her fins felt like silk cloth as he ran his hands over her body. Her humanoid form was as familiar as it was alien. She still had a unique, aquatic grace, that didn’t quite translate to moving on the land. Lorian had wondered if she would prefer their first reunion to have been in her serpentine form. Having her tail was something she found comforting. And especially now, that Lorian did not need to breathe, it only made sense she would want to spend time in her element.

      For now, she was entirely content with taking him here and now. Which confused Lorian, as Nueza moved through the tent after them. Before he could voice his complaints, he felt Afith’s hands pulling the ties free of his clothes. The garments were heavy with partially frozen water. Her hands pulled and prodded before they slipped. Lorian made eye contact with Nueza, who eyed him greedily. Lorian had no chance to voice his concerns before she stripped him nude from the waist up.

      “Afith, your sister-”

      “Ignore her for now, husband,” she hissed as she worked the ties on his pants. “I want you right now.”

      Lorian wasn’t sure if he should complain or not. But as his pants came down, Afith shoved him back, so he fell onto the bedding. There was a lot of it. Lorian made sure to provide for Cyllbes and Dhika. They in turn had insisted on their being enough room for Eilidh. Not that Lorian needed much persuading. The only reason he didn’t routinely sleep with Dhika in the palace, was because he wished to respect the authority of his wives. If his wives were the ones inviting her, he wasn’t going to complain about it.

      As Lorian slumped back, he felt each sister take his boots and work together to get them off. Afith set hers aside, while Nueza tossed the other over her shoulder. Lorian watched them both circle like sharks before Afith yanked off the rest of his clothing, leaving him bare before them.

      Nueza touched Lorian’s leg and spoke, “Afith-”

      The queen hissed softly at her sister, gnashing her triangular teeth in the process. Nueza bared her own and Lorian had the brief thought of a pair of sharks about to fight over a fish. But Nueza backed down a moment later, despite being the larger of the two. The clothing Afith wore, was little more than a torn shift, similar to what Lorian had been buried in. It came off, and was unceremoniously dumped on the floor.

      “Lorian,” Afith hissed as she climbed up his body.

      Lorian’s eyes watched her blue skin slide over his own. It was an oddity he hadn’t expected when he watched her shift from one form to the next. She had blue skin in this shape. But green scales in the other. Both were beautiful to him for different reasons. Despite not being bothered by the cold, Lorian could feel it. And he sighed as her cool skin rubbed against his own, while Nueza slipped out of her own clothing.

      “Mitigo took you from me,” she growled. “I never got my chance to say goodbye.”

      “I’m sorry for the hurt you received,” Lorian stroked her face. The blue skinned, shark toothed woman who was his wife, sighed as she leaned into his palm. Her eyes glowed that familiar green. It saddened him that their natural eye colour was forever lost as his power sustained them.

      “What are you thinking about?” Afith asked.

      “Your eyes were the loveliest shade of purple when we met. It is the only thing I can never return to you.”

      Afith shook her head. “No, husband. You have given me everything.”

      She collapsed on him, her hands grabbed at his face. Lorian was used to her aggressive behaviour in bed. He just wasn’t used to it being with company. She ground her pussy against his crotch. She was always assertive when they spent time together. Not that Lorian was complaining. He could feel the slickness she produced leaking over his cock. She shifted forward and Lorian felt a hand wrap around his erection.

      Only, both of Afith’s hands were on his shoulders. Lorian wanted to ask what exactly was going on, before he felt a soft mouth close over the head of his cock. It sucked gently, while the hand stroked his length. Afith smiled down at him with a knowing expression. It only lasted a moment, before the mouth came away and Afith shifted back as the hand steered him into position. She didn’t stop until he sank into her depths. And even then, she rocked her hips, just to drive every last part of his cock as deeply as she physically could.

      “Thank you, sister,” Afith sighed without looking at her. “He may have you when I am done with him.”

      Lorian didn’t have a chance to think, before Afith rocked her hips. She leaned over him for a kiss. Lorian, lost in the bliss of his newly awakened wife, held her as she drove her body over his cock. Her insides felt like firm liquid, swirling over his body, massaging and pulsing from all directions.

      “It’s been so long,” she whined softly.

      “Are you going to cum already?” Lorian asked with a smile.

      She whimpered and rolled her eyes, before letting out a pained grunt. “Nueza.”

      “Yes, sister?” Nueza slid up onto the bed.

      Without responding, Afith climbed off Lorian’s cock and shoved Nueza onto her back. The younger Skylla hissed in complaint, but Afith ignored her. Pulling Nueza’s legs to her chest, Afith turned around and sat on the backs of her sister’s thighs to keep her pinned in place. Lorian watched with amusement as Nueza stared at Afith’s ass for a moment, before kicking to get her off.

      “Stop!” Afith slapped her hand down between Nueza’s spread open legs. Nueza yelped, and jerked violently, before falling still. “Husband, come here and pleasure yourself with my undeserving sister. She is not to receive your seed, however.”

      Lorian wanted to ask if Nueza was okay with that. But her expression was twisted between longing and lust. Her whimpers only increased as Afith reached down and pried Nueza’s labia open, to show the sticky mess already forming.

      “Here, husband,” Afith called. Lorian moved around into position, and Afith took his cock in hand. It was still slick from her own juices as she pulled him gently into position.

      “Afith-”

      “Shhh,” she hushed him as Nueza groaned. “Use her as you please. Then give me your seed.”

      “Afith-”

      The Skylla shot him a furious look. Then it softened, and she leaned in to kiss him. Lorian accepted the kiss, only to feel a pair of hands suddenly hook behind his hips. Lorian gasped as she dragged him forward, spearing his cock into Nueza in the process. Nueza hissed as she was stretched wider than she ever had in her life. She had played at times, but she had never taken a lover until this moment. Pinned in place, beneath her sister, with the King thrusting firmly into her, was not what she expected for her first time. But as Afith’s fingers danced across her clit, Nueza shuddered in bliss.

      Lorian thrust into Nueza. She was as delicious as her sister. Afith kept his attention, kissing him firmly, while he felt her fingers rub around his cock. Lorian was getting lost in the pleasure. Having both sisters at once, crossed an item off a list he didn’t know existed. Nueza let out a wailing cry and Lorian could feel the way her body squeezed him with every thrust.

      “Don’t stop,” Afith growled. “She can take it.”

      “But I want you,” Lorian growled.

      He took Afith by the hips and roughly pulled her forward as she had done to him. And with Afith’s pussy hovering just above Nueza’s, he pulled out, readjusted, and slammed back in. With both their legs splayed, neither of the Skylla had the leverage to prevent Lorian taking his pleasure with them. He sawed his length into Afith for several long moments, before ripping his cock free. Stuffing it back into Nueza, he listened to the gasp as he hammered into her a second time. When Nueza’s whine’s grew louder, Lorian pulled free, and slammed back into Afith once more.

      Afith and Nueza trembled together. Neither of them had thought of something like this. They had always competed as children. But here, now, they were both being used by the same man. Their dominant personalities clashed against one another. But Afith, benign the senior, held sway over Nueza. They were both, however, pushed aside by Lorian’s change of heart.

      Afith felt her own end rapidly approaching as Lorian slammed his cock back into her once more. She trembled as Nueza’s hands wrapped around her waist to hold her steady. She felt herself reach the edge, only for Lorian to pull free and push back into her sister once more.

      “No!” She squealed.

      Lorian kissed her, as he recognised the look in her eye. She was right there, on the edge of an orgasm. This is where she would usually pin him down and take him as hard as she could. So, Lorian, after a few long strokes into Nueza, took Afith by the back of the neck and switched back to her. She clung, desperately to him as she whined into his mouth. Rather than swap back to Nueza though, Lorian gripped her ass firmly in place, as she would have done to him.

      Her breathing hitched as he fucked himself viciously into her. And Afith came apart. Lorian’s mouth muffled her scream, while her desire to throw herself at him, was mitigated by Nueza holding her in place. As she started to cum, Lorian didn’t slow for a moment, continuing to hammer her insides as she lost her mind.

      Lorian felt her pussy throb as she started to come undone. She struggled in both their grips. She was desperate to take some form of control. But neither Nueza nor Lorian would allow it. Instead, Lorian gave in to his pleasure and pumped his seed deep into her Skyllian pussy. Nueza smiled softly as they finished in her lap. She could feel his seed dripping out of Afith, and onto her stomach. While she hadn’t received it directly. She felt far better for having been involved. Though it did nothing for her unchecked feelings of hierarchy between her and Afith. But now, was not the time to discuss such a thing, as the pair of them slumped down beside her.

      They rested for a time, before Afith summoned the strength to return to her original stature. 

      “I need to ask what your current plans are, regarding Mitigo.”

      Lorian took a deep breath as he pulled her tighter against himself. “Is it true, she had you burned?”

      “Yes,” Afith nodded. “Though, I was badly poisoned. I… remember little. And I am thankful for that.”

      “To answer your question,” Lorian growled. “Her crimes are unforgivable. I can feel tethers to my loved ones and thralls. I can feel you, as easily as I can feel Mitigo and one other.”

      “Do you know who?”

      “I…” Lorian paused, before sitting up. He stood and made for the small pile of items that Dhika had set aside for herself. The Dwarven city of Bandahn had gifted them many trinkets. One of which was a finely made compass. He opened it, before activating his sight and examining the direction his tethers moved. They went in all directions now, as his thralls moved about the camp. But he could feel each of them individually as well. Focussing, he quickly located the ones he needed. Of the two, one was almost perfectly due north, which would be Mitigo.

      “North, North-West,” Lorian frowned. “Ignor.”

      “Iloome,” Afith nodded. “Fitting, that she would be the one to survive.”

      Lorian smiled softly as he nodded at the simple truth. What better place for the Phoenix Queen, than the Kingdom of Ignor.
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      Keep your friends close, and your enemies closer.

      Capitol City, a fortress city among many. Home to millions. The inhabitants live under the thumb of The Agency. An organisation dedicated to protecting the peoples of this world, from the dangers of superpowered villains, and the mutated creatures of the wilds.

      But the Agency is flawed. Children are tested, and those with power are taken away for training. Those with power that refuse, are deemed the enemy.

      Amongst it all, is one Professor John Hill. Teaching a class questioning the societal ethics of such a law, he hides a dangerous secret.

      And when his latest toy, commits an unimaginable crime, he is forced to reveal himself.

      When the dust settles, the heroes have fled for their lives and Darksite is left behind to pick up the pieces of a city falling into ruin.

      And maybe get some help along the way.
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        Growing up in a broken home, Tate Lockman held a knife before he could swing a fist.

      

      

      

      
        
        When good fortune lands him on the doorstep of his childhood friend's home, holding a knife, he fears

      

      

      

      
        
        he's about to lose the only thing he's ever loved. Instead, he's given the opportunity to escape the tormented existence he was born into.

      

      

      

      
        
        Years and a lifetime later, Tate finds himself reenacting a battle with sword and shield. The winner, takes home the mythical Sword In The Stone!

      

      

      

      
        
        And when his fingers brush, the rusted blade trapped in rock. He hears a voice, calling for him to take up the mantle, of The Warrior.

      

      

      

      
        
        Thrust into a brutal world, Tate and his Elven, shape-shifting companion quickly learn that all is not well. The humans and the elves are at war. Corruption has spread through the world, and nowhere is safe to hide. Forced, unwilling into conflict, Tate butts heads with the lord of this land. A man armed with his own special blade. And the fate of the world holds its breath.
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        People are complicated.

      

      

      

      
        
        The dead are not.

      

      

      

      
        
        I guess that's how I ended up working as a mortician.

        When a corpse sits up and starts a conversation with me, I'm utterly convinced I'm hallucinating. Right up until the corpse invites me for a drink and walks out the front door.

      

        

      
        Sucked into an endless black, void, later, and I'm in a strange world, with strange creatures with a strange appetite. And that corpse?

      

        

      
        Well even the gods get bored sometimes... And I couldn't be happier.
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      Ever have one of those days, where you fall asleep, and wake up not knowing who or what you are?

      

      How about literally?

      

      Waking up in a random glade, deep in a forest, our confused and slightly grumpy MC has to figure out what the wet cold stuff falling on him is.

      

      With some trial and error, he manages to get mobile, before stumbling into a major pitfall. Nothing here is edible. But when a beautiful Bee-woman stumbles across him and decides to nurse him back to health with her honey. Things start looking up.

      

      Right before they get much... much worse.

      

      Contains MF, MFF, flesh eating dryads, mind-controlled liquid claws, rage-fueled demonic monsters and a constantly frustrated MC who can't remember the context of his own thoughts.
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