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1- Drifter

Hi there, I’m Evan, and welcome to my city. Take in those tall towers, the floaty parts that slowly spin, with the artillery in them. Powered by the finest mana crystals. Walls are sturdy, reinforced with powdered mana crystals of silver and gold tier. I’m working on getting in a stock of diamond tier mana crystals, which is going to make the sort of weapons that could vaporize an enemy battalion in the blink of an eye.

Get a load of the central spire over there, with more floating crystals. Those are the shields. The blue crystals anyway. The red, yellow and orange ones are all… not shields. Heh. Excuse me if I don’t give away the entire civil defense strategy to someone I just met.

And over here, behind me, you’ll note the construction. Right, it’s nestled in the town square, not directly in the middle, but tucked away a bit. That’s where my shop used to be… I’m changing its name to the Eldritch Emporium, because Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities Shop was a mouthful. It was just too much.

Also I absolutely adore alliteration. The women here find it endearing.

“Evan!”

Oh jeez. The ladies. Excuse me a moment.

“Hiiiiii Evan!”

“Master Evan.”

“Are you going to master me later?”

“Thank you, ladies! I believe I’ll see you later.”

Love those giggles, am I right?

It wasn’t always like this… I didn’t own literally everything you can see before you. And hell, I mean I’m strong, but not the strongest person in the city. I’ve got good endurance, but I’m definitely not the hardiest person living here. Good looking, but not the most chiseled adonis around. I’m powerful, but… well, okay, I’m probably the most powerful person in the city currently. My ass goes in the throne, after all, but it’s complicated because magic and the society here are both byzantine. But once upon a time I was nothing more than your average trucker. I stuck around my home state of Michigan when I could, but did some work down into most of the midwest.

So of course, the question becomes: how the hell did I end up in charge of this city surrounded by magic, body molded to perfection by the vast mystical energies of this world?

You’d have to start at the beginning… you’d have to know how I became a Drifter.
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I was working hard, like overtime hard, and for truckers that’s saying something. You roll seven days a week for three straight months and complain to me about your desk job. Near the end, before I plopped into a different world entirely and began the slow process of complete ownership, I was starting to fade out of consciousness. I’d tie my head to the air horn, so if I started to nod off, I’d get blasted back awake. I was running with the windows down in minus ten degree weather to stay conscious.

It got to the point where I was seeing things. I was literally hallucinating in blobs of color dancing before my eyes. I’d pull over, rip my pants down and dip my balls in a snowdrift in order to stay sharp.

Only that one time. The wet ass was uncomfortable, to be sure, but I will say this: it was easy to keep your eyes open sitting on that for several hours.

It was also only a week before I left earth.

I was somewhere off I-75 and headed west towards Traverse City, Gaylord I think (maybe Grayling), when I started drifting again. Not skidding my tires in a souped up race car, but drifting off to sleep. Only this wasn’t like your ordinary, average sleep; I was seeing green grasses and big puffy cloud banks rising up into a sky I’d never properly seen, not in Michigan. Michigan is almost a hundred percent trees by the side of the road.

Exhausted, hungry, and now delirious, this is what ended me up in another world.

I’d spent another short break rubbing snow into my face, scrubbing it raw so I could stay awake, and I was maybe sixty miles outside Traverse City when that hallucination sprang back into being: a line of tall trees like you’d see in Africa in the distance, miles and miles of waving grasses, great big boulders floating (floating!) near the ground, with some of them much higher up. And the sky so huge, so fundamentally massive it made me think about going to church for the first time in years. It honestly looked like heaven.

I stared at it, driving my Mack, and stared at it, and continued staring at it. I was certain it was going to disappear at any moment, and I didn’t want to lose this. I didn’t know where it had come from, or how racked my body needed to be to imagine a full-on fantasy landscape, but I wanted to memorize every detail of it.

It turned out I didn’t need to. That world invited me in.

It wasn’t a subtle invitation either. The colors of the Mack’s interior went apeshit, with gleaming rainbow like bands peeling off the chrome, drifting a weird, smoky lightshow towards me. My hands were going all multicolor also, with the steering wheel melting like Superman ice cream in my hands.

Whatever was happening was over in a burst of weird color, and I was left staring out at that wondrous landscape for real. The Mack jounced, hard, and I laid on the brake. Superman ice cream steering wheel snapped back to its usual faded black self.

I was probably dying, I thought, I’d careened off the road and plowed into a sturdy tree doing ten over the speed limit, and this was the everlasting moment you experience before being snuffed out. That had to be it.

I put her in park (this felt real, between the feel of the stick shift and the grinding resistance of the gears) and stepped out. Again, the door squeaked on opening, the steps were still there, and when my foot hit the ground, it wasn’t oblivion I found, but waist high grasses waving with the light breeze.

I peered back at my haul. Mack was fully here, surrounded by grass, but had the full trailer load still hitched. She wasn’t on a road any longer.

It was a lot to take in, and I was still wrecked. My eyes felt like they were boiling out of their sockets, and I couldn’t stop tonguing the fuzz on my teeth from all the energy drinks I’d been pounding. If I really was here, I didn’t know anything about it, and therefore Mack was the safest place to be while I got some much-needed shuteye. If I was dead, well, that was all right. I wouldn’t know it anyway. This surreal moment would be a nice end. If I was really here, I wanted to be refreshed and very ready for whatever was out there… I’d gone from rural sprawl to absolute wilderness, and that meant it was good I kept a shotgun, a handgun, and my trusty baseball bat in the cab.

Plus, the cab was equipped with one of those tiny apartments in back: bunkbeds, a hot plate, a mini-refrigerator stocked with caffeine and taurine, first aid kit, pictures of my ex I hadn’t had the heart to throw away or burn. I was still in the numb with shock stage.

I ascended the stairs again, and climbed in. “Okay, facts. There’s no way to haul cargo to a place you can’t see. There’s no sense in trying to keep going forward, since there’s a big floating boulder about a hundred feet ahead of you. Even if they dock your pay, it’s better than trying to steer through a hallucination.”

I slapped my face lightly a couple of times. “You’re going to wake up on the side of the road. Maybe she’s overturned and it’ll be an ambulance, or the firefighters coming to jaws of life you out of here. Maybe we pulled over in time and we’re just on the shoulder, and all this will be a dream I’ll forget about in a few hours.” Patting the dashboard. “You don’t seem broke… yeah I probably pulled over. You’re okay, sweetpea.”

People call their vehicles all kinds of weird shit. I don’t judge.

I paused.

“And I’ll stop talking to myself like a fucking lunatic.”

Doors locked, I got in a quick brushing of the teeth, then thought it over for a bleary second. Peeing the bed wouldn’t do. I hopped out once more to take a leak, and climbed back in to head to get some shuteye. I was asleep before I could wonder any more about this weird place.
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I slept like the dead, but I wasn’t.

The bathroom break convinced me it was all real. People don’t pee on a place in their dreams, and I’d wager money people don’t spend the last fleeting moments before death thinking, ‘I need to drain the lizard’.

When I woke, certain it was all real, it was still the other world outside, only dusk was falling. The temperature I hadn’t noticed before, but it was certainly cooler. Still, too hot for my parka, so I stripped it off and tossed it in the truck. I had an internal frame pack suitable for hiking and mountain climbing, but it wasn’t hiking I was thinking about doing, so I dumped out everything unnecessary to my upcoming fact finding mission, and put the baseball bat in there. I tested out the quickdraw capability, and the results weren’t great. Still, if I tilted one way, I could grab out the baseball bat and perform a wide haymaker if absolutely necessary.

Of course, if I needed to use it, especially against a wild animal, I was probably as good as dead.

A message popped up in front of my face.

So it begins…

Greetings, traveler! Now that you’ve begun to acclimate yourself to your new surroundings, it’s time to begin your journey toward understanding the world around you, and your place in it. One of the factors at play here is your abilities.

You have seven attributes, and you’ve been awarded a free star in your Tough attribute for simply making the journey here. Your first ability, Drifter, has increased your Attuned and Tough attributes as well!

You are free to allocate an additional seven stars between these, though you can’t go above three stars until leveling up.

I tapped at the words floating above me, and they disappeared. In their place, it now read Evan Westfield, Drifter. Normal tier. Under Base Attributes, it read:

Attuned— Normal*

Clever— Normal (no stars)

Charming— Normal (no stars)

Fierce— Normal (no stars)

Sly— Normal (no stars)

Quick— Normal (no stars)

Tough— Normal**

Okay, I was hallucinating myself into a video game. An RPG apparently. Turn-based combat would be way better than being ambushed.

“Shut up,” I muttered to myself, and grinned.

Seven more stars sat off to one side, waiting to be allocated. I started by putting a single star into each of the ones that didn’t have a star yet, just by dragging a star over near the attribute name, where the star snapped into one of the three depressions. It was a problem for me not to be Clever or Charming in the slightest.

That left me two more stars to place. I thought of myself as a pretty Clever person, generally, so I put another star there. Since I knew games in general always valued being fast and acting more often than your opponent, I put the last star in Quick.

It now looked like this, which was a little better:

Attuned— Normal*

Clever— Normal**

Charming— Normal*

Fierce— Normal*

Sly— Normal*

Quick— Normal**

Tough— Normal**

I made it go away by tapping the Confirm button. The bizarre game-style pop up windows didn’t bother me again, so after a moment of waiting I continued to get ready for my first excursion.

“Better add the old first aid kit,” I muttered, and stuffed it in as well. Ammo would also be an issue, and I only had a box of shotgun shells left. On the off chance this place had a reloading machine, I could probably remember what my dad had taught me back in scouts, but that info was buried under four years of being an adult. I had a cross bag specifically built to keep pickpockets from getting at your wallet while traveling abroad, and that served well enough to add extra eight shotgun shells. Again, if I needed all eight, I was definitely in serious trouble.

Regardless of the possibility of meeting my doom out here, I was feeling refreshed. Sure I was hungry, but the floating boulders and floating rocks in the distance, and that wide expanse of just insanely huge sky all perked me up. I felt pretty great.

I was as ready as I could get. Then, with an added energy drink and a packet of beef jerky, I grabbed the twelve gauge and headed out.
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The idea was to get to where I could only barely see Mack, check what lay beyond in this direction, and head back. I’d head out in the four cardinal directions: where Mack was pointed, directly to the left of Mack, directly to her right, and then straight out from the loading door. Of course, it being near dark, I could only manage one of these runs now, so I decided left was the way to go.

The setting sun lay off to my right, so the truck was still pointed west, the direction I’d been going on earth. Also, not far off, one of those floating boulders waited for me to inspect it. I was getting, for the first time since being a teenager, butterflies in my stomach over it. You only saw this kind of stuff in video games and animated movies, not something you could touch with your bare hands.

It was at least a mile off, and only grew in size as I approached. I had figured it was the size of a suburban two floor house, but it was at least three of those side by side by side.

“Holy shitballs,” I muttered to myself, craning my neck to get a look at it.

It was floating only about four feet off the ground, meaning I could lay a hand on it. I did so, and got a thrumming feeling out of it, like someone was playing a song with real heavy bass through a surround sound system, maybe on top where I couldn’t see.

It wouldn’t… suddenly fall on me if I went beneath it… would it?

That was a bit of a terrifying thought. Hmm, how about not now? Maybe there were people on this world. If so, they would know whether or not this giant rock would suddenly get an angry face and try to squash me to death.

I don’t know why that thought occurred to me, but it came. Still, the thrum vibrated through my body and turned my knees a bit jellylike. It was honestly awesome, in the purest sense of the word.

It wasn’t going to be easy to climb the thing, and another thought occurred to me: I was average weight, and this thing was tons and tons of rock, but if I tried to climb it, would it suddenly begin to rotate in the air, and dump me off on the grass? Honestly, I couldn’t see what was holding it there, so maybe it was just an anti-gravity rock.

That was something I could try and test out. I grabbed onto a handhold with both hands and reefed on that sucker as hard as possible.

Nothing.

“Fascinating,” I said, doing a bad impression of Spock.

Okay, my mission had been to scout beyond, so I needed to get beyond. Daylight was a-wasting, so it was necessary (but a bit sad) to leave the floating boulder behind, and see what was going on out this way… south, if the sun was setting directly to the west.

In that direction, I noted the barest hint of a mountain range amid the deepening indigo. Big rocks, big enough to see tens of miles distant, floated near the peaks, and above the peaks. Rocks that you could say were more like floating islands, almost floating mountains.

I also spotted two things of interest: one, big shaggy grazing animals, far bigger than buffalo, almost the size of houses themselves, and two, a big cat silently slinking in to pounce.

Cat… is stretching the term. It had six legs, was black striped with wheat gold like a tiger, and had a mouth that opened sideways. A mouth like a shark’s, but without lips, so all the teeth just stuck out there, like a horror movie. It also had several whiplike tails ending in what looked like feathers, but it was also getting dark, so they could’ve been little spines.

“Fuuuuuucccckkk,”I breathed.

Mistake. The thing (far bigger than any cat on earth, too big to fit on Mack’s twin size bed) turned its head and sighted me in. The grazing animals lowed in a weird way, and also began glowing softly with blue white magic.

Running wouldn’t help, I told myself, even as my body began to turn to soup and my instincts screamed to get away. Instead I slowly lifted the twelve gauge and settled the butt against my shoulder.

I kept repeating my curse over and over, willing my body to stay standing.

The cat thing disappeared into the grass and began stalking toward me. I could hear a bit of displaced grass, but otherwise just the gently blowing wind.

The moment that thing sprang up, I blasted it in the face with my twelve gauge. This was certainly one of those times. The buckshot hit it square in the face, splattering shark teeth all over the place, and glowing purply blood, and it flinched back. But not before raking me down my leg with two of its claws. It ended up landing just shy of me, where I was convincing my body to do the thing before I got disemboweled and eaten. First thing: step carefully backwards and don’t fall over.

The noise of the blast had done something to the big shaggy grazers though. They shot blue white energy out away from them with mooing calls, which buffeted the cat and knocked it off balance.

That did it. I racked the other cartridge into the chamber and blasted it another good one in the face.

The cat stayed down after that, and it was a good thing it did, because a bright yellow exclamation point appeared in front of my face. Sort of in the periphery, but my blood was up and I swatted at them like they were evil alien insects. Several more of them followed, pushing the original one down, until there were four exclamation points.

The grazing animals roar-mooed again, charging with more bluish whitish magic, and this convinced me it was better to limp back to Mack, sort through everything I’d learned, apply some first aid, and get. These. Stupid. Exclamation. Points. Out. Of. My. Face.


2- First Contact

Imade sure I was safe in the truck with the doors locked before I peeled off my ragged jeans and inspected the wound. The pants had acted like armor, at least a little, but I still had some nasty wounds that needed taping up. The first aid kit had some gauze, so I packed it all in there and taped over it. If I couldn’t stay off my feet (and I couldn’t) I’d end up with some nasty scarring, but probably really cool looking scarring.

“Infection,” I muttered, considering that this land didn’t have a single building I could see, let alone a hospital. I tore the bandages off before dousing the whole thing with hydrogen peroxide. After that it was time to clean the whole situation up carefully, dry it off, and reapply the bandage I’d just made.

I hadn’t touched any of the exclamation points. I didn’t want that thing’s mate to come after me. That involved sticking close to the gigantic floating boulder, checking everything out closely, and sneaking the hell back to the truck lickety split.

The exclamation points were messages, similar to those of tutorials in video games I’d played as a kid, then as a teenager, then sometimes as an adult. Technically an adult. I wasn’t yet thirty and wasn’t looking forward to turning thirty, ever. Twenty-three was just fine for now, thank you.

All I had to do was survive the night.

You have slain a striped jiddara! the message burbled. You’ve gained a tier in the Hunt skill. Although you cheated with your kill stick, you learned a valuable lesson about hunting, and being hunted. You’ve also gained experience toward your Quick attribute, which remains at two stars.

I tapped the confirm button and made the message disappear, then tapped at the second one.

You have discovered system messages! the second prompt read. There are many menus, windows, and settings for both. You should become acquainted with these in order to better understand the world around you and your capabilities in it. Tap here if you would like a full tutorial.

Shaking as my hands were, I accidentally tapped elsewhere, and the message disappeared. I swore. Now that I was thinking about it, I noted the interlocked gears icon, which read Settings when I concentrated on it. There were a couple of other icons, but the life or death situation had really rattled me. I was shaking enough to make navigating all this stuff practically impossible.

“Come on, Evan. Matter of life and death, okay? Get it together.”

I tapped at the third message.

You’ve discovered your first skill! the third message explained. There are a myriad number of skills, though each one will be tied to a specific attribute. You may practice a skill to level it up. Skills can be one tier above your current tier, but can’t advance farther.

I wasn’t sure what that meant, but the Settings menu would help me after this fourth message.

You have successfully sneaked back to your home base. The fourth message read. You’ve gained a tier in the Stealth skill. Information is a weapon, and you deny your enemies that information when you skulk around. You’ve also gained experience toward your Sly attribute, which remains at one star.

There. Now I could have a little panic attack about being in the open with giant cat predators all around me. I knew I needed to get there, mentally. I needed to suck it up, man up, get over the idea that I was here. There was no changing that.

Knowing it and accepting it were two different things.

Some time and some breathing exercises helped calm my nerves. The world could be good. It had magic. I could get behind that. So what if I never went home, I reasoned. No more bills, no more bullshit expectations from a girl who’d betrayed me almost an entire year ago. My only family was my parents and my older brother, who’d ramped up the bullying from age eighteen to figure my shit out, stop driving a truck, get settled, marry a girl, produce children for my parents to dote on. I was nothing more than a cautionary tale to them by now.

“Cut that shit out,” I told myself quietly. “Figure out what needs to be done, do it, feel sorry for yourself later.”

Below my attributes it read Relationships: and in a painfully tiny font below that, it read none. Harsh. And below Relationships, it read Intrinsic Abilities. Here I had Auto-translate, Map Function, Evolving UI and Male. Under this, Special Abilities. The only word there was Drifter.

That was a lot, especially the Male part. I wasn’t sure how being a male was an ability, but it was definitely intrinsic.

Okay, it was time to start at the top. The first two seemed self-explanatory, and I was proven right.

Auto-translate (intrinsic ability)

All spoken and written languages are automatically translated for you. In addition, your spoken words are automatically comprehended by those you meet in their first language. Others may not automatically understand your written language, however. Training in those languages and written symbol systems will be required for you to write in a legible way.

This first proved that there were other people on this world, which was a relief. I hadn’t met anyone yet, and was beginning to wonder if I was the only person in the whole place. It was a comfort to find out that not only would I be meeting folks, I wouldn’t have to spend months or years signing, grunting, or speaking extra slowly before I adapted. It would be extremely convenient, until it was time to, I don’t know, write orders for the left flank to follow at the correct signal, to help my marauding army secure victory.

“People? Check. Understanding? Also check. Nice.”

I moved onto Map Function, which was exactly what I expected out of a video game map, plus a little extra.

Map Function (intrinsic ability)

The world around you is largely unknown, but exploration and instruction will fill in this visual map. The map takes up no space in your inventory and may be accessed at any time. Clouded places are are too far for you to view and are obscured by the fog of war. Known place names will be added when you learn them.

This map may be annotated with pins and notes.

The map only really displayed a big field of green, with an icon of a floating rock, and off in one direction, a range of sharp, stabby purplish mountains where more floating rocks hovered. The mountains were obscured by this fog of war, while the space around me was a brighter green.

I played with the pins for a while, and found them in nine different colors: black, a brownish color, white, yellow, and a more metallic silvery color in simple circles. This was followed by an actual diamond, followed by a purple gem, an orange gem, and a white halo looking thing.

Notes looked exactly like my phone notepad had, a small square with several lines. I tapped at it, and added the note: landed here. Big ass floating rock. Killed the jiddara. Wounded by jiddara. Hopefully not infected. Need to close out this note

I chuckled to myself and moved on to the third ability.

It was still pretty much what I expected, but it was kind of a lot.

Evolving UI (intrinsic ability)

The functionality of magic and your growing abilities will be displayed in a series of menus, pop up notifications, and windows akin to a video game. This is a magical construct that responds to your will; messages and notifications can be accessed and dismissed with a thought. This can be adjusted to fit your specific needs, and will do so as time goes on. Use the settings icon to set your preferences.

When I dismissed the window, a woman was standing before me.

“Well, shit,” I muttered. I’d gotten caught out twice now for not paying close enough attention.

She was willowy and strong, dressed in translucent linen pants and a loose shirt. The shirt was also white and half see-through, but was almost entirely sleeves. It was tied in between her breasts, but cut high enough that I could see her entire midriff. She had red brown skin, reminding me of terracotta. That wasn’t exactly right, but it was close. The contrast between the translucent clothes and the color of her skin made it very clear she was going commando.

It was laundry day, maybe.

She had white face paint smudged on there in a cool pattern, and stark white hair ending in rainbow shimmers. It’s difficult to describe, but the last two inches of her hair was a soft rainbow color.

And of course she had a bear crossed with a porcupine, with six legs and a snout like an anteater. A big beast, with spines like literal spears sticking off four or five feet, and a long flat tail with even more spines. Each of the six legs was short and powerful, ending in claws that looked like knife blades.

She stared at me for a long time. I stared back, since she had the spear, the glowing necklace, and the giant friggin companion animal.

Her hair blew a bit in the breeze, and when she cocked her head, I noticed her eyes were startling green. Like no one on earth green, but of course we weren’t on earth.

I’d accepted that I wasn’t in Michigan anymore, Toto, and in a hurry.

Eventually, after more moments of regarding me with serious, wide, very green eyes, she slowly walked toward me. Her creature followed right along, always two steps behind and to her right. She did a complete circle around me, and I kept her in sight the whole time.

If I had to, I’d blast the porcupine thing first. It wouldn’t endear me with her, but it looked like it had several ways to murder me, while she only had the spear and the odd glowing necklace.

And the full body of a young woman in her prime. Jeez, it was distracting, with the curves and the hips and the cleavage and the nipples and the patch of white hair not covered by her pants.

Finally, she completed her circuit and jammed her spear into the dirt. The beast returned to its haunches, which gave it the appearance of sitting on a chair.

“You’re a Drifter,” she said, with definite emphasis on that capital D. And half a question.

“I think so, yes.”

“You killed the jiddara.”

“Definitely yes.”

“You just arrived?”

“In your world?” I asked. “Yes. A day and a half ago.”

“Have you met any other people?”

“No. Just some big shaggy grass eating things that the jiddara was hoping to eat before it saw me.”

This gave her serious pause as well. I tried to look her in the eyes, not because I wanted to steer clear of offending her, but because I wanted a hint as to her intentions.

“You are magical,” she said, and didn’t explain.

“Uh… thank you. I’m actually Evan.”

“What?”

“Evan, my name. My name is Evan.”

She stared at me, blank faced. She’d tensed a bit, which added to the confusion, as if I was going to lash out at her.

“Could I ask a favor of you? I assume I don’t have much in the way of money, but I guess we could crack open the trailer and see what I could give you as a gift for your help.”

Her hand drifted to the spear.

“I’m definitely not wanting to hurt you, trust me. I just need to know more about this world, so I don’t die tomorrow.”

“Ah,” she responded.

“What… did you think I was going to ask?”

“It’s not important.”

“Oh… kay. In that case, would you like to follow me? I’ll just show you what we’ve got back here.”

She clucked her tongue and the beast made a chuffing sound, then followed along after her.

“Aren’t you worried, about getting attacked?”

“Why would I?” she responded.

“You’re not wearing much in the way of armor.” Nothing was left to my imagination. It was worse than distracting, honestly. It was getting uncomfortable, like high school me finding porn on the internet for the first time.

“Neither are you,” she returned.

I laughed. “I just landed here from another world somehow. Of course I’m not prepared to fight off attackers.”

“This armor is adequate for the task,” she explained, by not explaining anything.

“Okay,” I had no choice but to accept. Maybe her clothes were magical, and the more they revealed the more she was protected. Or maybe the magic necklace did all the work.

She once again looked me up and down, from hiking boots, up my dungarees to my t-shirt to the Detroit Tigers baseball cap. I felt myself reacting to her gaze just as it was doing with her outfit. “Is this clothing… how everyone from your world dresses?” she asked.

“Yes, I’d say most of the people. There are more formal suits and…” I hissed with pain.

“What’s happened?”

“Nothing. The jiddara got me, but I’ll survive.”

“I will inspect the wound,” she said.

“Nah, no thanks.”

“What?” she demanded, affronted.

“Don’t take this the wrong way but… I don’t even know your name. I might take off my pants for someone I was on a first name basis with, but… yeah.” I shrugged, as half an apology. “We don’t know each other.”

She hadn’t given me the impression that she wanted anything from me, and was only satisfying curiosity about my being a Drifter.

She stopped walking, and the beast again got up on its haunches, taller than the girl, about my height.

“Auralla,” she said.

“That’s your name?”

She nodded.

An exclamation point appeared in my periphery, but I ignored it for now.

“Well it’s a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Auralla, and if you know anything about healing, I’d be grateful. I still don’t know if I have the means to repay you, but—“

“Think nothing of it,” she said. “Now, I will inspect the wound.”

I laughed, but she was deadly serious, so I let it go. “Okay, pants are coming off. I don’t want you to get the wrong idea though.”

This finally earned a hint of a smile. “As you say, Evan. I will not get the wrong idea.”

God, but she smelled nice too, some soft scent I couldn’t place. I couldn’t get my body to obey me. I was getting turned on, and she was going to be within striking distance of my erection.

I slipped off my jeans, and received yet another odd look from Auralla. She peeled off the bandage and poked at the wound, then squeezed at a bead on her bracelet. A moment later, some goo appeared in a small jar, and she applied some. It hurt, but I held off the hissing and bore through it. Another exclamation point joined the first.

“And this is normal too, where you’re from?” she asked, and poked my boxers directly. I almost groaned, but stopped myself. She had a killing machine looming over me right now, but I was hard nonetheless.

“This is normal,” I said. “Would you say it’s abnormal where you’re from?”

“Oh yes,” she said. “Covering the body is extremely odd in my village.”

I met her eyes and thanked her, and the moment became intense, charged.

“Would you feel more comfortable if I removed this?” I indicated my boxers.

That seemed to sober her up, or flip a switch, or something. She continued to melt me with her twin emerald eyes and the rainbow accents of her hair, for just a moment, before that guarded expression came over her face. Still, she didn’t move away.

“You’re a Drifter,” she said.

“We’ve been over this.”

“I am your first contact.” I nodded. She continued, needlessly. “You have yet to meet any other in this place. I am your first.”

She got within kissing distance, and flecks of gold began to appear in her eyes while she appraised me in some way. I could smell her breath, but also more of that indiscernible nice smell her body gave off.

“If you agree not to dominate me, I should like to give you the use of my body and share in my power.”


3- Auralla of Sunspire

She was proposing sex. There was no other way to twist those words. She’d met me, talked to me for about five minutes, rubbed my leg, and offered to screw my brains out.

“I… am needing some clarification,” I said.

“You spurn me?” Affront and surprise were both instantly clear on her face.

“You are lovely,” I told her, “absolutely gorgeous. I love the amazonian goddess look, the kind of native vibe, the outfit is spectacular, I know you’ve got some nice childbearing hips and all, but we’ve just met. I don’t know anything about you, and I especially don’t know if it’s a good idea to bed someone I just met.”

“No bed,” she said. “We join together here in the grass.”

That wasn’t exactly what I was worried about. I had an ex for a reason: she’d gone ballistic with worry every time I went out on a long haul. Then, when I got suspicious and popped in unannounced to surprise her, I found her doing the person I figured she’d be doing.

Not me, obviously. She’d been sleeping with a guy from her work.

This wasn’t a place I needed to go mentally… I looked at the barely-clothed young lady offering me a party in her pants, and all thought of my cheating ex vanished.

I cocked a thumb. “With your boy watching? I’m not super thrilled at that idea.”

She clucked her tongue in a slightly different way and her beastie plopped down on all six legs, then lumbered off. It only got about twenty feet away, but was pointed away from us.

Auralla touched my boxers again. Touched me. “I find you very agreeable, Drifter Evan.”

“Okay but there’s a lot I don’t know. How old are you?”

“Nineteen summers,” she said, and inched closer. Her eyes were absolutely hypnotic.

“What’s the deal with domination?” I asked.

She snarled and reared back like a snake about to strike. “You agree not to, that is all.”

I stood up, held out a hand for her to take so she could stand up, and placed a hand on either shoulder. “Let’s start over.”

“What—“

“Thank you so much, Auralla, for your skill and your willingness to heal a complete stranger. Your compassion is very sexy, just like the rest of you.”

Her look of puzzlement slowly disappeared, and in its place was the beginnings of lust: the hooded eyelids, the pursed lips. I leaned in and whispered, “It’s such a gift for me to make you squeal with delight. Joining with you will be an honor.”

In the meantime I untied the simple knot holding her top together. It opened in the front, and slid back off her shoulders easily, drifting to the grass. From there, I knelt and found her long shorts tied the same way. Soon they were gone too, and that left her bare except for the necklace. She was breathing shallowly, and trembling.

“You must agree,” she insisted quietly. “You must promise.”

I’d begun with soft kisses all over her, homing in on the ultimate target, from her belly button on down.

“This is not the way to share essence,” she explained, as if to a child. She pointed, first at me, and then at herself. “The male puts that… in here.”

“Trust me, I know how ‘sharing essence’ is done,” I told her. I hadn’t stopped the kissing and licking, and my roaming hands slipped up the back of her legs. This must’ve been a place she liked, because she moaned again. “You’ve got to climb the ladder first, otherwise your dive in is always going to be a belly flop.”

“What?”

I didn’t explain further, but let my hands and tongue do the talking. She groaned, but got a fistful of my hair and pulled back, though her expression told me she hadn’t wanted to. I looked up into her thoroughly lust-filled face, with its hint of fury. “You must… you must…”

“All right,” I told her. “I promise.” I headed back in and began my slow, thorough mission to make her squeal with my tongue.

If there’s one thing my ex and I agreed upon, it’s that I’m good in bed. Size-wise, good. Technique-wise, very good. I made sure Auralla knew this, until she was first making the noises I thought she ought to make. Soon she was leaning against the side of the trailer, and then until her knees gave out and she slowly collapsed into my arms.

Those emerald eyes stared into mine. “What… how…”

“Are Drifters pretty rare around here?”

“You are the first I have met. We hear stories.”

It felt strange to kiss her, before going out on dates, before having her laugh at my lame jokes, before leaning in over dinner at a restaurant and going ‘I want to eat you more than this dinner. When we get home you’d better watch out.’ But I ignored this and dipped in for a kiss. She was just as soft and warm as she appeared.

“I want you very badly,” I breathed as our lips parted.

“Remember your promise.”

I remembered the Intrinsic Ability labeled Male and wished I’d had a chance to read up on it. That wasn’t going to stop me though; I lined up the head and entered her.

It was exhilarating, nearly to the point of pain, that even though I’d gotten her ready for at least one powerful orgasm, she was tight enough to make entry a serious difficulty. Her face scrunched down with the pain but she didn’t cry out. Hell, she barely made a sound. Another exclamation point appeared, and I thought about the section of the screens labeled Relationships. The workings of this game interface had known I would get into relationships long before Auralla made her appearance. They were a function of the world itself, or at least the menus and windows I hadn’t had time to begin navigating.

The sex was almost more than I could handle because of her incredible fit tightness. She was a warrior, and her body had zero evidence of softness or fat outside of those perfect lips, but I also doubted she’d done much of this in the past. I might even be her first, which I would consider a surprising honor.

I hoped she would come back for round two. I hoped I could hold out long enough to give her the kind of pleasure I was getting. I hoped I could be good enough for her to want the sequel, or maybe even a series.

She made appreciative sounds and bucked against me, hard. I’d find bruises on my torso in the days to come, and soreness all throughout my midsection. This was animalistic, sweaty, and intense. After some time, I realized I was getting close. Either Auralla realized it also, or she just got in the mood, because she locked her feet behind my back and refused to let go. Even when I informed her through gritted teeth I was about to come, she just glared at me with her uncanny green eyes and grimaced. Overwhelming lust mixed with fear in her eyes and the message was again clear: uphold your promise, don’t dominate, whatever that meant.

It wasn’t an exclamation point this time but a full on window that blasted up in front of my face, demanding my attention.

You have joined in the flesh with Auralla of Sunspire. Will you take the power offered to you, or share in the power with her?

The window offered me two options in the form of buttons, one of which said Establish Dominance & Take of Her Power, the other read Remain Equals & Intertwine Your Powers.

With her under me like that, spread out before me, vulnerable, and with the choice mine to make, it was tempting to say screw that promise made in ignorance. This place had magic, and maybe the dominance was a form of magic, which would make her my permanent magic slave girl. That option had its appeal, and I could instantly imagine a group of gorgeous young women all sitting in practically no clothing around my pillow-filled harem complex. They would gossip about me, teach each other how to satisfy me, and fulfill my every sexual wish, no matter how twisted…

But the fear and trepidation she’d shown me in making this happen, and her repeated insistence, drove me to select Remain Equals. Plus, she had a gigantic quill bear. On pressing the button, the pleasure of her wrapped around me intensified. She let out a satisfied groan that could only mean one thing, and her eyes opened to take me in. I went down to get into her face, and soaked up that woozy, orgasm-induced smile. Still she held on, with interlocked ankles begging me to release inside.

With no choice left to me, I unloaded with a roar loud enough to get her companion beast’s attention.
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We spent time in the tall grass just lying there, with Auralla’s body half draped over mine. Clouds drifted by in a sky bluer than I’d ever remembered seeing, and the swishing of the grasses lulled me toward a doze.

“I didn’t dominate you,” I told her.

“I know,” she sighed, contented. The guarded tone in her voice had fallen away. “I could feel it.”

I noted she didn’t say ‘the menu window dialogue thing informed me.’

“Do you know what would happen if I did?” Her head rose up off my shoulder and she made a disgusted face. I chuckled. “Sorry, okay, I won’t mention it. I wasn’t entirely clear on how that was supposed to work. Where I come from, folks dominating their partners is pretty rare. And definitely not…” I trailed off, unsure how to continue. Not magical? Not a gaming choice?

“It happens all too often here,” she said. Something occurred to her. “The way you spoke… in your world, the womenfolk… can also dominate?”

“Oh sure. Some tie up men, some tie up other women… I guess I’m talking about bondage play. Dominance is different I guess. I don’t know a lot about it. I’m not into that scene: no time, no money.” I laughed. “And I’m in the wrong world.”

But I thought then, with breasts pressed up against me and a beautiful woman nuzzling into my chest, that I was not in the wrong world at all.

“Are you?”

I grinned at her. “I was just thinking that! Haha. Maybe I’m in the right world after all.” If I’d just drifted into sex world, I was definitely down to live here.

Speaking of down, I caressed Auralla more, feeling the springy tautness of her skin before tracing a finger up her jawline and bringing her up to kiss again. This she accepted much more readily this time, and her own hand drifted back down, to find me beginning to stir for round two.

When we broke, she seemed confused. “Uh… again?”

“Naturally. You think I would let you go without another roll in the hay?” I was twenty-three, not seventy-nine.

“But, the essence is shared. Another coupling would… not result in more power.” Power indeed. She had a small tattoo on the side of her neck where I had kissed before… it definitely hadn’t been there before we ‘shared essence’. It showed a cloaked figure walking toward the viewer, with runes encircling it. Wait… those weren’t runes, that was English.

It read The Drifter’s Mark.

It was the most intense hickey I’d ever seen.

I grinned again. “Is that what you were after, huh? The power? And you risked getting dominated?”

She searched my expression, her face neutral. “I… you didn’t know. Being a Drifter.” This had the tenor of an apology, and I understood. I also knew I was flattered by the first offer, punching up way out of my league with an absolute stunner of a partner, and hornier than I’d been when first flooded with hormones as a teenager.

I rolled her over onto her back and started heading southward again, leaving a trail of kisses and caresses. “Sure, but it’s okay to just enjoy ourselves now, right? How’s that sound? Or better yet, how’s that feel?”

I started before she had a chance to answer, getting in a few licks.

“It feels… oh! It feels good.”

She wasn’t thrilled with the idea of returning the favor, meaning she didn’t like the idea of going down on me, since (she explained) that’s what The Dominated were forced to do. I talked her into it, earning a star next to my tier 1 Sway skill. She’d obviously never given head before, so I stopped her not long into it, and took her from behind.

This time it was almost better, with her body used to me, and me getting into the groove. She was better, with none of the apprehension over her domination phobia. Although she was puzzled about the purpose (why in the hell would I be engaging in this with her if there was no power swap involved) she quickly got into it. She made more noise this time, all of it appreciative.

I rubbed at her clit until I was sure she shot off like a rocket, legs shaking, groaning uncontrollably and body nearly going limp against the side of the trailer. I then kept hammering at her until it was my turn to climax. This being the second round, I had a great deal more stamina, stretching out the sounds of grunting and flesh slapping for some time. This time I had the choice not to come inside her, my preferred method of not having to deal with unwanted permanent consequences, and unloaded onto her toned ass.

This time, and for a long time after, there was no speaking. Instead we just basked in the afterglow of some seriously good sex, with the occasional murmur of satisfaction, until she dozed off and I felt the urge to follow suit.

Before doing so, I decided to have a look at the powers. I hadn’t gotten a close look at what Drifter meant for me, and I was curious about the new tattoo that was partially hidden by Auralla’s white and rainbow hair.

In addition to Drifter, I now had a second power, Beastmaster’s Mark.

God, there was so much to learn in such a short amount of time. If I’d done this wrong with Auralla, I might be at a disadvantage going forward in a place that was obviously very different from earth.

My body urged me to get a little sleep after that session, but I concentrated and took a close look.

Drifter

*Special Ability*

*Normal tier, two stars*

By pushing yourself to the point of physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion, you have awakened the magical potential within yourself to travel between worlds, as well as learn magic.

Your Attuned and Tough attributes are enhanced to a moderate degree, permanently.

This ability is tied to your Attuned attribute.

Beastmaster’s Mark

*Passive ability*

*Normal tier, one star*

Normal: Your Clever, Sly, Quick and Attuned attributes are boosted moderately. While in the wilds, they are instead boosted significantly.

You gained this ability after joining with Auralla of Sunspire. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Auralla of Sunspire.

Oh… kay. That sounded pretty good. I wondered what an enhanced ability from dominance might look like, if it was better than this, but this was already good. I had two stars in Attuned now, and an extra star in Clever, Sly, and Quick that hadn’t been there before. Also, the ability told me Auralla was a Beastmaster, which was good info to have.

Oh and also, I literally had a mark on my body that hadn’t been there before we spent some enjoyable time swapping fluids. The actual mark was like a tattoo, a bit tribal in shape, on my left pectoral muscle just above the nipple, and it seemed to glaze over with a sort of oil spill iridescence if I saw it out of the corner of my eye. It didn’t hurt, but it was also permanent. Not a sticker, not a temporary tattoo.

But that wasn’t all. A couple of exclamation points sat next to the new ability.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Auralla of Sunspire has progressed. Respecting her request meant a great deal to her, and increased her trust in you. Your abilities associated with Auralla have also progressed.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Auralla of Sunspire has progressed. Taking more time with her has surprised and delighted her, and not just physically. Of course, you did get something out of the deal as well, you sly dog. Your abilities associated with Auralla have also progressed.

I peered at the write up and saw that Beastmaster’s Mark was now three stars. It also read differently.

Beastmaster’s Mark

*Passive ability*

*Normal tier, three stars*

Normal: Your Clever, Sly, Quick and Attuned attributes are boosted significantly. While in the wilds, you deal hand to hand damage as though you had claws. While wearing fur or leather, you gain a minimal intimidation bonus, and minimal damage reduction.

You gained this ability after joining with Auralla of Sunspire. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Auralla of Sunspire.

This ability has reached its maximum stars for Normal tier. In order to rank up this ability, your tier and relationship with Auralla of Sunspire must increase.

This puzzled me, but not enough to keep me from drifting off with a girl snuggled up against me.

Her beastie woke us up sometime after with a snort and a bristly nuzzle. She leapt up and snatched at her spear, but didn’t locate any threat nearby. I squinted, and weirdly I could make out the mountain range to the south much more clearly than before. My eyesight was significantly sharper, or the atmosphere of this world was very fucking weird. Also, I noted a swarm of some kind on the approach.

Auralla snarled. “Brood swarm.”

Hopefully not actual zerg.

“What are they?”

“A hybrid of avian and insect. Voracious. Out in the open we’ll be torn to pieces.” She shook her head. “There are too many for me to influence.”

“How do you normally deal with them, back in Sunspire?”

Her hand crept to the necklace, which glowed with fiercer light. It reminded me of the big shaggy cow things and their bluish energy blasts. “We pool our power, and surround the weak to blanket them in protection. I should not have ventured this far away from the village.”

The hopelessness in her voice was troubling. She clearly considered herself stupid for coming out here to check out this otherworld guy and get power from bumping uglies, only to be eaten by a swarm of giant locusts.

“I’ve got an idea,” I told her.


4- Brood Swarm

We didn’t have time to completely empty the trailer, but I was stronger now than I’d ever been in my life, on account of the ability I’d gained from the ‘essence sharing’. Even that stint where I’d gone to the gym five days a week with my other ex for a month, I wasn’t as strong as this. I was up in the trailer and slicing through the cling wrap surrounding the pallets of boxes, then tossing boxes out onto the tall grass.

The cab had been my first idea: hunker down, maybe see about round three with my new (only) ladyfriend in this weird place, and then a little jovial conversation afterwards.

Trouble with that plan was her porcupine bear anteater beastie. It was her stalwart companion. It listened when she told it to turn around because she was going to get freaky with a Drifter from another world. It listened when she told it not to eat my face off. Therefore it was only fair to make room for the porcupine beastie, and since I couldn’t see the two of them would want to separate, that meant Auralla too.

And me, because I liked her, I liked the company, and definitely not least, I liked the sharing of essences.

Auralla got the idea and began chucking boxes out of the trailer with me. Soon enough the first faded black plastic pallet was thrown out. It rolled awkwardly to a stop, and we hopped up into the trailer to continue the purge.

Two minutes later, Auralla stiffened. “They’re close.”

I peered at the dent we’d made in the trailer’s load: not much.

“You and I will have to be up here. Your buddy just has to make do with this space.” Your typical American pallet is 48 by 40 inches, or four feet by three feet four, meaning barely enough space for an animal the size of a grizzly bear.

She stuck her fingers in her mouth and whistled, and the beast came grunting over to us, peered up, then climbed inside while I clambered up onto the half-cleared second pallet load with Auralla. It was cramped; I’d need to stay hunched down—

The buzzing of gigantic insects was audible now, which initiated panic mode.

“Pull the doors in!” I snapped.

“What?”

I shoved her aside and dashed outside to grab the big barn doors for the trailer, first the one closer to the swarm. I got a look, and they were sailing in our direction at a good clip, now only a hundred feet away.

I wasn’t going to be fast enough. Swearing loudly and continually, I dashed across in front of Auralla. She was busy staring fearfully down at me, not dumbfounded, but confused anyway. By the time I grabbed onto the second large door, the first of the buzzing things swooped by, sounding like a mosquito who’d been engineered by the insane scientists at Jurassic Park. This trailer had a pair of fabric door closer straps, installed courtesy of yours truly.

The second one landed on my shoulder, but I had enough speed to leap up, take Auralla’s hand, and swing the rest of the door closed while the thing sank its gross proboscis into my flesh.

Warning! You’ve taken damage from a Normal source. Your Tough attribute informs your overall health level, giving you five injuries, and two critical injuries before death.

You’ve suffered one injury! You’ve been poisoned!

Darkness enveloped us, just briefly. I clawed at the thing on my back and was gratified to hear it screech in protest, then grabbed the big body and chucked it, hard, against the wall. It promptly died, as the UI window informed me.

You have defeated one Brood Swarm. A minor increase has been applied to your Fierce attribute.

I didn’t have time for that, and pushed all notifications out until the threat to my life was dealt with. The UI complied, thankfully, by getting the hell out of my way to let me deal with the matter at hand.

The door was banging open and closed because I was bleeding and Auralla’s hold on me wasn’t as complete as I’d otherwise like. Another one of the things nearly got inside, but I yanked the door closed and sliced it in half. The trouble was, my body was wedged in between the last pallet and the doors themselves. The only way I was going to keep this door closed was to flatten myself like a pancake, and neither of my abilities did that. Auralla was hauling on my arm, but there was a whole lot of me that wasn’t arm.

Another Brood Swarm locust got in, was promptly squished by the door, and then two of them flew buzzing into the trailer when I nearly pitched backward and outside entirely.

“Reach down and grab this,” I hissed, and pulled her hand downward to the strap. That done, I leapt up onto the half-cleared pallet and got a face full of bug.

This time I raked it with my clawed hand, and it bashed into the trailer wall. It fell behind Auralla, still twitching, but that stopped when I crushed it against the wall with one of the boxes.

The last one in here must’ve buzzed further into the trailer, into that small gap above the rest of the cargo. We didn’t have the tools to deal with it, unless Auralla’s beastie could flatten itself down and slither after it.

The good news was that the bastards were outside the trailer. I could hear them thumping against it, but none of them had jaws of life for mandibles or explosive projectile stingers or anything. So far, so good.

The poison could wait.

After a good ten minutes of listening to the thumps and bumps outside, they stopped. During those ten minutes, I started to feel woozy, and I became aware that my heartbeat wasn’t hammering in my chest. It was slowing. Also my arms were feeling heavy, and it was hard to hold my head up.

Occasionally we’d hear some buzzing from deeper in the trailer, but then Auralla’s companion would growl and the buzzing would drift away again.

“Are you hurt?” I mumbled. My tongue felt like it was twice its normal size.

“Luckily no. You?”

“One of them poisoned me,” I told her quietly.

“Oh!” she cried, and let go of the door strap in order to fish something out of her bracelet magic containment device. I needed to get me one of those as soon as possible. The door fell open a good six inches, bringing in blinding light, but no killer bugs.

I couldn’t feel much relief. I couldn’t actually feel much of anything.

“Brood swarm poison will sap your energy until you lay down, unable to move. Then the swarm will return and strip the flesh from your bones.”

I’d killed one of them with relative ease, but if I only had six injuries left before death, it was easy to see how quickly they’d take me down. Although I couldn’t see them retreating, I figured we were okay as long as we stuck near the doors.

“Not something I want to have happen. You know the antidote?”

“I’ll heal your injury first. Your wounded state will allow the poison to burn through you faster.”

Moments later, she had something applied to the wound. It stung, and fiercely, but it also radiated soothing heat throughout my body. The UI showed a bar called ‘injury’ that was fully red, but it began to fill up with green. It would only take a minute or two to fill up the whole bar.

While my strength gradually returned, I chucked more boxes out of the trailer. Eventually I ended up killing the last two stowaways with grim satisfaction. I didn’t bother checking to see what was in them and whether or not they’d break. In the back of my mind, I knew it would be best to keep every bit of earth stuff I could, because it might come in handy. I could sell it, or at least barter it.

On the other hand, safety.

I needed to get to a place where I could take more than six injuries. The UI helpfully supplied the necessary information.

Injuries! Injuries are tied to your Tough attribute. Increasing Tough will increase the number of injuries you can suffer before being Broken, falling Unconscious, or Dying.

“I need to get tougher,” I told Auralla, who was mixing up a paste with a mortar and pestle. “How do I do that? Sit under a freezing waterfall, bash a training dummy for hours?”

She laughed. “You have the answer already, it seems.”

Training would do it, then.

She mixed the paste with water and had me drink. Thus began my training: the smoothie I drank was the foulest thing I’d ever tasted. I quickly gulped it down and leapt out of the trailer after my backpack. That had the energy drink I needed. The cool, sweet and bubbly soda washed the taste of the antidote down.

Another meter for poison appeared beneath the injury meter, but it was far slower to advance the little green bit. It was barely a sliver, while the injury one was two thirds along. In the meantime my body felt heavy, and I had to take a break from slinging boxes.

Auralla leapt down from the trailer, avoiding the random scattered boxes, and peered off.

“Are they gone?”

She nodded. “They spent a great deal of energy attempting to kill us, and they will need to find food fast.”

We cleared out the second pallet, and I got a better look at the stuff I was unloading. I’d been bound for a local Meijer, which meant I had a huge variety of products: dry goods like cereal, canned goods from fruit to Stuff Posing As Meat, boxes of t-shirts and sweaters with all sorts of designs, light bulbs, some small appliances, and weirder stuff, like fake plants, bags of potting soil, tools and toolboxes, and still more.

In my altered state, I hadn’t paid attention to the manifest, but this was like striking gold. Instead of dumping off all this perfectly usable stuff in the middle of the savannah, I packed a bunch of the discarded boxes in the cab, in my tiny living quarters. The light bulbs were probably less than useless, but you never knew.

The swarm was finally far enough away that it wasn’t a threat.

I swung the conversation around to Auralla’s world while we loaded and unloaded a little bit of junk. The action figures could stay, but the fake plants were another story. This world had no need of fake plants.

I needed answers, which meant checking the menu windows and settings while she explained everything.

“I need to know, and you need to tell me,” I told her. The sudden fear of pregnancy popped up, but I squashed it back down. If and when that ship appeared at port, we’d sail it together somehow. I knew literally nothing about this woman, about the sort of people she came from, and whether or not they just found strangers to impregnate them out of some cultural tradition I wasn’t yet aware of. Maybe it was an Amazonian culture and they didn’t need me for anything other than the offering I’d already given her.

She began explaining, hesitantly at first, but with increasing confidence and less looping back around to get to what she’d already covered.

The world was called Ethetria. However, the grasslands here were simply called The Great Grass Sea. They stretched far into the distance south, to where they ran into meadows and farmland, cities and copses of trees, forests and foothills, and finally mountains. The mountains were simply called The Teeth at first, but he asked her what they were named. The Teeth of Kentir was what she called them.

While she went, I opened up the map my Intrinsic Abilities showed off. Names were beginning to appear on the map: Teeth of Kentir, Great Grass Sea, and then a number of villages in the area: Sunspire was Auralla’s village, but another was called Riverhall, and a third was Beacon Point.

From there, she talked about the wildlife, mostly the doluss who grazed and allowed themselves to be shorn for wool when the summers grew hot. The jiddara hunted doluss, and that was pretty straightforward. She rattled off names and hierarchy on the food web, until she got to the monsters the size of mountains. Surely not.

There was a lot to take in, and plenty of the details were lost as she rambled. She described plants and herbs, trees and rocks, the features of this plain and that plain, the river to the north, the migratory patterns of the doluss and something called groffere. It was just too much.

She also wanted to know about earth, so I indulged her a little, while catching up on some of the User Interface reading I hadn’t done.

I still had Male left to read… or at least skim, and I needed to get to it.

There was a lot to read, and I needed to scroll down to get through it all, but the essential basics were this: males had control over coupling, meaning me, and there was a choice of whether to take the abilities of a girl I had sex with, which meant one of the female’s high level special abilities was just given over. The other option was to share, which meant the male would receive a lower level power, a mix of both partner’s powers, something unique and new.

So I had the option to take something powerful, or generate something less powerful. I turned back to the Male ability and read on.

I learned that the dominance meant lowering the female’s ability growth for an extended period, and also making it impossible for another male to take an ability from a dominated female unless… if I read this correctly, one male had to defeat the other. Then the victorious male had the option of adding females to his ‘coterie’, a word I wasn’t familiar with, or setting them free.

By contrast, sharing the power like I’d done wouldn’t limit the female’s power growth. I got the impression that it actually boosted her power growth, because the female also gained a power from the deal.

So the options were quick and dirty, beneficial for me, detrimental for her, or slow and steady, beneficial for the both of us. It was easy to see why other males might take the dominance option, but it was less easy to see what it really meant for other females living here.

The dominance thing was… interesting, and I was wondering what it meant for societies at large. I’d only met one person, and she was from a village, so that meant more females, and more males. I didn’t yet know the ramifications of males stripping the power out of their partners, but I was very curious. I had a few ideas and none of them were palatable.

It was just about time to venture forth, with an easy back and forth question going in. What was the name of this clothing she wore? What did the runes on my t-shirt mean? How many of the protection amulets were there in Sunspire? What did my canned potion taste like?


5- All Those Males

The poison eventually healed up, and the UI told me I’d gained a point of the Grit skill for pushing through the pain to get the job done. It gave me some experience in my Tough attribute.

This was good, because I was probably well behind Auralla in her skills and attributes.

The orange-skinned beauty stayed with me to make sure she didn’t have to apply more of her healing salve or make me drink any more of that awful antidote, and it felt very odd having someone so beautiful (and so nude) stick around for lil old me.

I was used to my time alone, by a hefty amount, but her calm, cheerful acceptance of such a strange situation helped settle me. It didn’t help my libido, so I tried not to stare too much while she talked.

I wanted to ask if I could travel with her, at least as far as Sunspire, but wasn’t sure if I could just come out and request that. Sure we had… several times, but that didn’t make us buddies.

Embarrassment warred with a hint of anxiousness. Between the brood swarm and the jiddara, and all the other unknown dangers out there, I needed help. Another part of me told the first part about how stupid I was being: she’d offered to heal me up, had actually then done so without asking anything of me, okay that wasn’t entirely true, she’d asked me to get all up in her.

I massaged my forehead. It was like when I saw a beautiful woman my brain just turned to white noise. I had to do this. So, after a nice deep breath, I blurted out, “Auralla?”

She turned and regarded me with the frank and open face a goddess would envy. The rest of her was begging me to get another eyeful, but I kept my gaze on her heart-shaped face.

“I know I just got here, and we just met, and then essence sharing and such, but there’s, is there any way I can ask you for some help?”

She didn’t hesitate. “Sure.”

“Sure?”

She nodded. “I can’t just leave you out here to die, can I?” Then she bit one lip in an unconsciously sexy way and tapped one finger on her nose. “There’s a problem though. Sunspire wouldn’t have you. Neither of the other two villages would either. They might just kill you. But there’s… there’s Surrek.” Disgust colored her expression, but in a flash it was gone.

“I can go to Sunspire. Meet your leaders. Learn a little, and then they can help me figure out the best path.”

A complicated series of emotions passed over her face quickly. Finally though, she brightened, explaining that the Domi would know what to do.

You have made a close observation! the message burbled. You’ve gained a tier in the Empathy skill. It’s clear that Auralla is conflicted over the idea of bringing you back to Sunspire, and it might help to uncover why. You’ve also gained experience toward your Charming attribute, which remains at one star.

This also left me wondering if the Drifter’s Mark on her neck would disappear if I did perish out here, alone. If her power had increased, she had a vested interest in keeping me alive.

I hoped. The evidence to back this up was the fact that she hadn’t turned around and immediately killed me, but that wasn’t irrefutable.

We took the Mack. Her companion, who was named Truffy, clambered up the hood of Mack, leaving several scratches in the paint job, over the curving portion of the small sleeper cabin, and onto the flat trailer top. I laughed over the idea of the resale value going down. Ha, there was absolutely no way I’d be selling Mack now.

With Auralla staring in utter incomprehension, which I found very cute, I showed her how to open the door, and felt like a proper gentleman for holding it open for her.

She climbed into the cab, wide-eyed at everything.

“Come on, baby,” I muttered to her, patting the hood as I headed back around to get in. “Start up for me, okay? Impress the girl.”

Luckily she started right up, and I had to chuckle at Auralla nearly falling into my bed in the sleeper section. She peered around, sniffed everything (probably a bad idea) and stared in wonder at the compartment of cold that was my mini-fridge.

Unless I found a way to replicate batteries and diesel fuel, Mack wasn’t long for this world. That was something to consider. 

Auralla gave me simple directions: head directly west, away from the mountain range, until I saw the spire. Simple enough, which was good, because aside from dodging slowly around some of the huge furry creatures, I could turn my thoughts to other very important matters.

I took stock of changes since meeting Auralla. My stats now reflected the change in abilities, which reflected the change in my relationship. Clever, Sly, Quick and Tough were all boosted by two stars instead of one. Attune had tiered up out of Normal and was now the first star of Bronze. And no joke, I could see the mountain range to the west clearly now. The stat boosts were real.

By now, my stats looked a great deal more respectable than when I’d started, though increasing my Fierce was definitely on my to-do list.

Attuned— Bronze *

Clever— Bronze*

Charming— Normal*

Fierce— Normal*

Quick— Bronze*

Sly— Normal***

Tough— Normal**

A little question mark next to Quick, Attuned and Clever explained that I couldn’t increase them beyond the first star of Bronze until the rest were at Bronze.

Also, I was starting to see and smell magic. I knew how that sounded, but there was no other explanation for the faint rainbow colored tendrils of wispy, cloud-like stuff flitting through the air, and also the bunch of it coalescing around the floating rock. The excess drifted up off into the sky. It was hard to make out clearly, as it was like looking at heat haze drifting by at certain points. Around the floating boulder it was more pronounced… when Auralla said I was magic, maybe it had something to do with me getting up close and touching that boulder for several minutes. I’d certainly felt better after being close to it for a time.

Just like my sense of smell, I was able to calm it down a little, shut it out.

Importantly, I had to increase my tier. I wasn’t sure how to do that beyond getting everything to Bronze one star, and Auralla was no help. She knew a lot of things about this world: the sex magic part, the domination-or-power-sharing part, the various beasts, landmarks, names of cities and villages. But she was definitely inexperienced when it came down to moving up in tier, abilities themselves, and I didn’t bother to ask her about the relationships aspect I was looking at. It seemed like the stuff I saw as explicitly video gamey was just a part of her natural world.

I didn’t want to spoil things by letting her in on my interest in continuing to be near her.

Honestly, that part was easy to figure out: I could see every bit of her, even while clothed, and every bit of her was appealing. The sex was great, and the conversation was quietly adorable. I liked her earnest eagerness and the way her eyes got bigger when I explained something she found strange.

She wanted to know all about earth: the village (cities), the huts (buildings), the beasts and the birds, what we did without magic, how it was even close to possible to be roughly fifty percent male and fifty percent female population.

It was hard to get through any amount of the earth experience without stumbling over a dozen things she didn’t understand and simply couldn’t comprehend without sixty-five other things being explained. Buildings as far as the eye could see? Roads made of rock? She was astonished to learn that Mack didn’t run on magic, but when I tried to explain, I faltered and just went with ‘magic liquid’ that turned to fire inside the engine.

I tried to explain the internet, and that was an absolute disaster, leading me to laugh at my own inability to get through the concepts. I ended up leaving it at ‘you can learn anything on earth from this rectangle in my pocket’ and chuckled again at her skeptical look.

Still, she kept coming back to was the ratio of males to females on earth, and she was flabbergasted at the idea of fifty-fifty. That part set her staring off into the middle distance to contemplate.

“So each male just takes a single female?” she asked in wonder.

“Ah… no. Some people stay single for a long time.” How long, she asked? “Well, some people stay single until they’re… I don’t know, twenty-five?”

“The women?”

I nodded.

“How do they manage to evade all those males?”

The implications of that were sobering. It was like I was a limited commodity on this planet, but also something like an apex predator or a venomous snake with the ability to hypnotize people. Fascinating plus dangerous.

I explained that, since there was no ‘essence sharing’ magic, the only function of Dom-sub society was for kicks. If you were into it, you offered to be someone’s submissive, or you offered to dominate someone looking to be your bottom. And that was just the beginnings of various kinks. I glanced at her feet on Mack’s dashboard and I snorted laughter.

“What is it?” she asked, smiling easily.

I explained that the all those males bit was funny, but inwardly I had to wonder about this new place yet again. “Auralla, what would you say is the proportion of males to females here?”

“Here?” she asked.

“Your village.” She was tight-lipped again, and she stiffened in her seat, so I took a different tack. “Okay, outside of your village. Let’s say your average city.” She’d mentioned the word Surrek but I didn’t want to see that look on her gorgeous face again. “How many males per female, or vice versa?”

She chewed on this for a moment. “Perhaps ten females to a male, if my Domi tells true. I have never been to the city… I have no will to become a slave.”

Ten to one. My imagination went into overdrive until I changed focus to the task at hand.

Her Domi was one of several leaders of Sunspire, a wise woman of some repute. Sunspire itself was a village of nearly five hundred people, and at times of monster attack, magic fluctuation or attack by the city folk, would become a nomadic village. They were able to use their abilities and resources to travel hundreds of miles to places where they could be safe.

I ended up gaining another instance of Empathy, and my relationship with Auralla increased a third time. I looked, and now a half of the second star of Charming had been filled in. It was nice to see quick progression… if I knew anything about video games, that wouldn’t last. The first bunch of level ups would come quickly, and then turn into a bit of a grind.

Directly on its heels, I gained a point of Knowledge: Ethetria, and received experience in my Clever attribute. Nice.

We continued to talk, but it was clear she was dumbstruck regarding all the cultural differences between America (or the whole earth, for that matter) and Ethetria. The big shaggy cow things were called doluss. They were very good for furs and fur trading, but they were a bugger to kill.

“Because of the magical shielding,” I said, and told her the story of the jiddara nearly killing me.

She nodded, and for the life of me, I couldn’t keep my eyes on where I was going. I’d come entirely too close to a herd of doluss, and had to put Mack in reverse to swing her wide of the great big beasts. Mack was my sweetpea, my baby doll, I loved her so, but goddamn she had the turning radius of a battleship.

I had an idea. “How close are we to Sunspire?” I asked, and again took in the reddish bronze of her skin, the faint outline of abs beneath that shirt which covered nothing, and the rainbow highlights in her shoulder-length hair. And again, because she was scorching hot, my groin reacted by stiffening in my jeans.

“Your Mack is very fast,” she said. I’d been doing like fifteen to twenty miles an hour over the tall grass, afraid I’d blow out the suspension on a rock I couldn’t see, or tip her over. I could ride a bicycle faster than this, but hey. She was used to going on foot. “If we continue, we should make Sunspire before the sun sets.”

My anxiousness over Sunspire was growing, and something else was also growing. In my pants.

Auralla was easy to talk to, but when it came to suggesting getting freaky, I suddenly got the butterflies again. There was more, though.

A village full of magically powerful warrior ladies was an awesome thought, but also frightening. One person I could deal with, but multiple people always meant agendas and clashing wishes. Considerations of safety for their people. If they decided I was too much of a risk to leave alive…

Who the hell was I kidding? I couldn’t even kill giant insects.

I didn’t want to turn Auralla into a tool, but I needed an ally, and right now the only thing I seemed to be able to offer her was a pleasure she never knew in her life.

Of course, it would be silly to think I wouldn’t get anything out of the deal. Seeing the amazement and confusion and naiveté become pleasure was one of my new favorite activities. My ex had been super jaded, and Auralla was such a delightful contrast.

Okay. Deep breath, I told myself. I could do this. All I needed was the same sort of courage I’d used when facing the jiddara.

Stifling a chuckle at that, I plucked up my guts and reached over to take her hand, then placed a kiss on it. “What do you think about taking a break and sharing essence again?” I cocked a thumb back at the bed behind us, heart hammering in my chest, and in my ears. “We can bed down in an actual bed this time, instead of grass.”

She giggled. “You see the joining as something enjoyable to pass the time, and nothing else? You’re… addicted to essence sharing?”

That giggle was what did it. Confidence blossomed inside me.

“Damn right I am,” I said, grinning, and flipped up the arm rest to bridge the gap between us. She shrieked laughter at my dark grin. “And besides, I haven’t heard you complain yet.”

The UI awarded me another point of Sway and increased my Charming experience, but I pushed that aside and got down to business.

I once again took the time to disrobe her and savor all the moments of doing so. Goddamn, if I was going to be in a life-or-death land, I was going to enjoy the moments that could be enjoyed. Also, I was going to corrupt, er, teach this poor innocent angel into the depraved depths of pleasure.

On the flip side, in the last two days I hadn’t given a single thought to money, rent, the fact that I was single and my ex was still living in my shit apartment down in Ypsilanti, I didn’t think about whether the trash would be taken out when I returned, or whether some asshole was going to cut me off on southbound I-75, or whether I’d hit black ice, or be stuck in traffic for four hours while crews pulled an overturned semi off the freeway to finally get people moving. I hadn’t thought about the mind-numbing hours, and the fact that I’d been forced to cancel my AudioLand subscription in an attempt to cut costs, so I couldn’t even listen to audiobooks during those long ass hours.

A massive weight had lifted, and boy did my erection really like it. This was close to the best already, better than my high school ex Lara. Here I didn’t have to sneak around, trying to steer clear of parents who’d stop us. We were both eighteen and convinced we could do whatever we wanted, but I still felt the oppressive presence of my mother and father, or worse, her mother and step-father.

There was none of that. This was completely and totally free, and I reveled in it.

This time I encouraged Auralla to kneel between the two bucket seats while I was on the bed, and get better acquainted with The Czar.

Yeah, I know, some people have stupid nicknames for their cars, but I took my nickname fetish a step further.

Her naïveté and hesitance was all the cuter, like The Czar was some monster capable of eating her alive. This was her chance to touch, really touch, lick, kiss, and worship without any of the pressure that would descend on us once we arrived in Sunspire. That was for the future… for now it was Auralla’s chance to do whatever she liked.

I guided her towards proper technique, and as soon as she got several simple instructions, it was like a switch had been flipped. I threw back my head and groaned in pleasure at the feel of her. That really seemed to change her attitude towards going down on me, because she pushed herself to the limit of how much she could get down her throat, as well as how long she could hold it there. The hot warmth sank down over the head and down the shaft in slow, measured increments, like she was testing herself. She followed by  using her tongue in a way I don’t think I’d ever felt before, extending it forward and back while I was fully in her mouth. I threaded my fingers into her hair and held her down there, swearing under my breath.

“That is so much better than before,” I muttered.

She choked a bit when I let her up, but her very shiny eyes gleamed all the more from the praise. “This is done well?” she asked.

I felt a swell of affection for her eagerness. Now I wanted to do whatever needed doing to keep her by my side.

“You’ve done very well.”

“I’ve never—“

I gave her a reassuring smile. “Everyone starts somewhere… now climb up here.”

She was especially confused when she tried to climb onto the bed to one side of me, and I redirected her to just get on top of me. The confusion lasted only seconds, but it reinforced the cuteness overload I was feeling. I couldn’t help a dumb grin from spreading across my dumb face at my pure dumb luck.

My entire length was once again sheathed, and Auralla froze with me inside her.

“Oh,” she said.

“What’s that?” I asked.

“It’s… different. Oh!”

“Different how?”

“The… uh… angle! It’s, uh…” She couldn’t continue, especially not when I gripped her by the hips and brought her up, then back down again. This time she bit her lip. Her eyes flew open and stared at the wall, then wonderingly down at me. “I’ve never, uh! Never even… ohhhh.”

I have to say, it was great fun making her stop talking by pounding at her from below. Once I got the right grip, I could just hold her a few inches above me, and give her a hammering from below. She nearly fell backwards, and instead regained her balance with her small hands on my chest, right on the Beastmaster’s Mark.

“Stop… that!” she gasped, and barked out a pure laugh.

“Stop what?” I asked innocently.

“You know… exactly…”

I stopped her from speaking again.

“Never even what?” I asked again.

She swatted my shoulder, eyes gleaming with amusement, mouth open and breathing heavily. “You brute!” So I made her unable to talk again.

After a good five minutes, I readjusted our position, and took advantage of her warrior’s fitness. She was built for speed and flexibility, and had no trouble getting her knees up around her ears. Folded in half like this, our faces were separated by a good foot of space, with her staring at me in utter incomprehension. She’d lost herself to the pleasure, and was just staring at me.

Was I some hero of ages come to educate her in the ways of pleasure? Was I an angel sent down from heaven? Was I instead a demon sent to tempt her down dark pathways of lust? Was I some kind of god who walked among men? It was great fun to interpret that single blank facial expression.

I guided her hands up to hold her ankles like this, so I could get better leverage, hands against the wall of the sleeper compartment. She did, with her mouth moving, fishlike. No sound came out.

It was like she was witnessing a towering tsunami for the first time, rooted to the spot. It was like watching a crevasse open up in the earth and swallow a whole town. It was the look the first scientists got when they realized the earth wasn’t the center of the solar system. It was the look the scientists got when they realized the earth wasn’t even the size of a grain of sand in a single galaxy amongst a million million galaxies.

Maybe I had a lot to learn about this place, but she had a lot to learn about this act. And, as long as she was here for that education, I was definitely here for it.

The pleasure was beyond what I’d ever felt before. The novelty of it was one reason, but she was incredibly tight and wet. The passion in her expression matched the pure revelation, and only leant to the intensity of the experience. I was frankly astonished at how little she knew. All of it was from me, and I gave her my all over, and over.

“So… deep!” she grunted at me at last.

It was. The Czar felt like he couldn’t possibly encroach on her territory even a little bit more. The urge to unload all of myself into her rose, and rose further. I couldn’t hold back anymore than I could keep the sun from rising. Ecstasy was already mine, but the climax was just over the horizon.

“It’s essence time,” I growled. “Where should I?”

“Wherever you want it,” she responded breathlessly.

Okay, I’d always wanted to do this… after pulling free from her, I knelt over her and lined up right at her mouth. She opened up obediently, and I had time to think for a girl who didn’t want to be dominated, we sure are setting off down a pretty dom/sub road.

I growled, bit my lip, and came in her mouth. She closed her eyes and gulped it down.

We decided afterwards to stay the night here in the truck, one night before bringing her home, to the place where I was almost sure I wouldn’t be welcome. I hoped it wouldn’t come to me getting thrown out of Sunspire, or challenged to a duel or something. Unless Auralla was willing to talk, there was no way to know. Going in blind wasn’t ideal.

Snuggling up against a warm body for the first time in, what… six months? No, it was late January… Eight months. Anyway it was a lovely consolation prize, if I couldn’t have answers. Auralla fell asleep almost instantly, beginning to snore lightly with me spooning her.

I stayed awake a while longer, listening to her sleep, feeling her in my arms, and hoping tomorrow went better than I figured it would.


6- How About Jerry

Look, I know what you’re thinking: a village full of women exactly like Auralla, and me with some mad skills. Now that I’ve figured out power sharing over dominance, clearly they’ll all accept me, and it’ll just be a big bone fest day in, day out. All their nubile young maidens will want the power I offer, and they line up at some ceremonial tent, maybe already nude.

And I can honestly say I hoped for it. Deep down in my jeans I hoped for it, though the more realistic upper brain knew it wouldn’t happen like that. Sure I hoped for it real hard. But that isn’t what happened. Nah, I’m destined for the city, and I’m going to take it and make it mine… so first I have to get there. And then I gotta set up shop, and once that’s going, do a lot of stuff, take over city operations, then renovate and live the good life. Sunspire is not in the cards for Evan Westfield, not for long anyhow. Sad but true.

I woke up to my relationship with Auralla having crossed over from Normal to Bronze. I didn’t have any stars in Bronze yet, but I found a bronze medallion next to a picture of her face, complete with the rainbow tips of her silvery hair, and the face paint. Beastmaster’s Mark also had a new write up.

Beastmaster’s Mark

*Passive ability*

*Bronze tier, Zero stars*

Normal: Your Clever, Sly, Quick and Attuned attributes are boosted significantly. While in the wilds, you deal hand to hand damage as though you had claws. While wearing fur or leather, you gain a moderate intimidation bonus, and moderate damage reduction.

Bronze: Each morning, a beast you have befriended or personally killed will materialize as a magical summon. It has the same stats as the typical beast of its type, but obeys you implicitly. If this beast is destroyed you will suffer one magical backlash injury.

You gained this ability after joining with Auralla of Sunspire. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Auralla of Sunspire.

Also, and this was fun, the tattoo on my chest was no longer a darker tanned skin tone sometimes rippling with magic color. Now it had a bronze metallic sheen to it. A quick glance at Auralla showed that her Drifter’s Mark also had the same thing. When it hit the light just right from the tiny windows in the sleeper compartment, it again had that magic ripple of iridescent color. I rocked back and forth and let the blue/pink/green/purple appear and slide over the thing, then slide back the other way.

The moment I opened the door to head out for my morning piss, a striped jiddara leapt out of the tattoo on my chest. It was very briefly shimmery iridescent in color, the shifting color of an oil slick, before realistic color and texture overtook it. Still, its too many eyes glowed with shifting colors. It regarded me silently, the way the other one had.

Terrifying.

Most people watching movies or TV shows always think: oh, I could take on a lion. I could handle a gorilla in the wild. I could stare down a hyena, and at the last moment, I’d slash its throat before it got me.

Those people are wrong.

If you went up against even a chimpanzee it would tear your junk off, tear your arm off, and you’d be bleeding out in seconds. Hell, if you went up against even the smallest of the big cats you’d be dead. Coyotes kill people sometimes.

Everyone’s bravado until they’re actually confronted with a big cat almost the size of a hippo with a vertical mouth and about a million teeth. Then they pee themselves.

It regarded me with four glowing eyes.

I sucked in a shaky breath. “Don’t watch,” I told it. It turned away, and I had myself a nice pee near the truck, happier than ever that I hadn’t been eaten by a jiddara.

As a side bonus, I was also happy to have a jiddara available to create with this new ability. I had it run several rings around Mack just to see if it would. It sprinted out around the semi several times before returning to sit down and regard me coolly.

“You’re really scary, and that’s going to take some getting used to, but I’m glad you’re here. Maybe you can talk some sense into the Domi, because…” I put my hand close to my mouth, as if I were confiding a secret to the close friend. “…that sounds like dominant to me. Coincidence? Maybe, but I don’t think so.”

The jiddara didn’t respond.

“You need a name,” I told it. “How about… Lara. Good memories of my high school sweetheart.”

The jiddara, with its sideways face and all its teeth, went ‘hrf’.

“Okay, you’re sleek and dangerous, but definitely not cute. I don’t want to sneak around my hometown with you trying to find places to get busy. I could go with something dangerous, like Scythe Cat or Taker of Souls, but I’d rather have fun with it. How about Jerry?”

The creature didn’t respond. I nodded. “All right, Jerry it is.”

Auralla was delighted at the sight of Jerry. I realized that Truffy, her beast companion, also had the glowing eyes. It had been difficult to spot, and we’d been busy last night with important matters, so I hadn’t seen it at night.

She also refused one last sexy fun time before heading into her village, telling me with a faint smile that I was stalling and she needed to be back amongst her people. Yes, I argued, I definitely was stalling, but it was early morning, and we could sit naked around breakfast, and feed each other beef jerky scraps and see where that took us… but even in my mind, beef jerky wasn’t an acceptable breakfast, and definitely not the romantic prelude to fun between the sheets I wanted it to be. Ah well, I’d have to live with the several encounters I’d had with the hottest girl I’d ever been with.

Priority one, aside from not having her village reject and murder me en masse, was to learn how to find food and cook it. I was hopeless in the kitchen, having survived off entirely too much ramen for me to be comfortable ever admitting.

It was cheap, and I was helping pay for my then-girlfriend to have a roof over her head to fuck around behind my back. I didn’t know that at the time.

We drove up after a light breakfast. Auralla had magical storage in that bracelet of hers, and produced a flint, but I showed her my lighter. With a fire going, she also magically brought a hunk of cheese out of nowhere, and some large eggs, and finally some bread.

“I have to get me one of those,” I told her.

She grinned. “Bread? I can show you how it is made.”

“Obviously the bread. I’ll need to grab a bit of your sourdough starter and get the recipe. No, the bracelet! I looks like extra dimensional storage.”

She nodded. “The Domi explained that anything put inside is magically shrunk and frozen in time. I am uncertain how it works, but it is very convenient.”

Especially for people who just picked up their entire village and went hundreds of miles to establish that village elsewhere.

Her face darkened with more hatred I didn’t understand. “The only place to buy them is the city… we were forced to make a contract with a traveling merchant. It was very complicated, and cost the village much.”

Auralla wasn’t a nobody in her village, then. They wouldn’t have entrusted her with something so expensive otherwise.

After a very satisfying breakfast of not jerky, Sunspire rose to greet us about thirty minutes later. The name was no joke either: someone had climbed up on one of those floating boulders and erected a lighthouse on top of it. The very top of the tower was nothing but a ring. I figured it was maybe a few stories high, but the closer we got, the more gigantic this phallic structure seemed. By the time we’d gotten there in Mack, and parked a good five minute walk from the village, it looked to be about a hundred feet tall, and the ring maybe twenty or thirty feet across. It was like with traffic lights back on earth: there’s no good frame of reference until you see someone on a ladder truck working on them. Then they look absolutely massive.

“They have known of our coming since we began the journey this morning,” she said.

“I’ll just let you do the talking,” I suggested lightly.

“Of course not!” She seemed insulted.

“Kidding. I was kidding!”

I got more experience toward my Clever, even though I’d said something stupid. That was fun.

“It’s a movie trope,” I explained.

“I do not know what that means.”

“Look,” I said. “After this… whatever happens here… I’d be honored to have you with me. Traveling companions, maybe. Wait, what am I saying? You can’t just abandon your people.”

Again a confused and confusing expression washed over her face. “You are a strange male, Evan of earth. Do you know what you’ve done to me?”

I thought this over. Honestly, I had no idea what I’d done to her, except for rock her world a couple of times. Unless she meant…

A mute horror stole over me, and sank a weight into my guts. Then a sheet of ice came over my body. “There’s no… you can’t know already… you’re with child?”

She burst out laughing.

Startled by this, I just gawped at her for several seconds. This wasn’t the response I’d been expecting when my palms went clammy from the very idea that I’d have a kid in an alien world where gender roles were very different, and I hadn’t even pieced together half of what I needed to.

“No,” she laughed. “No, of course not.”

Okay but what did that mean? Did people on this world reproduce asexually, where they just divided in half one day? Or did a stork bring them delivery style?

I didn’t know what to do if she said no. Maybe make for the city by myself. It sounded like other dudes were to be found there, only they were the douchey ones that turned Auralla’s stomach. I could sell the stuff out of Mack and make some coin, figure out how to live on blackened everything, and… what? Eventually make my way back to earth? Honestly, if I could stick with Auralla, being in this world was vastly preferable.

Maybe I’d miss my old buddies from high school, Paul and Michael. Maybe I’d find a way to bring them here.

I fixed my eyes on Auralla, and felt no pang of loneliness. No apartment, no money, no food, no cell reception, but… I had a magic big cat. And I had the most beautiful girl in the whole world.

“I can take you as far as the city,” she said. “Once this is over.”

“How about until I learn how to cook something by myself? I’m hopeless without you.”

She laughed again.

“And I mean, being with you is… really good. I’d like it to continue. I like you.” My cheeks were getting hot from the embarrassment. What was this, high school?

Her face softened with regret and anguish. ”Evan, I—“

I held up a hand. “You have people here. It’s fine. I couldn’t ask you to give up your whole life for a filthy male.”

The look she gave me was full of hurt and embarrassment. “I’ve given you my word. I will help you make your way to the city.”

“You know I’ll spend the whole time trying to get into your pants,” I said without thinking, and she laughed in response.

“There are worse ways to spend a journey to the city,” she responded, with foggy and lust-filled eyes.

I looked at the Drifter’s Mark on her neck. Back to the matter at hand. “Okay, so your people are going to ask me questions then?”

“Not… exactly.”

The people were coming out of the village toward us, and time was running out… had run out. Auralla opened the door and stepped down out of the truck, leaving me and Jerry alone.

“Well, buddy, let’s try not to get anyone killed, least of all us.”

Maybe I was talking to The Czar.

From here I could now make out the large tent city and the sheer number of alien creatures everywhere: pigs covered with colorful feathers and thick spines, something like a parrot on a girl’s shoulder, but midnight blue and trailing what looked like flowing blue black smoke, several more of the six-legged shuffling things with the porcupine quills and the anteater mouths, and people riding those big shaggy doluss things. One of them had what appeared to be an orange octopus covered in electric blue jaguar rings, wrapped around the woman’s upper body, peering out at me over her shoulder with its big bulbous head.

I noticed their weapons next, and their species after that. Spears, javelins packed into quivers, bows and arrows, a crossbow over there, and plenty of swords were in attendance, along with shields, some helmets, but almost no armor. Almost no clothing either. Auralla wasn’t overdressed, but few of the villagers were dressed in more than the short top and short pants she had on.

Because they were all women, you see. Even the ones that were clearly not human and also clearly not mammalian were females.

I noted several pointy-eared ones, mostly with hair in soft colors: lavender, mint green, aqua, wheat gold, like that. I just put them in the ‘elf’ category until I knew what to call them. Others were half the size of the humans but with adult bodies. Halflings, I called them. There were dwarf women, stout and thick of body and feature. Orc women, with gray or green gray skin, short tusks, and towered above most of the others. There were several cat women, with big pointy ears, tails, skin the color of a tiger or a lion, and stripes, spots, or leopard ring patterns over parts of their not-clothed bodies.

Several of them had sort of elemental features: one had twiggy hair with leaves and flowers growing out of it, and she had gray brown skin with bark patterning, while another had flowing, watery blue-green hair that seemed to go against gravity, with sea foam green skin and completely black eyes. I would later learn she had shark’s teeth as well, and gills. The last of them was wispy, not thin and willowy, but her skin was fog colored, like white with a hint of gray, and hair that was always being blown behind her, like she had a fan in her face. Her eyes were completely white, no irises or pupils. They appeared to be every bit the mammalian human female that the others were. The tree girl, the dryad I guessed, had thick, strong features but still had the full breasts like Auralla, while the other two were slimmer, with smaller bodies and fewer curves.

There was a dragon (or lizard) woman, and again, while she wasn’t a mammal, she didn’t have breasts like most of the others, it was clear somehow that she was female. The same went for the insectoid person, who looked like a seven foot mantis with segmented hands instead of those horrible death blades for arms. She was female too.

And there were humans too, of most shapes and sizes. I noted that not one of them had that spongy softness that comes from working in an office every single day, or eating American restaurant portions for decades, or both. A few were big boned and big hipped, but decidedly strong. Even the ones with square jaws didn’t have plump faces. And again, all females.

No males at all. Just me. It was very intimidating.

A cadre of friends came to welcome Auralla back to their lives: cooing over her, hugging, cheek kissing, fawning over her. There was gratitude that nothing in the wilds had snatched her up and away from them. They linked arms with her and led her away from me, where they could safely talk in conspiratorial whispers about the new mark on her neck, and the man.

The people of Sunspire, with their creatures and their different species and their not much clothing, began to coalesce around me in a loose ring, talking amongst themselves.

Okay. This was not at all overwhelming or unsettling. These were civilized people and not barbarians who would kill and eat me. Auralla had claimed to be ready to escort me to the city, which meant my chances of dying in the next few minutes was low. I was probably going to be okay… but probably didn’t meant definitely.

“Greetings, people of Sunspire!” I called, and added in a sunny smile and cheerful wave for good measure. “I come in peace.”

“State your peace,” the water lady said coolly.

Big deep breath, I thought, and don’t fuck this up.

“I’m a Drifter,” I said. “Arrived two days ago, still not sure what Drifter even means, but I was fortunate to meet Auralla yesterday. We, uh… shared essence.” That was the diplomatic way of saying ‘we got freaky in public, even though no one was around’.

There was no hiding it, she had my giant magical hickey on her neck.

A lot of heads turned to regard a somewhat abashed Auralla. One of the orc women grabbed her head and exposed her neck. For just a moment I thought someone was going to slice her throat, but instead they all stared at the Drifter’s Mark.

“I mean no harm and no disrespect, but I’m new here and could use a guide to this… world. Perhaps some clothes that would help me fit in here, a hot meal, a day to learn and a night to rest before I go on my way.”

I earned a tier of the Diplomacy skill here, which tacked on experience to my Charming attribute, but mentally told the UI not now. This was a tense and vital situation, and required deft handling. Since Charming was my lowest attribute, I really needed to push on this one.

“You are a male,” the fog lady said.

Shit. How should I deal with this? The idea that popped to mind was take me to your leader.

“Are you the Domi? Or one of the Domi?”

Her eyes narrowed, and she darted a look at Auralla, who was enveloped in a gaggle of attention around the Drifter’s Mark.

“I’d like it very much if we could speak privately, or just away from prying ears. I assume many of your people have excellent hearing.” I caught her skeptical look again. “I promise there’s no trick here.”

“All who say the words ‘trust me’ are untrustworthy, Drifter.”

“Fair. Fair.” I changed tack. “Look… I will, if you want, just take my truck and get gone. I’m not in a great position food-wise, knowledge-wise, power-wise, but I’m not going to walk into a situation where there’s a knife at my throat. I also don’t want you all feeling threatened. I can even offer gifts if you like.”

I must’ve said the magic words.


7- The Domi

There were actually four Domi of the village. All of them were ‘elders’ and I put quotes on that because the sylph air lady didn’t look to have an age, let alone look old. None of the women here appeared older than their thirties, although maybe a couple of them could’ve been forty. I certainly didn’t see any gray hair, but a lot of them didn’t have hair. Last but not least, if there were real elves here, it meant that they could be hundreds of years old. I didn’t have enough information to know, so I just put them on the human scale… all in their prime or slightly after.

The sylph just asked me to call her First Domi.

She gestured, and three other individuals came forward.

The first to emerge from the crowd of villagers was a tiny person (a halfling) dressed almost identically to Auralla, but with jet black skin. Her forest green hair was swept back into a ponytail, revealing a very inhumanly shaped head. The contrast of her size, her hair against her skin, and the imperious air all made her seem… something. More potent. More dangerous maybe.

I tried looking for a mark of magic power, but couldn’t find any… but I didn’t look too hard, in case she thought I was sizing her up like a snack.

The third Domi was one of the orc women, with green gray skin and a peculiar hairstyle: her thick black hair was shaved on the sides but long over the top and back. This was braided together into a thick plait she played with throughout our parley. The end was also tied together with a magic stone similar to the one Auralla wore around her neck.

The tiny black-skinned Domi also had one, worn as a necklace.

The last of them was one I hadn’t noticed before, a tall being with red brown dragon scales and a reptilian appearance. Her protection stone was actually sunk directly into the soft, beige belly scales near the center of her chest… I couldn’t see any other way it was attached.

The dragonite spoke before I’d had a chance to motion them to sit. “It is our habit to kill weak males and free up their harems from your tyranny.” She turned to the others. “We ought to kill him now.”

Panic flashed through my mind and I realized I’d left the shotgun back in the truck. I had the pistol, stuck in the back of my waistband, but definitely didn’t want to use it.

“But, you agreed.” I said, and earned another bit of experience for my Charming attribute. I hoped it was enough. I could use another star.

“What trickery did you use to manipulate Auralla?” the First Domi demanded.

I spread my hands wide. “Look, I have gifts. If we could slow down a little—“

“If we kill him,” the dragonite said, “we can take all his gifts and more. We would be entitled to it by right of conquest.”

I was starting to get angry. “If we try and kill him,” I shot back, “his striped jiddara might be able to take one of you with him, which means no gifts for the one who falls.”

One tier of Intimidation skill for me, and some corresponding experience in Sly.

They stared at me.

“Great, let’s start over. No deception, Auralla convinced me not to do the domination thing. I didn’t even know the magic thing would happen.

“I’m new here. I know literally nothing except how to kill brood swarms and jiddaras. And get scratched and poisoned… and I guess see magic. I can give you free gifts and fuck right off on my merry way if you could just listen for a minute and stop discussing my murder like it’s a course on a menu.”

“A threat was issued,” the dragonite said. “You heard it, clear as the sun shines through the ring.”

Oh for Pete’s sake. Diplomacy wouldn’t work and neither would intimidation? Did I literally have to fight one of them in order to stop them from ganging up on me?

The orc Domi stood. “Perhaps it would be best if we erased this male from our presence here in Sunspire. No male has set foot here in several years, and I would like to keep it such.”

“I concur,” the dragonite said.

I turned wide eyes on the little one with the green hair and the black skin. “And you? Are we all in the kill-first-and-ask-questions-never camp?”

The tiny Domi chuckled. “Oh! Haha, I was going to suggest killing you outright as well. However, the fourth Domi beat me to it.”

There was a bizarre sound, unlike every teleportation sound from any video game or TV show I’d ever seen, but suddenly Auralla was next to me. She’d just done so. So was Truffy, who sat up on his haunches again and looked way more human than he should’ve. Drifter’s Mark gave her the ability to teleport, eh? If I hadn’t been in a fight for my life I would’ve been envious.

Auralla snarled around at them, and placed a hand on my arm, a clear signal for me to get behind her. “You will have to kill me first.”

Instead I pushed forward, toward the orc woman, while I mentally hoped Jerry was in striking distance.

“You didn’t establish dominance, and yet here is your slave, ready to give her life for you,” the orc Domi said.

“No I didn’t, and I would really appreciate it if she would not interfere like she said she wouldn’t.”

Auralla turned to look at me, confused. “They’re going to kill you.”

“And you’ll lose your Drifter power. Now step back, or teleport away, or whatever.”

“But—“

I took her face in my hands. “You have to listen to me right now. Please.” Enjoy that Drifter power while it lasts, I thought. “Theoretically I know what I’m doing.”

She bit her lip pensively and cast another glance at the four Domi, then nodded and disappeared in a flash of black and purple smoke. It was even cooler when I could see her do it. Truffy vanished as well, and reappeared over near the rest of the villagers, who were watching.

I turned to the First Domi. “And you? Are all four of you bloodthirsty man-haters?”

The fog-colored woman smiled at me, but it was a hard smile. “We have many reasons to hate the males of our world. Those reasons run deep in our blood. But you are not of our world.”

The other three turned to regard her.

“This one is no threat to us… yet.”

Tiny Domi spread out her hands in supplication. “They’ve taken so many of us.”

“Not this Drifter,” the First Domi responded evenly. “He brought Auralla back to us.”

“It could be a ploy, to gain our trust. He could become a threat in time,” dragonite Domi urged. I could almost taste the bitterness in her voice. I wondered how many of her friends, or lovers, had been taken or killed by the men of this world. “We could find him at our doorstep in a month’s time with an army of slaves and hands glowing with power.”

I tried to make sense of what I was hearing. It was like putting together a jigsaw puzzle in the dark with only a flashlight, and having the pieces just thrown into the room.

“I could become an ally?” I ventured, if for no other reason than to remind them that I was still right here in front of them and that the third person was rude.

The orc woman spat at my feet. “Don’t make me laugh, male.”

“I heard his request of sister Auralla, the same as you,” First Domi said. “You’ve seen Auralla’s mark. The power was shared. Her will and power remain.”

“I used the magic word,” I added, very helpfully.

The tiny woman chewed this over, then nodded. “We can treat with him, then.”

“Dia? Not you too,” the dragonite exclaimed.

“The First Domi is older and wiser than any of us,” tiny Domi Dia said. “And considering… this one is a Drifter. None of us have met a Drifter. We have only the stories of the ancestors.” She turned her attention to the fog-colored woman.

The orc grunted unhappily, then plopped down criss-cross applesauce and played with her braid. The dragonite followed suit after a few more glaring moments, hands on her knees, but kept drilling into my face with her dragon eyes from her seated position.

I flashed Auralla a pair of thumbs up with a wink. She surveyed the scene for several moments before nodding sagely and turning back to her friends.

I tried to think Jerry into laying down. It worked! He lay on his front paws and regarded the group with his wrong sided face. This was very gratifying news.

Grabbing the gifts while Jerry sat nearby, I returned a few minutes later. The Domi all regarded me with their preconceptions and their judgements and such. I returned with a hefty box in one hand, and a smaller box under my arm.

“Okay,” I said, and slid the folding table out of the long, thin box. Then I unfolded the table, set the legs up, and locked it into place.

“What manner of thing is that?” tiny Dia asked.

“This? Oh, it’s a folding table. In my world we have picnics and outdoor events, so these can be used outside easily, they clean off really well, and then you fold them up. Gotta be careful not to pinch anything though.” I was thinking of one horrific web video I’d seen of a guy getting his junk pinched, and hard, when setting up a folding table by himself. I had to keep myself from wincing.

“We will accept it,” the orc woman said.

“Oh!” I’d intended to lay out the gifts on the table, not for the table to be a gift, but that was fine. “Of course. I have an assortment of plushies as well.” I took a stuffed animal out of the smaller box, a green dinosaur.

The four Domi recoiled in horror.

“Oh, it’s not… it’s not alive.”

They kept glaring at me as if I was a monster.

“It’s all… it’s all artificial. A fake creature. It’s meant to be a child’s toy.” I squished it down and let it spring back to life. “I had thought the younger ones might like one… I guess, possibly difficult to keep clean though.”

“We can use them for spear throwing practice,” the dragonite said, and the orc nodded. “Small, brightly colored target. It will be useful for the beginners.”

“Great.” Not what I’d had in mind, but I’d take what I could get.

“Your gifts are acceptable,” the First Domi said.

“So you will answer my questions then?”

She nodded.

“I haven’t encountered another male, really you’re the second people I’ve encountered at all outside of Auralla. She wouldn’t explain to me what would happen if I attempted to just take of her power, fine, no problem there… but I am going to encounter those males, and I need to know why you find it so repulsive. I’ve never…” I waved my hands around frantically at literally everything. “All of it. I need to know why it is I’m not going to be turning women into slaves.”

The First Domi leaned forward.

“The power is for sharing, Drifter. It has ever been, since the Goddess Rea birthed the world. Males and females danced the sharing of essences, and they grew powerful together. Our bodies were made for the sharing, and for the collection and use of the mana that flows throughout the world.

“But this was perverted ages ago. It was an ancient pact that sealed away a female’s power, between a monster of a man and the dark gods who would see chaos ascendent.”

Oh geez. It was time for the tutorial to end and for the video game’s main storyline to start.

The ladies believed there was a time before time, when the power wasn’t even shared via bumping uglies. Once upon a great age ago, people were more. One mighty person could slay an entire army if they had the right blood or the right powers. The story was sounding familiar. These people just gathered powers like they were trinkets, and maybe traded them like trading cards. But as all the mythical stories go, somebody got greedy and wanted them all.

They explained that it was one of the foul gods, Grullig, who cursed all the races of the world to keep their powers, and only share them with an individual they met and… got down and dirty with. People didn’t like this new arrangement, according to the first Domi.

I found that notion hard to swallow. If they suddenly had to spend a night of x-rated passion in order to gain new magic powers, I guessed maybe they’d get upset if they wanted to go monogamous.

Okay, I could see it.

Grullig was then dogpiled by all the non-asshole gods, chained up, and tortured for all eternity, while he wailed and gnashed his teeth.

Thousands of years passed, with wars and sex and power gathering, kingdoms rising and falling. It was your average fantasy epic, although I couldn’t say how much brother sister stuff went on. The first Domi was painting with a very broad brush.

So somewhere in the thousands of years ago a wizard got involved. You know, like wizards always end up doing.

Rovven was the name of the wizard, a guy who collected the powers of the ladies he ‘shared essence’ with, but the whole time, it was leading to him summoning dark powers. He’d tricked the ladies into believing he was collecting up this magical library to seal it away from where people could not learn of it.

Because alone, someone can learn power (the Drifter power I had), and it could be collected and harnessed naturally. But it could also be shared and cultivated between willing participants.

Anyway this guy just shut his lady friends into a tower, learned a bunch of magical spells, and did some rituals that put him in contact with that Grullig fellow. Grullig liked this wizard’s ideas, and just needed to be free so he could grant the wizard this power… so according to our first Domi, who I wasn’t sure had reliable intel, the wizard freed the god.

The god, as dark gods tend to do, started a reign of terror and destruction for a thousand years, while the wizard went off in search of ways to take down Grullig and get the power he wanted.

He eventually learned that he needed to search out the five McGuffins, they would come together and give him the means to alter the world completely.

First Domi was unclear on what exactly the five McGuffins were: relics, rings of power, scrolls, tomes, people (demigods sent to Ethetria to challenge this guy to a duel to the death for the right to gain the power like Highlanders), five things we happened to have in our pockets that day, magical glimmering triangles… no idea. So anyway, Hetrennian went and collected up the Penta-Force or what-have-you, made the wish with all the maybe dragon spheres, and boom now males were able to do the domination thing.

First Domi finished explaining and stared at me.

I tried to nod as politely as I could. “Thank you. I still do want to know what it is I’m avoiding. These males… the ones you’re afraid of, who take your people… what happens when they take of essence instead of sharing?”

A lot of dark looks got passed between the four of them.

“I want to know in case I have to fight these guys… are the slave girls going to try and kill me too? Do I have to kill all of them, if it comes to that? This is something I’m going to have to face eventually.”

“The question is not an unfair one,” First Domi said.

“It has been some time since we came across a dominator,” Dia said. Sitting down she was like a foot and a half tall, and it was both cute and unnerving. “We know that the power is stripped from the dominated. They are no more than children, unable to touch the mana of the world or control it.”

“Some of them become slaves of will,” First Domi said. “They take up weapons and defend the males who have crushed them magically. They fight and die in the defense of their cruel masters.”

I also knew people always handed out information with an agenda, so I had to take this version of reality with a grain of salt.

“As for the males, they gain a power with the shimmer of bronze,” the dragonite offered. Interesting… “Some gain powers with the shimmer of silver. Very powerful, once they begin to gain the silver shimmer.”

“I’ve heard they can take the gold shimmer,” the First Domi said.

“We have never seen it… and how would our village even survive sighting someone with so much power?” the orc asked. “We’ve barely survived attacks from the silver marked.”

“It is rare,” the First Domi admitted, “but I heard the rumor of the males harnessing and dominating enough females to gain the simmer of gold. They require a high mana capacity.”

Okay, so the tiering went Normal, Bronze, Silver, a theoretical Gold…

The game UI popped up.

Clarification!

Powers come in nine levels, or tiers, with Normal being the lowest, and each one progressing to a high degree above the last: Normal, Bronze, Silver, Gold, Platinum, Diamond, Legendary, Mythical and Ascendent.

The number of stars needed to advance in tier increases as tier increases.

Now we were getting somewhere. Usually when domination happened, it meant a single Bronze power for the male, and that stripped power away from his mate. I get stronger you get weaker, of course I can overpower you. Simple enough.

Maybe I’d just gotten lucky by being around Auralla, who was… ahem… totally okay with taking our relationship to the next level. Or if not eager, at least ready to indulge me in being a horn dog.

“And you say all males are engaged in this behavior? This dominance?”

The First Domi shook her head, while I took in the reactions of the three others. This fog woman had knowledge these others didn’t, from age, but their reactions would tell me more of the state of affairs of today’s world. It seemed like the First Domi was a bit removed from what we’d call The Real World.

The faces of Dia, the dragonite, and the orc all grew dark with this question. Meaning every male they’d ever encountered had been a real taker.

“I have heard tell that in the cities, even the men are forced to slave away for other men.”

“Like essence joining? Man to man?” I asked. The notion of gay dominance hadn’t even occurred to me, or these ladies sharing essence between one another. I wondered if it was possible, and they didn’t know it.

“No,” the First Domi rushed to explain. “The females of the city would be taken by a small number of the most dominant of males, leaving other males to be killed, or take up trade positions: making works of leather, or metal, or clay, or infusing them with enchantments.”

A class struggle. Interesting. The haves would put the have nots to work, and all the profits flowed up hill. This felt very Middle Ages Europe, with warlords forcing the peasantry to produce grain and livestock so they could run around in suits of armor to make war for an ultimate sovereign: usually a king, sometimes a queen. Or I guess if you went further back, it was loose coalitions of willing warlords, or even farther back, to just a warlord per city.

Sunspire hinted at a world that was way back in the cultural and technological timeline from earth, possibly back further than the Roman Empire.

Okay, at least if this was true I was operating in a paradigm I could more easily understand. And that meant I had at least some base knowledge. Of course, a lot was different… magic for one, monsters for another.

“I’d like to ask about beasts and monsters next,” I said.

“The cup of our goodwill has been drunk dry,” the dragonite said, standing. “You will take your leave of us and not return.”

“And if I hope to meet Auralla again?”

That was met with confusion. Why the hell would I want to meet her again? We’d already done the essence sharing. Power was gained. The end.

“I enjoy her company.”

“You may make arrangements to meet with Auralla again, but not within sight of Sunspire, and this is important: only if she wishes it.”

“Naturally.” Not naturally, I guess. What I thought of as natural needed to shift in this place.

“You will not return to Sunspire,” the First Domi said. “Or we will ensure that you regret taking advantage of our beneficence to the end of your days.”


8- The Floating Pyramid

Okay, out of that deal I’d earned another two points of Knowledge: Ethetria, along with enough experience to give me another star in Clever. Sway had jumped up a tier, along with a completed star in Charming, and Intimidation had boosted my Sly, but not enough to give me a full star there. The UI informed me that my first Bronze Clever star would be waiting for me when I tiered up Charming, Fierce, Sly and Tough.

I had a lot to do and I wasn’t sure how much time I’d have before the next big challenge came my way.

I was stacking boxes back into the trailer when Auralla and Truffy rejoined me, and the snoozing Jerry.

“I feared the worst when the third and fourth Domi stood to challenge you,” she said, and surprised me with a hug. Surprised and delighted. She really was out of my league in every single respect. I kissed her on the forehead.

“I’m told I need to never set eyes on Sunspire again.”

She sobbed, just once, into my chest.

“You probably shouldn’t act submissive here,” I told her. “The others already suspect I’ve mind-controlled you somehow, and that even if I haven’t stolen your power, I’ve done worse somehow.”

“I don’t care,” she said. “They were wrong to demand your death. You brought gifts. I heard them, wishing to take what you had offered, and then take the rest. It is like I did not know them at that moment. They acted dishonorably.”

Oh. I… hadn’t meant to be the catalyst for her disillusionment. The Sunspire she knew was turned sideways, if not on its head.

“I’m… sorry,” I told her. I’d brought all this trouble into her life without knowing the consequences. I should’ve known… every time I got into a relationship it devolved. One minute you’re smiling and laughing and buying her a jacket at the mall, the next minute she’s crying because her friends hate you, or her parents think you’re a lowlife for driving a truck, or her ex gets transferred to the same floor where she’s working and they hit it off again.

It’s never me and the girl in question, it’s always outside influences. I couldn’t have known it would happen, but at that moment I blamed myself anyway.

“It is hardly your fault they behaved so disrespectfully!” She spoke progressively louder until the last word was a shout. All around us, people started whispering. Auralla’s voice fell to a whisper. “Can you forgive me for bringing you to this place? I feel as if I have betrayed you.”

“No betrayal. You’re not responsible for their words or actions. And hey, if you want, you can take an extended vacation from Sunspire, link up with me, slowly make our way to the city, and you can return back here. Even if it’s only a couple of weeks with you, I’ll take what I can get.”

She beamed up at me. “Yes. I will say my goodbyes and meet you out of sight of Sunspire.”

I don’t know what came over me at that moment, but yeah I do. It was her eyes. She had these radiant emerald eyes, and they were honestly so inviting. So I blurted, “You’re such a beautiful person, Auralla.”

Another big smile, but also tinged with sadness. Her eyes were watering, from feeling so betrayed by the Domi.

“It’ll be fine. You’ll feel a lot better on the road for a few days. Just you and me… and Truffy. And Jerry. Campfires, learning to cook, moonlight essence sharing sessions. It’ll be the best time of my life.”

“I’d share essence with you right now in front of everyone if you wanted to.”

My mouth dropped open and I stared at her. She was kidding. Probably. I couldn’t, tempting as it was.

It really would be like spitting in the face of the elders. Which was not something I was willing to do, both for my sake, death obviously, and hers… whatever punishment she might receive. They’d probably go with banishment, but my mind jumped directly to death by a thousand tongue lashes, okay that sounded pretty awesome actually, I could be down for watching a whole bunch of girl on girl action if they got up to that.

Aw but I’d be dead before they got to her punishment. That was sad.

“I want to,” she added, muffled, into my chest. Which… wow. My lower brain had definitely heard that one and was awakening.

“Let’s save it for the road,” I told her.

She pulled away, and the despair was replaced by hope in her big, vibrant green eyes. “Yes, I would like that. I could teach you cooking, because you mentioned you are terrible at it.”

“I am the worst.”

“And we could tame the beasts together.”

“Nice. Yeah.”

“We could practice essence sharing.”

“That’s what I was hoping to hear,” I said, grinning.

“Right now.” Now she clearly wasn’t being serious. The lighter mood made me grin.

“Any time but right now,” I said, and her face fell in this overacted, exaggerated way that made us both laugh.

Meanwhile the people of Sunspire watched, and discussed what they’d seen.

Auralla told me of a spot some ways to the east, where a trio of those floating boulders hovered near and above one another, like a pyramid. It was a good five or six hours on foot, and over a decent-sized hill, so Sunspire would be nowhere in sight.

Goddamn if I wasn’t getting turned on just thinking about what I might talk her into doing next.

“When do you want to meet out there?” I asked. The Domi might try to limit her to once a month or every season or something. I’d have to go do some adventuring for a while, and return when they let her.

“I’ll be there before dark,” she said.

Oh. Well.
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I had Jerry leap lightly up on top of the trailer, got Mack started up, and pulled away from Sunspire. Every one of the villagers watched me turn the huge vehicle and put them in my rearview.

The landscape began to change, but slowly. I drove on in silence, ruminating over the whole Sunspire situation. I wondered what would happen if I could convince any of the Domi or the villagers to have a roll in the hay. Would I get wind abilities from the First Domi? More importantly, what would it feel like to sink my shaft into an orc lady, or even that dragonite? Did she have a cloaca, and if so, what even was that? I couldn’t search Google for what exactly a cloaca even was, but I kinda wanted to figure out.

Not more than I wanted to live, but I was curious.

Grasslands gave way to more and more trees, and the flat terrain I’d been enjoying stopped being so flat. More and more I thought I’d end up with a busted tie rod or a wrecked suspension, or just a flat tire, and that would be the end of traveling easy. I’d be forced to set up HQ out here.

At one point I spotted a creature and had Jerry run it down and bring it back, dead or alive. He bounded back a minute later with a dead… creature. Something with the body of a crocodile but covered in bristly fur and with long pointed tusks, like it would try and ram something full speed ahead.

The game UI awarded me a bit of experience for Fierce, which I heartily appreciated. It seemed Jerry was an extension of me, which was very nice. The thing would probably roast well over an open fire, and I’d need all the energy I could get if Auralla was coming to stay the night.

I found the pyramid of three floating rocks just where she said they’d be, about an hours’ drive later. I could’ve made twenty four miles (if they walked fast, and I bet they did) in no time, but I wanted to take it easy on Mack.

These three boulders were much bigger than the rando I’d found in the middle of the savannah, like a hill that had started to wake up and become the head and shoulders of a giant. I stopped Mack as soon as I saw them, which would make it easier for Auralla to come meet me, and set up camp. This earned some Survival, tied to Clever, and then when I went after water, I made sure to sneak around, which got me a bit more Sly.

I considered all I’d been through and learned. Although I’d had a heavenly start to my time here (near death experiences with creatures aside) I got the impression I needed to adjust my thinking. This certainly wasn’t earth, and running around pretending it was would probably end me up dead.

Auralla and I hadn’t discussed a monogamous relationship. It was already clear that most males who got these sorts of magic powers ended up with a series of women orbiting them like electrons. That meant some things, but chief among those was that males had sex with a lot of women, and those women sometimes went off to fight and die for those males. Multiple partners wasn’t just a thing, it was a defining trait in this world.

Could I handle that? I blew out an explosive sigh considering jealousy, bitterness, and betrayal. I’d caught my latest ex in our bed with another guy. It wasn’t going to be easy to just cast that aside and surge forward into the arms of a whole bunch of distrustful ladies.

I considered flying under the radar and just becoming a craftsman or a shopkeeper. They lived and worked under the stronger males who had full on harems, and tons of these power tattoos. The idea of running a shop full of earth junk made me happy; it’d be good to settle down in a single place instead of running around making deliveries in Mack with no rest.

Jerry’s senses informed me that there was a creature to hunt and kill, so I sent a mental command to keep it in range, but not attack. I snuck off with the pistol in hand, and hoped I could get some serious practice in stealth.

Training would pay off. In the meantime, while I collected firewood and got the fire going, I sent Jerry around in wide circles to see if he could kill any poor defenseless tomorrow’s lunch. Maybe Auralla could begin those cooking lessons tonight.

I wondered if I had an apron in the trailer, and if I could coax her into wearing only that.
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The sun was beginning to dip close to the horizon when I heard approaching… people. Not person. Maybe just Auralla and Truffy, I thought… but no. Multiple female voices. I got my shotgun and baseball bat ready just in case some weird slaver male had found Auralla, or the four Domi had followed her with a war band and some expendable magical beasts to kill me off.

Auralla emerged from behind a tree a minute later, followed closely by another figure. This one was just like Dia the Second Domi, a tiny person maybe three and a half feet tall, with brownish skin and light purple hair. Purply-blue, but lighter. Her hair was done in the same manner as the orcish Domi: shaved on the sides, long in back, and plaited into a single thick braid. She had wide eyes of a color matching her hair, another odd shock. She appeared not like a little human girl, but like a tiny woman in her early twenties: full hips and bust, and dressed in a sheer single piece of cloth. Again, I could see everything, which felt like it defeated the purpose of clothing, but I wasn’t complaining.

What had prompted this? I was perplexed by the addition of the new girl, and disappointed I wouldn’t be extending our honeymoon lovemaking vacation any longer. My cock would be most displeased, but I’d find a way to somehow survive.

“Hey!” I said, a little awkwardly, hoping Auralla would explain.

Instead Auralla flung herself into my arms and kissed me, full of tongue like I’d showed her. She’d really taken to this, and ground herself against my midsection shamelessly.

I placed the gun and the backpack containing the bat leaning against Mack, and soon Jerry trotted into the scene at my command.

“This is Avya,” Auralla didn’t explain at all. “She’s my best friend. We call her Avi sometimes, or Giant. You can call her Giant too!”

“Oh gods, not this again,” the little one rolled her eyes.

I turned my attention to the newcomer and fell to one knee so we would be eye to eye. “I’m Evan, and it’s wonderful to meet you, Avya. You can call me Evan, or Drifter I guess. My friends call me Evvie.”

“Evvie!” Auralla laughed. “Avi and Evvie!”

The new girl took my hand to shake it, but something possessed me to press a light kiss onto her knuckles. She was blushing, hard, and hadn’t breathed since I started talking to her. She opened her mouth, but the only sound that emerged was an unfocused and nervous ‘uhhhhhh.’

I didn’t press, but tried to give her a bright smile.

My Relationship with Avya had begun, at Normal with a single star. Apparently being on a first name basis with someone was star-worthy.

No, the UI explained, the first star had come from several hours of Auralla telling her all about me. Which begged the question, of course: how much of all was considered all about me?

“I have food, I think… it’s meat and it’s been roasting over a fire, but I’m not sure if I did it right.” I’d rigged up what I thought might be a decent rotisserie, but I hadn’t buried the sticks deep enough and it had fallen down. Then when I got them deeper, it looked like the meat was too close the flames. Not to mention that it had already fallen to the ground and rolled in the dirt a little. I figured the dirt would cook right out.

Auralla laughed at my setup and the results, then brought out a knife and cut away bits that were already scorched, or covered in dirt. She then fashioned a better spit for roasting with a few practiced moves, and produced some herbs to rub on the meat before getting it over the fire again.

“You’re very cute when you try to cook,” she told me while she worked.

I stole a look at Avya, who looked away before we could make eye contact. She’d clearly been staring at me.

There were three options I could see being the reason Avya tagged along with Auralla: one was that she was spying, either for the village or for the Domi. Second, and this seemed unlikely given her size, was to protect Auralla from being captured, or to just cut and run, and report back what evil things she’d seen me do. The third option though… I was beginning to wonder.

I confess to being a bit of an idiot when it came to relationships. You did things together, dates and movies and conversations, made her laugh some, and then waggled your eyebrows and suggested clothes were optional for the next event. Subtle had never been my watchword.

So I couldn’t be sure how to act in front of this new girl Avya. I now had a relationship with her, technically speaking, but the Beastmaster power had only come into being after we’d shared essence. Was Avya here to… certainly Auralla wouldn’t bring her best friend all the way out here to the middle of nowhere with the express intent to have the two of us engage in my favorite of rituals.

Would she?

Best friends didn’t do things like that.

On earth, I reminded myself. People on earth didn’t do things like that. But I wasn’t on earth.

Certainly Auralla’s first very thorough kiss and the light grinding right in front of Avya were evidence that supported the third option.

It was theoretically possible that Avya had some powerful magic and was here to keep me from corrupting her friend further. It was entirely possible that the world was far different than I imagined, and this little person was a magical dynamo. Auralla had received a teleportation power after being with me once, and I had no idea what Avya’s deal was. I didn’t want to poke the hornet’s nest if she could go Super Saiyan Three and put me in my place with a single karate chop.

More info was needed. And meanwhile, I’d make sure not to fuck around, so that I didn’t end up finding out in the worst way possible.


9- The Third Option

Auralla cooked, and I took the opportunity to talk with Avya. She was looking at the camping stool oddly, inspecting it, and that gave me the opportunity to see a faint pattern of twisting lines going from the base of her head up into her hair. Bent over like that, she was offering me quite the view, since these people didn’t wear underwear and her quote dress unquote was mostly see-thru. If I got down to the right angle, I’d be able to see literally every bit of her.

Which I obviously didn’t do, because I’m not a jackass.

I tried to pay attention to the girl and not her body. If she could read my mind, I was certainly about to be on the receiving end of a lightning bolt or a fire blast, and I would deserve it.

“Do you need help?” I asked. “It’s just a chair.”

She started, and peered up at me. “It’s… the materials, the pieces. All of this is very odd.”

I shrugged. “It’s from another world.”

“Could you make more of these? Or that folding table?”

“Uh… no.” It would take a vast array of things I didn’t have access to: a power plant, first off, factories full of machines I didn’t know how to operate, much less build, workers for the factories, raw materials coming in from gods knew where… the list was endless.

“That’s a shame.”

“You’re free to take it.” I had another, didn’t really need it, but what I did need was some goodwill.

She shook her head. “We make stools from tree stumps, and there is wood everywhere we travel. This is light, and it collapses, but it is not essential.”

“My world is like 99% non-essential,” I told her, not knowing what that meant exactly, or even why I said it. I wanted to impress her, because she was Auralla’s friend. A fourth possibility came swimming to mind: she was here to give Auralla advice on whether or not to stay with me. In my experience, girls liked to get the opinions of trusted friends, if the guy had blindsided her with unexpected charm. The best friend could often cut through the bullshit and see aspects of the guy the original girl hadn’t noticed.

“I’ll go check on Auralla for a moment,” I told her. “I’ll be right back.”

My white and rainbow-haired lover was hunkered down and turning the rotisserie. I really wanted to sneak a couple of nice gropes in, but thought better of it. In the light of the fire, against the deepening dusk, she appeared to be made of fire, and the glinting of her green eyes off the firelight was hypnotic.

I hunkered down, then leaned in and bumped my shoulder against hers. I got a dazzling smile in return, which again threw butterflies into my stomach. I wasn’t used to this kind of treatment, especially not from a stunning ten like Auralla.

“How’s it going?” I asked.

“Great! We’ll be ready in a few minutes.”

“Did everything go okay back in Sunspire, you know, after I left?” She’d had to stay for at least an hour, perhaps several, before setting out to meet me here. A lot could’ve happened.

She thought this over with another cute expression, before nodding. The nod wasn’t convincing. Something bad had happened, or she was still chewing over the Domi’s actions toward me. I hoped she wasn’t hiding anything from me, but prying wouldn’t get the answers I wanted.

She put on a blank face and shrugged. “It won’t be a problem. We’ll be together until we reach Surrek and I can head back after that.”

Meaning she’d be away from Sunspire for quite some time.

But there was a lot more going on with that simple statement. I couldn’t get into it now, but instead returned to where Avya was collapsing and opening the camp stool over and over.

“Such clever craftsmanship,” she said absently.

Every time I talked with her, I made sure to hunker down so I was on her level. “Did you want to see more?”

She darted a glance towards Auralla, then back to me.

“I’ll guarantee your safety.” I didn’t know if I had to do that; she could still be a tiny powerhouse here to keep me from hurting her friend, but the gesture was met with a smile.

“Thank you.”

“The cab of my truck is pretty neat.” It would be as weird to her as Paris was to me two years ago, on that two week trip for college.

Compared to Avya, the truck looked just humongous. I reached far above her and opened the door.

“Nothing in there can hurt you, I don’t think.” God, there was a bed in there, where Auralla and I had had a lot of fun. I didn’t want Avya to get any of the wrong ideas. Although I hated walking on eggshells, I wanted everything to go right. “I’ll stay out here until you’re done looking around, or if you want, I can give you the nickel tour.”

She climbed her way up into the cab like it was a mountain, and sat staring at the console first. While she explored and peered at every facet of objects (she spent a lot of time sniffing and trying to peer into the depths of an empty energy drink can), the notion that she was here as a spy for the Sunspire Domi diminished. She spent the remainder of our pre-dinner time asking what this was, and what that was, and what it was for, and how it worked. She slid a DVD out of the soft case and marveled at the rainbow pattern playing over the silvery disc.

She turned an utterly astonished look my way that made me grin.

“That’s yours,” I told her.

“Really?”

“Yes, really. I have eighteen more just like it, and it looks like you enjoy it. Take it. Take several back to your friends in the village.”
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In no time at all, my relationship rank with Avya had grown a second star. I was now only one star away from being Bronze with her, and we hadn’t… done. It.

I was coming to believe, as our conversation about Mack and about my life went on, that she wasn’t here to spy for the Domi, she wasn’t here to destroy me if I tried anything with Auralla. I couldn’t put my finger on exactly what it was that convinced me, but I felt like anyone who was a spy couldn’t pull off the feats of acting necessary to pull off all her reactions.

The way her eyes grew like saucers, the total naiveté, and the chirping voice all told me she wasn’t a spy, and though I hated to admit it, those three aspects also told me she wasn’t a super powerful wizard who could summon a meteor from space to kill me where I stood. Or turn me into a sheep.

We ate, and the meat was spiced with something Auralla carried around in her storage bracelet. It was delicious, and I sat around the fire wondering if this was life now. Was it just rotisseries and firelight, hunting and getting some fun time in when the sun set?

And teleporting, and summoning cat beasts? I needed to realign my definition of ‘just’ now that magic had entered the picture.

Everything had gotten exponentially more complicated with the addition of Avya, though it didn’t seem so outwardly. The two of them chatted about the reactions of their friends back in Sunspire, about how those friends had been jealous, mystified, and then accusatory toward Auralla for having had relations with a male.

So why had Auralla brought her along?

I mentally slapped myself. Of course, she was planning to take me as far as the city, turn around, and head back to Sunspire. It was a journey that she explained might take weeks, which meant she’d want somebody along for it.

No agenda. No weird plan to get the nellwyn to sleep with me so Avya could have the magic tattoo also. Just friendship and security.

I needed to get my head straight.

The night deepened, and I offered,  “You two can use of Mack to bed down more comfortably. Doors closed, no jiddara issue. I can recline the bucket, put my feet up on the dash, and hit the hay. You could probably fit on the sleeper together, if you don’t mind sleeping together. I’ve got enough blankets for two.”

The two of them shared a look and had one of those facial expression telepathic conversations women seem capable of, and with Auralla’s shrug, they agreed.

I got them set up, and again they marveled at the things I’d taken for granted: the overhead lights, the pillow, the blanket, and the mattress. I was silently bummed out that I couldn’t enjoy more of my time with Auralla how I’d hoped. Avya was very cute, sexy if I overlooked the height and weight difference, but Auralla was my OG.

“Original Goddess,” I breathed.

“What’s that?” She asked.

“I talk to myself sometimes,” I responded hastily. “When you’re riding sixteen hours…”

“What?” Avya asked, with a mischievous glint I hadn’t seen before.

I broke into song, doing a rendition of Bob Seger’s Turn the Page that would’ve gotten me booed off the stage at any karaoke, but there wasn’t one here. I even played the air sax, wiggling in the bucket seat with a smile plastered on my face. I sang my heart out and the two of them watched, grinning, sharing looks.

As I finished, embarrassment immediately took hold and I stared off. Why had I done that?

The girls were giggling in a knowing way. Had Avya done something to me? I strongly suspected, and when I narrowed my eyes at the two of them, it only made them howl with laughter all the more.

If the next week was going to be like this, I’d learn a whole lot about their world while being once more celibate.

And apparently I’d be singing the worst versions of every song I knew.

It was a hit I’d take willingly, if it kept Auralla happy.
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I wanted to review the day mentally, but I fell immediately to sleep. Traveling doesn’t normally do that to me, but it was the social situations that had really drained me.

This wasn’t me. I wasn’t a people person. I mean, it was possible to have fun conversations at parties, but after a couple of hours I’d be drained and ready to call it a night.

I woke early though, and had plenty of time to review the previous day while I changed up in silence, said hello to Jerry for the second time ever, and got down to the business of scaring up some breakfast.

With Jerry securing my six, I skulked through the grasses and the copses of trees, trusting that I could hunt up some game. Boy was I wrong. Thirty minutes turned into an hour, turned into ninety, at which point I just said fuck it and let Jerry go. He immediately bounded off and had something caught within a good thirty minutes. Made me feel pathetic comparatively, but my Sly and Fierce got a teensy bit of experience and that was a decent enough consolation prize.

Now that I possessed the cooking skill at rank one, it was time to sear the shit out of some meat. And wouldn’t you know it, but I had a bunch of frying pans in the back of the truck. After gutting the thing like Auralla had shown me, I tried to peel off the skin (very gross and difficult) and then hack it into chunks with my lock blade knife. From there, I lit up a quick campfire in the place we’d already used, and using some nearby rocks, made a place for the frying pan to sit.

“Seasoning,” I muttered to myself, and crept into the cab to go after the teensy box of seasoning I had for meals on the go. There I checked on the ladies, and found Avya staring at me in the morning stillness. I tried for a harmless and cheerful smile, but I couldn’t see below her nose due to how far she’d pulled up the blanket. Ah well.

I snatched up my tiny spice collection. You’d be surprised how far a bag of boneless skinless chicken breasts, broccoli and a bottle of Miracle Blend seasoning can take you. From there it was just a matter of poking everything to make sure it didn’t get too badly blackened.

Avya and Auralla emerged some time later, stretching and showing off all their womanly charms without meaning to, or caring about my reaction. We settled in to a quick breakfast, and I felt a surge of pride from the sounds they both made.

“How far is it to this Surrek place?” I asked finally.

They didn’t seem to want to talk about Surrek, but finally acknowledged it was about ten days’ leisurely walk out of the veldt, over those hills south, and through the outlying farming villages. We could make it to the hills taking it easy in just a few hours in the truck, so I suggested we take a day or two just relaxing and enjoying the weird new world I now inhabited.

As for Avya, I resolved to just leave it. If they wanted to discuss exactly what the little giant was doing here, that was on them. I was going to take this new life extremely easy. This also meant resigning myself to a sex-free existence until I reached Surrek (and probably after) but Auralla had gotten what she wanted out of the deal. She wasn’t looking to be my girlfriend… I just wished they weren’t constantly flaunting what I couldn’t have.

Avya brightened. “We can take a ride on the doluss if you want,” she announced.

“Ride… those mountains of hair?” I couldn’t believe it at first, but then remembered Auralla was a Beastmaster.

“You’re not scared, are you Evvie?” she asked.

“Pff,” I waved her off, and smoothly lied, “I was a rodeo clown all summer after graduating high school.”

Avya and Auralla shared a confused look before bursting into laughter.

“Your Drifter nonsense words are most amusing,” Auralla said.

“I shall have you know that Rodeo clown is a position of high honor on my world,” I protested, with mock affront.

They just laughed harder.

It turned out doluss wrangling and riding was Avya’s specialty as well. We spotted a herd of the hairy beasts just a bit further north, and we headed straight for them. Jerry and Truffy monitored our flanks, Truffy noisily nearby, and Jerry slinking around in the distance.

Avya’s head barely came to the top of the waving grass, and just as I was about to suggest she ride on my shoulders, Auralla scooped her up in a piggyback ride.

I watched the two with their easy rapport and friendship, and felt a pit of jealousy begin to open. I hadn’t had many friends since I’d started driving long hours. It had been months since I had a day to myself, let alone with a friend… or god forbid, a date.

I pushed it back down and focused. I reminded myself the number one goal was to stay alive in this world, figure out what the hell I needed to do in order to thrive, and and these two were the only source I had for that kind of instruction. Instead I was out here playing adolescent games in the middle of the wilderness.

And I was thoroughly enjoying it.

The two of them were whispering to one another, and finally began to drift closer to me, and soon enough I felt a hand pinch my butt.

“You wear strange clothes,” Avya mentioned.

I shrugged. “I come from a strange place. You probably prefer it over the other idiot males in this land.” I couldn’t wait to meet one, and find out if they lived up to the hype.

“He has a point,” Auralla said. She sped up in front of me, reached back a hand, and groped me shamelessly without dropping Avya. My frustrated cock was not pleased, and forced me to pinch both her lower cheeks, followed by a quick, feather light tickle on Avya’s backside, since it was now within reach.

“Hey!”
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Riding the doluss was terrifying and exhilarating, at first. Later it was frustrating and painful.

I knew these things could trample me to death, but Avya walked right up to one of them with a hand outstretched, and the gigantic bison-like thing with six legs and horns bigger than Avya made a gentle grunting sound. Then it lowered its entire body and raised up a leg so she could climb aboard.

Auralla was already swinging up onto a second doluss, towering over me a good twelve feet easy. She gave me a casual smile and leaned way over.

“You’re going to have to work harder than this if you want to share essence with Avya,” she muttered, then leaned a little farther down and gave me a big sloppy kiss. The doluss was an ungainly creature, meaning her kiss started on my mouth and ended with her sucking on my nose. She rode away laughing.

So Avya was here for the third option. Amazing. I stared open-mouthed at Auralla and wondered how in the hell she’d managed that.

I didn’t have long to contemplate.

Several of the huge creatures were grazing nearby and perked up at my sudden movements. The one huge male raised its head and made a ‘prf’ sound I didn’t much care for.

Avya muttered a curse. “Get up here before you get trampled to death, male.”

Her doluss again lowered itself, and I scrambled up until I was seated behind the nellwyn with the lavender hair.

I couldn’t help but straddle the thing, and that also meant I couldn’t help but end up spread eagle right behind the nearly-naked little person who smelled like some perfume I’d never smelled in the past.

Once we got moving though, all the discomfort vanished, and aside from a slightly musty smell of animal fur, it was really fun to view the world like this. It was like driving Mack, but if Mack was a convertible, and also a boat. The creature slowly rocked back and forth, driving me up into Avya.

I also got… a bit uncomfortable.

Now that I knew I was supposed to have carnal relations with this little person, I was viewing the whole situation in a very different light. Her dress showed off her body, which I had pointedly not paid attention to before. I hadn’t wanted to appear creepy.

Now I was rapidly growing horny instead.

Her butt crack showed. She’d taken my hands and placed them to either side of her and in the thick fur of the creature. That way I could keep the both of us from tipping over. Also, and more importantly, I wasn’t sure it was my imagination when I felt her butt grinding up against my crotch.

I tried to enjoy the savannah and the stands of tall trees dotting the landscape, or consider what everything meant.

The girl I’d sexed several times had brought her friend along for the same treatment. Okay, that almost certainly meant Avya was in it for the power sharing. Teleporting seemed like an immensely useful magical ability. Of course she would want her friend to get in on the teleporting action.

All Avya had to do was allow me to get all up in her. The smile Auralla had given me was wicked, too, meaning she knew the sort of treatment that lay in store for Avya when it came to ‘sharing essence’. I didn’t do sex half way; I’d do my very best to drive her wild with lust on her first ever experience.

This line of thinking left me hard enough for it to be painful in my jeans, with my legs spread like that. Thinking about her naked and spread before me wasn’t helping. Thinking that this entire activity was for that purpose also wasn’t helping.

I had to shift uncomfortably.

“What are you doing?” she asked, amusement thick in her voice.

“I’ve got… I’m being pinched. It’s my bizarre Drifter pants,” I responded, and hoped she’d leave it at that.

She steered the doluss around in a circle and back toward Mack. I couldn’t see her expression, but suddenly felt anxious. Just because she probably couldn’t strike me down with a lightning bolt didn’t meant she couldn’t read my thoughts.

Well, I reasoned, if she did it was her own fault for snooping.

[image: ]

I was thankful to get off the creature and pretend to have a cramp in my side so I could get my demanding dick to stop angrily demanding me to touch a girl right in front of her best friend and damn the consequences. I had a little sit down and closed my eyes to think non-dirty thoughts, but it was hard, pun intended.

“The entirety of Requiem for a Dream. Old Granny smell. High school bullies. Ugh,” I whispered, “down boy.”

My relationship with Auralla was much slower to grow now that it was Bronze. The notifications were coming: I’d played well with her best friend, I’d cooked breakfast for them, I’d left them alone while they slept, and I’d respected her best friend’s journey into a stark unknown.

My relationship meter apparently wasn’t limited to gaining stars like the rest of my attributes (interesting information to learn) but the first star was only about halfway full.

I wondered if my relationship with Auralla would get experience for me nailing her best friend. I shook my head and just marveled at how strange the whole situation really was.


10- Avya

For lunch, it was me again. The Cooking skill came, along with more experience in Clever, which I didn’t need, and Charming, which I did. I told a few stories about driving Mack, and weird stuff about living in Michigan, like the fact that roads were hard as rock and stretched on basically forever. This earned me more Charming, until I got the last star of Normal tier.

I had to close my eyes and remind myself that I was working toward a strange but very nice end goal, and not think about all the sex I wasn’t having right this moment. Although I had no idea what either of them expected, Auralla had made it very clear, and that was sitting awkwardly in my midsection like a hot stone.

The remainder of the day passed in leisure, with me showing them all the junk I had in the trailer, and all the interesting things in the cab they’d never seen before. The clothing they marveled over, because the weaving was much more technically proficient than what they were used to, along with zippers, which astonished them a little. Their frank amazement over all the plain old junk I had in the truck gave me a pure smile, and lightened the load on my shoulders. I felt a way I couldn’t remember feeling in months, if not years: joyful.

Avya’s bravado and jokey tone dried up when we were at the back of the truck, and vanished completely when Auralla went off to hunt up something for dinner. I began to repack the truck, trying to keep the conversation light, and sent a number of glances Avya’s way. I was trying to judge how ready she might be. After all, she’d almost known me for twenty-four whole hours. That was practically a lifetime compared to how long I’d known Auralla before she had me inside her.

I glanced at her again, and this time she met my eyes. She seemed to know what I was thinking, or at least that was the paranoid part of me. Whatever magic she had, I thought it was probably some kind of telepathy. If so, I really had to be careful with my brain. I couldn’t just envision furious, hot sex and keep that to myself.

Do something, my brain told me. Make her feel special. So I thought it over, and settled for what had worked on the Domi back at Sunspire.

“I can’t just let you come all this way without giving you a gift,” I offered.

She stiffened. “What do you mean?” The awkwardness over the future essence sharing was freaking her out, and I didn’t blame her. The girl I was starting to think of as my girlfriend had brought her best friend to receive the D. And she didn’t seem to mind watching, or didn’t think she needed to vacate the premises for Avya and I to have some alone time.

I had to remind myself yet again that this wasn’t earth and we weren’t doing things by earth rules. The sooner I clued in to that and got comfortable with doing things their way, the better.

“Here, I’ll show you all the wares in my shop.” I led her to the back of the trailer, which was pointed toward Sunspire. She didn’t go around the trailer with me, not alone.

I hopped up in and turned on my penlight. I quickly found something I thought she might like, and hopped back out.

“You’re not a Beastmaster like Auralla, are you?” I asked. Several things about her led me to this conclusion: no pet, no spear… yet she could reach a hand out toward a doluss and just command it to obey her.

“N-no.”

I presented a selection of hair extension things for teenage girls: they would somehow attach to your hair, and make it look like you had a thin strip of metallic, color shifting hair. I explained how to get it attached.

“It’ll surely take forever to get that braid freed up and insert this, but I think it will make your hair look pretty interesting.”

“A-and… this gift of yours…”

“Free. No strings attached. I’m happy you came out here, it’s good to make friends with people.”

I didn’t have any of those anymore. Only a friend with benefits.

She accepted it, and I gained a level of the Reassurance skill, with some more experience towards Charming. Plus half a second star in my Relationship rating.

I lowered my voice. “Did she bring you out here to share essence with me?”

“W-what? How did you, I mean, I didn’t—“

“If you don’t want to, neither of us are going to make you.” I didn’t know if it would even be possible, or in the slightest bit pleasurable for her. I’d gotten lucky with Auralla, who was either human, or very human-adjacent. This young lady, by contrast, would take an enormous effort not to really hurt if my cock got involved.

“If you do want to…” I waggled an eyebrow at her and grinned.

“What?” She asked. All the bravado from earlier was gone. “What happens i-if I want to?”

“I’ll make sure you enjoy it.” Jesus, my face was heating up. I was also getting turned on again, looking over her slender body and exposed nipples. This time I didn’t hide the fact that I was checking her out, and her face went red.

“What’re you two talking about over there?” Auralla called from the fire.

“If Auralla pressured you, just tell me now and I’ll keep my distance.”

Score one more for Empathy and Charming.

She paused, staring at me. “I… I…”

“It’s fine. No worries. No essence sharing, no prob—“

“I told her I wanted to,” she blurted.

Well color me surprised, I thought.

After that the scene got even stranger: Auralla practically sat on my lap and fed me delicious chunks of meat in between pauses for deep, exploratory kisses, while Avya picked at her food and watched in a mix of complete fascination and apprehension.

Auralla kept sneaking caresses down to my jeans, where she whispered about how she needed to get me some real clothes. I agreed: leather would make me more intimidating and more damage resistant, per my Beastmaster power… but would also free up my mighty tool more easily when Auralla got into her horny phase and demanded to be not dominated.

Yeah, I know, it was a skirt, but I was magically more intimidating.

Finally, we were about finished with the meal, with me licking off the juices from her fingertips, followed by her straddling me for more tongue dancing.

I glanced over to Avya, and indicated to Auralla to slow down a second. I was very ready by this time, and she was pawing at my pants, but Avya’s rapt gaze was bothering me.

Don’t get me wrong: I’d be thrilled to have an interested party watch me do the deed. I just wanted to make sure everyone was cool with what was going on.

“How are you doing?” I asked her.

Auralla seemed to remember she’d brought along a friend, and leapt off me. “Oh! Oh by the spire, I am so sorry Avi.”

Avya appeared to be a deer in headlights, small and compact and drawn into herself, but also staring with wide lavender eyes. She squeaked out: “It’s fine.”

“Would you like to…” I asked gently.

“Of course she wants to!” Auralla blurted.

“I-I c-can… wait… until you two…”

“This is a matter of strengthening our power,” Auralla insisted. “This is vital.” She got around behind Avya and took her by the shoulders, and began to push her towards me.

“Auralla,” I said quietly. She froze at the slightly cold in my voice, and wonder of wonders, I earned even more Charming experience. I turned to Avya. “I think the power will be worth it for you, but you don’t have to. If…” If you’re into watching, I nearly said, and stopped myself from grinning like a fool. I really was incredibly lucky so far. “If you want to go first, I’m very okay with that. If you want to wait, I can take Auralla into the truck and punish her for a few minutes.”

My lover blanched. “P-punish?”

“I can either give you a good spanking, tie you up, or if you’re really naughty, I can just lock you in there so you can’t have any.”

“I’m just… I n-never…” Avya's voice was tiny.

“I’m a lucky male to have females coming to him at all for this sort of thing. We don’t do it like this where I’m from, and this is… incredible.

“Plus, I find you quite attractive. You may have noticed, but the clothing doesn’t limit my imagination. I know you’ve got an amazing body.” Built for sexy fun times, in other words. Honed and toned and ready to… hunt small forest creatures if necessary. Or ready to bone.

She let out a shaky breath, and I noticed her knees were shaking. I earned more Charming experience for the ‘trouble’. I also advanced our relationship with experience there. Double bonus.

“And I’ve never even seen a person of your… what, species? Race? Never seen one, never shared essence with one. It would be an honor.”

“She’s a nellwyn.”

“My first time meeting a nellwyn.”

“But you won’t dominate her,” Auralla reiterated, and strongly, not for my benefit. Avya looked half terrified out of her mind.

“No. Definitely not.” I could get the Bronze level of power without even doing the deed, so why would I jump to the front of that line? “Promise.”

Avya shakily agreed, but wanted her friend to be there for moral support. Awkward, honestly, but I wasn’t about to let that stop me.

They held hands.

“You’re the most beautiful nellwyn I’ve ever met,” I murmured.

“Y-you’ve only met one.”

“And she wasn’t as beautiful as you.” I grinned. “Totally not a lie.”

“It’s going to feel so good, Avi…” Auralla said, with a far-off look in her eyes.

Avya laid near the fire and I crawled down between her legs. I started slowly this time, with a series of kisses up each calf and up her thighs. She had on boots which I unlaced while licking and kissing, and removed them to find she didn’t have hairy feet like I expected.

It was time to get to one of my favorite activities. I licked in closer to the ultimate target, and began working at her opening with my fingers as well as tongue. I was surprised to find her already gushing nectar, and not as clamped tight as I’d worried. I was able to drill my tongue down deep, causing her to buck and stiffen and squeal in her small voice.

Her hands gripped my hair and her thighs pinned my head in place, with her feet resting on the middle of my back. She was already close to orgasm, and I hadn’t been at it for more than two minutes. I could feel her tension melt away, and here was another thing I could feel: I felt, smelled and saw the magic inside her blossom. The streamers of rainbow light flashed and coalesced into a warm, bright ball of energy where her womb would be. Her fingers tightened into my hair and she groaned out several times, and wouldn’t let me go until she finished convulsing.

Then, as tense as she’d gotten, she suddenly slumped down, her legs giving up their grip on the sides of my head and her fingers relaxing.

I hadn’t realized this, but Auralla was right next to us. Lust had taken control of her, and she darted in for another prolonged kiss. I reciprocated, but also freed up my dick for his second conquest in, what, three days?

“I can see her essence,” Auralla mumbled in my ear, her voice thick with primal want.

I grinned. “Could you taste it?”

Some time passed before Avya spoke, and when she did, it sounded as though she was high on drugs. “It’s… over?” she asked timidly.

“It’s barely begun, sweet one. Here comes the hard part,” I told her, but tried to reassure her with a few kisses.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire has progressed. Taking your time with her has indeed calmed her, and increased her trust in you.

This time I definitely wanted her to be on top. I got her slowly up, with plenty of kissing and caressing. She felt really nice, not as strong and bouncy as Auralla, but with more round softness. Her body was perfectly proportioned, just smaller, although like Dia the shape of her head made it clear she wasn’t a human. She had high breasts, and with her brown skin, her nipples were almost black. It was another first I didn’t mention.

She climbed on, bewildered, before staring down at my full engorged length. I smiled at her confused expression; it reached above her belly button.

“That goes in me?” She mouthed something else silently: maybe a curse, maybe the word ’impossible’, but I couldn’t catch it.

“When you’re on top you control everything,” Auralla said. “I really enjoy it.”

“Oh, do you?” I asked, then grinned as she bent down to shut me up with a sloppy kiss.

“Yes, and I really want to enjoy it right now,” she breathed in between kisses.

While she was doing that, I felt Avya begin the process that would take almost ten minutes. She grasped onto me and began dragging the head back and forth along her slit before she got it into position and began to press down.

She almost immediately stopped, and let out a pained groan. Then, after a bit more rocking back and forth, she pushed again, hissed, and pulled back out. This process was repeated with hardly the tip inside, again and again until she fell forward, hands splayed on my chest. It had been several minutes, and she wasn’t yet halfway done. Her bangs fell in front of her face, and sweat dripped onto my midsection.

“Maybe—“ Auralla started, but Avya just shook her head.

“I can do it,” she hissed, and began gyrating even more.

I’d never played ‘just the tip’ and it was a strange experience. Every time on earth, or since getting here, I was up to the hilt inside my partner, and that meant my partner was pressing against me on all sides, every nerve ending firing with pleasure. Here, part of me was sheathed, crushed really, inside this tiny titan, but the rest was still out in the open air. I closed my eyes and concentrated on holding out, which was surprisingly easy considering the grip strength of her tiny body.

When I peered down, she had about half of me inside, and her eyes were fluttering with either a seizure or another orgasm. My cock’s mighty helmet encountered resistance.

“I think I’ve reached the end of the line,” I muttered.

Avya responded by slowly collapsing onto my chest. Her head only came to the bottom of the Beastmaster’s Mark.

“Auralla, I need your help,” I told her, but she’d already figured out what to do. As soon as I lifted the nellwynian slightly, she wrapped her hand around the base of my dick. This allowed Avya to bounce up and down but not to the point of pain or injury. After a minute of trembling on top of me, she got back into the rhythm. Her incredible tightness had flooded with juices, and it made the going easier, but no less tight.

“Don’t hold your breath,” I told her. “You can make all the noise you want.”

She nodded silently, and after a few seconds, gave out a long groan that put a smile on my face. I’d never been in anything like a threesome before, so this was ticking off a whole bunch of firsts. I knew threesomes could (and hopefully would) be way better than this, but two active female participants was already a dream come true.

Now that Avya realized she could make noise and not simply tense every muscle in her body, she got into the rhythm. It sounded a bit like a workout, with her hissing out a shaky groan on every downstroke. This slapped against Auralla’s closed fist, which was the strangest feeling I’d ever had, sexually speaking.

Then I felt Auralla’s hand shift, and felt her beginning to lick and kiss my balls. Now it was my turn to begin groaning.

“I’m…” I groaned. “I’m ready.”

Auralla paused. “Remember your promise.” The danger in her tone was unmistakable.

You have joined in the flesh with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire. Will you take the power offered to you, or share in the power with her?

The two buttons reappeared, Establish Dominance & Take of Her Power, and the other Remain Equals & Intertwine Your Powers.

I mentally pushed the second button again. Auralla literally had me by the balls, so I wasn’t going to risk her figuring out I’d done the thing all these women hated. At this point I didn’t know if her Attuned attribute would notify her that I’d chosen option A just to see what it meant.

The rewards were not worth the risks, especially because I was about to be rewarded better than I could imagine.

“Now!” I told them, and Avya slammed herself down on her friend’s closed fist, then wiggled her butt back and forth. That was the signal… or rather the point of no return. I bucked my hips up by instinct, and heard a sharp hiss of ecstatic pain come from Avya while I came.

I have no idea what Auralla saw happening, either magically or mundane, crouched down between my legs there, but it was enough to make her coo softly. Avya had collapsed onto my chest again and was breathing in ragged gasps. I stroked her hair to try to calm her down.

Several things had happened, one of which Auralla was going to tell me later, but the UI told me everything in dispassionate game terms:

First, my Relationship with Avya had gained a bit more experience toward reaching Bronze.

Second, I’d gained some experience in Tough, which was a welcome surprise. If I could screw my way to Bronze tier, I was definitely willing. I didn’t know of any sex moves that would get me Fierce or Sly experience, but I’d think on it.

Third, and most likely to help me survive the coming days, I gained another ability.

Empath’s Mark

*Special ability, magical*

*Normal tier, two stars*

Normal: Activate this ability to sense the mood of the crowd around you. Directed toward a single individual, you may read the surface thoughts. If you succeed a Sly check, the individual will not be aware of your probe.

Once active, this ability is continuous and costs moderate mana over time.

You gained this ability after joining with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire.

Fourth, we found the Drifter’s Mark on the inside of Avya’s wrist rather than on her neck.

With her on top of me, I couldn’t easily find where Empath’s Mark now was. Auralla soon found it, and informed me that at the base of my skull, various lines darted around and up into my hair. It had magically tattooed my neck and scalp. She told me the lines were different lengths and thicknesses, some spiraling, some curved and waving, others jagged.

One other thing I noticed, with firelight flickering over the other tattoo, was that the tribal design of the Beastmaster’s Mark had changed. It kind of resembled the head of a snarling beast now, and it was maybe a bit bigger?

I also noted that since my Attuned had increased from Normal to Bronze, the Drifter write up had also changed.

Drifter

*Special Ability, Inherent, Magical*

*Bronze tier, zero stars*

Normal: By pushing yourself to the point of physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion, you have awakened the magical potential within yourself to travel between worlds, as well as learn magic.

This Ability also enhances your Attuned and Tough attributes to a moderate degree, permanently.

Bronze: Impermanence and flux are now the Drifter’s life. For high mana, you may teleport from your present location up to thirty feet in any direction.

In addition, you may keep Relationships from decaying for significantly longer than usual if there is no Relationship activity.

This ability is tied to your Attuned attribute.

Although I hadn’t hurt Avya by sheer size, she made it clear that she was not satisfied with the process of sharing essence.

I thought it couldn’t have gone much better, honestly, and while I would’ve apologized, she quickly got the hell up and off me, and disappeared off into the distance. Auralla rushed after her, giving me an apologetic look over her shoulder. I told Jerry to keep track of them, and stop anything or anyone who attempted to attack them. If they had another brood swarm situation, at least we knew how to head that one off, but if it was a jiddara… I felt like one of those things could swallow up Avya the empath in one gulp.

“Damn,” I said.

This Empathy power seemed incredibly useful for the life I would be thrust into once I got to a city, but frustratingly it wasn’t enough. If I couldn’t win over Avya, I couldn’t advance the power.

“No wonder males do the domination thing,” I muttered.

From out of nowhere, I heard a furious Auralla shout, “She’s an empath, Evan!”

Oh shit. She could either hear my thoughts right now, or know what I was feeling internally, and the regret over my choice not to dominate her was probably pretty ugly in her eyes. Sure, Evan, just take a girl’s virginity and damage her internal organs, then feel stupid that you didn’t even make her your permanent slave girl. Genius move for the girl who could sense your thoughts and feelings.

My relationship with both women fell by half a star instantly.

I fell silent, and hoped Avya would come to her senses. The joining was always going to be painful between a human of my size and a nellwyn her size. I still had a chance at repairing the relationship, and perhaps even turning it around. I doubted I’d be bedding her several times a day like with Auralla, but there were other ways I could win her over.

And if it came to it, and she wasn’t into the whole Evan Westfield vibe, I’d call it a loss and lose out on the power. I probably needed it to survive, but I could do without. I wasn’t about to literally tear her in half in order to—

What the hell?

I smelled foreign magic. That sensation, and the realization were both very strange. All the magic I’d sensed out here had been ribbons of color-changey stuff with sweet or natural smells… this was like unwashed human being rubbed into my nostrils.

The stink was coming in through Jerry’s sense of smell, and Jerry knew this right off the bat: It was people, multiple people. Strong in magic.

I tapped into the Empath’s Mark and sent feelers out. Hopefully it would work like a radar, and tell me how many people there were out there. If I was real lucky, I’d be able to tell what direction they were in.

I came back with a jumble of thoughts and feelings: a lot of suffering and frustration, from a lot more minds than I expected, a burst of sorrow and anger from some of the individuals. And I noted heavy greed from one person in particular. Someone with murderous intent.

If I counted Avya and Auralla in the mix, there were at least a dozen, which meant it was five to one if I didn’t get off my ass right this moment. Auralla might be able to hold her own against one or even several opponents, but not ten, and Avya was… not really in a fit state to fight. Unfortunately the power didn’t tell me where they were, except roughly in the direction my two lady friends had gone.

Distract them, big guy, I told Jerry mentally. Lead them away from Auralla if you can.

I snatched up the shotgun, baseball bat, and the pistol, and headed out into the night with as much quiet as I could muster.

The sounds of combat clanged out in the night before I caught sight of any of them, and I angled toward it. The baseball bat would be the instrument of choice unless one of them had Bronze or Silver tattoo marks.

I first surprised a woman in furs barely covering her body, armed with a big round shield and a sword. I was able to blast the sword out of her hand as she whirled around to face me, and break her sword wrist with my trusty bat. She cried out at almost the same moment I heard a familiar cry from Auralla. Fuck, I needed to hurry this up.

“I’m sorry,” I told the girl in the fur loincloth and bra, and cracked her a good one across the head. She was out in a single hit.

You’ve snuck up on an opponent! Your Sneak skill advances to level 2, and you gain experience in your Sly attribute. You’ve also advanced your Melee combat skill! Blunt Melee Combat advances to tier 1, and gives you experience in your Fierce attribute.

“You’re goddamn right it does,” I told the UI. “Now don’t pop up with anything else until I get this done with, or I desperately need to know something to survive.”

Fine, be that way, the UI responded. A pouty response was… not what I was expecting.

I knew how I would end up getting this battle going in the direction I wanted. I couldn’t have these assholes going after Auralla and Avya. They needed to come to me.

“Truffy!” I shouted out. “Take Giant and head back to the Mack!”

I didn’t want my enemies to know their names. Names led to relationships, and on this world, that led to suffering.

Stunned silence followed this. I’d heard some motion around me, but now all of them stopped to recalibrate their path… toward me. I also hadn’t used their names in case the unknown assailants knew the ladies, or knew about Sunspire.

As soon as I sighted in another assailant, I threw on the new Drifter teleport power. The result was… brand new. I had never been enveloped by bizarre green-blue-purple energy streamers, except for maybe taking Mack through to another world. But when I emerged, I was behind another woman with her ass completely thrust out at me.

She was staring into the darkness, peering about for me. It was odd that she couldn’t see or hear me, when I had heard her coming from at least thirty feet off. This time I came up behind her and put her in a chokehold with the bat, keeping her quiet. This worked, and I was able to choke her unconscious, but it also didn’t work, because two other mostly-naked women came out of the darkness toward the sound of the struggle.

The first woman I’d taken out was a sort of catgirl, but the one I’d just choked unconscious was a dragonite. These other two were an elf and an orc, this one with rusty colored grayish skin.

Make that four. Two more appeared, a woman with goat legs and twin horns sloping back along her head, and another elf. All were wearing the same fur bras and loincloths that showed off tons of rippling muscle and deep, incredible cleavage. Unfortunately they were all opponents. Fortunately I couldn’t see any of those marks of power like Auralla and Avya had.

Last but certainly not least, the four women were joined by a nearly naked male in a loincloth, and completely covered in marks of power.


11- What It Is To Dominate

The guy was, first, an orc. Thick with corded muscles, he towered over the women by a good foot and a half, with prominent tusks. Like the orc female, he had reddish gray skin that seemed a bit demonic. The goat-like woman also had maroon skin and black sclera to her eyes. And man, while the first couple of women under this guy’s control didn’t seem completely evil, these three sure fit the bill real well.

“The two females you sensed are mine,” I told this guy, and slowly reached back for my shotgun. I also readied that teleport spell if he did anything insane, like summon a giant beast out of his chest. “You go back to where you came from, and nobody gets—“

He did end up being blindingly fast, but I was ready. I teleported behind him, just in time to see him dart forward, scream out, and blast a hail of shrapnel or tiny darts into the space where I’d been.

I touched off the shotgun at a range of about eight feet, which took him full in the back and launched him several feet forward, into the trunk of a large tree. He flipped sideways and landed hard. All four members of his female fighting force froze and stared at me.

I readied the teleport spell again, just in case he was very friggin tough from one of the mark powers.

“I told you once,” I repeated. “Leave my females alone and go back—“

He was nothing if not persistent. He sprang to his feet and swung around in a wide arc. This sent a shockwave of wind out of his axe toward me, but I’d already teleported aside, to his three o’clock direction. His air slash sent all four of his women on their asses. My teleport allowed me to blindside him again, meaning he’d have to reset his axe in order to wind slash me a second time.

Your mana is getting low! The UI reported. Without time to recharge, you have only mana for one more teleport.

Great.

He was tougher, stronger, faster, with more abilities, and he’d just spurned my offer twice, so fuck him. I shot him again, point blank. He might not be down for the count, so I racked the chamber, and loaded the first of the shells before his spinning body hit the ground another ten feet away.

This time he didn’t immediately get up. He also obviously wasn’t dead. Amazing that a guy with these marks could take two shotgun blasts to the face and keep going. He twitched and got up on one arm, but he was a bloodied mess. It looked like I’d shredded half the marks on his chest right off. Although it probably didn’t work like that, it’d be nice if it did.

I cast an eye toward the female folk, and only the orc still held her weapon.

Jerry, take down that lady orc with the red skin if she moves to attack me. Or, hell, protect me while I go do something stupid.

I had time to load the second shell into the twelve gauge, but then remembered I had less than a dozen shells left. This world wouldn’t give me any additional ammunition, so that meant it was bat time.

He’d just begun to pick himself off the ground when I gave him a full force swing directly in the elbow. I heard and saw the bone shatter, sounding like I’d just hit a home run on a baseball made of glass. He slumped back to the ground. The next swing took him in the skull, and when I saw he was still moving, gave that same spot another hard fucking swing. To hell with this guy.

What kind of opponent didn’t even open with some witty banter? Or negotiate at all? The kind that needed a few extra to the head, apparently.

Now splattered with blood and maybe some bits of bone and brain, I turned to the ladies. “Okay, that’s over with! What happens now?”
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The orc woman snarled, roared, and threw herself forward, only to be intercepted by Jerry. He chomped onto her leg and hip and immediately let go on my order. In response she froze, collapsed onto her ass, and backed away in utter horror, crab style. She was bleeding from about a zillion new wounds, and stuck with a bunch of Jerry’s teeth, which were embedded in her in all kinds of places.

I had Jerry stay where he was, and let her go.

Faced with a striped jiddara, mouth a good two feet wide, almost all of them ran. One of them fainted, and one prostrated herself before me. This last was the horned one with the goat hooves and the maroon skin.

While I began to sort out the loot (that axe was one hundred percent mine), I also took stock of the system messages I’d been ignoring.

Fierce had flown up in experience and was now nearly at three stars. I just needed a nudge to get it to Bronze. Sly was now also shy of Bronze with two stars and most of the third, and Tough had gained a third star in Normal. It would tip over to Bronze very soon.

As for skills, I’d gained Blunt Melee Weapons at 1, but curiously hadn’t gained a Ranged Weapons skill for using the shotgun. The UI probably knew I was on borrowed time with firearms, so by the time I used up that little advantage, I’d better be in a much better place powers-wise, stats-wise, and skills-wise. It was literally a clock running down that I hadn’t really considered before.

The axe itself was magic, but I didn’t check the stats yet. I needed to deal with two unconscious women, one prostrating goat woman, and one elf woman who’d fainted and was just now waking up.

I also now knew that using the empathy power and the teleport about five times was my current mana limit. This was useful information, even though it wasn’t great for future fights. I needed Bronze, and then to increase my Attuned so I had more mana. Hopefully there were mana potions to be made or bought somewhere. I was going to reach Bronze very soon, unless… unless those ladies ran back to wherever they’d come from and brought hell down upon me.

It was probably better to move locations.

“Ladies first,” I said, mostly to myself, but also to Jerry.

With Jerry’s help, I was able to sling the two unconscious, scantily-clad females over his back, heft one of them over my shoulder, and keep the last one in front of me by ordering her to march.

The catgirl wasn’t heavy to carry, even over a hundred yards or so back to Mack. It had to be on account of my increased everything: better senses, better toughness, and now more strength.

The trailer was filling a lot of roles right now, but prison wasn’t going to be one of them. I set Jerry to watch the two who were now conscious, the goat girl and the elf, while I climbed into the trailer after some rope. Thank the gods we had some of that. I began tying the unconscious ones up by the hands and feet, before calling out.

“Auralla? Avya?”

The door opened and the two of them peered out.

“You… you’re, you’re alive,” Avya stammered.

“I told you!” Auralla declared, and hopped out. She headed over and surveyed the goings on. “What’re you doing?”

“I don’t want them going anywhere until we’ve had a little talk.”

Auralla sneered at them. “These are just stupid chattel,” she said with a shrug. “You just dominate them, and put them in their place, and they submit to your will.”

“Oh do they?” I asked Auralla, before turning to the goat girl. “What’s your species called, if I may?”

The goat girl looked at Auralla, then back at me. “Tiefling.”

“And what’s your name, Miz tiefling?”

“Fayeen.”

Relationship at Normal tier, zero stars secured. I almost chuckled at that. This Fayeen might very well hate me, but that was also a relationship in its own way.

“Well, Fayeen, are you thrilled at the idea of being dominated, put in your place, and submitting to my will?”

She stared at me in silence, with occasional glances at Auralla. Avya still hadn’t gotten out of the cab, but was peering out at the scene. I needed to address her as well, first because I’d been a bit of a dick, and second because the empath power was incredible. If the jump from Normal to Bronze with the beastmaster power was stat bonuses becoming a summoned jiddara, I wondered what a power with telepathy at Normal tier could give me. Sure the telepathy might be great, but what about at Bronze? What about at… Silver?

I was getting ahead of myself.

“She’s not really keen on submitting to my will, just like you weren’t. You asked me not to dominate you, and that’s got to be the baseline.”

“They’re mindless fools, no better than doluss, only good for milking,” Auralla insisted.

“You and I both know that’s not true, now stop repeating what you’ve heard in the village and face reality. She’s a female, same as you, she probably had magic once, same as you, and now she’s been serving some douchebag who just grabbed up her power and used it until he met a face full of buckshot.”

“What is a douchebag?”

“A male who dominates others.”

Auralla seemed to like this word, and repeated it several times. “Douchebag. Douchebag… He was a douchebag… And buckshot?”

“The fire that came out of my shotgun.” I turned to my first, uh, conquest. “Now, Fayeen, you bowed down before me, and showed me the back of your neck. I assume that means you surrendered and you’re mine to do with as I please. Is that correct?”

She lowered her eyes, and mumbled, “Spare my life is all I ask. I have kids.”

Oh, now that was a good one. I resisted the urge to bust out laughing. “Done. Your life is spared. Now, after that… you’re mine?”

“You are my master,” she said, and got down on her knees. “I serve as my master wishes.”

Brainwashing, sure. That orc douchebag had done a number on these people. “Then you’re going to answer my questions.”

“As my master commands.”

“First command, you’ll stop saying ‘as my master commands’ and just say ‘Yes, sir’ or ‘Yes, Evan.’ Are we clear on that?”

“Yes… sir.”

So far so good. “Now, first question: did that red orc male dominate you and steal your magic?”

She nodded.

“And your magic refills occasionally, right? This is a constant process?”

“Yes, sir.”

“My name is Evan. It’s okay.”

“I cannot call my master by his name,” she protested in a harsh whisper. “It is against the laws.”

Push past that and move on, I thought.

“How often does your master re-dominate you? Or suck your magic out or whatever?”

At the filling of the moon, was the answer. Every thirty-three days the moon went dark, and that was a time to begin refilling with mana. That gave me an idea that I tabled. Anyway, when the moon was full again, the female’s power would be ready to suck out for another month.

“What happens if your master doesn’t dominate you around the full moon?” I asked.

She just stared at me.

“None of you get away? Nobody ever runs off, never to be heard from again?”

“Master, I…” Her mouth worked open and closed. I activated the Empath’s Mark to read her thoughts. She would be killed if she divulged the secret. The servants of the Masters had their hierarchy, with newcomers at the bottom, and the most capable at the top. The favored of the master would sell off secrets for better treatment, better food, better weapons, free time away from the others, control over the weaker ones… the list went on. The secret would get back to the Master—

“The Master is dead,” I told her. “You won’t be going back to him. You can tell me the secret.”

The mark fades, she thought, but couldn’t bring herself to say. Such an all-pervasive fear rose up to crush the words before reaching her throat. It would only last until the moon faded to black again, and disappeared from the sky, and its power would weaken after the full moon.

Deserters were usually chained up in the home of the master.

“Jesus Christ,” I muttered. I had stumbled into a world lush with beautiful women and amazing surroundings and seemingly unlimited sex, but also slavery and debauchery and torture and murder. It was going to be a hell of a thing if I lasted a whole month in this place.

I peered up at the sky. “How’s the moon doing?” I asked. “How much time do we have before you’re all magic-ey again?”

“Three days,” Auralla said.

Fayeen began to weep.

She ended up being inconsolable, so I didn’t bother trying, but instead set Jerry to watch after them. I went back to where Avya had the door open and had been watching it all.

“What will you do with them?” she asked.

“Would your village accept them?” I asked.

Several confused blinks was the answer. “I… I do not… think so. They are property. They have a Master’s brand on them. The males might come out in force to round them up, and make battle on the person who took them.”

They had indeed all been branded, and that was bad news. “You mean there’s no healing magic capable of erasing that?”

“There is,” Auralla answered. “It is difficult magic, and taxing. The First Domi knows it. I have heard she can erase the brand with a ritual done, but…” She explained that she’d never seen it done, and the only rumor was that the First Domi had decreed she would not do it, to keep the village safe. Otherwise they would have runaways in Sunspire every day, and she could only perform it once per moon.

The one who had fainted regained consciousness in the middle of my interrogation of Fayeen, but had tried to hide it. I felt her thoughts on the edges of my mind when I’d been listening to Fayeen’s surface thoughts. The other two were also showing signs of awakening.

This was the pointy-eared one with the soft blue skin and blue-green hair. Like the others she was dressed only in scraps of fur held together with crude leather strips. All this semi-nudity worked its magic on me, and I was in a great mood, despite all the danger I’d just been in.

“I’m Evan,” I said, “And ‘yes, sir’ is just fine. None of this master stuff.”

She just stared at me in shock.

“And your name is?”

“Velleth.” Boom, relationship begun.

“I need to know how far you ranged away from the city, and what you were doing out here?”

“The master didn’t state our purpose, but we knew. The master was always working to become tougher, more fearsome, stealthier. He would train out here, and train us. But he was always looking for any females of the outcast villages who wandered too far from their homes. Those were to be taken.”

“And how long were you out? How far from the city?”

She thought this over. “About a hundred miles. We swung to and fro off course, but we were headed in the direction of Sunspire for over two weeks.”

Thank the gods for the auto-translation power, which turned whatever distance they used into units I could use. It definitely wouldn’t take the other seven or eight former slaves two weeks to head back to the city, more like three or four days if they kept up a good pace on foot heading directly back. If they stopped to sleep. Then anyone they sent out to deal with me would take only two days of constant marching to reach me. I probably had a little under a week.

It was time to get to work.


12- Breaking Boundaries

Isat down with Avya and Auralla a few minutes later.

“I’m sorry it took so long to address everything, and I wish I could’ve asked how you were doing earlier. Were you injured?”

Neither spoke, but Auralla shook her head.

“Okay, next it seems an apology is also in order for thinking, but I’m not going to do that.” I turned to Avya. “I’m sorry you overheard what I considered, but you don’t have permission to be in my thoughts any time you feel like it. The same goes for me using my ability. When it’s used on an enemy for purposes of safety, I will search and listen. Among friends it’s absolutely an invasion of privacy and I won’t stand for it. I didn’t regret the choice I made to share power with you, but I thought over the other option, and that’s not a criminal act.”

Avya blinked several times with her mouth slightly open.

“Rebuttal? Counter?” I asked. Angry tirade about what an asshole I was?

Auralla turned to Avya, who I’m pretty sure was blushing. She ducked her head even lower. “No. He’s right.” Auralla reached out and took her hand. “I’m… I’m sorry. I’ll try to… not… do that… again.”

I nodded. “Forgiven. I like to think of myself as a thinker. I think a lot and don’t act on those thoughts. I imagine everything to see the best course of action. Sometimes I won’t even take the best course of action. I won’t dominate the two of you.

“I’d rather have you go back to Sunspire and forget I ever existed, and have the goodwill of your village than hurt you, betray Auralla, turn a village against me, make enemies… none of that is worth this domination power.”

Although it had to be said that if I could have the power to absorb two shotgun blasts, it would be awesome.

I turned to the gesture back at the four captives, three of whom were tied up, and the tiefling staring at us from a good fifty feet away, hands and feet free. “They are a slightly different matter. In three days they’ll have their magical reservoirs filled up with… stuff, which is very good timing for me. If males from the city are going to come after me, and they have the same powers as that guy I just went up against, I’m going to lose. If they’re stronger, I’m going to lose. Three powers is just not going to be enough for me to survive, end of story.”

They nodded.

“And you’re welcome to head back to Sunspire and put me behind you. This is my grave and I’ll lie in it alone if I have to. Of course, I’d rather have your support.”

I could see all of this was very alien to consider from where they were coming from. They’d hardly ever met males, and all of them had been hostile. They hated the idea of being ordered around… yet here they were with someone who was just asking. I could see the wheels turning in their heads.

“Plus, I’m guessing that if I die, you don’t have a Drifter’s Mark any longer. So just… factor that into your decision making however you want. Or don’t.”

I laid out ideas for how to approach the situation, and they were some pretty friggin wild ideas by my standards. Some of the possible avenues and sketches of plans contradicted each other, but basically, I had five days with which to decide: set these four females free, take them by force and rip their power away like what had already been done to them before, or somehow try to convince them that power sharing was in their best interests.

I ended up gaining another point of Negotiation, and some Clever experience I couldn’t utilize. If only planning like this counted toward Sly.

The Sunspire girls headed off to confer with one another, while I considered the four captives. They were all awake, and all regarding me silently. While Avya and Auralla weighed pros and cons, I got these four fed and hefted each of them to a place where they could have a bathroom break (while still tied up). The flimsy bits of clothing they had on made this part easy, at least. It was a lot of hauling tight female flesh around, which was nice because it earned me the last bit of Tough to push me up to Bronze.

Now only Sly was left.

None of the four of them put up any resistance, like spitting food back in my face. Nor did they talk. I kept Jerry nearby, mostly to watch Fayeen the tiefling, should she try to ambush me or pull a runner. I hadn’t tied her up as a show of faith, and if I had time, I’d offer the other three the same deal, but if all four were untied right now I might wake up with my throat slit, so… not an option.

Auralla came back holding Avya’s hand and joined me near the four captives. Smiling slightly, and informed me they were willing to stay and go through with some bits of my plan.

“I must apologize,” Auralla told me.

“What? No you don’t.”

She nodded. “I baited you, and you did not take that bait. When I told you it would be preferable to dominate these four, you refused. I am impressed, Evan of earth.”

So… I’d passed her test.

“You’re welcome,” I said, taken aback a bit. I didn’t like a devious woman, mostly due to my ex, but her plot was swiftly exposed.

They were adamantly opposed to taking any of them by force, but they knew the ultimate choice lay with me. Avya had conditions that needed to be met, but as I listened, any apprehension I had fell away, and instead I had to adjust my pants. Avya didn’t appear brave enough to go along with this as before, showing me her inexperience and shyness, but she seemed determined to try. Her willingness and the way she kept glancing at the growing bulge in my pants had a lust-inducing effect on me. I needed to replace these jeans.

I agreed to their plan, thinking about just how weird this situation was. Me, a truck driver from the midwest, getting into my first ever threesome on a completely different world. I gave Auralla a heartfelt kiss as a thank you, and she leaned into it, pressing her tongue against mine and swirling it back and forth. It was a lover’s kiss and it turned me on in a serious hurry.

I fell to my knees and thanked Avya with a hand on each shoulder. She was blushing, and slowly reached out to take my face in her hands. She ran her fingers over my jawline and my ears, back into my hair, and her thumbs glided over my cheeks. It was strange to be assessed like this, to have my body used as a platform for making herself more comfortable, but I was here for it. I closed my eyes, moaned softly from the delicate treatment, and gave her all the time she needed.

Eventually I felt her breath on my lips. I couldn’t believe the tenacity on this one. She went into every situation shaking, but with iron will. Eternal moments later, I felt the soft press of her small lips on mine, and I kissed her in return. Soon her mouth opened and she waited, shaking, for me to act. When I didn’t, she ran her tongue over first my bottom lip and then the top lip.

“Tomorrow we train, but tonight we should celebrate victory,” I said, grinning. “Are you ready to start now?”

Auralla pulled the strings on her shirt and pants, and stepped forward as they fell away. Avya’s dress fell off her shoulders and puddled around her feet.

I grinned. “I’m the luckiest Drifter alive.”

Both young ladies helped to deal with my pants, with Auralla falling to her knees and Avya being the exact right height. Avya smiled as she zipped and unzipped my fly, over and over again, watching the little strip come together, separate, and come together again in fascination. For my part, I adjusted the angle so all four of the captive ladies got an eyeful of what was happening.

In short order, both of them were servicing every part of my dick with increasing skill. I’d have to break out the shaver, though it didn’t seem like either of them mattered to be dealing with my untamed scrub. I took both heads in hand and snaked my fingers into their hair while they worked me over. For a while I just closed my eyes and enjoyed the sensation of my first ever double team blowjob.

Two sets of lips and tongues was honestly something else. I’d never experienced it before. I figured if the superpowered males out of the city had flight powers and were coming to murder me right now, I could now just die a happy man. I could also very easily tell which mouth was which just by the size, since Avya could fit little more than the head in there, while Auralla was getting the hang of having me further and further down her throat before gagging and pulling away.

“Okay,” I said a few minutes into it, “I can’t last much longer. Who’s ready for a mustache ride?” They quickly detached themselves from my cock, and I laid down on the cool grass so we could begin Phase II of my plan.

The captive ladies were sharing glances and beginning to whisper between one another. Velleth and Fayeen were leaned together conspiratorially, and I activated the Empath’s Mark to get a better idea of what was going on in Fayeen’s mind. Hopefully her surface thoughts would keep me from a disappointingly fast orgasm.

Avya chose this moment to straddle my head. I noted with surprise that she also chose to face my lower body, and get an idea of how Auralla handled the dick. Her knees rested on my collar bone, but she wasn’t heavy enough to give me any pain. All things considered, with the pleasure I was feeling down below, a little pain might be useful in staving off an early orgasm.

Since Avya was half the size of a regular human, I could really work her over with just my tongue. It went doubly as deep as I could get with Auralla. She cried out instantly, and fell into a moaning rhythm that soon left her breathing heavily and hardly making any sound at all. Not long after that she was getting into doing the work for me, grinding on my tongue while I just held still. She also made some very appreciative sounds, mewling and moaning in her high pitched voice. Most gratifying of all was having her hands on my chest, and feeling her tremble. My hands drifted to her legs, to feel her body spasming after only a minute of tongue work.

Auralla meanwhile had straddled me and sank all the way down, releasing a long sigh and a moan of satisfaction. The whole length of my cock was encased in his ideal battlefield: snug, smooth, hot and dripping wet. She let out an explosive sigh as her backside settled onto my thighs and she got used to the feeling of having me inside her again. I wanted this all the time.

And yet.

We were having exhibitionist sex now, a performance tailored for a specific audience and for a specific purpose. I reached down and squeezed Auralla’s knee so she knew to get moving.

I had some thoughts to spy on.

Meanwhile, Fayeen was wondering where ‘those two females’ had gotten those marks from. Both of them had obvious tattoos of power: Auralla we found also had a series of lines running from the base of her scalp all the way down to about her shoulder blades. They’d become more noticeable because they’d taken on the bronze shimmer. She’d reached Bronze tier, and her Beastmaster’s Mark was now visible.

What did it mean to Fayeen? She was trying to process this: did this mean that these two were also Masters of other females? That didn’t seem to make sense, as she’d never heard of it before. She knew there were stories out of the harems and in the alleyways when the townsfolk would whisper to her. She understood that much of the wider world wasn’t known to her, and that Masters weren’t the be all end all.

But there were also several factors to consider that she’d never seen before: a male giving pleasure to a female, and the larger female willingly sharing essence outside of the moon cycle. She watched as the male’s manhood repeatedly appeared and disappeared into the orange-skinned female with the white and rainbow-tinged hair, while she cupped her breasts and moaned in a very un-hurt way. The nellwyn with the brown skin and the long purple braid was staring at the male’s chest mark, eyes unfocused, while she smothered him with her essence sharing parts. She also wasn’t making much in the way of noise except to suddenly gasp for air every once in a while, as if she’d forgotten to breathe.

All those things happening at the same time scrambled Fayeen’s mind, and replaced rational thought with the beginnings of a feeling she didn’t quite understand.

I actually got visuals of what Fayeen was seeing because she was concentrating so hard on watching us in the act, and it was like having your own porn tapes made. I’d never had the pleasure of mirrors on the ceiling or walls, so I’d never exactly seen what it looked like to have my dick disappear into a woman over and over during sex. It wasn’t the right angle now, but tomorrow it definitely would be, I’d make damn sure of that.

That’s not to say the viewing angle was bad. On the contrary, it was awesome. I got the side view of Auralla rising up so my manhood appeared, only to have her pert ass drop back down onto me.

I stopped gripping Avya’s tiny little butt and grabbed onto Auralla’s thighs as a signal that I was nearly there, but I think she was too far gone. I could see her face through Fayeen’s eyes: eyes closed, mouth slack and head thrown back in ecstasy. Breasts still in her hands, thighs shining in the moonlight, and the nearly-visible six pack straining to lift her up and down repeatedly.

“Aura,” Avya rasped. She was almost laying on me by now, hair tickling my belly button.

“Huh?” Auralla responded thickly. Thankfully, she stopped bouncing before I painted her insides.

Avya’s voice sounded so, so timid when she spoke next. “I want to… I want to try a-again. Is it… is that okay? D-do you mind?”

I really admired Avya for being someone who heard Auralla’s recommendation back in Sunspire and then, despite the fear, pressed forward with her conviction to do this. She was now even overcoming the pain that came with her first experience. She was more courageous than I thought.

Auralla was off me in a flash, and was in my face a half a moment later. “It feels so good,” she breathed. “I never imagined in a million years it could be like this.”

A guy could get used to hearing that kind of praise.

“You’re pretty amazing yourself.” I smiled a lazy smile. “You’re saying all the right words, but next time be just a bit louder for the sake of our audience.” The smile vanished as I felt Avya place the head of my dick at her entrance to begin the plunder. “Give me a kiss before you help Avi out?”

She dipped down and kissed over my face, down my jawline to my throat, with little bites the whole way along.

“Aura?” I asked, and smiled at the mischievous look she gave me. “When you grab hold, I need you to squeeze the base tightly. Can you… oh, jeez.”

Avya was pressing down and despite all the work I’d done to loosen her up and lubricate her, she was still so unbelievably tight. I got within inches of blasting off into her. A second later, Auralla again wrapped her hand around the base of my shaft to make a buffer zone, for Avya to work. She also made sure to squeeze.

There was the pain I needed. My body danced right to the edge of orgasm and the pain fought it back.

I arched my back, my body desperately wanting to press upward and impale this little firebrand to the hilt. I didn’t know if I’d break her, or just turn her off sex forever, but I couldn’t have either of those, so I sat up on my elbows instead and looked at Avya’s pure concentration.

She had braced herself by holding, tight, onto my hips, but her head was down and now bumped against my chest. This must have surprised her, because she flinched and opened up those lavender eyes to look into mine.

“You know what’s also nice?” I asked.

“N-n-n-noooo,” she moaned.

“Sweet kisses,” I said, and placed one on her lips.

Her entire body began bucking and shuddering again, and she moaned into my mouth. Feeling a woman orgasm into a kiss is pretty rare, but this was very clearly that.

Fayeen… I’d forgotten about the horned goat girl. She had continued to watch the entire proceedings, finally seeming to understand that Avya and Auralla had not been dominated, they hadn’t dominated others, but instead that I’d given the two of them my mark, while they’d given me theirs.

Also we were glowing with magic. I nearly laughed, looking through Fayeen’s eyes at the actual, literal magic of sex. We were both wreathed in fuzzy streamers of soft light, licking here and there into various different colors, mostly invisible but sometimes bursting off on their own like tiny magical orgasms.

And Fayeen was also thinking about what it would be like to feel what those two females felt. To have her eyes close and not be worried about what pain would come next. To have a male work her over with his mouth instead of roughly shoving himself into her from behind while she was chained up.

“Avya I’m going to come,” I told her. “I’m going to… if you don’t get up it’s going to be inside you.” I was still fuzzy on the pregnancy risk. “Avya—”

“I want it,” Auralla said, and lifted the little nellwyn off me. She wrapped her mouth around the head a second later. The angle being weird, and her still being a novice, it took a bit more time than anticipated, but damn was it fabulous.

Avya continued to kiss me for a few moments, until I froze. She turned her attention on the job Auralla was doing, before bending down to get a closer look.

“I want… c-can I see? I want to see it.”

I came hard, again. I was still having the same sorts of orgasms as early yesterday, and that meant my Tough really had increased my stamina, a lot. Auralla’s very green eyes bulged, staring up into my face, and she smiled with her mouth full.

When I’d finished, she carefully slid back and opened her mouth for Avya to see the fruit of our labor. The little nellwyn got almost within kissing distance, and stared down into her friend’s mouth, wonder written on her face. Then Auralla swallowed as noticeably as possible, and sighed with contentment.

“It’s delicious, Avi,” she told her friend, and by extension the four captives. “Just wait until next time. You can have it.”

I really was in a very different world.


13- A Journey Rather Than A Series Of Mountains

Iput the four captives next to the fire and gave them blankets from the truck, with instructions to Jerry to wake me if they got up to any nonsense. I stopped and let Fayeen know she wasn’t going to be tied up this evening, so if she wanted to, say, untie her friends and make a break for it, or just run away, she could certainly try. I told her Avya, Auralla and I were going to share essence some more in the truck though, and sorry if the loud moans kept her awake.

Avya appeared totally down to get some more action using me as a joystick, but I was exhausted. I’d beaten a man to death just a few hours ago, then celebrated by having a threesome with a friggin audience. It was all too much, and I needed a solid nine hours of sleep.

I nearly fell asleep in the captain’s chair, only to be awoken by two naked angels climbing into Mack, hair still dripping. They’d found a stream, a blessed stream. I introduced them to the wonderful world of cotton terry bath towels, which they squealed in delight over. A cold, wet, and soapy half hour later I was also climbing into the cab sans clothing, ready to warm up.

I found two shivering females clutching each other under the covers in my double bed, and frowned. This was going to be a very difficult sleeping situation.

It ended up being Auralla spooning me spooning Avya, with Auralla jammed up against the back wall of the sleeper and Avya very nearly falling out onto the floor. And it was very nearly another threesome, what with Auralla being insatiable and trying to get a hold of the cock for the next few minutes. I laced my fingers into hers and murmured that we needed to save that energy for the morning. Then I drifted off into a night plagued by boner-inducing dreams.

The following morning, I woke up alone and thanked the gods for the ability to stretch out a bit. I still had overwhelming morning wood, and would’ve indulged with another hour or two of just laying around, except I had a big hill to climb if I was going to a) get to Bronze and figure out what that meant, b) secure the continued relationship leveling up with Avya, who I found to be worth the trouble, and c) broaden my power base by the weirdest (and most pleasurable) means possible. As a side bonus, I realized, if the Empath’s Mark from Avya became Bronze soon, it might stretch even further towards convincing the four newbies outside that I was the real deal.

I checked over the game interface to see if anything had changed.

Beastmaster’s Mark now had three stars at Bronze, but I now spotted four empty star-shaped slots where further stars would go. Normal tier was only 3 stars to tier up, but Bronze was seven. With that extra knowledge filed away, I opened up the various relationship exclamation point notices.

New relationships with Fayeen and Velleth. Velleth was labeled Hostile to me, and the UI explained that earning the first star would be a long, uphill battle.

“Tell me something I don’t know,” I muttered.

Interestingly, Fayeen was not Hostile but Guarded. This was not far from Neutral. After that Neutral slid to Favorable… Avya had moved from Neutral to Favorable after our, ahem, second try. Auralla was currently in the Strong Ally camp, which meant the stars would come fast, as long as I kept up the good work.

Being frank with both of the Sunspire girls had impressed them, as had fighting for their continued freedom. I had mostly been fighting to stay alive, but yeah, I had tried to negotiate with the ‘these girls don’t belong to you’ gambit. The idiot orc hadn’t wanted to negotiate. While that had failed, the Sunspire girls knew about it and really appreciated it.

My relationship with Avya had blossomed to two and a half stars, closing in on Bronze. Each star meant a slight change to the abilities… I could now sense how many people were in the vicinity, about thirty feet, so long as they had emotions. As for Auralla’s mark, I could now sense what Jerry sensed. That had already started, with him smelling and hearing things, and me learning that info across distances.

And, using Empath’s Mark, I’d succeeded a Sly check against Fayeen in getting her surface thoughts last night, which meant I was just a sliver away from reaching Bronze tier completely. Life sure felt good, but the clock was ticking.

I headed outside into the early morning fog, and Jerry leapt out of my chest to land a foot from the three captives, and Fayeen.

“Good morning,” I said. I hadn’t bothered to put on clothes, and my semi-hard dick instantly caught her attention. “I’m honestly surprised you didn’t try to run.”

“You do have an axe,” she said.

I looked down at her master’s old axe. “So I do! Well, I wasn’t out here all night, and I think Jerry probably disappeared… you had your chance. Want to stay?”

“You’re asking me… sir?”

“Shit, uh… forgot. Yes, you’re free to leave. I’ve been told that the village of females won’t take you… they’ll either turn you back this way or kill you. Maybe they’ll point you further in that direction. No idea what’s out there because I just arrived in this fine world of yours.

“It sucks to say, but while you’re free to go, don’t expect me to bend over backwards to try and help you survive out there. Honestly you know your own world better than me… unless the city is the only thing you’ve ever known. Anyway, those are your choices. I’ll expect you to make those choices and let me know what you’ve decided… so I can untie you and let you go, or give you the tour.”

Fayeen and the other three stared at me.

It was time to get breakfast in gear. I hefted up the double-headed battle axe, which I’d stowed it in the cab, and paused to inspect it for the first time. Runes were inscribed in an arc on either side, close to the razor sharp bit. The UI informed me there was more to the axe than just the sharp ends.

Giskennen’s Brutal Axe

Melee slashing weapon, fine quality, enchanted

Bronze tier

Qualities: everlasting, eversharp, light, swift, powerful, severing

Attuned Abilities: Activate with the proper shout to create a hail of shards three times per day (ranged, normal, piercing). Swing forward and activate with the proper shout to make a mighty leap three times per day (movement, magical).

This weapon was attuned to Giskennen the Brutal, though he is dead at your hand. You may attune this weapon with the ritual of attunement.

“The proper shout and the proper ritual, huh?” That could wait. This was a pretty good upgrade from my baseball bat, though I still wanted more in case Giskennan’s drinking buddies showed up and went ‘dude what the fuck?’

I made very, very quick work of the firewood, with the Brutal Axe. It literally cleaved through the first tree I came across. As I was naked, this reinforced the need for some sort of armor and proper Ethetrian clothing. No more jeans. No more ‘I’m So Tough I Vacation In Detroit’ t-shirt. I’d keep my button down shirts and ties, along with my one pair of black slacks, just in case this place had black tie events.

I created some ridiculous amount of firewood in maybe two minutes, and worked the coals into a breakfast cook fire. Auralla and Avya returned with herbs and another dead creature I couldn’t name, but also produced eggs out of their dimensional storage bracelets.

“You think that guy had one of those bracelets?” I asked.

It had been dark and there’d been a gaggle of armed women to deal with, sue me for forgetting.

Both of them stopped and stared at me in my birthday suit.

“Is it… are we… before breakfast?” Auralla cried, and began to reach for the knot in her shirt.

It was not. I went and put a pair of boxers on, though I caught a look at myself in Mack’s big old side mirror and saw that I now appeared like a weightlifter. A noob weightlifter, but a person with muscles as opposed to a flab sack.

We fed all seven of us, and this time I just kept the axe handy for the three captives. I freed them of their bindings, and told them to do any business that needed doing under my watch. The dragonite and the catgirl were asked their names (Dallinya the felinian, and Hellera the dragonite, both Sworn Enemies on my relationship screen). They wouldn’t remain Sworn Enemies for long.

“You’re free to leave if you want,” I told the four of them. “We’re not big on enslaving people where I come from, so you can brave the wilds and return to the shithole of a city you came from if that’s what you really want. The village of only females probably won’t have you. Either you’ll be turned away… or worse. I don’t know, I don’t speak for them.

“I’m a Drifter with some really different ideas and you may have already noticed that. You’re free to move about this camp here, you’re encouraged to help out, but if you attack any of us, you die. No questions asked, just dead.”

I stroked the stubble that was beginning to make its appearance. I looked like the cover of a romance novel right now… but with no pants on.

“Hm, what else? In two days, I’m told you’ll be refilled with magic and that means power for males like me. I won’t dominate, or take of your power. Also, you’re not under obligation to share essence with me.”

Auralla and Avya’s heads turned sharply in my direction.

“You see these two here? This beautiful beastmaster and this equally glorious empath? They are also free to come and go whenever they leave for whatever reason they choose. That’s how we do things in my world.

“If you stay though, I have to protect you, so I would recommend sharing essence. You may not have heard of it, or you think it’s not real, but I can guarantee it is.” I turned to Auralla. “Would you like to prove it?”

She flipped her hair back and bared her neck. This allowed the light to play over the Drifter’s Mark, gleaming with bronze and hints of magic in the feeble sunlight coming in off the fog-shrouded sun. Then she teleported. For just a moment she was in two places at once, enshrouded in a bizarre fog of mostly black, with hints of greenish purplish bluish in there.

“Everyone gains,” I said. “I mean if the general attitude of Auralla and Avya last night didn’t convince you, just think about going up against any of those males with extra powers. You have your own, whatever that might have once been. I bet you can feel it getting close.” I could see it within them, coalescing around their bodies. It was still faint, just hints of wavy color out of the corner of my eye, but it was definitely there. With Avya and Auralla, I could see their… whatever those were, their auras? They were plainly visible, no problem. “Think about that while we get breakfast taken care of, get training over with, and have a little post-celebration celebration. Are there any questions for me?”

They stayed silent, eyes locked on me.

“I promise, questions are good. I’m a fan of questions.”

Nothing.

I shrugged. “All right… I’ll be back here pretty soon. If you’re staying, please get cleaned up in the stream, it’s five minutes’ walk over that way, there’s soap from the truck, there are towels in a pile next to the soap.”

“You’ll love the towels!” Avya burst out, then seemed to collapse in on herself in embarrassment. “S-sorry.”

I gave her a warm smile. She might not know how cute that was, but that was fine. “I’d also appreciate it if the fire was kept burning, and nothing in the truck was disturbed.” I’d head around and lock up the cab from the other side so they couldn’t see how to do it.

“I would like to ask a question, m-master… s-sir,” Fayeen finally said.

I turned back. “Go ahead.”

“Could I speak with,” she inclined her head toward Auralla, “your female… privately?”

I shrugged. “She’s not mine, I don’t own her. She can do anything she likes.”

The dragonite snarled. “You’re weak, and the males will put you out of your misery soon enough.”

I turned and pitched the brutal axe at the nearest big ass tree. The thing went whump-whump-whump end over end, and I’ll be damned if it didn’t split that goddamn full grown two or three hundred year old tree in half with a clap like thunder. Half that tree groaned, another thunderclap came, and it slowly pitched over with a crash.

I shrugged, and arched an eyebrow at the speechless Hellera. “I’m doing all right so far.”
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It was almost two hours later when I finally snuck up on Auralla’s lesson creature, a twitchy little fucker the size of a housecat with lightning fast reflexes. I wanted to just cut the damn thing in two with my new brutal axe, but grabbing it by the scruff of its neck was still very satisfying. It immediately went into apeshit mode, clawing the shit out of my arm, but I also hit Bronze at that exact same moment.

For the last two hours I’d been sneaking around, gathering up little bits of Sly experience here and there, watching that third star like a fucking hawk.

“I got you now you little bastard.”

It had an upturned nose and two long prehensile looking whiskers, like little tentacles coming out of its long, almost dog-like face. It too had six legs, like most of the creatures I’d seen here, and short fur in almost color-deleting black.

It hissed at me, but I brought it closer so I could look it in the eye. “You got away entirely too many times… anyway I’m glad to meet you finally, and I’m glad I never have to catch you again. Go and do your thing.”

I tossed it away, where it landed on its feet, regarded me with big huge yellow eyes, then disappeared into the brush.

Bronze tier. Paule to start back, and read up on what I’d just gained.

Congratulations! You’ve reached Bronze tier.

Though this is a milestone, you have already begun to see the progression of your abilities as a journey rather than a series of mountains to climb. Your capabilities grow with each word you speak with purpose, every attack you land with courage, and every setback you overcome with perseverance.

By the time you reach Silver tier, you will have overcome many of the limitations that hold beings down on this planet: you will slowly erase your need to eat food if there is plentiful magic to be found, you will inure yourself against many toxins, viruses, poisons that plague beings of your stature. You will see with eyes unclouded, and hear with ears undamaged. Bronze tier is the first step of becoming more human than human. Your aging will slow, and you will find your mind and muscles capable of much more than any human ever experienced on your planet. You will channel more magic and discover more capabilities than you ever dreamed possible.

I turned and looked for any sign of the cook fire, but couldn’t see it. I was pretty deep in the woods now… I sighed, and started to trudge back, only to realize I could teleport.

One of those later, into tall trees, I spotted the column of smoke reaching into the late morning air. And several more teleports later, I was out of mana, but much closer to my home base.

I couldn’t wait to show Avya and Auralla, and I also couldn’t wait to see whether they’d worked any magic.

When I returned, I swear to whatever gods people believed in on this world, Avya was riding on Fayeen’s shoulders. The two were laughing together. Auralla had the three other newcomers around a wooden frame stretched with a dead animal fur. She concentrated, breathing hard, and pulses of magic emanated from her hand in little waves. It slowly altered its shape, until it was a broad sheet of fur instead of that irregular dead animal form.

The blue-skinned elf Velleth was nodding, as was the felinian. The dragonite, Hellera, still didn’t look too impressed.

Auralla was overjoyed that I’d caught the shadow finnet, and gave me a long kiss. I still couldn’t get over how a supermodel dressed in see-through clothes was hot for me, but I was definitely appreciative. My body reacted instantly, and Auralla gave me a devilish grin.

“Are we putting on another show?” she asked.

“You are insatiable,” I told her.

“You can’t convince me you think that is a bad thing.”

Before we got down to the showtime sex, I approached Avya.

“Mast— eh, sir.” Fayeen did a kind of curtsey, which caused Avya to unbalance and nearly pitch over.

“I’m glad to see you two are friends, though it worries me a bit.”

“Oh, you should be,” Avya said. “Fayeen here has quite the sense of humor.”

“I’m also glad to see you with a smile on your face,” I told Fayeen, whose expression had hardened back to the guarded stoniness of before. “I’ll go away now so you can have it back.”

“Yes, get out of here, you… you male!” Avya teased. Ooh, a zinger. I feigned a heart attack and winced at the savage barb, clutching my chest.

My ass was pinched as soon as I turned away, and when I turned, both of them were whistling a tune they both knew. They caught me looking, and laughed again.

My relationship with Fayeen had turned to Favorable, and now already had a star. Which was amazing because I hadn’t been around her at all for several hours. Avya had been singing my praises, I guessed.

I returned to Auralla. It was time to start the show.


14- Slaves of Giskennen

This time the lovemaking was languorous, relaxed, and unhurried. Yesterday had been frantic and primal, and enthusiastic. This had all the same joy, but none of the rush.

She approached and wrapped her arms around me, smiling into the first kiss and chuckling at her own lust.

“What’s that?” I whispered, wondering what was on her mind.

“This is becoming my favorite thing,” she replied, already gripping my hardening member through my boxer shorts. She lazily stroked it while our tongues continued to spar. Then she wrenched the boxers down impatiently and wrapped my cock in a tight grip.

“You’ll just have to come live in the city with me.”

I licked a pair of my fingers and began to slide them over her mound and further.

“Don’t tempt me,” she groaned, and ground herself against my invading fingers.

It was time for the show to really begin. I laid down on the grass and laughed when she didn’t understand my instructions. Kneeling on my face she could handle, but kneeling on my face the other way? So she could… ohhh. She fell to her hands and knees and shrieked in surprise, laughing as I grabbed onto her ass and pulled it to my mouth.

Then she gave a loud moan and loudly proclaimed, “Oh yes, Drifter, yes!”

Too theatrical for my tastes, but she got the idea of sixty-nine a moment later. I felt her mouth envelop me before too long, and she began a slow and methodical blowjob.

Her skill was rapidly increasing, the way she used her tongue on each stroke, the way she knew to keep her teeth back and her lips tight, the amount she could get in her mouth before beginning to gag. The pleasure steadily built on account of her enthusiasm, but that wasn’t all.

The situation was turning me on. Her willingness to do this in front of the others, the joy she got out of the act, the taste of her. I thrilled to get my tongue deeper inside, to make her body shudder every time I licked over her clit, or the feeling of her moaning around my cock. We ended up spending a good ten minutes in between different positions just leisurely pleasuring one another.

Finally I couldn’t endure more; I broke away and gasped for her to stop. I needed to slow down if the four captives were going to get the show they deserved.

“You’re amazing,” I told her.

“You’ve shown me another world, Evan,” she responded, and drew close for another deep kiss. “You’ve changed me. You’ve awoken a beast I never knew was slumbering inside me.”

I didn’t know how much of her words were for show and how much she meant, but a second later she’d lined up the head of my cock and pressed down to envelop me completely. We shared a twin groan and she planted her hands on either side of my head before bending down for another kiss.

“How am I doing?” she whispered.

I grinned. “Spectacularly. And me? How am I doing?”

She purred, rose up off me, then slid all the way back down and wiggled her ass in a lazy circle. The divine pleasure of being buried in her made us both moan yet again.

“Slow and easy, pretty please,” I told her. She just responded with a sultry smile and another slow, deep and hard thrust down onto me.

This time Auralla and I took it the slow, deep and hard way, alternating between a good steady pounding and pauses to let my hard on calm down some.

Either she’d acquired a different flavor of nectar overnight, or this Bronze tier change over had sharpened and altered my tastebuds. I was betting on the latter. I detected for the fist time faint notes of soap, and now I could taste the magic. Auralla had a fruity magic aura, is the only way I can describe it, like a citrus but not an orange, like a cherry but not exactly a cherry, that kind of thing. It was sweet, tart, and juicy. She had kiwi-flavored love juices now.

And I was definitely more than okay with this change.

She also seemed either much more skilled than yesterday, or again something about me had changed, because she swallowed my cock whole, to the point where I felt her nose pressing against me.

She requested to be bent in half again, by grabbing her ankles and pulling herself into position. Now, when I got myself ready and lined up, I felt noticeably larger. My dick had grown with Bronze tier. Auralla peered up at me with her very, very green eyes, hooded as they were with lust and flush with the reddening power of several orgasms, and gave me a lazy smile that melted me inside.

Damn I was lucky. Not only had I been found by someone not actively hostile, she had quickly grown to enjoy pleasure, wanted to reciprocate, and wasn’t trying to keep me for herself.

I didn’t have the leverage of the sleeper cabin wall to balance against, so instead I was forced to push against the backs of her calves, until her knees were almost at her ears. I would’ve thought going this far would hurt her, or be impossible to maintain, but keeping my body taut like this wasn’t a challenge. Pounding her for minutes that added up didn’t tire me or cause my muscles to go sore rapidly like back on earth had. She felt just as tight as the first time we had joined, gripping my length tightly with every long stroke.

What had once caused aches in my shoulders wasn’t even a consideration now.

This position hit some special button in Auralla, and in moments she was crying out like I was killing her. When I stopped to ask if she was okay, she grimaced and asked me why I’d stopped. I continued the deep, slow pace, and she got immediately vocal again.

We had slow and steady sex until the natural lubrication began to run dry, then switched back to a nice, easy sixty-nine so we could continue screwing each others’ brains out again.

It was absorbing enough that I mostly forgot we had an audience. At one point, and only one point, I found Fayeen and Avya watching. Avya was whispering something into the tiefling’s ear, and it was abundantly clear that Fayeen was feeling the effects of lust. Even Velleth, Hellera and Dallinya were focused intently on the action. The felinian woman’s tail was twitching, just the tip.

I took Auralla through the other positions we’d used, switching it up for the benefit of our audience, and several she hadn’t done. Reverse cowgirl was also a big hit, since the angle pressed that magic button inside her. She became even more intensely vocal, and sped up until she sent herself into an orgasmic shuddering fit, followed by another a few minutes later.

I even started toying with a little backdoor play, first licking and then while she was riding me, testing the water a little by rubbing my finger around her rear hatch. She didn’t stop bouncing, but a confused expression came over her face, followed by a lengthy bit of staring into my eyes. I gave her a reassuring smile. She smiled back, swiveled around without removing me from her incredible tightness, and bent down for our final kissing session.

“Do you want me there?” she breathed. Gods, she was up for anything.

“If you can handle it, and if you’re up for it.”

“That’s not used for sharing essence.” That’s the wrong hole, my ex had told me. Auralla didn’t seem upset or betrayed.

“It could be,” I told her. “But not today.”

“Mmm,” she said.

“And only if you beg me for it.”

She chuckled. “Beg you, for something I’ve never even considered, much less done? And that seems quite painful? Well, your wish is my command.”

Here we were with that dom/sub thing again. Although Auralla didn’t want to be dominated power-wise, these cracks in her veneer showed that maybe, just maybe, she did want to be told what to do. It was enough to push me over the edge.

“I’m going to—“

“I w-want it this time!” Avya cried out.

I’d been on the verge of orgasm for an untold amount of time… an hour? Two? Longer? There was no holding back.

“Oh my god,” I muttered, and that definitely pushed me over the edge.

It was a scramble for Auralla to get off me, for Avya to dive between my legs, get the head situated in her tiny mouth, and began working me with her hand to get everything I had left. I bucked a bit, but realized she was tiny and I could hurt her… and myself.

“Mmm,” she said, and swallowed my seed with a look of blithe contentment. She turned to Auralla, eyes saucer-shaped.

“I told you,” Auralla said. The amusement in her voice was strong.

“It’s so good!” She turned back to the tiefling, who I noted had her loincloth slid aside and was working at herself with a series of round strokes. She had a little tail, like a white-tailed deer, which I found very cute.

“Faye you have to taste this!” Avya declared.

She’d frozen in the middle of getting herself off, embarrassed at the attention. “I don’t, I couldn’t possibly… unless sir commanded.”

“That’s not how I roll,” I told her, then thought about Auralla. Usually not how I rolled.

Avya made ran her fingers over any stray globs she found on Auralla’s glistening ass and my midsection, and collected it all up fastidiously. Auralla was giggling the whole time, shaking her head, and giving me the occasional kiss.

Avya then walked over to Fayeen, who was adjusting her loincloth back into ‘hiding almost nothing’ position.

Avya said, “Here.” And when Fayeen opened her mouth, she rubbed her fingers on the tiefling’s tongue. She smeared my seed on the tiefling’s tongue, and Fayeen went on with the tasting like it was a new type of wine.
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We spent most of the rest of the day training. Avya was neither Fierce nor Tough, being an Empath, so we started to work on that. Training started with foam play swords from the trailer. These weren’t pool noodle foam, waggling around, but hard foam, the kind that would make kids run crying to their parents when things got out of hand. At first the trainees laughed, but Auralla took quick control of that with a hard swipe at Avya’s head. After that first loud ‘OWW-UH!’ they shut up and got to work.

Auralla had them throwing javelins and spears next, which I got in on. I had no idea how to do it, and was initially terrible until she showed me exactly how to line it up across my body and put everything I had into hucking that bad boy. After a good fifteen minutes I could make it sail, and after a good forty-five minutes I could hit the first of the gigantic targets Auralla set before me, nine times out of ten.

Fayeen and Velleth joined in the sword fighting and the javelin throwing, and were followed by the dragonite Hellera and the felinian Dallinya. I saw them cast several looks in my direction, but Truffy stood nearby, as did Jerry, and I had the brutal axe not far away. I felt pretty confident I had the reflexes to not take a javelin in the eye. And then, even if I took one somewhere else, we could overpower these two, and I could heal up.

Lunch in the midst of martial practice was nuts, berries, and some of Auralla’s provisions still stocked in her bracelet cabinet, or whatever it was called: hunks of bread, and some strong white cheese I washed down with one of my energy drinks.

Now that I finally remembered, after practice I took Velleth and Fayeen along to check on the body of Giskennen, the douchebag who wouldn’t listen to reason. Jerry accompanied us, stalking silently through the grove of trees where we’d had our showdown.

“If you have any questions for me, I’m all ears,” I told them. “You’ve seen what I’m about, you’ve seen Mack and you know I’m a Drifter. You’ve heard about me from Avya and Auralla, most likely, but I’m my own person and if there’s anything you wish to know, now’s the time.”

Tomorrow the moon would be full, and that meant their magic would be full. And that meant things went from complicated to extra very fucking complicated.

Trust, for instance. Even if Fayeen and Velleth complied and offered to share essence, leaving them with power would invite reprisals, like a knife in my back, or a knife in the dark. The two who hated me would be filling up their personal reservoirs of power, meaning that they’d have whatever Normal or Bronze tier ability back to possibly use against me. And if I gave them my Drifter ability, they’d then have two weapons to wield when deciding I was only good for bleeding out on the floor.

This needed careful consideration, which meant building trust.

Fayeen was tall and willowy, with a light layer of maroon fur and very yellow eyes. The hair on her head (and the carpet matched the drapes) was midnight black, though Avya had woven those glittery hair extensions in, so her black hair sparkled with random colors.

Velleth was built for speed though: a runner’s body, a clearly outlined six pack, blue skin that reminded me of the waves lapping at the Gulf of Mexico on that Florida trip I’d taken in college. Her hair was bluish green, and she had sea foam colored eyes. Her ears were pointed and drew back against the sides of her head. I would learn in time that she had fae blood in her, and that almost everyone had fae blood in them; the fae just mated. It was what they were known for.

We found the body in silence, being picked over by several creatures who weren’t happy to see us, including that thing I’d caught at Auralla’s request.

“All right, if you don’t have any questions for me, then I have some for you two.”

They exchanged a glance, but kept quiet.

“I need to know everything about the city you came from.”

“Why?” Fayeen chuckled.

“I’m going to be living there, so I need to know what kinds of things to expect.”

They stared at me before Velleth began laughing.

“See, that’s not helpful… I can only infer there’s going to be someone with a lot of power, or many someones.”

“You won’t survive against two Masters at once,” Fayeen said, “let alone one of the Gleaming Masters.”

“Great, let’s start there. What’s a Gleaming Master?”

“The city is just one of many in an empire,” Velleth explained, “and the Gleaming Masters lord over the city. They have the power of silver, and it is said they nominate a loyal female to be their second in all matters. She also gleams with the silver, she is fast as the wind, and is a match for any of the Masters in the city.”

So they built up enough power and had enough time to cultivate (read: groom) one of their females to share power with instead of dominating. The long relationship would boost that female’s power, like what was happening with Auralla. We already had nearly two Bronze stars.

“You’ve seen this.”

“It is known,” Velleth explained. Fayeen echoed this.

It is rumored, is what she meant.

“They settle disputes between the lower Masters, or…” she trailed off and looked in the direction of Sunspire. “Put down attacks against the city.”

“And uprisings from within,” Fayeen added.

I nodded. This still felt like pre-Roman era city states, controlled by a far-off emperor, maybe Gold tier or higher. They would have a single roving army who would run back and forth between various different attacks against their power. What, an attack by barbarians in the north? Rush north. Now a disruption in shipping by pirates along the coast? Rush to the coast. Now a rival empire smells blood and takes some outlying cities? Rush over there.

Empires like this always seemed to be teetering on the brink of oblivion, at least from the podcasts and audiobooks I’d listened to.

It might be a little different if a single powerful male had a small army of females. Border security and internal uprisings might indeed be simpler matters to quell if you had a mobile strike force helping the local sheriff.

This was good intel, but half of it was guesswork.

“How far up the pecking order was your master?” I asked.

Again a shared look. It was Velleth who answered. “Giskennen had several districts under his sway, and had killed two other Masters after he took me into his pack.”

“I was taken earlier,” Fayeen said. “He was second in line to join the Governor of the city at the table for his small council. He had cowed one Master and killed another before Velleth was taken.”

So a good power level. Almost enough to start jockeying for position over control of the city, to make schemes and plot to backstab the Governor once he got near Silver tier. Okay.

I held off from asking them how life under Giskennen had been. Whatever answer they gave wasn’t going to be in line with my worldview. They’d seen him murder people, and probably been forced to watch him yank girls away from the townsfolk and fuck the fight out of them in front of his other slaves. These women lived brutal lives, and Giskennen was more brutal than others of his kind.

I bent over Giskennen’s body and looked for anything I might’ve missed. The shotgun and the scavengers had shredded most of him or eaten the other parts, but I wasn’t interested in the flesh.

I untied the sandals, those ropy kind that wound halfway up the calf and tied off, and took those. They might have qualities and enchantments like the axe, and if so, I wanted them. He had a couple of piercings I hadn’t noticed in the dark of night, but I wasn’t about to cut them off him and thread them through my own body…

…unless they had magical storage capacity like Auralla’s bracelet.

Gross, but necessary. I cut off his nipple ring, the one through the middle of his nose that gave him a bullish look for the ten seconds I’d seen him alive, and the ones through his ears I picked off with my lockblade knife.

I made friendly banter with the two more receptive of Giskennen’s slaves the whole time, not looking at them. I gave them plenty of opportunities to loop a garrote around my neck, put a hidden shiv in my throat, or at least try… Jerry was on stealth and pounce duty right now. I didn’t know if they had noticed the beast slinking at the periphery of the situation, but I hoped they hadn’t attacked me because they were beginning to realize I wasn’t one of the douchebags, and that they should be comfortable letting me plow them tomorrow night under the full moon.

I shook my head at the thought. This place… was really something else.

My opinion of this place fluctuated, swung up and down and back and forth like a see-saw. One minute it seemed just grand, drinks with umbrellas and lovely hula girls ready to get busy at a moment’s notice. Then… then I had to contemplate something super dark, like taking prisoners. I’d never taken a prisoner in my life, but here it was kill or be killed. Giskennen had shown me that.

Take prisoners. Befriend them in record time. Consider doing something terrible to them for magical power, and whether I could trust them afterwards with power I’d bestowed.

I sighed, laughed, sighed again, and stood up to face two of the choices this world had forced onto me. Fayeen and Velleth regarded me impassively.

“I appreciate you giving me some insights into the city. Now, let’s boogie.”


15- The First and Only Film

Auralla waved me away when I returned, so I turned my attention to Truffy, Avya, and Giskennen’s other two former slaves. Avya was doing her Empath thing with the remaining two young ladies, seated on a stump I’d chopped from that tree while they lounged not far from the trailer. She had an animated speaking style when I wasn’t around, which contrasted completely with her passive-aggressive super shyness and sudden brave demands. It was good to see how she worked, and hear what she was doing. My Bronze level hearing was even better now.

She had been telling them a myth of the world before people: the great mother Rea had given birth to the entire world of Ethetria. Just like an egg, the yellow part had become the world, and when it hatched all the gooey white stuff swirled out to become the magic. This had attracted other gods, who wanted to share essence with Rea, who had quite the child-bearing hips and other assets gods found attractive, but it wasn’t possible to figure out who deserved the honor of getting up in there. She ended up challenging them to a contest over who could make the best stuff on the pet planet.

They crafted waterfalls and oceans, deserts and plants, animals and people. They all exhausted themselves, (all except one, of course) and Rea ate them in quick succession to regain her strength. With them inside her, she naturally became pregnant with all their babies.

“Myths,” I muttered.

According to the story, they fell to earth as a rain of many peoples: the snake-bodied people of the deserts, the tieflings of the mountains, the elves of the forests, the dwarves under the mountains, dragonites in the lava fields, you get the idea. She popped out babies like it was going out of style: humans and nellwyns and gnomish all over the place… but.

But the last god had held back when the rest were busy ejaculating all their power and influence on the planet to make such awesome stuff. He knew the goddess wouldn’t let anyone claim her. If she was impregnated again, she’d birth a whole extra world, and that would crash into Ethetria and destroy all the gorgeous bounty they’d just taken the time to spurt out.

This last one was already weak from a clash in the stars, and while he knew he couldn’t do much, he knew he could take every bit of seed the other gods had given Rea and make copies. Dark clones.

Orcs were the dark copies of elves, brutal and short-lived and at home on a land of grass rather than among the trees. They loved war like elves loved peace. From gnomish came the goblins. Both were creators, but while the gnomish crafted to delight and assist, goblins only create to help them destroy. From the nellwyn came the kobold: twisted, ugly and stupid, but numerous and hateful.

Before the last god could corrupt any of the other races, the seeds called out from within Rea’s womb and begged her to spare them. She did, and together the ghosts of those gods purged a thoroughly weakened final god from her vast body.

The last god was dying, and knew it. In his last moments, he flew down to curse the races he hadn’t touched. He couldn’t replicate them with his own twisted version, but he could give them a little of his own essence. Into humans he placed a wanderlust, an insatiable need to do and go and be everywhere and everything. Into dragonites he cursed with fury, such that they would cease to see friends and foes when bloodlust took them. The fae he cursed with vanity and fertility, and he made them propagate with everything they came across. They would always be ashamed that they weren’t as pure as the first fae, and look down on others regardless. The scaled ones he gave distrust. Anyone who hadn’t beheld the dark mirror took a curse as the final gift of the now dead god.

“But gods cannot truly die,” Avya said. I wish she’d had a flashlight to shine under her face at the edge of the camp fire. “They live on in memories. The last god is dead, but will one day rise, and on that day, he will complete the dark mirrors, he will take control of his new armies, and he will extinguish all that is good in this world.”

“Do they call it armageddon?”

The expressions on the faces of Dallinya and Hellera clouded. I waved a hand at them when they started to get up, and they froze.

I noted with satisfaction that my relationship with Dallinya and Hellera both had a half a star, and both were Unfavorable as opposed to Hated Enemy.

“Don’t mind me… I’m off to see what Auralla’s trying to hide from me.” Avya’s story to the girls had given me an idea. “Let’s figure out dinner, see how much fuel’s in the truck, and maybe watch a movie. It’ll be the first, and one of the last that ever gets played in this world, I think.”

If a movie didn’t work some magic for the undecided, nothing would.

I checked on a few other things before heading over to see Auralla.

His shoes I noted had some magic in them.

Marcelol’s Nimble shoes

Footware, fine quality, enchanted

Bronze tier

Qualities: Self-cleaning, self-repairing, everlasting

Abilities: Grants a star of the Quick attribute while worn. Grants a rank in the Dodge and Acrobatics skills while worn.

Creator’s Note: Crafted in Leather District. Enchanted by Marcelol of Ink District at Giskennen’s request.

I quickly slipped my feet into the sandal-like shoes and went to loop the straps around my legs, when they wrapped around me automatically. The tiny buckle at the top slipped in and the tiny metal peg found the hole.

While none of the piercings were enchanted, I saved the thick silver nose ring for last. All were inert, except the nose ring. It popped up with the UI.

Storage Vessel: Silver Nose Ring

Dimensional storage, excellent quality, enchanted

Bronze tier

Qualities: Never dulls or rusts, unbreakable, emits no aura

Abilities: This storage vessel contains space for up to 1 ton of materials by weight. Press against the vessel with your Attuned attribute and concentrate to produce the inventory to add or retrieve items.

I concentrated and brought up the inventory, but only for a moment because Auralla had thrown herself into my arms and was kissing me. Given the loss of concentration, the inventory vanished.

“Well!” I gasped. “It’s lovely to see you too.”

She grinned. “I have something to show you.”

“Does it have anything to do with the fur you were magic-ing earlier?”

She got a sly look. “You’re too clever, Evan Westfield.”

She then presented me with a leather skirt. She shoved it up into my face and asked me how I liked it.

I gave her a grin. “How did you do this?”

“What you do is, you learn that the legends you were taught as a girl were true, but that no one explained essence sharing could actually feel good, then you share essence a with a male a number of times until you can’t think of doing anything but. Then you get an animal skin, use magic your village Domi taught you as a girl, and craft a comfortable skirt for a Drifter who doesn’t have any appropriate clothes. And there you have it.”

“Quite a long path towards completion. Why a skirt?”

Her face fell. “You don’t like it?”

“I’m sure once you explain how it’s better than pants I’ll be thrilled with it.”

“Well first of all, there aren’t these metal things in the way when I want to disrobe you.”

“Sold. I’m sold.”

“It will also help you move more freely, especially for squatting down like this.” She squatted, completely unnecessarily. “Or running about.”

“Good. Could I ask a favor of you?”

She grinned, stepped forward, and ran her hand up over my jeans-covered crotch. “Does it involve this?”
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I slipped on the skirt and had it tied up just about as Avya arrived. She was very quiet, and I didn’t notice her while I flexed, squatted, and tested out the new garment. Auralla had slit it up on either leg, so that when I squatted down, my tan lines from the summer appeared.

Don’t know why that struck me, considering I was currently putting on sex shows for strangers who would rather see me dead.

Still, the lines from my board shorts reminded me of paddling down a river over the summer in a canoe with my ex, heading to the beach alone after I’d caught her cheating on me, looking back and forth at girls in bikinis and thinking it was hopeless being single. I was just a pasty white trucker who didn’t have any time off, and that had cost me my relationship.

Well, that wasn’t a problem any longer.

I finally noticed Avya was there, and groaned inwardly. I needed to keep my eyes open with the four of Giskennen’s people. Fayeen had tasted my seed and was almost certainly going to be fine tomorrow night under the full moon, but the other three…

“Avi!”

“Evvie!” she chirped.

“You’re doing an amazing job bringing the others around.”

She beamed up at me. I plopped down with my legs crossed, and peeked under the trailer to make sure everybody else was out of hearing range. This increase in my senses had me a little weirded out that everyone could hear anything I was doing or saying at any time.

“What’s your read on Fayeen?”

She waved a dismissive hand. “She’s ready, one hundred percent. We both knew a traveler who came through Sunspire last summer, a friend of hers, so the bond was easy to forge. She’s curious about you being a Drifter. She tasted your seed, Evan.”

I was getting turned on just thinking about it, and it had only been a handful of hours ago. This new skirt though, it was great. I could get aroused and not have to stand up and adjust my boner.

“I figured, but if you read anything different from her emotions you’d tell me, right?”

She rolled her hand over, as if to say ‘yeah of course, dumbass’. “Velleth is very closed off. She’s a half elf and half-fae, which is how she ended up with the blue skin. A lot of fae look down on others even though they consider themselves impure, and a lot of elves are long lived, so they experience emotions differently.”

Damn. I nodded. “We’ll keep an eye on her and call her a maybe.”

“Hellera is taking a long time to get used to the idea that you’re different. The Master did a lot of bad things to her. Dallinya understands that you’re a Drifter, but still thinks you’re dangerous to be around.”

“Elaborate.”

“She knows that the Masters will come for you… and if she’s with you, it may mean she shares in your punishment.”

“So our dragonite is traumatized and the felinian is… realistic? Maybe a little paranoid?” Well, if I just got Fayeen’s ability out of the deal I’d have to count it a win. Then I’d have to start working my way into the city… and if I wanted to use the trailer to its biggest advantage, I couldn’t try and go to the next city over. Otherwise, I had two strong allies who had already told me they would like to head back to Sunspire from time to time.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Avya Dalewind Sunspire has progressed. Your praise and confidence in her abilities as an empath has given her a reason to feel pride. Your abilities associated with Auralla have also progressed.

In fact, if push came to war with the Masters, less might really be more. I started considering some potential plans that didn’t involve me sauntering into town with a handful of powerful sexy ladies.

With nothing extremely pressing for the afternoon, I packed these six hot women into Mack’s cab to watch a movie. I had a couple of DVDs in the truck, and some in cellophane in back, but we went with a classic: a lone guy heading to an alien planet, where he uses advanced technology to become a blue alien. He then falls in love with one of the blue aliens the humans consider the enemies. And, lovestruck fool he is, tries to defend their home as his own against the technologically superior, trigger-happy corporate assholes from earth.

I put Hellera and Dallinya in the buckets reclined so they could see the screen, with Auralla on my right, Velleth on my left, Fayeen a bit squashed against the wall, and Avya in my lap.

The whole thing was surreal. I figured the womenfolk would have a strong reaction to everything: they’d never seen a movie, never had a sci-fi tale in their lives (unless you counted the cosmic myth of Rea birthing the world like an egg), never seen VFX… they didn’t know if this was a ‘true story’ of my world or not. I had to narrate a bit at the beginning so they could understand, but soon Auralla gently shushed me. Turned out it wasn’t necessary. The plot was pretty simple: soldiers want thing, aliens don’t want to give it over, lovestruck idiot caught in the middle.

They jump, gasped and muttered, turned wild eyes to look at me, and visibly recoiled away from the major setback, where the humans blast the gigantic tree to smithereens with a bunch of missiles.

Even if they didn’t recognize the weapons or technology, they’d seen fire leap out of the barrel of my gun. They’d seen their big strong Master man thrown bodily.

Avya shrank into me at first, but soon realized she was having an affect on my body. Within the first thirty minutes she was grinding her ass against me, and pulling my hands up to her breasts. Of course, who could resist an insistant beautiful woman?

Soon she’d pulled up the front flap of Auralla’s new gift to me and was stroking my hardon with a more deft touch than before.

“You’ve been reading my emotions,” I breathed in her ear.

“Just your heart, and your body,” she breathed back, and licked my earlobe.

I had to keep this quiet if it was going to happen, I thought… but I realized it wasn’t necessary. Aside from Avya, the women were all captivated by the movie. I kept watching, but slid my hand lower to do a little finger foreplay. If Avya really wanted me inside her again, and it seemed she did, it was going to be without Auralla’s help, and it was going to be delicate.

She was fully spread out, sitting cross legged on me, with her see-through dress and no underwear. There was no impediment to spreading her lower lips and stroking, then easing fingers inside her, even while slowly massaging the pleasure button.

While the other women gasped out, Avya would hitch her breath as well, shuddering against me. She continued to wiggle her ass against the base of me, while stroking up and down awkwardly behind her back. Eventually she gave up, because it was too awkward to have her arms behind her like that, and she just used her whole back, hands planted on my thighs, to undulate up, grind in, up, out, and back down, pressure from her butt followed by her lower back. Slow and steady, like she was trying to fuck me with her entire body.

It was working, so I went to work harder on her nipples and her clit. I reached deeper with one finger while rubbing against that magic button with my thumb, until she shuddered for a good ten or fifteen seconds, unable to watch the movie.

The movie had this one really hot part, where the main character pilots his blue alien and the native girl are kissing, caressing, connecting… and I started to feel Avya’s lust leak out into me. I knew it was happening because the UI window informed me.

You have succeeded a Sly check against Avya Dalewind’s special ability: Broadcast Empathy. Your emotions are being manipulated, but the effect is reduced by your tier and success.

“You little minx,” I breathed, and I could feel her joyous mischief rise into me. This hadn’t been part of the plan to help the four of Giskennen’s slaves come around to my way of thinking, she’d come up with it all on her own.

It was working on the others in the cab as well: Auralla and the newcomers gave out shuddering breaths as Avya’s lust and satisfaction poured out and into them. I didn’t have female anatomy, but I could feel ghost pulses of a finger inside me, another finger rhythmically rubbing my phantom clitoris, the tweaking of my sensitive nipple, and the rigid heat of my own cock against my back.

I added a second finger, and all five other women gave simultaneous moans when I curled them around in search of the g-spot. A choir of sex-addled lust. My fingers were so tightly squeezed it was nearly painful.

This kept on, long past the story beat of the movie. Avya’s orgasm rose slowly in my own body, and among the others, until it crashed against me. Even blunted as it was by whatever resistance I had, it was nearly enough to trigger my own orgasm.

The rest of them didn’t have the resistance I did; all of them came as one.

While they were in the throes, Avya slid forward, onto her knees on the sleeper bed, then slid right backwards. This raised her to just the right height. I raised my own legs to give her feet space, and realized this was a position I’d never had before. I didn’t think it would’ve been possible on earth. Her toes came into contact with my butt, and her little bubble but was now at the correct height.

I lined up my cock with her entrance, and felt her tiny hand on mine in the dark, ensuring the perfect placement.

She let out an explosive breath as I entered her, just the crown. Again it was incredible just how tight she was. In the cab, her dark skin was washed out by the light of the television screen, but there was just enough to see my dick being taken, quarter inch by quarter inch, as she pulled off and pushed down harder.

I felt Avya gritting her teeth and tensing her muscles, and I also felt her determination. More and more of me disappeared into her with each stroke, while I felt it going into me.

Everyone had lost interest in the movie. Most of them were just reclining in the bucket seats or against the walls touching themselves, but Auralla and Velleth were watching it happen with great interest. A blue hand fell on my thigh and began lightly stroking. On the other side, Auralla was pressed against me and licking my ear in between staring down at Avya’s hard work.

“Mm—“ Avya said, thrusting back.

Several more thrusts, and we reached the place where she’d stopped before. Still, this time when she backed into me, she wiggled her ass and took several big, deep gulps of air.

“Mm… mm…”

She pulled forward and then slammed back.

“Mm!” she squealed. Only about an inch, maybe an inch and a half was left between my abs and her butt.

She pulled forward and rammed herself backward. Delicious, painful pleasure ached inside me. All of them moaned loudly.

“Mm… more!” she hissed, pulled forward, and pushed back one final time.

She’d almost gotten there… but still failed with over a half inch left.

She came again, and collapsed as her arms refused to hold her up. The rest of the girls came again as well, before the empathy broadcast power shorted out. And because of all the extra sensation from her ability, I came too.


16- Prelude to the Full Moon

Arrival of angry Masters looking for revenge… t-minus roughly five days.

Sigh.

It seemed virtually impossible to believe that none of them had derived pleasure from sex at all in their lives, but it was true. This world had a heavy imbalance of males to females, and the males went around trying to kill each other all the time. Auralla had never personally spoken to a male before me, and only seen a few from afar. They were incredibly dangerous, after all. It was pure insanity, but resulted in scenes like this.

We spent the rest of the daylight at chores: firewood, foraging, hunting, skinning, and when those were done, training. After the movie was over we had a good half hour of lazing around doing absolutely nothing (except turning Mack off and saving on precious fuel). The only clock was the sun, and it freed my mind in a way I wasn’t ready for.

No social media, no endless run of Tweets or Grams or whatever. No politics or arguments over the direction of the country, the world, the war. Just insects buzzing outside, slow measured breathing, and me wondering when the other shoe would drop.

The other women of Giskennen’s coterie, whatever that was, would be halfway back to the city, or getting back tomorrow. They would be reporting my presence. We had to pull up stakes and get moving.

That was the easy part. After a no-frills evening of good roasted food and some conversation about the city, it was time to sleep.

This time I didn’t want to separate out. I had felt something shift in Mack’s cab, an indefinable change starting with the sharing of Avya’s feelings and sensations with the others. So we slept together near the fire.

I’d gotten a number of system messages, but only a few of them were surprises.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire has reached Bronze tier. Avya has enjoyed her role in the events of the last two days as peacemaker and kingmaker. She also enjoys a good challenge, and your manhood had presented her with a mountain to conquer. Your abilities associated with Avya have also progressed.

The Empath’s Mark would gain a new ability, but the other relationship messages were even more impressive.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Velleth of Surrek has progressed.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Dallinya of Surrek has progressed.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Hellera of Surrek has progressed.

You laid the groundwork for breaking through barriers of distrust and disbelief, and past great amounts of trauma in a short amount of time, with the help of your two staunchest allies, but there are still hurdles to overcome.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Fayeen of Surrek has progressed. The driving force has been Avya, though your behavior towards her has contributed greatly to this change.

Astonishingly, I now had three stars with Fayeen, nearly two with Velleth, and both of the reluctant Giskennen girls now had a star plus a bit of extra. Dallinya looked to be roughly a star and a half.

Behold, I thought, the power of pleasure.

We began in a ring around the camp fire, the better to speak with all of them and see their faces. Soon though the fire burned down, and their faces gradually disappeared. First it was just the glint of coals off their eyes, but after a while they picked up their sleeping bags, pillows, and came nearer to where Avya, Auralla and I were trying to squeeze into two open, fully unzipped sleeping bags.

I felt a pair of hands touching my hair, ear, and down the line of my jaw, and realized Fayeen and Velleth had bedded down in tandem as I had, and were close enough to reach out and touch. Then I felt another hand on my ankle, and looked down to find Dallinya and Hellera doing the same. They’d unzipped their sleeping bags and made little beds so they could share body heat, but as close to me as possible.

It was easily the strangest sensation I’d ever felt. You don’t generally notice, or maybe you do. I hadn’t been in a press of bodies, touched by more than one person, for years. Not since playing varsity football in high school, and that wasn’t skin to skin. This was as alien to me as this situation was to all of them.

I could feel the eyes on me while the fire burned down and I told them how life under me was going to be.

“Tomorrow I’m going to grant you all freedom,” I said. “But first we have to share gifts. Your gift to me, and mine to you. From there, if you want to, you’re free to use that gift to get as far away from Surrek as you like. I think the sharing of gifts will fade over time if we’re not in contact, but maybe it’s permanent.”

“That goes for you as well, Sunspire villagers. You’re free to return to your home, and just as free to return to me after you visit.”

I’d felt Avya stiffen up against my chest, then relax. And Auralla just clung to me tighter.

“If you stay with me, nothing will be the same. Everything changes. You need to be ready for that… I’m bringing my world into your lives, if you stay. Sometimes that will be very uncomfortable. It might be dangerous.”

I caressed the hands currently massaging my scalp.

“Pff… who am I kidding? It’s definitely going to be dangerous. Surrek is going to attack me and I need as much help as I can get,” I went on. “The first essence sharing is needed, but you keep your magic, and you get some extra from me. That’s something I have to do, but you’ve seen that it can be good. Tomorrow night will hopefully be fun instead of frightening.”

I sat up and scooted down, so I could give Dallinya the same touch she’d given me. I stared down at Hellera at the same time.

“Sleep well.”
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I still didn’t wake up dead from one of these former slaves trying to murder me.

We packed up the next morning, and before we got moving away from the place where Giskennen’s slaves would direct Giskennen’s friendly Masters, and I took Avya and Auralla aside.

“You two have been just amazing.” Avya first. “Thank you for being the lynchpin to this entire thing. You made this happen. Way more than anything else I did, you did it all but better.”

I knelt down and gave her a soft kiss, the kind you reserve for lovers on Valentine’s Day when you’re reminiscing about how things have gone well, and how you met, and how sparks flew, to keep that candle burning bright. She was near to tears when I opened my eyes again.

“And you’re my OG,” I said to Auralla, and stood. “Without you there’s no Avya, there’s no Jerry the jiddara, and that fight against the orc from Surrek would’ve gone much differently.”

She wasn’t ready for the tenderness in my kiss. Tears were brimming, and she stared into my eyes with those brilliant emerald gems of hers.

“What is happening?” she asked. “Are you leaving us?”

“Absolutely not… I thought you might want to return to Sunspire and wanted to give you the choice. Tonight…” When we have the orgy, I didn’t say. “…all of you will have the choice to stay or go. You grew up there. Your people are there. I wouldn’t dream of tearing you away from your entire lives, and putting you in danger.”

“Oh!” she cried. Literally cried. She wiped tears from her face and jumped into my arms. Avya had embraced me by the waist and was definitely nuzzling my sleeping dick to see if he he would spring into action.

“I mean you can visit Sunspire, head back there, and rejoin me later if you want, or you can stay there. I mean it’s totally up to you.”

Now Auralla was grinning.

“But!”

The smile fell away.

I tried to keep this sounding gentle and soft instead of what I really wanted to do, which was scare them. “I don’t want any more recruiting out of Sunspire. It’s going to be just as dangerous if you go home and start telling tales, or spreading rumors. You might have close friends there, but I can’t… I can’t have the Domi as my enemies.”

I looked down, to where Avya was rubbing her face against my midsection. “And you had better quit that before something terrible happens.”

“Oh no!” Avya feigned shock. “Whatever will I be subjected to? Will I be held down and have my body plundered by this big strong man? Will he brutally ravish me and flood me with his beastly essence?”

Auralla snorted.

“Please, giant male, please don’t grind me into the dirt with your magical tool of sharing essence, and please, oh please don’t make me scream your name over and over again.”

“Hell,” I complained, and swatted her hands away from my new skirt. “You’re insatiable too. We need to get back to helping pack up, before the other four think they’re really slaves again.”

The ladies could all fit in the cab, and while it was not very comfy, it was more comfortable than being crushed to death by the shifting contents of whatever was in the trailer. Our summoned creatures sat atop the truck, and here’s a part I missed: that morning, when Jerry jiddara was supposed to come bursting out of my chest, I was given a choice instead between the striped jiddara and the little black creature I’d caught as part of Auralla’s training. I still picked Jerry, of course, but the option to have a shadow finnet was something I’d consider.

Not.

“Can we view more tales from your world?” Velleth asked.

“Oh… sure,” I said, “but I can also give you a taste of some of the strange music that comes out of my world.”

I selected the one CD I’d forgotten to give back to my ex after I’d broken up with her and began the hellish purgatory of having her still sharing my apartment. Soon the ladies were bobbing their heads to some cheerful and somehow angry pop from someone with a bunch of record deals. I didn’t know if it was Katy P. or Taylor S., but the women heard it and they listened. And then, because pop is predictable, they began to sing along. One of them began to make up lyrics.

I just drove. The music went from pop song to pop song, all uplifting and empowering, all of them pretty bland, and once again I faded into that robotic driving mode where you see things and avoid smashing into them, but the miles disappear and the outside blurs into monotony.

The girls got this, too, watching the landscape pass by faster than they’d ever seen it. I was only doing about thirty miles an hour, but it was fast enough, apparently.

Once we parked, we stretched out and got to training. This was physical training: running long distance, spear throwing, sword fighting with the foam swords (which were far easier to break than I imagined) and then sword fighting with sticks wrapped in fabric. Auralla supervised this, where she turned from an adorable bubble butt marshmallow with rainbow tints in her hair to an absolute demon.

After lunch, Avya took us through guided meditation, which I initially thought was going to be a pointless exercise, but as soon as I sat cross-legged and stopped imagining Avya in my lap, the world of magic exploded into my senses.

I could hear magic. It sounded as though tiny sparklers were fizzling off in different directions. I could smell magic. The scent coming off Avya’s aura was different than Auralla, was different than Fayeen. The tiefling smelled excitable, and that’s not something easily put into words. The smell was like nothing I’d ever experienced, but the part of my brain that was now Attuned seemed to have trouble fitting the smells into a neat box. She smelled like potential energy, like a coiled spring.

Of course I could see magic in the air, and I’d tasted it when getting down and dirty with my two favorite Sunspire villagers.

Avya helped clear my mind of all distractions with her Broadcast Empathy power. Immediately, the magic became clearer. I sensed it farther away, could pinpoint the sparkler sound of it better. For the first time, I noted a slipstream of radiant energy that wasn’t just sky or clouds, but a rainbow hued line of magic energy running in the direction of Surrek.

It was a ley line, of course, but I just needed Avya to say the words. I knew what it was subconsciously, but once she spelled it out it made complete sense. We weren’t directly beneath it, which would’ve been bad apparently. There were a lot more floating rocks along them, for one. The girls also explained that beasts were transformed into monsters along ley lines much more frequently, or magical creatures just came into being on ley lines.

The one overhead wasn’t the largest to be found. That record was held by another line beyond Sunspire, beyond the far villages, to a landscape where people rarely ventured. The really nasty, big monsters lived out there, and the landscape itself got a little… twisty, like gravity being strange and the veil between worlds thinning.

I hoped they were talking aliens, because I could do with some aliens.

Near the end of my meditation it was time to check up on my abilities. The Empath’s Mark had changed, and I hadn’t looked at Drifter’s Mark either.

Empath’s Mark

*Special ability, magical*

*Bronze tier, one star*

Normal: Activate this ability to sense the mood of the crowd around you. Directed toward a single individual, you may read the surface thoughts. You can sense the rough number of individuals within thirty feet of you. This ability is difficult to counter, even by those of higher tier than you. If you succeed a Sly check, the individual will not be aware of your probe.

Once active, this ability is continuous and costs moderate mana over time.

Bronze: Activate this ability to broadcast a mood to a single target, or over a large area (about twenty feet in all directions). The mood can be the sensations you currently feel. Those affected may make a Clever check (with the Spot skill) to notice the effect, and a Tough check (with the Will skill) to nullify the effect.

Once active, this ability is continuous and costs high mana over time.

You gained this ability after joining with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire.

All this sounded very useful, essentially the same thing Avya was able to do by her lonesome. It might come in very handy if and when Giskennen’s friends came back for retribution, though I needed a way to recharge mana faster. So far, aside from Auralla’s healing salve, the axe and the nose ring, I hadn’t seen much in the way of video game equivalent items. It would be great if I could have a bunch of repeated, super easy random encounters, and just stock up on healing and mana potions, but it wasn’t working like that.

Drifter

*Special Ability, Inherent, Magical*

*Bronze tier, one star*

Normal: By pushing yourself to the point of physical, mental, and emotional exhaustion, you have awakened the magical potential within yourself to travel between worlds, as well as learn magic.

This Ability also enhances your Attuned and Tough attributes to a moderate degree, permanently.

Bronze: Impermanence and flux are now the Drifter’s life. For high mana, you may teleport from your present location up to forty feet in any direction.

In addition, you may keep Relationships from decaying for significantly longer than usual if there is no Relationship activity.

This ability is linked to your Attuned attribute.

Okay this was weird. Below Drifter was a second ability I hadn’t had before.

Adrift

*Special Ability, Inherent, Magical*

*Bronze tier, zero stars*

Since you are not of this world, your soul has a connection to your home world. You can access that world in limited ways.

Normal: Activate to visualize a place in your home world, and maintain to move your perception through the area at your maximum running speed. Raise to high mana cost in order to hear or smell anything in your perceptual window.

Costs moderate mana, plus moderate mana per second to maintain. No cooldown.

Bronze: Activate to reach across the veil separating worlds and bring an object to this world, or deposit an object in your home world. The object must be something you can lift with one hand. Does not allow the transport of living creatures.

This ability costs very high mana. No cooldown.

This ability is linked to your Clever attribute.

I could only do it once, which was exhausting, but what I ended up with was a baseball from my apartment, one with a fake Alan Trammell signature. The scuff marks and the grass stains were the same. I dropped it into the grass and stared at it, while my mana began to slowly recharge.

This was… something.

I learned a few things in that early morning beside Mac. One, my mana recovered relatively slowly. I could barely see it unless I was focusing on it, but what I found was a glass jar with a lot of blue liquid that slowly refilled on its own. It had clawed feet and a little Bronze colored lid with a dragon head and wings sprouting out of the top. A stylized lick of dragon flame came out of its open mouth.

If I was closer to one of the floating boulders, it refilled faster. Good to know.

Auralla would clearly be better in combat wielding a shotgun, so I visualized the Outdoor Store I’d gone to with my dad a number of times as a Boy Scout.

Scouts didn’t really take, which I was finding increasingly annoying now that I was living in the magical wilderness.

Anyway, the problems with the second Adrift ability were these: one, I could only do it once before having to wait almost an hour to get another shot. Two, the thing in question needed to be pretty damn small.

The reason was the veil. It was difficult to push my hand through the material between worlds and grab the thing I wanted. Various odd sensations crept over my arm: rasping against alligator scales, pressure and wetness that felt a little bit like a huge tongue, prickles like my foot was falling asleep, and a distinctly slimy feeling.

And the smells. Ye gods, the smells. They were all kinds of things and it was the worst.

Still, I pushed past this and grabbed up a box of shotgun shells. It was pretty damn big compared to the baseball, and as soon as I yanked my hand out, the micro portal from Adrift snapped closed and cut through the very back of the box of shells.

I yelped at the shells spilling out onto the ground and quickly got them tucked away in my many pockets. If I’d picked it up the other way, the ends of all the shells would’ve been clipped off, like the end of a cigar.

Still, it was worth trying for another shotgun. A while later, I braved the very weird tactile sensations and the smells (gag me) seized the barrel of a shotgun, and ripped it out of the showcase.

I got a little past the pump before the portal closed around the gun and left me with the very end of the gun, cut cleanly off. I found Avya staring at me, and I shrugged with a grin before tossing the useless barrel in the truck.

The mana loss made me a little woozy, and I got a notification that I was approaching a status called mana burn. The rapid rise and fall of my mana apparently wasn’t good for me.

Well, Adrift would be good as long as I got past the ickiness of the veil. I’d bring over some oddities to impress the ladies, and possibly find where people kept gold bars. Maybe if I got better, I could keep the portal open longer.
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Later, we also trained in sneaking around (Velleth was the one to follow for this, as she was apparently the sneakiest) for a while, and then following all that, we settled down to a round of baths, clothes washing (the trailer had a pallet of detergent as well), and basking around the fire nude while the clothes dried in the sun.

Nearing dinner time, Auralla approached and settled hands on my shoulders. “You will need to sequester yourself away from the females until the moon rises.”

“Oh… okay. First, I need to know if I could have access to your storage bracelet, pretty please. Then I really want some further explanation on whatever the heck you’re talking about.”

She slipped the bracelet off her wrist and I tried to keep my eyes off her assets. “They will undergo the purification ritual, and males are not permitted to view or interfere.”

“I still don’t know what that means exactly.”

“The ritual prepares the females to be viciously attacked by their new Drifter Master.” She gave me a mischievous grin. “A purified female is better able to generate the power for sharing essence.”

“Or for brutally stripping it away.”

She nodded. “Giskennen’s women have never undergone this ritual. They barely know of it. They have told me Giskennen never knew of it or expected them to do it.”

“Is it fair to assume the other Masters of Surrek don’t know about it?”

She chewed over this and shrugged. “I have never been to the city, only heard tell of it. Avya and I will make them pure as the day they began to flower with magic.” She winked at me and left me wondering just what in the hell—

Was this a virginity parallel? I wondered if the magic did some bizarre body stuff, like restore the maidenhead or something. I was probably overthinking it, and the ritual just enhanced their magic. No more.

But what if…

I’d find out in a few hours. I told myself to let them do whatever it was they were going to do, and that Avya was the key to solidifying those relationships for the night that would soon be upon us.


17- A Veritable Cornucopia

The first thing I did, now that some hours had passed, was grab up a pair of walkie-talkies with Adrift. My cell phone still held a charge, though it started doing some weird shit when I was close to that floating boulder. It got no data, but still had my downloaded music, movies, and all my pictures from years past.

The walkie-talkies ended up being a dud. Even when I pulled enough batteries into this world, after the night that followed and more expended mana, I discovered that they’d only produce static. You could make some sounds come out to about twenty feet, but the nothing intelligible, just fragments of words. That was useless anyway, because you could just shout at one another at that range. After that it was just static.

I put them into the dead orc’s nose ring and absently scratched Jerry’s huge furry head while the ladies did the pre-orgy thing they needed to do. Lather each other up with body wash maybe.

“Don’t be an idiot,” I muttered to myself, which caused Jerry to huff at my feet. One of his hundreds of teeth came tumbling out. “You are a gross terrifying monster and I love you,” I told him. I couldn’t wait to scare the living daylights out of some other asshole with the jiddara.

So the walkie-talkie situation wasn’t good, but perhaps a battery powered Bluetooth speaker might work. I could turn this campsite into a party with just my phone and a decent speaker. Better than running down Mac’s limited resources.

I tried to go over things that were basically a little more than a handful and see what could be useful here. Matches, yes. I already had a multi-tool but a knife… I had a brutal axe, so a knife wasn’t necessary. Rope was probably good, but I would’t get much. A tent would be useful as hell, but was far too big to get through the veil.

I was thinking about stuff they definitely had in this world already. Technology was another thing entirely, but it wouldn’t last long here without power. Maybe one of those solar panels to recharge my phone.

“Where would I find a handful of diesel fuel?” I asked Jerry and the deepening night. There was no way Adrift was going to let me siphon diesel through a tube between worlds. Maybe that would work at Silver, but that seemed a long way off.

I ended up trying to see how much I could fit in the dead orc’s nose ring while I waited. It was kind of amazing, actually. Items just disappeared into stacks. I could stack up bicycles, towels, hygiene products, detergent, all kinds of stuff from the extra long semi trailer. Eventually it told me I’d filled it to bursting. One ton of stuff was a lot.

And yet… I was driving a class 7 truck, about fifteen tons on its own and about forty tons when it was fully loaded. Of the twenty-five tons pulled, some of that was trailer. Most of it was stuff.

I worked out how Auralla’s bracelet functioned next. Each bead had a capacity of half a ton (I stared at it in amazement) for a total of twelve beads, so six tons.

This was like buying a state of the art hard drive for your retired parents. There was no way they’d fill it in a bajillion years. I hadn’t asked for permission, but she also threw her clothes off at a moment’s notice and screwed me in public on the regular, so I figured it wouldn’t be a big issue if I put some of the most vital cargo from the trailer in here. It would give me the chance to make sure I had everything that was necessary, and could safely abandon Mack.

Sure I’d put some distance in between me and anyone who considered Giskennen a friend, but pushing a semi truck that weighed forty tons had left a teensy bit of a trail. It would give me maybe another day or two… but I wasn’t counting on it. If they were trained up and Tough as hell, they might be able to clear the two hundred miles with no issue, and be on my ass tomorrow night. I might have a buffer of time if they couldn’t do that, but I was going to hedge bets.

It was time to sleep with an eye open. In the meantime I was going to see if I couldn’t make this a night to remember.

Day lost its luster, the sun fell beyond the horizon, and the moon came up. It was bold, bright, and thick with orange for a full half hour. I watched it for a time, until the orange fell away and became bone white. After a while I put on a movie, and patted the dashboard. I would have to leave her behind sooner or later, probably sooner, and it wouldn’t be easy.

Two quiet raps on the door. I exited the vehicle and stepped out to find the fire built up, and Giskennen’s former slaves dressed and stood in a line not far from the fire. Each of them had identical robes, and while they were of the same translucent material, they were cut ultra high, skirts that ended just about mid-hip and concealed absolutely nothing. The sleeves of these garments were extra long, extra wide and flowed a bit like water, hanging almost to their knees. Flowers of the same color had been woven into their hair, or woven into a daisy chain and placed on Hellera’s scaled head.

I could see their personal marks gleaming under the moonlight. Fayeen had something on her leg, half looking like a magical rune, half like a bolt of lightning. I could just make out a bit of Hellera’s mark on her throat, but with her head down and her eyes staring hate into me, I didn’t bother to try and get a good look. Velleth’s I couldn’t find, except perhaps something soft encircling her face in a slightly lighter blue. Dallinya’s gift was on her back, but it was difficult to make out because of the robin’s egg blue garment, and she was facing me. It wasn’t so much a gift though, I would soon learn.

Avya and Auralla wore the same things, although Avya’s sleeves dragged on the ground. They’d cut the skirt portion short, above the tiny patch of lavender hair, but hadn’t cut the sleeves for some reason. Auralla, especially, stood out with her orangey skin against the see-through powder blue, and looked very cute.

As soon as I appeared, the six of them put their hands behind their backs and thrust out their chests, though Hellera chose to look at me like I’d just run over her dog. I could see every inch of all of them, because of the transparency of the material, but having them technically clothed was even sexier.

Velleth had midnight blue nipples and matching aqua carpet to go with the drapes, while Dallinya was a natural blonde.

I realized that I’d been raking them over with my eyes, and my three closest were squirming. Only Hellera seemed disgusted with my activities, but she also didn’t have the right sort of facial muscles and it was hard to tell her expression. Also, Avya was blinking and nodding, sort of egging me on to actually wind my tongue back into my head, close my gob, and say something.

“I know this is rushed, and we discussed it last night, but I want to reiterate that I’m the luckiest male from my entire planet right now.” I looked to my two closest allies. “Next full moon, I guess… I’ll be paying full attention to the new recruits. You’re welcome to help out however you like.”

With that, I strode up to Fayeen. “You have already tasted my seed,” I breathed.

She hitched an unsteady breath. I could feel her entire body shaking. Finally she nodded.

“Are you ready to share with me?” I asked.

“Y-yes… yes s—“

“You don’t need to call me that,” I interrupted, and knelt before her.

“Whu—“

Fayeen’s tiefling body was covered with a light layer of fur, and I ran my hands up and down her legs before beginning to go after her ritual-purified gooey center. Her lower lips still had a tiny bit of peach fuzz on them, and were dark maroon, nearly purple. Inside though she was just skin.

I held onto her butt cheeks and the backs of her thighs while I ate her out. Her fingers gripped my hair and pulled me in, hard, but once she started shuddering and coming, she was pressing down on my head unsteadily to prop herself up, and keep from falling on her butt.

I helped her lay down on the short grass, but didn’t stop going to town. I’d discovered her love button, and it was far bigger than either Auralla or Avya’s. She started pulling me in again, and bucking, and squeezing at my head with her furry thighs. Honestly it was awesome. I could even hear her full-throated moans becoming breathless moans, muffled as they were by her legs clamped on the sides of my head.

Finally, face soaked with juices, I got up and headed for the ultimate goal, only to stop.

Beside me, Avya’s head was buried between Dallinya’s legs, and Auralla was laying Velleth down just like I was. Only Hellera was still standing, eyes raking over the scene in utter confusion.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

Auralla looked over and smiled. She had that lust-addled face I loved seeing. “You said to help out any way we liked. Well, this is how you get ready to share essence, so we’re helping.”

With that in-depth explanation, she slid forward while licking the inside of Velleth’s blue thighs. Her eyes slid closed and I stopped being able to see exactly what was happening, even though I knew.

I finally entered Fayeen, who cried out in ecstacy, but had my eyes on the final member. She finally met my eyes, and took a step away.

“You can join me,” I said, “or you can run.”

Her mouth opened and closed without words.

“Your chances will probably be better with my gift though,” I told her. Below me, Fayeen was writhing, grabbing onto grass behind her and pushing her body to meet my thrusts. I helped her along by placing a hand on either hip and pulling her deep. Her moans were almost pained, and when I stopped she looked at me just as Auralla had.

“Why have you stopped?”

I started again.

Hellera was suddenly before me, peering down.

Now, I thought. Now she would use her claws and try to slash my throat, while I was naked. She had no idea that Giskennen’s axe was in my inventory, in the ring I had in my right hand.

Instead, she stepped over Fayeen, laying on the grass, and shoved her genitals in my face.

“Well,” I said, voice muffled by having a cloaca pressed against my nose.

I gave Jerry the explicit order to take her down and take her out if she went to attack me.

That done, I started to work my magic.

Soon enough I had them repositioned. With me on the ground, it was far easier to eat at the Y and get Fayeen off at the same time. Hellera appeared scaly, and I’d chosen not to get closer to her over the last three days. But she was much more like a snake up close: smooth, supple, and made from thousands of smaller scales. Only at her opening did the scales disappear and I could glimpse pink flesh beneath. She also had a long alligator tail that thumped against my upper body. I gave it a few tentative strokes while she rode my face, and this caused her to begin whimpering in between growls.

Meanwhile I could sense that I was approaching my first orgasm of the evening.

You have joined in the flesh with Fayeen of Surrek. Will you take the power offered to you, or share in the power with her?

This time it was easy to ignore the button labeled Establish Dominance & Take of Her Power, the choose Remain Equals & Intertwine Your Powers.

Of course, I couldn’t see her magic boiling up in her womb. I couldn’t see much except for some red scales and a flat serpentine belly. Still, I could feel it. I could even smell it. Fayeen felt fast, like a rushing river crashing over rocks, like a cheetah going full tilt after an antelope. The power that surged out of her smelled just like speed. I had a feeling I knew what I was going to end up with, but I didn’t bother checking just yet.

Hell, I couldn’t; Hellera had more alligator-like scales on her legs, and they weren’t nearly as nice to have pressing on my face as her best parts. Plus, she was either grinding really slowly against my face, or increasing pressure and trying to smother me.

Fayeen had rolled off me and was laying on the ground in a daze. I hated to leave her like that, but there was pressing business.

See, I had a certain dragon girl that needed putting in her place. Jerry did the job for me, tackling her and growling down at her, terrified.

“You could have left, but you remained,” I told her darkly. “I offered to make you stronger, more powerful than you’ve been since meeting that orc, and you seem to believe this behavior is going to get you what you want.”

I wasn’t going soft, and I knew this was a function of Bronze tier Tough and Fierce attributes. I was going to get progressively further and further beyond human, and this was only the beginning.

I grabbed up one of Hellera’s legs, held it against my chest, and drove the length of my cock into her. I thrust straight to the hilt all at once. Her moan was halfway to a roar, and it reminded me of a documentary episode I’d watched about alligators mating in the Everglades. They made a deep rumbling sound, and this was very close.

“But I don’t have to,” I growled, and pounded down into her, hard. “I don’t have to share.”

Now her eyes flew open, and she stared down at me.

“You had every opportunity to behave,” I hissed, and kept on thrusting. “You. Could’ve. Been. Better.”

Her cloaca was definitely pleasurable to be in. I used her leg as leverage to drill into her over and again, yanking her back toward me with her leg but slamming into her on every downstroke. Her growling became a series of yelps.

I can honestly say that before that moment, I’d never hate fucked anyone in my life. I didn’t find my ex in my bed with her coworker and then have any vicious make up sex.

For right now though I got great pleasure from Hellera’s cries and winces. She was looking up into my eyes and hopefully realizing… no.

I activated the Bronze version of Empath’s Mark and snarled, while she felt the full brunt of my disappointment, disapproval, disgust at her actions, and frustration that she’d seen the difference over these three long days, but still thought nothing would be different. All that energy caused her to moan in despair. And right that moment, her despairing cry was delicious.

“The others offered themselves up. They understand sharing. Not you though. Do you deserve it? Do you want to be fucking dominated and have everything stripped away from you like before?”

I leaned in, pressing her leg all the way against her body, and brought our faces close. She was trying to speak, shaking her head no in her dazed silence.

“Do you want to lose it all again? Forever?”

She whipped her head back and forth.

“That’s good, because if you defy me again, I won’t need your goddamned tattoo. I’ll stake you out and leave you for dead for the scavengers to eat. Alive. Do you understand me?”

She nodded.

“Say it,” I hissed.

“I… I understand,” she whispered.

The UI message appeared.

You have joined in the flesh with Hellera of Surrek. Will you take the power offered to you, or share in the power with her?

I paused in the middle of fucking the fear of God into her and thought this over. Hopefully Velleth, Fayeen and Dallinya would give me the necessary powers to deal with the possibility of Hellera making more trouble for me. Jerry would be there, watching my back, but more importantly, I definitely had Auralla and Avya on my side, so I also had Truffy the porcupine anteater bear. I almost definitely had Fayeen on my side. That made six to one without Velleth and Dallinya, and me with both of their magic power tattoos as well.

Still, I strongly considered choosing Establish Dominance & Take of Her Power. Goddamn it would be easy, and satisfying, to see the look on her face when she realized I had whatever magic power once belonged to her, and she had absolutely nothing.

But then I’d have to deal with the looks on the faces of the other five.

Hoping I wasn’t making a big mistake, I pressed Remain Equals & Intertwine Your Powers, screamed out a war cry, and I filled her with my seed.


18- Marked for Death

Leaving Hellera to whatever was going through her mind, I turned back to Fayeen and pressed a soft kiss to her lips. She responded with a lazy smile.

“Thank you for your gift,” I whispered.

“Thank you,” she replied.

I told her I was afraid I needed to finish the night’s work, but she waved me off while peering at the new tattoo that was coming into being on the inside of her leg.

Avya and Auralla hadn’t just been going down on Velleth and Dallinya by now, they had figured out the sixty-nine position. At least Velleth and Auralla were; it wasn’t possible given Avya’s size. Still, Dallinya was staring down between Avya’s open legs and working her over with both hands.

I didn’t even bother to stop them, but instead lifted Velleth’s legs and laid them on my shoulders. The action got Auralla’s attention, and she looked at me with an expression of combined excitement and lust.

“I can see why you like doing it so much,” she said. “I can make her moan, and her moans go right back into me through her mouth.”

I lined up the head and slid into Velleth with a grin. I had created a monster, which was pretty great. I just hoped they didn’t see the world full of females and sexual gratification they could get there, and forget about me. Or rather, I hoped they didn’t go back to visit Sunspire and get themselves in serious trouble by trying to turn the whole place into a fuckfest. Or rather, maybe I did hope for that.

I bent and gave Auralla a deep kiss. Velleth’s insides were much tighter than Auralla or Fayeen, but it was because of size. The blue-skinned elf was a head shorter than me, and very compact. That was ultimately for the best, because I still had two loads to deliver before the night was done.

“I need a little time alone,” I told Auralla, who nodded slowly. She shuddered with orgasm, groaning and encouraging Velleth with some soft words, and slumped off to one side.

A lot was happening and I didn’t want to think about any of it right now. All I really wanted was to make this girl feel good like Auralla and Avya had, so I could hopefully build a relationship with her, secure my safety, and maybe do this on a regular basis.

Velleth appeared half-asleep when she finally turned her attention my way. She began moaning a few slow, deep thrusts later, though.

“Did Auralla do a good job?” I asked.

“Mm-hmm,” she said lazily.

“You’ll need to compare me to her later,” I told her.

“Ohh… yes. Yes please.”

I sped up. There was no more talking after that. Instead she just groaned and moaned and sometimes repeatedly said ‘Uh!’ for a minute at a time. I went through a couple of positions with her: cowgirl and reverse, but it was doggystyle that set her off. Whatever different of anatomy there was, it was exemplified by bending her over and having her brace herself against the trailer while I slammed into her from behind. And that anatomical difference worked both ways, because some deep part of her rubbed against me in just the right way.

You have joined in the flesh with Velleth of Surrek. Will you take the power offered to you, or share in the power with her?

The choice wasn’t difficult to make this time. Velleth had softened, and accepted that I was different than the world of the Masters.

I could see the magic welling within her, and it was a rainbow of various different colors, with strands looping back into a ball of light that shifted shape and color constantly. It was never anything for long, not the same shade or brightness, shape or color. It was very different from Avya, and different from Fayeen.

I stared at this in wonder while trying to stave off my orgasm, but Velleth wasn’t having it. She did the work now, pressing herself backwards and forwards. Just the thought of her doing this finished me off. I came with a loud groan and emptied my seed, again unprotected, into another female.

I would’ve said I was worried about the possibility of filling this world with my children, but the Master spoke out of the darkness at that moment, and erased all the worries.

“I see you have begun consolidating your power,” a deep male voice said from shrouded in the darkness.

I decided ignoring him was the way to go. After all, you didn’t just interrupt someone mid-coitus and expect to get a good response. I bent and got in a couple licks of midnight blue nipple, then nibbled my way up her neck to her lips. Her eyes were wide and frightened, which was a bit of a buzzkill.

A wiry, winged man with the head of a hummingbird strode out of the darkness while I slowly pulled out of Velleth and helped her to her feet. I stowed away a sarcastic jab about hummingbirds needing to eat constantly or die of starvation, and instead strode over to meet him, cock slowly wilting.

“I’m in the middle of something important,” I said, and ignored the notification that I’d received a mark of power from Velleth. Instead I gripped the nose ring where the axe was hidden and prepared to fight.

He was wearing clothes, this guy, which was weird, diagonal strips of clothing wrapped around his upper body and looking like the flag of a nation that loved blue, purple and green. He had a skirt that felt Egyptian to me, but I wasn’t sure why. It ended slightly above the knee and was made of horizontal stripes mirroring his upper body… garment.

He was flanked by two other bird-headed people, but these were very female. They had on gigantic necklaces, almost like cloaks of blue and green metal with hints of gold in between the mosaic tile metal pieces, but those pointed down to fully open, bare breasts. Again, it felt Egyptian, like a big collar that reached to the shoulders but didn’t have any function. One had the head of an owl and grey skin, the other had the head of a falcon, with paler skin. They were also wearing skirts, but the kind that were semi-transparent like Auralla’s clothing.

As for the Master, his eyes were soulless black marbles, literally a giant hummingbird’s head, with shining green and ruby feathers, but his arms were human, as were his legs. His body wasn’t quite as covered in marks of power as Giskennen’s had been, but it was easy to count past ten, and all of those had the bronze sheen of added power.

He also held a bident, just a forked spear about nine feet long, a silver weapon decorated with colorful feathers and a jawbone used like a bead.

Jerry came padding up to me, and I put my hand on his head.

“I have one more female to dominate,” I told him roughly. “Say your piece and leave me to my business.”

“Are you the one who was said to have killed Giskennen?” the hummingbird man asked.

I nodded. “He gave me no choice.”

“Giskennen was always going to come to a violent end. You surprise me though, Drifter. Giskennen was known to be bloodthirsty, but also powerful and clever.”

“People who attack without first speaking don’t stay clever for long,” I said, thinking what am I doing right now? Trying to intimidate a Master of Surrek city? Was this asshole going to spear me through the chest before I could even react? “Their heads tend to take leave of their bodies. Now, be about your business and leave me to mine.”

“Fighting briefly broke out over Giskennen’s holdings in Surrek,” he replied. “A fire was lit there… and the Governor intervened. The Governor has called for a cessation of hostilities, and given you three days to present yourself and claim a portion of his territory as a reward for your victory.”

“You flew all this way to tell me this?”

“Some two dozen females have been killed over Giskennen’s estate, and one Master badly injured. This is good for no one. A waste of power and flesh. We could be invading outlander territories and forcing their submission, but instead we kill each other.” He made a clucking sound with his hummingbird tongue that I’d never be able to make… unless I somehow transformed into a bird-head man.

“And what do you get for delivering this message?” I asked.

“The Master had two districts under his control, and one of them will go to me. The other, if the Governor judges you worthy, will be yours.” I nodded. “I would be wary though, Drifter. Others have come to notify you of this arrangement with their spears and swords. With your body, they can claim Giskennen’s district of Surrek.”

He was giving me advice for two reasons: one, he was going to be my district neighbor, so he didn’t want me coming to his section of town to murder him. Two, he wanted someone weak next door to him, so he could do the same.

“And why don’t you just try to take my head now?” I asked, but I knew. He only had two fast fliers, and it would’ve taken a lot of energy just to get here, let alone try and fight me.

He waved a hand. “The Governor has decreed you be given the chance to take Giskennen’s place at council. I honor the Governor’s word.”

“It would please me to know your name, Master in Surrek. I am Evan Westfield.”

He said his name, which was something like T’charrk! If you didn’t screech it, it wouldn’t work.

I offered my hand, and he surprised me my grasping my forearm, hard, then leaning close. “The ones who are coming for you are the unlanded. These are the ambitious bottom feeders who make their gangs and create trouble in the streets. It would be a waste if one of those monsters killed you before I became neighbors with the very first Drifter I had ever met.”

“Your advice is appreciated,” I said. “Safe travels back to Surrek, and, uh… may you find many supple females to dominate.” Or whatever I was supposed to say.

T’charrk threw back his head and tittered in a way that confused me at first. I soon realized it was his form of laughter. I smiled in return, and waited for several minutes after he and his females leapt off the ground and flapped his way into the sky. For several tense minutes, I waited for a bident to come glinting out of the darkness at my chest, but it never came. Arrows from the bird-girl’s bows didn’t strike me. They were gone.

This bird guy had really murdered the mood. All the ladies were standing around the campfire, having disrobed, and were getting back into the clothes they considered ‘normal’. I approached Dallinya.

“I’m really sorry,” I told her.

“It’s understandable,” she said. “You’re under attack.”

“I can make it up to you,” I said.

What I needed was… ice cream. I tried to picture where in the hell I would find ice cream. Obviously, the freezer section at Meijer. Some of the nicer stuff would do, that was much more expensive and wasn’t usually sold by the gigantic block. I activated the Adrift power and rummaged around in the aether until I felt the freezer section of Meijer, and my hand closed on the quart of ice cream there. It ended up being moose tracks, which was pretty much perfect.

“This is from my world,” I told her. “It’s yours to have or share as you wish, as an apology for an unscheduled meeting. Please accept it, and if you’re still ready, perhaps we can have some time in the cab when it’s time to hit the sack. Spoons are in the cab.”

I really wanted to get Dallinya from behind with that striped tail rubbing up against my abs. The more I thought about it, the hornier it got me.

The ice cream was a massive hit. I’d figured it could’ve gone the other way, with them hating it, but the concept of something frozen in the middle of summer was astonishing to them, like I’d just done… magic.

Pfft.

Okay, there was a little time, for them to test it out and experience everything. I really really needed to look myself over for tattoos, and check the UI to investigate my new suite of abilities.

From Fayeen, I’d received Swiftwind’s Mark.

Swiftwind’s Mark

*Aura*

*Normal tier, three stars*

Normal: Activate to give yourself and all allies in the area a significant boost to Quick. Everyone affected gains the Dodge skill at level 3 for the duration as well.

Lasts 10 minutes. Costs high mana. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

You gained this ability after joining with Fayeen of Surrek. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Fayeen of Surrek.

“Yes,” I breathed. This wasn’t going to be just for me, but for all of us. I found the mark itself, which was a strong tattoo already, three stars into normal. It looked just like a stroke of lightning descending from a raging storm cloud.

Next on the list was something called the Trickster’s Mark, from Velleth, and it was right up my alley. I couldn’t find the mark itself, until I looked in Mack’s big side mirror and noted the lines, loops, and knot designs running up my neck and down my jaw. There were a couple more hidden by my hair.

Trickster’s Mark

*Spell, Illusion*

*Normal tier, two stars*

Normal: Activate to disguise yourself as another person. The believability of the disguise will be based on your Sly attribute. You may bestow the ability on another willing target by touch. Note: all illusions break when the bearer of the illusion makes a hostile action toward another, or wills the illusion to be dispelled. Those with ability-enhanced senses are more likely to see through the illusion.

Lasts 1 hour. Costs moderate mana. Cooldown: 1 hour.

You gained this ability after joining with Velleth of Surrek. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Velleth of Surrek.

I immediately turned to what I’d gained from Hellera, before trying to figure out plans for this new, amazing ability to disguise myself… or others. This last one was called Red Dragon’s Mark, and the tattoo was literally a dragon in flight at the top of my abs, searing part of me with dragonflame that definitely moved in liquid slow motion while I watched. I looked again at the thunderbolt, and saw that it too shifted, expanded and retracted in slow-mo as well.

Red Dragon’s Mark

*Passive*

*Normal tier, one star*

Normal: You gain moderate resistance to fire damage. Your mana regeneration rate is improved to a slight degree. You seem more naturally intimidating, to a slight degree. You may breathe fire as an attack, up to three times per day. Costs no mana, no cooldown.

You gained this ability after joining with Hellera of Surrek. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Hellera of Surrek.

I could now breathe. Fucking. Fire.

I also took the time to look in on Hellera. First, I waited for enough mana to use Empath’s Mark and get an idea of what she was going through.

The dragonite was sitting with her back against one of the large tires and staring at the Drifter’s Mark on her bicep. She noticed me approaching, and only hung her head to avoid meeting my eye.

Gods, she thought. He’ll have my head for this. What I’ve done… Giskennen would have chained me up and whipped me raw. Her thoughts then turned to the mark. I don’t understand why he still gave me this. I could… but I can’t. Dallinya and Fayeen and Velleth would lose the mark when I spilled his blood.

“From what I understand,” I told her calmly, “that will last until we stop having a relationship. Whatever you received, you can use it to get as far from this place as you can. Find a village of females that will take you. Set up your own place out in the mountains.”

She didn’t say anything. Her thoughts were a whirl though: could I? The monsters are worse out in the wild lands, or so the Masters have told. The Masters could be wrong. They lied about the power. They told me no female could ever hold power, and I have my flame back.

“If you stay,” I told her, “the power will increase. You’ll have your old magic back, and my gift to use by my side.”

And who knew what other bonuses I would discover building a coterie, whatever that was.

“They’re coming for you,” she whispered, then finally got up the courage to push aside her guilt. I have to think about the future if I stay with these six suicidal idiots… these six powerful, laughing, groaning, passionate, alive suicidal idiots. They have souls inside; they aren’t broken and empty like me.

“You could help protect them,” I suggested lightly. “I reward that kind of loyalty with loyalty of my own. Sharing essence if you want, leaving you alone if you don’t.”

Protect them from the sort of fate that Hellera had suffered under Giskennen… she could do that. She should do that. Heh. She would do that. She would die for Dallinya and Velleth and Fayeen. And if this Drifter became Giskennen, she would run a spear through his back and another up his essence-sharing ass.

She stood. “I will protect them. You’ll see… you’ll fall fighting the Masters, with your Drifter head full of your Drifter world. I’ll follow you until that day, but not for you… for them. I’ll keep them alive when you can’t.”

Atta girl, I thought.

Although I was pretty sure my relationship with Hellera had just increased a bit and an exclamation had appeared, I had unfinished business with one gorgeous catgirl.


19- A Hundred Percent Here For It

Ifound Dallinya waiting for me in Mack’s cab about a half hour later. She hadn’t changed out of the blue garment, and was staring at the book of DVD’s while on her stomach, on my bed. Her tail was twitching back and forth while she kicked her feet lazily.

I hadn’t paid much attention to the catgirl in the last three days since being forced to murder her Master, and I’d mostly left her alone because of that. She’d woken up in captivity, been under the impression I was going to subjugate her and, I don’t know, chain her up in my big scary trailer and just screw her every time the moon got full. Then I left her alone further, thinking that Avya and Auralla and the showtime sex would influence her mind.

Big cat ears sprouted from the top of her head, and a long tail swished out from her shapely ass. Leopard print ran up the sides of her body, on her arms and legs, abs and neck, a little on the cheeks. This turned out to be short, downy soft fur. Other than some sharp incisors and a few whiskers, she was just an incredibly hot woman with considerable assets.

She turned to regard me curiously. “I was beginning to wonder if you’d come.”

I sat and placed a hand lightly at the small of her back. “I’m curious about a few things.”

She nodded, then went back to sliding the DVDs out, peering at the reflective rainbow silver of the readable side, and sliding them back in.

“Where were you born?”

“In Sunspire,” she said.

“Oh… that’s…”

“Auralla and Avya were only babies by the time I was taken.”

“Huh. Can I ask… how old you were?”

She slid out a copy of The Matrix and spun it around one finger. “Seven summers. Auralla would’ve been three at the time. I hadn’t even blossomed yet.”

I nodded, and she went on.

“My mother was a drover… her job was to take the flock out to pasture and keep the beasts away from them. That summer was difficult, the rains hadn’t come, and we were forced to go days further out from the village to find better grass.”

“And this Giskennen guy found you both out there?”

She smiled sadly. “He took of her power, but she’d already got in a good hit on him, showed his blood, so he killed her right after he got her mark. And I went back to Surrek to work.”

“Just work.”

“And grow. You can work in a Master’s house until you start to blossom. When you get power, it shows. Your body becomes full and soft and ripe for the taking.”

“Skip this part… I know how it works.” I didn’t exactly, but the takeaway was that puberty brought on the magic power her Master would take. And how long had Giskennen kept the mark of power from Dallinya’s dead mother? It wasn’t a question I could ask her, not here and not now, but it was vital information.

“How long were you there?”

“I’ve surpassed twenty-three summers,” she told me in a small voice, while the DVD spun and spun on her finger. “It’s been sixteen years. I barely remember Sunspire.”

“Have I completely ruined the mood?” I asked.

She smiled and turned to regard me. “These three days have been the strangest of my life. I’ve met a Drifter. Many people never do, and never will. I’ve seen the magic of your world, with its soap and its towels… ice cream. Ha! The mood couldn’t be better.”

“That’s good, because I’m intensely attracted to you. Something about the cat ears and tail really get me going.”

She smiled over her shoulder at me. “Avya and Auralla said you were insatiable, and I wondered how it could ever be a good thing.”

“It’s a difficult curse to bear, but it’s the curse I was born with.” She rolled her eyes while I unlaced the skirt Auralla had made, and it dropped to the floor.

She put the DVD down and went to move, but I stopped her. “Don’t worry, I’ll take care of everything. I have a mood to un-ruin.”

This began with a series of kisses down her ankles to her calves, tickling kisses to the insides of her knees, and when she arched her back, I dove down. She was already beginning to moisten, but that wouldn’t do. I needed her fully lubricated… oh, who was I kidding? I really liked the taste of pussy, and I loved the idea of being the first person in their lives to give all these women orgasms. It was a distinct honor.

I didn’t have long to wait. Just like Hellera, she reacted strongly to having the base of her tail played with. It caused her to push her ass against me (nice) and she was coming in minutes.

She began to shudder and buck, and this was lovely: she purred. Here she was, splayed out on my sleeper bed, purring and pushing herself back onto my tongue, ass swaying back and forth slowly. She didn’t want to risk disconnecting from the pleasure, but she had places inside she wanted me to get into. Her tail brushed against my back, tickling, while I kept up my favorite type of work.

Since gaining Bronze, I could now taste each of my partners’ magic as a distinct flavor. Dallinya tasted of resignation and perseverance somehow, sweet but full of the flavors of an eventful life. The closest I could come to describing it was a fine wine that had only gotten better with age and experience, but somehow that made it seem like her hardships had only made her a better partner. This was only partly true; she was a survivor, and I had that on my tongue.

She didn’t have any of the fiery defiance of Hellera, but I could taste that she’d been waiting for her moment. She could bolt, flee, maybe kill me when it turned out I was putting up a false front to steal their power. That moment hadn’t come. Now she was an orgasm and a half into sharing herself with me, I could taste that she was close… to getting the fuck out of dodge. Of the four, she was the most ready to leave Surrek behind. She’d travel back to Sunspire.

She was shivering uncontrollably, and biting onto the bedspread to keep from making any noise. In the meantime she was gushing her refined, full bouquet of love juices onto my tongue and I was a hundred percent here for it.

Finally I found her feebly swatting at my forehead, and I pulled up short.

“S… stop,” she panted.

“Madam?” I inquired, like a sir.

“Just put it in!” she demanded.

“I’m afraid you’re a few orgasms short of the quota, madam.”

“Now! Essence now!”

I did as milady requested, and sank in slowly, but completely. She was a bit smaller than Auralla, and tight from whatever ritual they’d done before the moon came up. Then I slowly withdrew, while her tail curled around my back and tickled up between my shoulder blades, and I bullied my way back into her incredible tightness.

“Oh gods yes,” she groaned.

“I’m glad you approve.”

“I… uh… approve… uh… so much.”

I leaned down and laid my chest against her back. “We could do this all the time,” I whispered in her ear, “if you stayed.”

“Gods damn it,” she grunted through clenched teeth. “Just, uh, push, harder… And, uh, faster.”

I did.

“Gods!” she cried. “It’s so deep! It’s in my stomach. It’s never… uh, never…”

“Never been this good?”

“Never,” she breathed. “I want… uh… more.”

I gave her more. And then even more. Eventually I got her to be on top and ride me reverse cowgirl, and in that position I toyed with her tail incessantly. She kept up a slow stream of dirty talk, telling me that I was rearranging her guts, telling me she was going to give me so much magic I would glow for days, telling me she was going to cut my cock off and use it whenever she got the urge. She told me to slow down, she shifted angles and told me exactly which one was the one that did it for her, and she told me to pull on the base of her tail… not too hard, yes, yes like that. Just. Like. That.

It was a surprise to hear filthy talk, and a delight. Her magic began to well up as a ball of little sparklers of light again, smelling and looking complicated and beautiful, and I though I’d already come three times earlier, I lost the battle to keep from exploding into her.

You have joined in the flesh with Dallinya of Surrek. Will you take the power offered to you, or share in the power with her?

This was another easy choice. I shared in her power and collapsed back onto the bed, sweaty and spent. I fell almost immediately into a dreamless but erection-inducing sleep.

I woke sometime in the dark with her mouth wrapped around me, and soon enough she was riding me reverse cowgirl again, and grabbing my hand, and placing it on the base of her tail so I could stroke it and drive her wild. Of course, I was half-asleep, so I’m only pretty sure this all happened. She called me a dirty addicting Drifter son of a whore who would get her tortured and killed for wanting more of this, but she never stopped bouncing up and down on that dick.

Then I was coming and then I was asleep again.

I awoke to a soft body draped over one side of me, and a cat ear tickling my nose. I had a new power. I also noted, by stroking down over her shoulders and down her spine, that Dallinya had a series of light scars over the whole of her back. They were old, and layered, like she’d been whipped to the point of bleeding not once, and not just twice. They glowed with magic now, a sheen of bronze color.

Survivor’s Mark was the heartbreaking new tattoo I received. I couldn’t see it, but the tattoo was in the shape of a victim, arms outstretched and head down, with their back full of bleeding whip marks.

Survivor’s Mark

*Passive*

*Normal tier, two stars*

Normal: You gain moderate resistance to physical damage. You may suffer up to double your normal Wounds before falling to Critical Wounds. You gain a minimal regeneration for wounds caused by physical damage.

You gained this ability after joining with Dallinya of Surrek. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Dallinya of Surrek.

No wonder Giskennen had survived two fucking shotgun blasts. I peered at my Tough attribute, and found that at Bronze, the number of wounds I could suffer had gone from four to eight, and had just doubled to sixteen from Dallinya’s ability. Oh damn, I could probably suffer a shotgun blast point blank and get back up afterwards. I had no wish to try it out, except… I kinda did.

But… fuck. I got the distinct impression Giskennen had done this on purpose. I knew it to be true as soon as I saw the scars and read the ability. Giskennen had manufactured this ability and overwrote whatever magic she’d had before. Either that or the torture had started before she’d ever come of age.

A deep well of fury rose up in me. I hardly knew this girl, but she’d offered herself up to me, knowing full well what that meant. She hadn’t been shy in telling me the story of her life. She’d accepted that this world was very fucked up.

At that moment, I wanted to take her by the shoulders, look deep into her eyes, and promise that she would never be hurt ever again. Yes, I knew that wasn’t even remotely possible. Yes, I couldn’t actually make that promise.

I knew what we needed to do now.

Once we were all assembled, bathed, fed, some kisses given out, light flirting, we trained up a little. Combat, sneaking, and using the abilities they now had at their disposal. The mood was light and joking, although these other Masters I’d warned about were in the background.

After all that, I turned to them and explained. “You held up your end of the bargain, so now I’ll tell you what I’m intending. You can stick with me, or go your separate ways. Your abilities will stay with me after you leave, for some time. Hopefully it’ll be enough.

“Here’s the future I see,” I said, and I told them my vision. It made them look at each other, and ask one another with raised eyebrows if I were a completely insane person. Mouths dropped open. The girls held each others’ hands for comfort and to reassure each other that they weren’t dreaming, maybe. Was I serious?

Yes, I was serious.

I took Dallinya aside while the others started preparing. “Decision?”

She chewed on her lip a bit, staring off toward the mountains with their floating boulders. “For now, with you.”
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And that meant turning Mack around and retracing my steps. Road. Basically it meant turning around and rolling on.

“Okay, tell me all about petty Masters,” I said. It was going to be a long trip.

They did. Dallinya had the most experience in Surrek, followed by Hellera, which told me a lot actually. Fayeen and Velleth chimed in (Velleth had some insider knowledge that surprised me), while Avya and Auralla stayed mostly quiet. A lot of what happened in Surrek was alien to them and it showed.

The four ladies explained that Surrek was a massive walled city, with Masters, their females, and other slave labor being used to raise up walls over fifty feet high and fifteen feet thick at the base. Surrek had four main doors, and kept those doors open to trade throughout the day. The city was so large it was divided up into a number of districts, and those districts were parceled out to Masters who were ‘very effective’ in amassing power first, and administrating over their districts second. Their job was to take Governor decrees and make them happen, an executive branch on the ground level.

Masters were essentially the police force of the city. Some of the Masters did their work alone, preferring to keep their stock of females hidden and safe. Others trained their females in combat and traveled in huge retinues. And a few Masters sought out ambitious young males, and gifted them with several magically blossoming women to use. Those young Masters would become deputies for the Master of multiple districts. These were called petty Masters.

“But there are ronin also, aren’t there?” I asked.

“Rogue Masters, without a greater Master to guide them?” Velleth asked. When I nodded, she affirmed this. “Yes. It’s dangerous, but possible. Some of them are looking to unseat the weak Masters who control districts, or prove themselves as capable petty Masters to be taken on and given additional resources.”

“We’re going to face those rogue Masters,” I said.

“Don’t be so sure,” Velleth countered. “Powerful overlords have been known to keep a small army of petty Masters for jobs like this.”

Like unseating a weak Master who looked like he would lose control over his district. There was a surprising amount of low-level politicking in Surrek I hadn’t anticipated.

“Who runs shops… you told me this already, didn’t you? Is it males who can’t keep a female?”

“Mainly.”

There were also females who never blossomed into magical power, and that fascinated me. A lot of these fell to the shopkeeps, smiths, carpenters, candlemakers, scribes, and hedge mages, who—

“Hang on, go back. What’s a hedge mage?”

It turned out there were just wizards in the cities, men who knew magic, but not enough to challenge a Master for supremacy. They’d study magic application from books and lore, or attend a school of wizardry to increase their knowledge. A lot of them would end up using those spells they’d learned for potioncraft, enchanting items with certain qualities (like Giskennen’s axe), or enchanting items with powerful mark-like effects (again, Giskennen’s axe).

So in essence they were just shop wizards the Masters kept their eyes on, in case any of them started to get uppity, like throwing fireballs around or striking people down with lightning.

Female slaves of Masters were known as the sub class, they explained, followed by all the farmers and drovers. These were the low class. Makers, craftsmen, and hedge wizards comprised the middle class, while the Masters were in a class of their own. There were a number of bureaucrats, administrators and advisors who helped the Governor in his duties. Velleth and Dallinya had seen these weak males scurrying under foot at the great council meetings, when Masters were called to receive decrees, or in rare occasions, openly debate a measure the Governor was unsure whether to take up. The Governor’s retinue wasn’t in the hundreds, but perhaps over a hundred.

“Servants? Washers of clothes and cooks and servers of food and such?” I asked.

“Low class,” Dallinya replied.

“Cleaners of garbage? Sewer cleaners?”

“Sub class.”

Naturally.

A picture of Surrek was coming together and it followed a lot of what I expected from the history classes I’d been forced to take in community college. Also the podcasts I’d listened to over the interminable hours on the road.

Seriously, I never had as much fun in history class as I had listening to the history of Japan as told to me by some podcaster recording from his closet, or some British guy telling me how things went in Byzantium. Maybe I’d matured, or maybe the pressure was off to regurgitate facts onto a test paper, or maybe they were just more entertaining than my old professors.

“Hang on a second,” I suddenly said. “How in the hell do the Masters find new women if nobody’s having children?”

They peered around at each other and burst out laughing.

“Of course they’re having children,” Avya offered gently. Too gently. “Don’t you know where babies come from?”

I gritted my teeth. “Of course I do!”

“Sure you do,” Fayeen said. “Males know everything.”

“I didn’t… quit that!”

Cue more laughter.

“Quit that or no essence sharing for three days.” Silence fell over the cab. “Okay one day.” Cue more raucous laughter. I smiled and gained bits of stars for my various relationships.

“How is it done on earth?” Velleth asked. I was being patronized, which caused me to laugh internally.

“Every moon cycle a female has the chance to accept seed from a male and conceive child. If she doesn’t, the egg is flushed out and she begins the cycle again. Kind of like the magic cycle here.”

Horrified silence greeted this.

“A female could have a child every month?” Auralla whispered.

“No. Once a child is conceived it will take around nine months to birth. They can’t conceive another child in that time, though… more essence sharing is possible. It just doesn’t result in a new conception.”

“Of course it is,” Avya muttered. “Men always hoping to use their seed spitters.”

“I know someone who keeps hoping to use my seed spitter,” I retorted, and got more laughter in response. The others ribbed Avya for being so ready to do it again, and again.

Velleth leaned forward from her seat on the sleeper bed. “Here a female must undergo the ritual of conception before she can conceive and bear child.”

A lot of relief swept through me.

“It can be a profitable enterprise,” Velleth continued, bringing my mood back down to that simmering fury. “While all the magic they would normally gain is channeled into the child, and they can’t have their former abilities… females who are with child cannot have their essence stolen. This is a means many females use to get some time away from Masters.” And the chains and torture.

“And let me guess… females who’ve had their power used by a Master can’t do the conception ritual until the full moon, when they would get their magic back anyhow.”

“Just so,” Velleth said.

I skidded to a stop back at the big ass floating rocks. Mack was just over a quarter of a tank now, and that worried me a little.

“Let’s get started.”


20- Starved for Banter

We’d barely gotten Avya to the top of the first floating boulder when the first petty Master came into the picture.

The rock didn’t have a lot in the way of handholds… sized for regular people. But we did have rope, and tools, and I pocketed some pitons from where I’d seen climbing supplies in a sporting goods shop in southeast Michigan. We were as careful as we could be in getting Avya started, and since she weighed less than eighty pounds, it wouldn’t be insane to expect to catch her. In fact, we grabbed up the largest bedding available from the trailer and stretched it out between the remaining ladies, just in case.

She was trailing a line of rope from the trailer, and when she got to the top she was supposed to secure the line so we could start up phase two. She was just pinging in the first of the pitons near the top when Truffy gave out a strange growl. Jerry smelled the guy coming almost immediately after that.

I’d sort of forgotten about Auralla’s gigantic pet. He was so quiet and unassuming it was possible to walk right by him sitting or laying down and not even think about him being there. Auralla had stationed him on the top of the trailer without me asking her to.

“We’ve got company,” I said, grinning. I’d always wanted to say that, just like I was hoping to get in some banter right before I absolutely destroyed this asshole.

See, for a crazy amount of mana, I could now reload my shotgun. It was a simple matter of envisioning that sporting goods store out in Michigan’s massive Great Lakes Crossing mall, with all the bows and arrows, fishing poles, boats, tents, knives… and guns. Guns and ammo.

But then the roar came out of the distance.

“Probably another Beastmaster,” I told no one but myself.

Another minute later and they began to come into view: dinosaurs.

Of course, these weren’t like dinosaurs from earth. Most of them had six legs, but they were huge like earth dinosaurs, and adorned with the kinds of horns, spines, and sails I’d seen in books as a child.

“Under the trailer!” I shouted, and the women… completely ignored me. They grabbed up their weapons and moved around so the boulders gave them cover, while I stupidly stood in the open space between those floating rocks and the semi.

The axe was in my hand, and I pocketed the nose ring in a specially built tiny pocket Auralla had added to my leather adornment.

“Hey!” I shouted, but again got no reply.

It was time to see how fast we could go. I activated Swiftwind’s Mark, and watched as the four gigantic creatures coming at me slowed down visibly. The theropod had a rider, so I was going to see if couldn’t focus the fight that way.

So I ran forward and disemboweled that big stomping bastard with Giskennen’s axe. The brutal axe went up and into its underbelly a second before I was kicked and went sailing some twenty feet. The wind went out of me, but I heard a resounding crash: the t-rex looking sonovabitch had crashed on its side and thrown the rider clear, while the other dinosaurs went thundering past.

I got slowly to my feet, trying to suck down some air, but smiling. I’d taken two wounds, and that was nothing, not the way I was now. The UI was telling me this was worse than when the jiddara had chomped my leg. Pfft.

The t-rex thing was enormous, probably fifteen feet high at the head, and with four not-t-rex forearms. Two were helping to pick it up off the ground. It was covered in a series of small feathers in bright yellow, red and purple, but its teeth had that knifelike quality I knew and loved from the films. It fixed a predatory eye on me, but was having some trouble holding the magic in: streamers and sparklers of technicolor light were shooting out from the gaping hole in its midsection.

Another charge in, and I swung the axe down on the struggling creature’s neck, nearly cutting it off. It made a sad sound (mrf!) and collapsed down dead.

I turned to the dinosaur’s former rider, who was struggling to get up.

“Does nobody follow proper protocol around here?” I shouted. “I’m starved for some fucking banter.” Then I put on the most effete British accent I could muster. “Positively bloody starved. Starved I say!”

He was a thickly muscled green lizard person with brown and black stripey patterns running down his body. A powerful iguana tail snaked a good eight feet behind him, and he towered over me by at least a foot.

He unsheathed a sword fully six feet long in the blade and snarled. “Your head is wanted in Surrek.”

“And the rest of me?”

“Unimportant. I’ll leave it here.”

“There we go!” I shouted, “That’s how it’s done.”

Then I teleported behind him and baseball swung the axe at his back. Amazingly, having the blade of the axe buried in his side a good eight inches didn’t seem to phase him. He came back with an elbow that connected with my cheek and sent me spinning back onto my ass. It didn’t hurt much, mind you, but the force was enough to send me backwards.

Several arrows thudded into his side and back when he turned to face me, but he didn’t seem to think much of these either. The next few he batted out of the air with his gigantic sword, and hissed in the direction of my archers, Dallinya and Velleth. The remaining dinosaurs, which had thundered past, now wheeled around and started making for the gigantic rocks.

“Hey asshole,” I told him, “focus over here, could ya? It’s my head you want.”

And I breathed fire right in his face.

Now this he definitely didn’t like. He clutched at his face with one hand, and swung forward with his ginormous sword. The one-handed swing was ungainly and slow, and I was able to catch the arm and pommel, then use my second fire breath not at point blank range, but kissing distance.

Now he let go of the sword, which vanished (damn), and tried to cover his eyes. As for me, I used one of the first powers I’d ever gotten, and had never made a point to engage. I grabbed at his throat with my bare hands and clawed down. For just a moment, big jiddara claws appeared to be made of magic around my fingers, in orange and red, barely discernible light.

He was already bleeding magically-infused blood, washing his whole lower body in red, but now it came down in a torrent. His tail slapped at me and would’ve sent me careening if I hadn’t grabbed onto it. Instead I used that momentum to swing around and pitch him bodily right into the path of his charging dinosaurs.

He was done. As soon as he’d been crushed underfoot not once, but twice, the life went out of him and the dinosaurs magically vanished. This was for the best, since I could see them crashing into the first boulder and pitching Avya off. Group coherence absolutely depended on little Avya doing all the social heavy lifting. I honestly didn’t know what I’d do without her.
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Once the dust settled some, Auralla supplied some more of her healing balm, and went off to collect more herbs while Hellera took Fayeen and Velleth through some more combat drills. They needed to be able to defend themselves if, say, I was suddenly trampled by a friggin dinosaur and taken out of commission.

Once Avya was done securing the rope, I used it to ascend the first of the three huge floating boulders.

The view was pretty amazing. I could tell, for instance, that the dust cloud in the direction of Surrek was a good ten or twenty miles off. And with my eyes being even better than before, I could tell that there were three individuals kicking up that dust.

“You’re incredible,” I told her, and she beamed at me. “And also, I need to get you back for all that teasing in the truck.”

With that, I tickled the hell out of her until she was wheezing and begging me to stop. Of course, she couldn’t speak, but she mouthed the words anyway.

We couldn’t stay up here very long, because the ambient magic was… weird. We watched the trio of dust kickers for a short time, and discussed the possibility that they were three petty Masters or just one Master with two battle companion females. Avya was leaning toward the latter, but I wasn’t going to bet on easy street. We were up there maybe twenty minutes before I started noticing how the magic was affecting me.

It started to make me see things. I soon started hearing things as well, phantom noises that made no sense. Smells and random tastes would just appear in my mouth and nose. I would’ve probably taken Avya for another incredibly tight, almost painful ride, because she was getting that ‘I want essence sharing’ look in her eyes, but the whites of her eyes also became violently cobalt blue as soon as my tickle torture stopped.

“Um,” I said.

She gasped, blue eyes wide. “Your hair!”

“What?”

Upon climbing back down, I checked in the Mack’s side mirror, and found that my hair, including my stubbly facial hair, was now cobalt blue as well.

While the other ladies found this hilarious, I quickly shushed the laughter. “We have three more incoming. Possibly up to three petty Masters, or two and one, or just one with two… bodyguards. I don’t know what you’d call a female slave trained to fight.”

“Fodder,” Hellera uttered darkly.

“Expendable,” Fayeen added.

“Planning time, everything on the table. I give them an hour before they arrive.”

The four of Giskennen’s former slaves again blinked at me, until Auralla opened her mouth and suggested taking Truffy to scout them out, and relay information back to where we would be lying in ambush. Hellera dismissed this by telling her she’d be in far too much danger, especially if there were three, and that only Fayeen was fast enough to keep up with a Master with decent speed.

This opened the floodgates of suggestions, ideas, protests and counter-ideas from the rest. Some were interesting, others a bit ludicrous, but eventually Velleth joined in and started offering possible plans. After a good five minutes, I calmed them down, and settled on the plan Hellera and I thought was the best. The dragonite was still astonished to be a part of planning, but flabbergasted when I turned and told her that she was right, and the slight adjustment would be the one we’d be using.

Then it came down to casting spells, and waiting.

While lounging, and waiting for the next headhunters to arrive, I wandered over to where Avya and Fayeen were hanging out.

“It occurred to me…” I said, and kind of trailed off. I wasn’t entirely sure how to handle this discussion, honestly. It wasn’t like I had rehearsed this speech. “Uh…”

Avya sighed. “You want to do it again? Well, all you have to do is ask, okay?” With that, she turned around and lifted the back of her dress, then wiggled her ass at me.

“It wasn’t about that!”

“It’s always about that,” Avya told Fayeen, who snorted laughter.

“I mean, I guess it sort of is about that. If either of you, or the rest of you, for that matter, had designs on motherhood, just let me know. I hadn’t realized there was a special first step before popping the babies out. So if that’s a thing you want, I’m not going to be an impediment to your future motherhood.”

This was possibly the most awkward discussion I’d ever had. Top three maybe.

“Anyway I’ll tell the others when we’re not on the precipice of death. You want to be a mommy, that’s your choice, I honor that.”

“You’re adorable,” Fayeen said.

They were here. Jerry had smelled them approaching.

“It’s time,” I said, and watched as they stiffened. “Just stick to the plan, okay?”

“How m-many are Masters?” Avya asked.

Three was the answer. All three of them were male.


21- Why Is It You Don’t Kneel

Hellera told us, "We have to take them unawares,” before I could say literally the same words.

It was the worst possible scenario, and that froze my guts. Through Jerry’s eyes, I could now see the three males approaching. One was a bald human about six and a half feet tall, well built, holding a gigantic spiked club over one shoulder. He had a fur vest wrapped around his back, but that was the largest item of clothing. He had a banana hammock, which turned out to be a g-string up the back, and a pair of knee-high boots with fur lining.

This one had only two marks of power visible, which surprised me. We had counted five on the lizard man before they faded on his dead body.

The next was another tiefling, this one purple of skin and fur, with two thick ram’s horns emerging from his temples and curling around where his ears sat. This one was fully nude save for a shoulder sash of pockets, and he also had two visible marks.

“There’s no strutting around showing off your tail feathers and bragging about how you will win and your enemy will die. They should have no warning,” Hellera had said.

“They likely work as a team,” I told them. “If they can form up a defense we’re in trouble.”

The last one was a dwarf, and for the first time I saw a male in full clothing. He was squat, about four and a half feet, but much wider than a short human ordinarily would be. He was wearing armor and carried an array of weapons: a hammer with a pick end, several swords, a belt of throwing daggers, hand axes, and a huge long sword strapped to his back. Because he wore armor, there was no telling how many females he’d screwed out of their powers to add to his collection.

They stopped at the opening of the clearing, with the pyramid of stone on their right, my trailer on their left, and all seven of us arrayed around the camp.

I’d dressed up the women so their marks wouldn’t be visible.

The human immediately fixated on Hellera, dressed in a frumpy men’s t-shirt and a midnight blue pleated skirt, while other two were scanning the entirety of the camp: cook fire area, camp chairs, plates and dishes over in a pile, along with the camp shower I had in the truck for this kind of emergency.

The girls liked hot water a whole lot, and I heartily agreed.

Their eyes passed over the girls, and me, and then back over the rest of the girls, and back over me, then to the truck.

The human paused and inclined his head toward Hellera. “I recognize you. You’re one of Giskennen’s, eh?”

“I was,” Hellera retorted. “Giskennen fell to the Drifter’s power.”

“Oh yeah? And where’s that Drifter now?”

“He’s dead,” Velleth said. The blue skinned elf had chosen a bright orange tie dye patterned t-shirt and a burnt orange pair of yoga pants that I very much enjoyed looking at. “The lizardman with the great beasts came through and they killed one another.”

The three men stood there a moment, absorbing this lie and processing it. They glanced between each other as well, as if to see what the others thought. Was it possible the other petty Master with the dinosaurs could’ve taken out the Drifter? The one who had killed Giskennen, a Master who actually commanded real estate in Surrek?

“What are you wearing?”

“The Drifter came through with his wagon full of goods,” Velleth continued. “The other world has strange clothes.”

“Comfortable though,” Auralla added. She was in a Christmas sweater and bright red yoga pants, with the sweater stopping mid-butt.

The human squinted. “I don’t recognize you. You’re not one of Giskennen’s.”

“She was captured by Giskennen,” Velleth blurted, “before the Drifter ambushed him.” She pointed at Avya, then at me. “These two as well.”

“Why is it you don’t kneel?” the tiefling demanded.

“Why would we kneel before weaklings such as yourselves?” I asked, my voice completely changed by the Trickster’s Mark illusion spell.

The human stalked over towards me, fury boiling up into his stupid face. “What in the nine hells did you just say to me?” The hammer he was holding slid off his shoulder and landed with a thud into the soft earth.

“Come now. You don’t have a district. You’re just lackeys doing someone else’s work for them. Like you’d even—”

This earned me a tier in Taunt, which was tied to Fierce.

I didn’t even get to finish before he went and telegraphed his move in the most boneheaded way possible. He first roared. That was his mistake, that and leaping forward a step or two, which gave him the leverage to yank his big ass maul out of the dirt and begin the process of swinging it at me.

He certainly didn’t expect a little girl to step forwards and claw his belly open, then breathe fire directly into his face while the illusion peeled away. His eyes bulged, and what was even better was the two guys behind him couldn’t see exactly what had happened. They just knew things were going bad in a hurry.

Velleth immediately shifted form, and became an illusion double of me, then bolted with enhanced speed from the Swiftwind aura. That dragged their attention away from Fayeen, Dallinya and Auralla, who all grabbed up their weapons and took the fight to the invaders.

As for me, I made sure with this guy, first by raking him across the throat, then kicking him straight in the balls while he held onto his burning head. The head of his maul thudded back to earth, and the lead human guy fell back onto his ass, screaming bloody murder.

The tiefling reached forward and his hand buzzed with magic. A moment later a lightning bolt had leapt out of his hand and taken Velleth off her feet, spinning her away. She landed bonelessly on the ground, herself again. Before he could finish, or start up a second one, Jerry leapt out of concealment and latched onto his arm and shoulder.

He joined the human in screaming.

Truffy was also there, but just before the tiefling’s body could be punctured by a thousand quills, a ball of white force enveloped the dwarf and tiefling. Dozens of four foot quills stuck into this force field. Several arrows and one javelin were already embedded in the dwarf’s armor from Auralla, Dallinya and Fayeen, who took immediate evasive action before another one of those lightning bolts could fry them.

I charged forward, zigged once, then slammed Giskennen’s axe into the force field. The field itself had destroyed Jerry by cutting half his head off, but Jerry had dragged the tiefling far enough that the tiefling’s head was also sheared off at the forehead. My jiddara dissolved into a puff of magic, while the tiefling bled and died. The brutal axe stuck in the force bubble, but I yanked it free and found a large crack in it, like it was made of glass.

“You’re alone now,” I told the dwarf. “Surrounded. Surrender.”

He got an eyeful of the situation. Auralla and Avya had now rushed over to see to Velleth, but Dallinya, Hellera, and Fayeen all leveled weapons against him. A second later his eyes shot out wide, and a knife appeared from his throat. He wasn’t long for this world after that.

It turned out the Drifter’s Mark didn’t code each person with the exact same power. I noted Dallinya’s arm disappear into a cloudy teleportation field. Both her hand and long knife reappeared directly behind the dwarf’s head.

“No surrender,” Hellera growled.

Okay. Okay.

We turned to Velleth, who was propped up against Auralla’s body, and wincing in serious pain.

If my Surrek strategy was going to succeed, we needed the trickster for the future. More importantly, I liked Velleth. She was quiet and smart, spoke only after careful thought, and made good points.

I glanced to Auralla, and was relieved to find her smiling confidently. She had applied the salve, in time it seemed, and Velleth was smiling weakly up at us. The wound looked bad, a searing black explosion on her collarbone near her shoulder, and it had utterly fried the sweater, but Auralla had sliced that off with practiced ease, and it flopped completely open.

“One of the first things we’re doing once we get to Surrek is buying healing potions and storage for each of you.”

A lot of looks were exchanged, and I could see the thoughts bouncing through all their heads without using Empath’s Mark: spend money? On us?

I met Velleth’s eyes. “And you… you performed perfectly.” Velleth’s face twitched painfully, but finally she smiled. “All of you, same. This went better than I’d hoped.”

Avya was the first to jump on me, wrapping her entire body around my leg and snuggling her face against my thigh. Fayeen was next to embrace me, this time from behind. Dallinya came in as well, and Auralla reached out to place a hand on my leg, though she didn’t get up for obvious reasons.

I considered Hellera, who stared at them, then locked eyes with me, and I nodded at her. Her plan had been sound, and aside from a freak lightning strike we’d come out of it without a hitch. Losing Jerry was temporary, but wouldn’t be great if we got attacked again. She stared me down for a few seconds before losing the contest and bending down to check on Velleth.

We made sure Auralla’s healing salve was working, then got Velleth up into one of the cushy buckets to recover. Velleth aside, the girls were buzzing with their success. Dallinya’s portal strike had gotten in behind the dwarf’s magic defenses, the flame breath had taken the first one completely by surprise, and the idiots had been completely fooled by the illusions. Now was the time to break out the four beers from the mini fridge and have a little celebration.

Fayeen’s hands drifted down my midsection and under the front flap of my leather skirt. “Do we have time to celebrate?” I was realizing that Auralla probably designed it this way on purpose. Avya had the same thought, because her hand snaked under the skirt and started fondling me.

We’d taken down four Masters, and we were still just about a hundred miles from Surrek. It would be a good four hours’ slow, leisurely drive, but I was confident we could make it with a few leg-stretching stops before dark.

“As much as I’d like that, which is very much, we need to move. Let’s take a moment once we get closer, and make sure there are no more threats.”

Dallinya hugged me tightly before letting go, while Fayeen licked the rim of my ear before stepping away. Avya had to be pulled off my leg (and my dick) and glared up at me, before she burst out laughing and got in the damn truck.

Velleth reclined in the passenger bucket, while the others packed in on the sleeper bed uncomfortably. Truffy still sat atop the trailer and kept a lookout.

We made good time, and most of the way Auralla sat between the seats to check on Velleth and keep a distracting hand on my leg. The others were abuzz with our easy victories over those pathetic petty Masters, what with their two Marks or five Marks. They’d done the math: six ladies equalled twelve powers between just them. Fayeen was the first to voice her astonishment with Velleth for being able to use her magic after so long without. All four of them had been unable to access anything for so long that they felt rusty. Avya considered this strange, and entered a long conversation with Fayeen about the feeling of having her magic back.

“I don’t know how to explain… it’s like I suddenly remembered how to eat again, after I couldn’t eat for years.”

By our second rest stop Velleth was looking significantly better. The rest of them wanted to test out their magic and show each other what they could do, which I didn’t shut down. We had plenty of time to make it to Surrek, with only about fifty miles to go. We still had two days to get there.

The terrain had changed though. I spotted the first farm house a good mile off. Now that the landscape rose and fell in gently sloping meadows and hills, I could see the ground had been turned into a patchwork quilt that felt distinctly familiar from home. Planting was happening, so most of the farms still appeared brown or yellow with scattered straw.

The farmhouse itself was little more than a stone tower two stories high, with a conical roof. A large stone barn sat nearby.

For a while, the girls got up into the trailer and teleported around, shot fire out, ran ultra fast, and Velleth turned them into each other. It was much safer than just parading around magic powers in view of the first hint of civilization, but I didn’t like constraining them.

I joined Auralla and Truffy atop the trailer, and kissed the top of her head. “You did great as well.”

“They all did.”

“I’m lucky to have them.”

“And lucky you convinced Hellera or Dallinya not to murder you. That power she has from your Drifter ability… wow.”

I’d been thinking the same thing. I had to trust that they wouldn’t want their powers removed, that they were better off with me instead of some random Master from this place, who would just render them useless husks for the taking month after month.

“You know…” she said, and cocked a suggestive eye at me.

“What? The yoga pants are really comfortable?”

She stood and shimmied them down her hips. “They are actually. But you know what I like better?”

It turned out what she liked better was riding me on the top of the trailer while I grabbed a breast in each hand and teased her nipples. She’d immediately first squatted over me and entered a quick sixty-nine session, but was eager to get me inside of her as soon as we were both lubricated. Now I watched as my entire length filled her over and over again, coated in a sheen of love juices.

“I didn’t have this yesterday,” she moaned.

“I missed you too.”

“You had the others.” Aww, it was cute to see a little pouty jealousy, but it was also something I’d have to think about addressing if and when I wasn’t killed before entering the city, and actually got down to the business of running a district, whatever that entailed. I tried to conceive of a plan to satisfy them… one a day in my bed? Two a day? If Hellera stayed out, I could sleep with two of them every three days.

Auralla’s tight body brought me back to the present. The sight of her was enough to get me boiling. The bare outlines of six pack abs were showing again and again with each time she rose up, and from this angle her breasts were absolute perfection. None of the others were larger than Auralla, who was (at a guess) a large C or small D.

“Don’t forget about me,” she whispered, and twisted her hips in a new circular way I quite liked.

“Don’t you worry,” I grunted, and slid my hands all over her. Every inch, over her shoulders and down her sides, around to her ass and to her calf muscles and back up.

“The others aren’t my OG,” I told her.

“Ohhh…” She shuddered with orgasm. “I don’t know what that means.”

I rolled her over without breaking our bond and leaned in to kiss her deeply. “It means you’re my first, and nothing will change that.”

She groaned again. “Then give your OG some special love.”

I kept pounding into her, listening to her appreciative moans, for a good ten minutes until we were discovered, by none other than the insatiable little monster Avya. I saw her face appear at the other end of the trailer, lifted up by Fayeen of course, and she quickly clambered up.

“You can’t just start without telling me!” she declared. She insisted that I get. Out. Of. There. And when I reluctantly pulled out of Auralla, she licked my dick clean, and then latched on for a reproachful blowjob. Then she made sure she got a mouthful when I came. Auralla weakly slapped at her butt, “You can’t have him any time you want,” she complained. “Don’t hog it all.”

I had to wonder just what in the hell Bronze had done to the taste of my seed, but not right at that moment. At that moment I closed my eyes, groaned hard, and came for Avya.

And last but not least, she gave in to Auralla’s complaints about sharing, and dribbled some of my essence down into Aura’s open mouth.


22- Bed, Sell, or Slaughter

The other four ladies grew apprehensive the closer we got to Surrek. I couldn’t blame them for hating this place, though I hoped they understood things were different now. I owned a slice of territory somewhere in the city, and I would rule as I saw fit. That meant their days of living in fearful misery were over.

Which is what I thought when I drove up there. I had no idea what a shitshow the whole thing would shortly become, though I should’ve had some idea. The birdman T’Charrk had hinted at the political bullshit I’d be subjected to, and it should have clued me in a little.

Still, at this moment I was confident. A little trepidatious, but confident regardless. Mack rolled on.

We’d come upon a road now, and had been passing farms in the distance with farmers stopping and staring. Some of their children had come running out of the farmhouses to get a closer look at the big Class 7 semi truck rolling by.

When the city walls and central spire came into view, I whistled in appreciation. Those were some damn high walls. They had floating houses on floating rocks. They had guards manning the walls, more of those petty Masters if my eyes were telling me true at a good fifteen miles out. The main gates of the city were at least twenty feet high, and thrown open for the tide of trade wagons and caravans now flowing out of the city after a hard day’s selling or off-loading. We were the only traffic headed in.

The road we’d joined, the girls explained, veered off and headed to a series of farming villages on the edge of the savannah, where the magic and monsters were thicker. We started passing people on the backs of pack animals like doluss and something like a horse, but also like an iguana with an extra set of legs and some funky coloration.

Most of them craned their necks to watch us pass.

We fell silent in the last few minutes, and wondered just how things were going to go. At least I did. I could sense the trepidation and anxiousness come over the girls. Auralla and Avya had clearly never been here before, but the other four were coming back… but to what? I’d assured them everything was going to be different, but now was the time for me to man up and prove that true.

Not far from the gate, a pair of petty Master guards strode out with their hands raised. I leaned out of Mack and held a hand up, like what’s the hold up? Ain’t you people never taken delivery via semi?

Apparently not.

They did surprise me a bit when the one said, “The Governor has been informed of your approach. You’ll wait here until orders come down.”

It wasn’t orders that came down, but the Governor himself. For now though, we didn’t know that.

“And you guys… won’t try to kill me?” I had a brutal axe on hand just in case.

They exchanged a look, then the lead guard shook his head. “You’re slated to take over the Ink District. The Governor has decreed it.” As if that made it impossible for anyone to try to kill me.

I sat back and blew out a hefty sigh. If the governor had silver powers, or was Silver tier himself, and wanted me dead, I was as good as dead.

Again, hands came from behind and held onto me. The first time it happened around the campfire, I’d it had been unexpected, intimate, and comforting. Now it was more expected, but still strange… and very comforting.

“We stand with you, Master,” Velleth said, with a heavy lilt of sarcasm coloring her tone.

“Please stop that. I mean if any of you really want, I’m happy to tie you up and do some light punishment play and all, but we’re all in this together, right? I’m at risk here too.”

“Yes, Master,” Avya added. “We stand with you, Master.”

“What? Don’t… you don’t have to—“

“We stand with the Master,” Hellera grumbled, with extra extra thick shade.

It dawned on me far too late. I felt very slow on the uptake here, like I deserved to lose a star or two of Clever and Sly. “Oh fuck, you have to do this in the city, don’t you?”

“If the Master has a private residence in the city, the rules may be structured differently,” Velleth explained, “but outside, we serve the Master.”

I got it. Still, all of them reached forward, Hellera included, and put their hands on me before repeating that they were bound to serve their Master.

The Governor came out of the sky like a fucking comet. Seriously, he was surrounded by a ball of fire and slammed into the field beside the road, where he left an actual crater. He stood, the biggest elf I’d ever seen, over six and a half feet, and buff as well. He either hit the gym for four hours a day, or he was much higher than my Bronze plus one or two stars in all my stats.

“Get out and kneel,” Velleth whispered.

The Governor was unshaven but only had a tiny bit of chin whiskers going on in silver, and a full head of green hair tinged with silver at the temples. Before I’d even finished climbing out of the cab, he had opened a portal, out of which came two women.

They couldn’t have been more different. The first was a perfect specimen of a felinian, a lithe panther of a woman with soot black skin, voluptuous everything, a lazily twitching tail adorned with gold rings, and lazy cat eyes. Those eyes gave her that authoritarian indifference all cats possess. Her outfit almost gave me a hardon right then and there, because it was a combo of Aurelia’s mostly-transparent white with slave Leia’s thick gold. A bikini string of heavy gold wound around her waist, but it held a gauzy white flowing skirt I could a hundred percent see through. Another bikini string held up her breasts, but didn’t cover them. No, they were covered by more gauzy white stuff embedded within the gold. She had an elegant coif in front, back to the triangular ears, and a curtain of silky pink hair that both made no sense and suited her perfectly. Also excellent, pierced, nipples.

However, the entirety of her neck was covered by a series of golden rings, and I knew right away what that meant.

The other female lacked all the poise, grace, and royal confidence of the felinian. First off, she was a fae: a small girl with cotton candy blue hair in the magical girl meatball style: twin pigtails at the sides of her head that were almost down to her knees. Those pigtails were even held in place by big golden baubles, each set with an aquamarine gem. She also had dragonfly wings and piebald skin. Her skin was a mottled creamy color over most of her with splotches of cerulean blue, similar to her hair. A big patch of blue skin crept up to her chin on one side, and over half her right eye down from her temple.

She was also fully nude.

The way she held herself, with her eyes downcast, told me she was the slave. She’d come through of her own volition, but I already saw the fading marks of being manacled.

The felinian was the Governor’s… something. Queen consort, leader of his harem, wife, not sure. This other one, I couldn’t be sure about. She was definitely your average slave girl, but why she was here I couldn’t begin to imagine.

“Drifter,” the Governor said.

Oh, I hadn’t knelt. Well, fuck it.

“Your… Governorship. I’m called Evan.”

He waited. I still didn’t kneel. I could feel the frustration of all the women behind me, willing me to fall to my knees in supplication.

“I’m afraid nobody gave me any advice on how to deal with your presence. The slaves are too terrified to speak to me.”

A slim smile appeared on his face. “Is that so, Evan of…”

“Michigan.”

“Evan of Mitchigan.”

“Michigan?”

“Mich-again?”

I shrugged, not sure how far I could test the patience of someone who could squash me like a bug. “Better. We’ll take it.”

“Well, Evan of Mich-again, I was told you defeated Giskennan.”

His axe appeared in my hand and I held it out so he could inspect it. “I left the blood on the haft, in case you wanted to check it out.”

His smile grew a fraction, but he didn’t move nearer. “So you did. I have, because of your prowess, reserved Giskennen’s former headquarters for you, Ink District. You will find the district has been unmolested, and his residence secured for your arrival.”

“If your Governor-ness could point me in the direction of a map, or gesture dismissively in the right direction, that would be lovely.” I mimicked a limp-wristed and half-hearted wave while pointing my nose almost directly in the air.

He swept a hand back toward the fae girl with the dragonfly wings. “I’ve brought a gift for you for precisely that purpose. Shennalil, if you would please.” It wasn’t a request, but bonus, he did twitch a hand similar to the way I’d done, so I had to choke back a snort of laughter. As soon as he said her name, the fae girl flinched and glanced nervously at me, for just a moment, before heading my way with her hands clasped before her. She fell to her knees before me and pressed her forehead against my feet. “You’ll find her not just purified, but untouched by any male before now. She’s come out of her blossoming, so she will of course lend you strength.”

“Ah, your supreme master of governance, you shouldn’t have. I’m sure I can beat the information out of Giskennen’s gifts to me. I’m sure you’re free to dominate whichever female you choose, but this one is hardly mine to take from you.”

One of his white-green eyebrows lifted, and the smile spread. “Supreme master of governance indeed!” He turned to the gorgeous, imperious felinian. “What do you think, darling? Does it suit me?”

The Governor’s wife (I was pretty sure now) nodded without speaking, stone-faced.

“I have my pick of females, as you would imagine. The fae girl is yours to bed, sell, or slaughter as you please. She knows everything you will need to know to begin your stay here as a member of the ruling class of Surrek, so perhaps before making coin off her or slitting her throat, find out about your new duties.”

“Thank you, your Graciousness. I would like to offer you and your… the two of you a gift in return.”

That approving look continued to broaden by another fraction. I disappeared into the trailer and came back with a bar of soap, a towel, a pair of toothbrushes, and a tube of toothpaste.

“These things will make your Graciousness smell cleaner, if such a thing is possible, and feel more refreshed.” I briefly explained how the brushing of one’s teeth worked, and he openly laughed.

“It has been a pleasure to meet you, Drifter. The rumors, stories and legends of past Drifters might well be true after all. I will take my leave and allow you to get acclimated.”

I nodded, and sketched out a little bow. “Thank you, your eminence.”

“I rather like this one,” the Governor said to his wife. He opened yet another portal, but before both of them vanished, he turned. “Absence or tardiness to the grand council meetings will not be tolerated, so learn that much at least.”

Then he was gone.

The moment that happened, the UI began to inundate me with exclamation points and quick banner subjects. I was about to turn them aside, but one of them caught my eye. District Management it was called.

Congratulations! You have been put in command of an entire district, complete with people, businesses, imports and exports. You’ve gained a new menu to open. Your direct actions within Ink District will reflect positively or negatively on the status of the district, and your decrees will be followed.

I was left with a naked cloud girl whose wings were quivering. Who, now that I thought about it, was almost certainly a spy to report on my activities in my own house. Yeah, the grand future I had imagined was already losing its luster. Cracks were showing, big ones.

“Get on your feet, Shennalil. I’ll just call you Lily.”

She rose, but was shaking so hard she nearly tripped over her own feet and fell into me. I held her elbow to steady her, and her eyes went so wide I wondered if she’d faint straight away.

She teetered, but steadied herself and peered first at my hand on her arm, then up at my face. That didn’t last more than a glance before she resumed studying the ground.

“Hi, Lily. I’m Evan.”

“M-master. I-it is m-my honor to s-s-serve.”

Well, we presently had ourselves another Avya. If history was any indication, she was going to be sticking her hand up my leather skirt and begging to drink my seed in about three days’ time. I grinned and chuckled, which scared the bejesus out of her again.

“Let’s get you introduced to the young ladies here.”

[image: ]

I had a lot to chew over on the way into the city and to Ink District. The Governor wanted to keep an eye on me. I had thought: my residence, my rules, and while the existence of a new slate of menus suggested I did have real power, this gift of a new girl put paid to that. I couldn’t just saunter around and treat the womenfolk like I wanted to with Lily watching and reporting on my actions.

Of course I’d already considered several solutions for getting around outside with relative ease and freedom. These precautions would just have to go into effect whilst inside the house as well.

The city itself was both much more, and much less, than I’d imagined. Most of the buildings now reached three stories, with the ground floors being for shops and the upper two floors apartments. Books and podcasts had taught me that apartments could, and would, exist everywhere: in the attic space, in the closet space of larger apartments, in any unused cellar space, basically anywhere. Old school Paris had had apartment buildings built into the sides of bridges if I recalled my history right.

These buildings seemed shabby and overcrowded for a center of population with fifty foot walls. They were teeming with people, because this close to the walls meant petty Masters who functioned as guards had access to nearby inns, pubs, and entertainment. This meant casinos (the raucous kind, not the refined kind) and adult entertainment. Red light district at the first alley beyond the main gate, huh? I peered closer, and found both branded females and some barely-clothed males, looking powdered and shaven.

This was another surprise. I hadn’t anticipated the idea that any Masters, guys who dominated women and stole their magic through sex, might also be bisexual, or even gay. This was a very informative little walk.

Folks paused in their activities to watch me and my ladies go by. They were all done up in earth fashions, almost a hundred percent covered up. If there was one thing I did not want, it was the girls advertising that they were empowered by marks of their own.

We’d gotten another sweater for Velleth, and a scarf to cover the Drifter’s Mark on Auralla’s neck. I took the lead, with Auralla and Truffy at my right hand. Jerry easily leapt up onto a rooftop, then up another floor, and was soon slinking over rooftops.

I’d left Shennalil in Hellera’s capable hands for now, and the imposing dragonite had her by the neck. Silent tears slid down her cheeks while she paraded through the streets buck naked.

Hey, if this entire world didn’t have nudity issues, I wouldn’t have nudity issues… when it was to my advantage. When it wasn’t to my advantage, I’d be the stupid and strange Drifter with his alien Drifter ways.

Whoops, sorry, I don’t know how your world too well. What a fool me.

I leaned over toward Auralla. “Your first time seeing it too, right?”

“It’s so big…” she breathed.

“Save that for the bedroom,” I muttered, and she chuckled.

I leaned back and took a look at Dallinya and Fayeen, then Velleth and Hellera. “Tell me what you see that has changed in your absence.”

“Yes, Master,” they all said, loudly enough to be heard.

Turns out it wasn’t much. They’d been gone a grand total of two weeks. The interplay between Masters of the city wasn’t something they could pick up on immediately. Velleth, though, started speaking with curious children and paying them in copper coins out of Giskennen’s nose ring. We had some bits of news soon enough, though nothing world-shaking.

I, meanwhile, drank in the city.

The low class feel of the buildings began to shift a few blocks in, and the first four story buildings began to appear. They were less dirty, fewer people in the streets, and the smell was better. Still, I did notice the odd red light district here and there in darker alleyways, along with people milling about, almost exclusively shady men eyeing us with hunger in their eyes.

They took a series of turns deeper in, first at the larger thoroughfares and later into the smaller streets. The city seemed to be one huge hill, and the higher you climbed, the farther apart buildings got, the nicer and more well-maintained the streets and buildings were, and you could see the occasional tree. Also you weren’t smelling piss constantly, which was a nice change of pace from the first two districts.

At one point we hit a clear dividing line: pristine buildings in good repair, respectable looking people, plants, and street lamps that weren’t greasy oil fires, but made of glowing stones. These were my first look at mana stones, chunks of crystal holding concentrated mana.

The other side of the street was dark, and several bodies lay at either side of the first alley, and one of them was dead, judging by the cloud of flies that rose up indignantly at our approach. Cobbles were missing, and there were potholes full of rancid water. The rats, the smell, the trash…

“This is Ink District, isn’t it?” I asked.

“Yes, Master.”

I began to swear under my breath.


23- Settling In

Ilearned quite a lot about Ink District, even though we’d only just skirted it and entered Giskennen’s residence. The first thing I learned was that the ink wasn’t limited to ink for writing on paper. The district was littered with tattoo parlors for males hoping to make themselves look like Masters, or Masters hoping to make themselves look more powerful than they were. There was, of course, magical ink, for the tattoos that could slowly wriggle around on your skin and move, or change shape between different designs.

The next spate of things I learned came from the UI.

Ink District, in game terms, was a complete mess. I was given a bar graph of the various categories: Population, Safety, Health, Wealth, and Happiness. There was a bar apart from the others, and that one read Confidence.

In the little tooltip pop-up, I found that Confidence was a measure of satisfaction the people had with their ruler: me. Right now it was solidly in the red, and the UI explained that level was Terrified.

A further pop up read that low Confidence could lead to the population attempting to undermine my rule, seeking out Masters from other districts to aid in my overthrow, or petty Masters sniffing around to see if they could gin up support in a little coup.

I’d have to see what I could do to earn their trust.

“It’s gonna take money,” I sang quietly. “A whole lotta spending money.”

Population was the highest, up to maybe ninety percent of the graph and the bar ranging from warning red down below to rich green up top. Wealth was the next highest, solidly into the yellow and only about halfway up.

From there the ratings were all bad: Safety in the red only a sliver above zero, Health just a shade into orange, and Happiness about the same.

It was dismal, and also time for me to get the lay of the land in real people terms. Filthy, packed, and from the looks of things money concentrated in the taverns and tattoo parlors.

The status of Ink District was currently Squalid. Yeah.

Small icons below the bar graph teased at the possibility of grabbing up abilities if I did good work and helped the district prosper. One of them was already lit up.

Burgeoning level 1

The population of Ink District is especially numerous for its size. This means more workers will always be available for necessary jobs. A Burgeoning district will have 1-2 blossoming females for the taking each season, and 1-2 blossoming males available to become petty Masters each season.

Drawback: decreases Wealth, Safety, and Health of the district while so many go unemployed.

Well that was… gross. I didn’t know why the idea of Ink District producing females specifically for me to enslave was a loathsome one, but this wasn’t the type of bonus ability that made me anxious to open the rest of them up.

I decided to try and keep my eye on the ball: the actual people and streets of Ink District.

Near the tattoo artists (the sub district called the Inkpot) were a number of bars, distilleries, little gambling houses, and places of ill repute. You couldn’t get sailors in places like these, according to Velleth.

Giskennen had only wanted the most hardass of hardasses in Ink District.

The other half of Ink District was up the hill, past Giskennen’s residence, and was called Inkwell. This was more my style: presses for creating books, a paper mill, warehouses just chock full of paper and ink, scrivener’s shops, and hedge mages. I stopped short and thought about the risk of fire obliterating Ink District in roughly the time it would take to snap my fingers, and filed it away for now. Hopefully there was a way of magically protecting the district from oil lamps.

There were mages here and according to my original ability, I could learn magic.

These wizards were the kind who were churning out scrolls, or inscribing items with magic powers. These were going to be my teachers. Eventually.

“Yes,” I hissed.

All I had to do was make this place clean, prosperous, safe and happy first. My predecessor hadn’t bothered, and I wasn’t going to be a Giskennen.

“Noooo,” I hissed.

Avya cuffed me upside the back of my head, riding on Fayeen’s shoulders as she was.

“No talking to yourself. You have seven women to talk to.”

“Yes, mother,” I responded, and that earned me a wild-eyed glare.

Instead of heading up through Inkwell with it being dark out, we headed into Giskennen’s residence. The building itself was not in any style I thought Giskennen would like, but of course he had inherited it. A sign above the door read Aceter House. The original Master of Ink, I assumed.

Good thing too, because I felt the first drop of rain on my head just before we arrived. Soon the night was filled with the hiss of rainfall pattering over every surface.

We were greeted by yet more spies, or as they were introduced, house servants. These were a pair of older men and their older wives. They had the Giskennen brand on the backs of their necks just like the four who’d joined my company, but the ladies were pregnant. One of them visibly, and the other one I could tell just by the scent. I was too tired from my near death experiences and travel (and a little bit of sex) to remember their names, but I congratulated the womenfolk on their pregnancies before I could catch myself.

Their shocked expressions were a reminder that I needed to be Hardass McGruff for a while. I probably wouldn’t be able to, but for at least the first day maybe.

I needed to appear aloof and disinterested in the people here, I reminded myself. As long as I was surrounded by potential spies and enemies, I had to get into character, and that persona was a lot more like Giskennen than I wanted.

They showed me the abode, which was a sprawling manor house full of rooms that meant nothing to me yet. The construction seemed sturdy, with stone walls on the ground floor, and thick timber holding all of it together for the upper three. It had been furnished by a bloodthirsty psychopath: skins, skulls, and taxidermy on the walls. I ordered all that removed first thing in the morning, and headed for the master bedroom. This was at the apex of the house, a large and rather plush place that surprised me a little. Outside the door, I turned to the assembled womenfolk, which included the new fae.

“I need to confer with Hellera, Velleth, and Auralla,” I told Avya directly. “See that she gets some clothes while I hold council.” She bowed deeply, gave me a heavy ‘Yes Master’ and did what I needed: she took Lily far away from hearing range.

This walking on eggshells shit couldn’t last. It wasn’t my style, which was to deal with shit directly as it came… ugh, maybe this would teach me the patience my mother was always telling me I needed. It was either turn Lily to counterintelligence purposes, or say fuck it and sell her to someone who could use her.

I let out an explosive sigh, then said quietly so the new spy couldn’t hear, “Fayeen and Dallinya, you are welcome to join, or you may reacquaint yourselves with the house. You’re free to do whatever you like here, the house is as much yours as it is mine.”

Dallinya remained in the room, but leaned up against the door and listened. Fayeen and Avya were of course joined at the hip, so the tiefling disappeared to go be with the new girl.

Out in the wilds everything had seemed possible… now I felt constrained and bothered.

The first thing that happened after the door closed was a collective gasp. Auralla flung herself into my arms and started kissing me before I could register what brought it on. She wrapped a leg over my hip.

“The way you stood up to the Governor of the city,” she breathed. “A Gleaming Silver, mmm.”

“It was impressive,” Hellera acknowledged.

“You seemed like a Silver yourself,” Velleth said.

“I half expected you to mount the new girl right before our eyes,” Auralla continued, obviously saturated with pure lust and unable to do anything before I’d gotten her off.

“I—” didn’t think it was that impressive, I was going to say, but Velleth was already stripping off her sweater and shimmying out of her yoga pants.

Velleth came around behind me and held up the front flap of the skirt so Auralla could get at it. Into my ear, she breathed, “There was no hint of reproach, no punishment… he didn’t immediately kill you.”

“Is Avya doing the empath thing?” I mumbled. “Did she leave a horny bomb in here?”

“You have secured Giskennen’s home district,” Velleth said in between nibbling at my ear and licking down the side of my neck. “You should consummate the house as quickly as possible.” Auralla had by this time already stuffed me into her mouth and was working on getting me hard, which wasn’t going to be even a little difficult.

“I have to… jeez,” I said, then got better control over myself. “I’m flattered by the attention, but there are important matters to deal with.”

“I’m listening,” Hellera said. She seemed composed, but she did shift from foot to foot quite a lot in the minutes to come.

I took a deep breath, and was interrupted before I could begin a debrief.

“Auralla, you had him earlier,” Velleth said. “Would you mind…“

“Mmm,” Auralla said, and let go of my cock with an audible pop. “Of course! You were injured today.”

As if being injured was an explanation for why she should get dibs on sexy time with the Master. This worked though. Hellera didn’t move, except to shift back and forth where she was standing.

I assumed Velleth was a big girl and could handle listening and contributing to the discussion while I screwed her silly. She got into position at a table, and I kicked the heavy chair aside before stepping up behind her.

In the gloom her soft blue skin glowed a little from the magic, and the Drifter’s Mark gave off tiny magic sparks as well.

“There are a couple of different projects that I want to handle at the same time,” I told them, and placed the head at Velleth’s entrance. Auralla came and leaned over the table to get a clear view.

“First,” I groaned from the incredible heat and tightness. “The fae girl, Lily. She’s a spy for the Governor. There’s no chance she’s not.”

Velleth put her head down on her forearms and nodded, as did Hellera.

“I have an… uh… idea or two, but I’ll take suggestions. Fuuuuuck… I mean I’d rather not sell her. And who… who slaughters their slave girls?” I tried to get into a good rhythm, but Velleth was flexing her ass and changing the angle ever so slightly. “She looks like she’s… uh… been through the wringer. I feel, uh, bad for her.” Without anything immediate from the rest of them, the room was instead filled with the sound of flesh slapping, Velleth’s shallow breathing, and soon her quiet moans. Hellera shifted her stance, Auralla seemed hypnotized, and Dallinya hadn’t moved.

“So she reports back to the Governor about what happens here… why?” Dallinya asked. “He never cared much for what Giskennen did.”

“The city has never had a Drifter before,” Hellera stated.

“Information is a weapon,” I told her through gritted teeth. “And look… I don’t… I don’t want to treat all of you like shit… in our house.”

Velleth started trembling with her first orgasm. Afterwards, she lay down on the table and waved her hand back at me, and pressed her fingertips against my abs to signal she was satisfied. It was the sign I could go ahead with someone else. I gently pulled out and left her to her post-orgasmic halo.

The sheer insanity of the scene still struck me. Even if I returned to earth this moment, no one would believe I had a room full of beautiful women not just clamoring to have me inside them, not just willing to wait their turn, but polite enough to let me know their turn was over and I could go fuck one of the others.

And in the meantime, Auralla had resumed oral duties by helping clean off the cock so he could stay at battle readiness. She one more ran her fingers over my balls while savoring the feel of me in her mouth.

I arched an eyebrow at Dallinya, who smiled. The catgirl sauntered over to Velleth and stroked her hair. Velleth purred, which made Dallinya purr in response.

“I wouldn’t want to get between my Master and his preferred mate,” Dallinya said.

“Auralla?” I asked gently. She’d fallen to her knees again and was licking me clean. “Everyone is welcome to have a turn if they want. I’m… I know you’re not going to believe this, but back on earth I’m kind of a nobody. There are much more alluring men, who know how to please females much better.”

My cock popped free of Auralla’s glistening lips, and she stared up at me. “Lies.”

“I was lucky to be with Master all night,” Dallinya said. “Once for the ritual, and once just because I felt like it. Hellera, you’ve had him only once, haven’t you?”

“I couldn’t. Not now. Too much is too important that needs immediate attention, to just be…” She waved her hands vaguely towards Velleth, and then towards my midsection.

Dallinya shrugged and stepped forward, smiling. I smiled back, and gave her a number of licks and kisses straight up the middle of the throat. My hands roamed further afield, toying alternately with her clit and the very base of her tail. I would tease right around the edge of either one, while she would pant with her chin on my shoulder and her knees trembling.

But there was work to do. I had remember that, even while Dallinya began softly moaning.

“I want the streets clean, no dead bodies, cobblestones replaced and lights on at night,” I said. “I’ll also take ideas on how to get that done.”

It was going to take a lot of money.

I put two fingers into Dallinya and began caressing the g-spot while Velleth started laying out possibilities and ideas. She still hadn’t moved from where she collapsed bodily on the table, head in her arms, but she started churning out possible solutions, followed by Hellera. They mostly involved forcing the populace to do this or that, which I mentally altered to ‘pay the populace’.

I listened while working the felinian over with my fingers. Finally I looped both of her arms around my neck and lifted one of her legs in the air so I could enter her standing. She was of course a cat person, and was easily flexible enough to get her ankle up onto my shoulder. She then made a strangled, shocked sound as I slid home and began fucking her in earnest.

All ideas stopped now, and the three others just stared at me doing something they’d never witnessed before. Surely that couldn’t be right.

“Really?” I asked. “You’ve never seen this done?” Which of course she hadn’t… but in that moment my mouth went on ahead of my brain. My brain wasn’t really good for a lot when my cock was the star of the show.

“I want to try it,” Auralla whispered, from her place on her hands and knees, staring up intently at the action.

“I have such sights to show you,” I grinned, and continued a fast, deep, and hard session with my favorite felinian. Only felinian, but I wasn’t counting.

I also managed to ask if anyone wanted to return to Sunspire for a short vacation, and was met with even more amazed silence. Dallinya wanted to return, but only if I would go with her, which wasn’t possible. Auralla told me she and Avya would make the journey, stay a few days, then come back to the city after their visit.

Getting out of the city would be complicated but not impossible. Dallinya moaned out that she wanted to go with them, she’d changed her mind.

“As you wish,” I told her, but didn’t stop for a second.

Once her orgasm struck, she changed her mind again.

We did get a lot of ideas pooled, in between taking Velleth from behind and them watching in silence as Dallinya got reamed out. Hellera had good ideas, again, and I got a few of them out before situating Dallinya on her back on the table. Velleth had some too, and finally got to her feet only to sit down heavily in Giskennen’s chair. Dallinya started up again with the dirty talk when we’d concluded our business for the evening, and got everyone their assignments, telling me I was rearranging her guts, telling me that she wouldn’t be able to walk tomorrow, she wanted me to pound her right there, right, fucking, there, I was ruining her on all other activities, that she was oh godddddsss…

Hellera shifted uncomfortably a handful of times, but I made sure not to challenge her on this. If she came around, she came around. If not, she was committed to protecting the house, and that was more than enough for me.

Finally, I was ready to paint Dallinya white when Velleth and Auralla pulled me free. My white-haired goddess again politely deferred to the blue-skinned elf, and Velleth got her first taste of Drifter seed. The ferocity of my orgasm took her by surprise and she gagged a bit, but made sure she scooped up every drop that had leaked down her chin and neck.

She blinked several times in surprise.

“Right?” Auralla exclaimed.

“I can see why you and Avya love it so much,” Velleth said quietly.

I was tempted, just a little, to try some… but not that much. Magic, of being past Bronze tier, was doing something to my body, and my essence.

My last order of the night was for them to try to feel free and at home here. I asked for Lily to be brought to my room, and for the rest of them to relax a little. The tension was high, what with the four servants… Hellera assumed me she and the other three knew them and could vouch for them. And that they had children. The older ones were also servants, they explained.

That just left Lily. “What a fucking monkeywrench,” I told my silent bedroom. “Just when you find happiness fucking five of your six sex goddesses on the regular, and your jizz turns into cotton candy-flavored heroin, you have to go and stop with the campout utopia… and get a fucking spy attached to your ass like a tick.”

The little fae girl was only a smidgen bigger than Avya, and had been dressed. Avya and the servants had discovered that the zip up hoodies, if you cut the hood off, could work if you put it on the girl backwards. Her wings would be trapped, but she’d be clothed. They’d put her in yoga pants as well, and she looked almost completely different.

It took her a good several minutes before she could even get up the courage to enter the room, and once that happened she stuck near the door as if she might make an escape.

As if she could.

“Shennalil,” I said gently, “come here.”

She advanced across the room as slow as possible. This was getting tedious. I had a lot going on… I had an idea for a shop I wanted to open on top of all the ways I wanted to improve the district, and learn friggin magic, and stop crime, and get these girls a good chance at existing without constantly looking over their shoulders. I couldn’t do everything at once, which meant prioritizing.

As soon as I stood she flinched and her shaking legs gave out. This caused her to slowly collapse to the floor. Unacceptable. I didn’t pause, but instead scooped her up and carried her to Giskennen’s absolutely massive bed.

This thing was bigger than an Alaska King. I’d met a fellow truck driver who was six foot nine and swore by the Alaska, and this put that to shame. It was composed of at least ten sacks of goose down (or goose down equivalent), topped by a sheet big enough to moonlight as a flag at the city’s central tower.

She began to make a high, keening sound in her throat as we approached, but I veered aside and headed to the washstand.

“Every night we brush our teeth… and every morning after breakfast. Not important right now. This is your toothbrush, the little sky blue one, just like your patches of skin. This is toothpaste. You only need a drop, the size of a pea, and make sure not to swallow. Squeeze from the bottom. We’ll brush for about three minutes. Just be thorough and vigorous until I say stop. You want to get inside, outside, top, bottom and back equally. Then we spit.”

She stared down at these weird Drifter instruments.

I watched her reaction to the flavor of mint, and wasn’t disappointed. Her eyes grew large, then confusion swept over her, followed by delight. By the time she was finished, she went ‘ahh’ just like all the others had.

“The others will show you the soap and towels. I expect you to be completely cleansed every morning or night, or immediately after sharing essence.”

She stiffened again.

“That’s all right… if you fall asleep after essence sharing, you can cleanse your body first thing the next morning.”

Shivering again, she nodded. Her fists were balled up, and tears were leaking down her face.

“Okay… can you make it to the bed?”

She nodded again.

I headed over, disrobed, and flopped down. Adjusting my pillow so I was in the center of the absolutely humongous bed, I wiggled my naked bum. Lily had halted, hyperventilating, so I gestured for her.

“Clothes,” I told her. She slowly, ever so fucking slowly, complied, and was soon nude again. With my improved Bronze vision I could see the tears falling from her cheeks and going plap to the floor.

I reached a hand out. Her shaking hand met mine, and I gently but firmly pulled her to me. Then I put her head to my chest, settled her body next to mine, and whispered, “Sleep now.”


24- The Matter of Shennalil

Upon waking, I found Shennalil still shivering, eyes open and staring toward the shuttered window the next morning. As soon as I moved, she sat up and averted her gaze.

“Did you sleep?”

No response.

“The Governor told me you were a gift to me, and that you would instruct me on the matters of decorum and whatnot that I didn’t know. That requires you to speak, you understand.”

She nodded slightly.

“Now, did you sleep?”

“No, M-master,” she muttered.

“It was my command that you sleep, was it not?”

She burst into a sobbing fit. “I’m s-sorry, Master. P-please don’t k-kill me.”

Deep breaths. I had to play a part, even if I hated doing it and wasn’t any good at it. She took my silence badly, and cried all the harder.

Finally, I said, “Enough.” Equal parts gentle and unyielding.

Her audible crying stopped, but her entire body still hitched from the silent sobs.

“If it was my wish, no words you say could sway me from my decision. That’s one commandment you will not break going forward: no begging, and never begging for a lesser punishment.”

This hit her like a slap. God, I couldn’t handle this… she’d already broken me, and it was less than twenty-four hours into meeting and getting to know her.

“Stay here,” I told her. “Dress if you wish. Otherwise don’t move.”

Heading out and down the stairs to the third floor, I expected to find, and indeed immediately found the six of my gorgeous… what, companions? The third floor had been something of a recreation room for Giskennen, including plush couches and a stocked liquor cabinet, but also included guest rooms. I had no idea why at first, but the ladies informed me that Giskennen often held parties and invited Masters to sleep at his abode if they were too drunk to make it home. This felt wrong, like finding out your cheating ex-girlfriend was receiving the Nobel Peace Prize.

“I’m very glad to see you. Fayeen and Avya, are you ready for a special mission?”

“Are you sure we can’t just have a little essence sharing before we begin this… series of assignments?” Avya asked, with Fayeen nodding behind her. I’d neglected Fayeen. That would change as soon as possible.

I shook my head. “No essence sharing until we get some of these knots untied. At least two days… maybe three.”

Avya actively whined, but the others slapped her upside the back of her head and told her to hold her peace. It was like she couldn’t live without something she didn’t know existed a week ago.

“You’ve gone without essence sharing for all nineteen of your summers, Avi,” Auralla said, laughing.

“What if he meets another Master and gets into a duel, to the death!” Avya protested. She hugged my leg. “What happens if my big strong essence spitter is killed today?”

“That’s against the laws,” Velleth explained, while Dallinya and Fayeen giggled. Even Hellera seemed vaguely amused.

“He could fall down a hill and bash his head, and then…“ She mimed the knife against the throat, drawing a big happy face across her windpipe. But she wasn’t being serious.

The others chuckled at her being overly dramatic.

“Special mission,” I told her. “And you get to be with me today anyway.”

I explained, and Avya burst out laughing. Fayeen was nodding as soon as the plan became clear. I turned to Velleth. “I’ll be taking Auralla out to begin. We’ll be all together to start, but… can you be back in an hour? If not, Fayeen knows what to do.” All of them had their assignments, all of them nodded. Fabulous. With that, I laid a hand on Fayeen and used the Trickster’s Mark. It was now Bronze, but the Normal ability suited my needs perfectly.

Trickster’s Mark

*Spell, Illusion*

*Bronze tier, no stars*

Normal: Activate to disguise yourself as another person. The believability of the disguise will be based on your Sly attribute. You may bestow the ability on another willing target by touch. You gain the voice, scent, and marks of the disguised person, though marks do not function.

Lasts 1 hour. Costs moderate mana. Cooldown: 1 hour.

Bronze: Activate to create an illusion to confound the visual, auditory, scent, tactile or taste of anyone who would come into contact with it. The illusion can be no larger than a person. For additional mana, you can add an extra sense to the illusion. If it is attacked, the illusion is dispelled.

Lasts up to 1 hour. Costs moderate mana. Cooldown: none.

Note: all illusions break when the bearer of the illusion makes a hostile action toward another, or wills the illusion to be dispelled. Those with ability-enhanced senses are more likely to see through the illusion.

You gained this ability after joining with Velleth of Surrek. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Velleth of Surrek.

Fayeen became an exact copy of me, right down to the tool hanging between her legs. Avya ran her hands up Fayeen’s midsection and chortled. “Feels right!”

“Hands off,” both of us said at the same time, before bursting out laughing.

“No monkey business,” I told those two, before turning to Velleth. “Lily can’t know… no one can know.”

The blue-skinned elf nodded. “I’m not new to this game, Master.”

“Ugh, quit that,” I told Fayeen.

“I’m the Master now,” Fayeen said in my voice, while wearing my body, and cocked both hands against her hips in a very un-me-like way.

“You’re going to have to get used to acting. That means moving around more like me, and saying things I normally say.”

The new me waggled my hips. “Look at me! I’m Evan the Drifter with the gigantic essence tool. I like pounding females into the ground with my mighty—”

“I don’t sound like that!” I protested, to general amusement. “Now, the clock’s ticking, so let’s get a move on.”

I definitely couldn’t handle dealing with Shennalil’s bullshit until I cooled off a bit. And while I wanted to know more about Velleth and her capabilities, I didn’t have time for that either. Unfortunately I had a few things to deal with. Avya and Fayeen in disguise stayed put, while the remaining women headed out with me.

Auralla and I had both dumped most of the inventory items in our storage devices, in one of the many unused rooms in Aceter House. Now we ventured forth, and disappeared before Fayeen and Avya threw open the top floor shutters to let in some air and sunlight. For now Velleth and Hellera stuck close, showing us around Ink District.

We took a quick lap around, first in Inkwell and later in the Inkpot. My territory was a good size, eight blocks long and six blocks wide. Aside from printers and hedge mages, the place had a few tiny market stalls, and a shit ton of tenement buildings full of apartments. Inkpot was also mostly tiny apartments, but there were far more places to drink swill, get a magic tattoo, find a companion to fuck for coin, or lose your money to casino games. The south center of Ink District had devolved into a series of warrens made by buildings melting together as people built tiny shelters on either side of alleyways, and those shelters were combined into a single, amorphous alleyway tenement. It was possible to get lost in there, and probably get stabbed to death before you even knew you were even turned around. Hellera sneeringly dubbed it Ink Stain. Not very imaginative, but I’d take it.

Introductions were made to the building owners, the tattoo parlor operators, the brothel managers, the pimps and madams, the casino runners. I told them that I was the new boss, and for now it was the same as the old boss. A lot of worried looks deflated, and we didn’t run into any standoffs over people who thought they might have a chance of murdering me. After all, I had a huge fuck off axe and a bunch of magic marks gleaming with bronze and magic on my shirtless body. I wasn’t Conan, but I also wasn’t that far off.

There was the blue hair and stubble dye job I’d gotten from the floating boulder, but nobody mentioned it.

The tattoo artists offered me a free first inking as a sign of their obedience and acceptance of my rule, which I declined for now, claiming I didn’t have any ideas.

The shop owners and landlords of Inkwell were more distrustful but more polite about it. I saw a lot of calculation going on between better educated people. Finally, I asked one of the paper and ink warehouse operators about it.

“Same as the old boss wasn’t much good for us,” the man replied. “Giskennen spent his time whoring and gambling and drinking piss ale, and killing anyone who looked at him wrong. He never did nothing for Inkwell.”

“He brought in a lot of business,” another man said.

“And killed half of them,” the first retorted.

“Like it or not, for right now that doesn’t change,” I said. “I won’t be killing anyone for looking at me wrong… I guess that depends on how wrong the look is. We’ll talk in another week, and start making changes.” Once I had money, for instance, to get them ale that wasn’t piss quality. I informed them they’d be heading down to my estate in a week’s time to discuss the matter, and I would listen to their concerns, so they should perhaps write down what those concerns were.

This worked, and I gained a tier of the Politicking skill, along with some Clever experience. In point of fact, I had a lot of skills now, and a lot of tiny little boosts to my Attributes, but I was only three stars into Bronze with Clever, and everything else was lower than that.

It was finally time to break our two groups into three. After the tour, Velleth used Trickster’s Mark on herself. Velleth emerged out of a shadow as Evan the Master of Ink District. This new Evan took Hellera with him, and they made a beeline back to my mansion to re-up the illusion on Fayeen. Then, they’d begin their own mission.

Auralla looked at me and complained, “Are you sure you want to do this?”

“You too, huh?”

She shook her head like I wouldn’t understand.

A few minutes later, I approached the first of the fetid piles of garbage, teeming with flies. A little dragon’s breath put and end to most of the flies, and immediately afterwards the garbage disappeared into my dimensional storage. The rest of it went a moment later, merely by touching it the slightest amount with my fingertips.

I went from place to place, covering the first and then second block. I came across two dead bodies, and they went into the storage as well. The lightest of feather touches was all it took to make it all vanish into the nose ring.

Auralla sighed and got into it as well.

“We’re going to starve the rats,” I told her. “Four hours a day at first, then two hours a day after that…”

And hire rat killers maybe. Again money.

“This does not fill me with joy,” she told me.

“I know, Marie Kondo, but just give it a day or two.”

After the four hours, we’d done a good half of the Inkpot area, maybe a quarter of the whole district. A series of young people had gone running off after seeing what we were doing. The spies were working now.

The UI was also working. The overall Health rating had ticked up already, into a lighter red, and Happiness was up too, but only about half as much. Two for one was nice and I would take it.

From there it was off to the main gate at the river, to a bit of teleporting downstream, and blast a torrent of filth into the river, to be carried away by the current. Next, the buckets came out, and we filled them with water before storing them as well. I had barrels in my storage space, and when full I could barely lift them out of the river again, even with my Bronze tier Fierce attribute. Or Tough. It felt like a bit of both, wrestling with a barrel full of gushing river.

“We’ll do this every day as well,” I said, and Auralla ruefully nodded.

Now all we had to do was get to the right area of Ink District and tip a few hundred gallons of water into the alleyways, then watch as all the nastiest of stuff ran downhill. Anywhere it began to collect like a snow drift, we’d either wash with more buckets, or touch and absorb into the storage devices. This part was much more gratifying, much less stinky, and the children came out to play in the filth and squeaking rat-filled mini rivers we created. Not many things are equal parts adorable and vile, but this hit that sweet spot.

When folks popped their heads out of the tenements, I shouted out. “Ink District, I am Evan, Master of this place. Giskennen is dead and I have his axe. This is now my home, and it will not be a fetid shithole under my watch. I will pay a daily wage for water carriers and filth slingers. First come first serve, if you’re looking for coin. You know where I live.”

Happiness and Health had both improved yet again, with Health now a solid orange.

Auralla leaned in and laid her head against my shoulder. “We don’t have any coin, Master.”

“Yeah I know, phase two of my plan is just getting underway.” I was already in debt, if people stepped up to take the job on.

The beautiful thing about magic storage was that it didn’t get caked with grime from storing literal sewage in it. Now that it was emptied (again) we headed back to Aceter House and stocked it back up with merchandise from the trailer.

I did stop to tell her how beautiful she looked, and this turned into a heated kissing and groping session. None of the others were around, and none of them would know if I had a quick roll in the hay with my OG. She seemed to share this thought, judging by the way she ran her hands over my trunk and up over my shoulders, rubbing her tongue against mine, and the roof of my mouth, and grinding her midsection against my thigh. Her hip was digging directly into my dick, and he had definitely taken notice. I slid my hands beneath her yoga pants and cupped her butt, then started wiggling fingers down there. One in her normal port of entry, already wet and getting wetter, and another one teasing at the smuggler’s entry. This riled her up, and it looked a lot like a rapid spiral into a quickie session until we heard Avya and Fayeen (playing me) tromping around in a room nearby, trailing Shennalil. I couldn’t make out the muffled conversation, but Avya was clearly doing all the talking.

“I don’t know if the risk of being caught is hot or not,” I whispered.

“You promised no essence sharing for several days,” she said, drawing away from me, with obvious sarcasm in her eyes.

“You did this on purpose, didn’t you?”

“What do you mean?” She looked far too innocent to actually be innocent in this case. Those fluttering eyelashes wouldn’t work on me.

“I will soon teach you the meaning of blue balls, vile temptress,” I promised, and added, “and you will be punished accordingly.” I swatted her ass, received a wicked smile, and we snuck out of the building.
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Auralla didn’t know the way around the city, which meant she had to go in and grab Fayeen for the job. I was nearby, listening in.

“Good afternoon, Master,” Auralla said.

“Well, well, if it isn’t Auralla, the beautiful female who first introduced me to this world,” my voice said. “Have you been about my business?”

“I have, Master,” she replied. “But you asked me to remind you to work on phase two when the sun was high in the sky.”

“So I did,” Fayeen said. Velleth must have reappeared and applied the illusion again, and possibly more than once. I’d been out hosing down the streets for a good four hours. Velleth and Hellera couldn’t be far away.

“I would not dream of telling my Master to head into the main market square of the city to begin that portion of his plan, but my Master did bid me to ensure he did not forget.”

“What an obedient and gorgeous slave you are,” Fayeen said with my voice. “I shall ravish you later, when I’m not in the market beginning phase two of my plan.”

“As you wish, Master,” Auralla replied.

I heard the distinct sound of a butt being slapped, before Fayeen rounded the corner and joined me. I dispelled the illusion and stared at her very-amused, very mischievous expression.

“What?” she whispered.

“Follow me.”

We headed out, and soon I was following her. I rather enjoyed the tufty little tail she had, and how it forced her to wear the yoga pants low on her hips. She’d chosen a tank top which showed off her breasts quite well, showing a goat with the word G.O.A.T. beneath it. The tiny words Greatest Of All Time were printed at the very bottom.

We began passing more and more people as we went further up the hill. Now the buildings were verging on the colossal, sometimes four to six stories, great big things that spanned the whole block. The mode of dress of these people had increased in value, along with cleanliness. Ink District needed a lot of work if it was going to become anything other than a laughingstock, or a place to send servants to do business.

“First… you said you had kids,” I told her.

“Oh, uh…” she laughed, embarrassed.

“You made that up, didn’t you?”

“Well, you see—”

“You didn’t want me to kill you, is that it?” I asked.

“Can you blame me? I had no idea you were some… essence tool god.”

I chuckled. “No, It’s fine, and don’t flatter me. It won’t work,” I lied. “I need to know how Shennalil is handling things,” I said.

“She’s talking… to Avya at least,” Fayeen replied. “You’re to head to the grand council meeting every fortnight for general debate and discussion amongst the Masters. During that time, the Governor hears petitions, hears speeches from the Masters, and adjudicates cases that require his assistance.”

“Inter-district cases,” I guessed.

She nodded.

“She seemed to be of the opinion that it would be very bad form to spark any inter-district conflict and end up on the Governor’s watch list.”

“I’m sure she did.” I had no reason to trust anything she said, but it was day one and I wasn’t ready to rock any boats before I settled in here and caught my breath. Boat rocking was for later.

“Has she resigned herself to sharing essence with a big dumb brute from another world?” I asked.

Fayeen laughed. “She’s so skittish it makes me wonder if you shouldn’t just get at her right away and show her how nice it can be.”

“I’ll think about it,” I said, but I wouldn’t. My mind was made up on Shennalil. “Anyway, we’ve arrived, haven’t we?”

The tiefling threw back her maroon head and laughed out loud. “How did you know?”


25- Phase Two

The market was a huge open space, a large circular area with a fountain in the middle. This was a sculpture, twenty feet high at least, of the Governor with a gaggle of naked women huddled around his legs. He held a sphere in one outstretched hand, ignoring the women but staring at the sphere, which sprayed water out into the fountain. The whole thing was done in white marble with small veins not in black, but all different colors.

It was also crowded, with sellers on mats around the fountain, and a series of shops ringing the place.

“Don’t tell me,” I grumbled, too low for Fayeen to hear.

“That one is yours,” she said, and pointed to the worst, most rickety piece of shit shop front imaginable. It was like a rotten tooth in the middle of a row of pearly whites. No sign, no paint, no wares out front. In fact, a bead seller and a woman with baskets of vegetables had set themselves up in front of it, so I had to thread the needle just to get in the door.

The game UI graciously informed me that this market building was an extension of Ink District. The higher the wealth and cleanliness of this place, the better ratings the whole district would receive.

Inside, the place smelled musty, with a hint of mold, and an undercurrent of rat droppings. It was also stacked to the ceiling with paper. Mountains of paper. Of course, it was all in rolls: rolls of paper about a foot wide, rolls of paper about three feet wide. White paper, cream paper, black paper. Thick paper and thin paper. Vellum, papyrus, and cotton. These rolls were on rough wooden pallets, and either stacked up like pyramids, hung from the wall where you could unroll some paper and cut it off, or in huge ten foot crates.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I muttered, then called out. “Hey!”

It took a full two minutes before a little man popped his head out from behind a crate and went, “Oh!” He then took another two minutes to thread his way through the utter chaos to get to me.

“You have an order slip?” he asked. “Ah, Fayeen! I’d heard—”

She smiled sadly at him, and shook her head.

I stepped into his personal space. “I’m Giskennen’s replacement.”

His mouth dropped open.

“Shop’s closed for today. If you want your job back, you’ll point me to the office and chase away the two out front.”

“My wife? Why would I chase away my wife?”

Giskennen’s axe appeared in my hand. “My patience is being tested. Do you have a magical storage device as part of your shopkeeping duties?”

His brow knitted in confusion and some fear. I bent down. “Listen closely. I’m going to give you this ring. It’s your job to fill it with everything that’s piled near the door, to create an empty space. When you run out of storage space, you’ll begin unpacking what is already in there, such as to make this place into an actual shop where people can buy things. Its days of being a warehouse are over. Then that empty space in the storage ring is to be filled with all this.” I waved my hands at the ludicrous amount of paper. “Fayeen knows who you are, and I know who your wife is, so if you think to sell this ring, things get bad for you.”

Shopkeep swallowed and nodded, then pointed in the direction of the office.

It was going to take a ludicrous amount of time to clean this, or a decent amount of coin to hire someone to clean and furnish it the way a shop ought to. Meaning I needed too start selling wares.

In a minute.

I took Fayeen’s hand. “Come on.”

The office itself was a long, narrow room along the side of the shop, with a door but no windows looking out. It consisted of a desk in the back, a ledger, and even more stock of paper. On the only workbench in here: paper. On the floor and needing to be stepped over: paper.

There wasn’t a lot of space, so when I turned toward her, I was almost bumping up against the G.O.A.T. I fell back into one of the office’s only seats, and motioned for her to take the other. Still, we bumped knees, until I placed my hands on hers and rubbed them absently.

When had her yoga pants come off?

“How is it, being back in the city?”

“Oh! Ha… usually we’d be in the Master’s house. He almost always took Gyora out with him. The orc female. I’ve only been here a handful of times, and not in this… office.” She gave me an easy smile. “It’s nice, even if it’s crowded and there’s so much paper.”

“Better than before?”

This was my one and only goal: to make their lives better than they’d been under Giskennen.

“How about before Surrek?” I asked.

“What do you mean?”

“We’ll start with where you were born and how you came here. If that’s all right.”

She slumped back in the chair and pushed her legs further out so I could stroke her maroon fur even higher. She also looped her hands behind her head to show off her other assets. The actions gave her time to gather her thoughts.

“Beacon Hall, but… the memories of Beacon Hall are hazy now.” This clearly saddened her, and I didn’t need an empathy power to know that. “I think they gave me over in a surrender deal to Giskennen and several other Masters who showed up and attacked. Rather than fight, Beacon Hall raised the surrender flag and talked terms. The Masters just wanted more females anyhow.”

“How long ago?”

“I was ten summers then, so eleven… twelve summers ago.”

She slumped further forward while I was stroking the fur on her thighs, and I was suddenly quite close to her hips. The fur felt amazing, like petting a cat or a dog. I hadn’t been able to own one, living in a little apartment like I did. Even just petting my goat girl was a nice distraction.

“I don’t know what your former life here was like. Eight of your friends, possibly more, disappeared when I took down your old boss. They might’ve been friends, but I don’t know. The whole time has been a blur, so I wanted to ask.”

She looked embarrassed.

I took her hand. “Also, out of the four of you, I’ve gotten to know you the least, and that’s on me. I apologize.”

I was also very pent up on account of Auralla, and the frustration of seeing the shop like this wasn’t helping. I had a hard on that was half anger right now. The other half was how she was slowly shoving herself at me.

“Oh!” She searched for the right words, and I let her. “I didn’t… we weren’t great friends. Everyone was miserable, and Gyora was in charge of making sure none of us got out of line.”

“The orc female.” I was rubbing her hands, massaging, and she began to decompress.

She nodded and let out a moan. “She was… nasty. If she was going to be unhappy, all of us were. She drilled us constantly, or had us chained up and left there for hours. Sometimes she would whip me. Or the other thing is she would take one of us back to Giskennen’s room. Then he would whip me, or use me. Or both in either order.”

I stood and pulled her to her feet for an embrace, and she melted. The petting, the massage and the strong hug had all done their jobs well. She let out a groan that told of stress oozing out.

“This is much harder for you than I imagined.”

She shook her head into my neck. “We’re used to it being hard. And anyway it’s all much better now. The clothes are fun, Avya is delightful, I like the soap and the towels… and the teethpaste, oh gods, it’s lovely. I never imagined being clean would be so… wonderful.”

“Toothpaste?”

“Am I supposed to use it on just one tooth?” she asked.

I threw back my head and laughed.

“So I’m happy, even if you don’t even look at me. This is much better than before, I love it. Assuming we don’t die in the next couple of weeks.”

I laughed bitterly. “Right. I’m glad to hear you’re feeling better, but we need to work on my chances of survival. But first…”

Fayeen looked and felt superb. She was lean and strong, taller than Auralla (almost as tall as me) and with a runner’s build. I bent and licked down her ear to her neck, and heard her groan in encouragement.

“You said, the rules…”

“I think we can break that rule for the member of my team who I’ve gotten the least time with, don’t you? The mood has struck, and you’re looking just perfect right now.”

“Mm, I’d like that.” Her hands were at my chest, and mine were at her hips, slipping over the taut, muscular butt and her tail, then even lower. This brought me down to kneeling position, which was right where I wanted to be. That brought her hands into my hair, and soon they were clenched tight, pulling me in. She alternated massaging my scalp and fondling at my earlobes while I went to town on her in preparation for sharing essence.

Three minutes later my tiefling lover was up against the door with me stroking her tail and licking at all her best parts. All their tails were super sensitive, apparently, and caused her a more violent reaction than Dallinya. Either that or the felinian was a lot more experienced and jaded.

“Ugh…” she moaned. “Ev… Evan! I’m… ohhhh…” I had to lean forward to keep my tongue on her, while she slumped fully against the door to keep from falling over. It really was an honor to help these women turn to putty in my hands.

With one orgasm out of the way, and with her strength back, Fayeen bent very low and arched her back to receive me. I was iron hard after the incident with Auralla, and my balls were near to aching when I slid home. She was very wet by now, but still very tight, as this was only the second time I’d had the opportunity to get inside her.

She turned a hazy, lust-filled gaze back over her shoulder at me.

“I…” she said. “No, neverm—“

“Tell me,” I said. We weren’t going to bring something up two seconds into sex and then drop it.

“Could you… grab my horns?”

My first instinct was to say no, but I’d already begun to see how Auralla might be submissive, and Avya might be quite the opposite. If Fayeen wanted it rough, there was no way I wasn’t going to obey that wish. I’d have to be very gentle with Shennalil, when the time came to finally share of her power, but Fayeen was lean, and strong, especially down into her legs and ass.

So instead I activated Empath’s Mark, and got a clear picture of her wishes… and those wishes were that she really, really wanted her horns grabbed… and pulled.

Her horns came up off her head about three inches, and ran parallel to her skull, less than a foot long in all, but pretty close. They were striated with years of growth, and a second set of points now diverging off the ends. They were cool in my hands, but immediately caused Fayeen to jump as though I’d tased her.

She began a series of loud moans, even though I hadn’t yet started thrusting.

“Ohhh,” she groaned. “Please…”

“Tell me what you want,” I hissed into her ear, and began to draw out of her for a heavy thrust. I could hear her thoughts, but I wanted her to say it.

“Pu… pull… pull harder.”

I yanked her head back, which had her bent backwards until she was staring at the ceiling. Her back was arched deliciously, and her tail twitched up against my abs.

“Hard?” I growled in her ear, but I knew.

She moaned quietly, but it was full of pleasure already achieved, and pleasure to come. “As hard… as you can.”

This was a request I could readily comply with. After Shennalil joining the party against my wishes, after the situation in this shop, it was easy to get out all the aggression by pounding Fayeen mercilessly, and yanking back on her horns every time. This caused a series of earth-shattering orgasms out of her. I had her pulled right up against my shoulder, back arched and eyelids fluttering every time I thrust deep inside her.

For a time, it was nothing but the slap of flesh on flesh, me hissing out a breath down her neck, and her squealing or moaning. She was assaulted again and again, and eventually she squirted out onto the door. Fluid rushed out onto me, and down both my legs.

“Ohhh!” she managed pitifully. “Oh no.”

“You filthy female,” I hissed out, and she shuddered with another orgasm. They weren’t stopping now, it was one long continuous wave of high intensity then a long relaxed low intensity portion. But I never let up, so she never actually stopped coming.

I could sense one corner of her mind was anxious about whether my words were sincere… what did filthy mean when I said it? She couldn’t actually do anything now, her body was nothing but a shuddering orgasmic mass, but still a little part of her perked up in fear.

Whether she wanted to or not, she began to squirt again. More warm fluid seeped down the insides of my thighs, which turned me on all the more. There’s no better proof that you’re doing a damn good job than your partner completely losing control over her body. By this point she wasn’t standing, she was fully held up by my cock, and the hold I had on her horns.

“That’s right,” I hissed. “Yes, give me all that… I want it. You’re gorgeous. You’re perfect.”

Her mind calmed, and finally I began the final approach.

I grunted. “I’m going to fill you up.”

She made no response other than wordless mewls and fluttering eyelids and a twitching tail. Her entire body seemed to be dancing like she’d been electrocuted. I exploded in her, deep, then carried her over to the desk so she could recuperate.
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The shopkeep’s name was Yann, which he assured me was much longer and not possible for me to remember, and that he was a gnomish. He spoke in clipped, precise terms, and looked to be in his late fifties or early sixties. He dressed in what I would have termed ‘standard fantasy’ before meeting Auralla’s village folk and Giskennen’s former ladies. However, he was decked out in exuberant colors: bright orange with a purple collar, silky white pants with pink stripes, and very green shoes. It was hard to look at, and I wondered if gnomish were all colorblind.

I couldn’t tell how that set him as a gnomish apart from nellwyns like Avya, but my Attuned magic sense told me he was more magically active than Avya. In the half hour plus I’d been in the office, he had cleared out a large area near the door, and begun to clean it. I took a look at my storage ring and found it completely full of supplies.

I needed paint, a sign, and a functional shop if I was going to make money, so I tried to arrange this quarter of the shop to showcase things I thought the people were going to love. First of all, the bars of soap and the liquid detergent would sell. I talked with Yann about the coinage here, and found it to be thankfully simple.

A platinum was basically unheard of except for the city’s coffers, and was worth a hundred gold. One gold piece was also quite rare in here, and was worth a hundred silver, and one silver was worth a hundred copper. From there, copper pieces could be split into halves or quarters, but a quarter copper would still buy you several loaves of bread or a mug at a tavern, which you could refill as long as you could stagger up to the ‘ale’ barrel and draw up a pint.

I was glad they didn’t have anything super complicated, like the various different words for British coins and money… farthing? Pence? Ha’penny? Quid? Shilling? How the hell did anyone keep track of how that worked?

“Yann, I’m not certain if you can tell, but I’m not from around here.”

“It had occurred to me,” he said.

“And no offense… what sets gnomish apart from nellwyns?”

“Ah…” He chuckled, clearly amused. “First, magic. Gnomish are far and away more skilled with it. Nellwyns are industrious, but love to enjoy their time. They can be mischievous and prone to pranks.”

I nodded, and a smirk touched my lips. “That tracks.”

“Most gnomish are makers. Filled with the urge to create. We pioneered clockwork, and studies into mana crystals.”

But he was… a shopkeep, and not a good one. I decided not to potentially piss him off with the question and let it slide. In a world where some people figured out launch trajectories for landing robots on asteroids, other people drove shit in huge trucks and unloaded it at department stores. I was the last person to judge Yann here about his profession.

“Next question… how come you’re not a Master? I thought all males were in charge of the ladies.”

His eyes widened, and he raised his hands as if to keep me from chopping his head off. “Not everyone has the chance to rise and take charge of the city,” he responded. “Some males have only the life bond of a single female, and it grants nothing in the way of combat. The gift I have is purely for numbers and accounting. There are a large number of males who might wish to dominate females instead find them in short supply. Nor would I ever contend with another person in mortal combat. That is why you will find many orcs, dragonites and humans become Masters… or die trying.”

And the lizard man, along with the flying bird-headed one, and then the tiefling one. I wasn’t sure this guy had much better information than me. And that also tracked: I had seen the Governor, some petty Masters serving as gate guards, and that was pretty much it.

This city, though insidious with the possibility of inheriting a spy from the Governor, and disgusting from the random bodies and trash, nevertheless wasn’t the violent hellhole it sounded like. That was my very hopeful take at the time.


26- Operation Crack

Fayeen and I arrived back in Ink District a few hours later. Together with Yann, we’d managed to relocate a lot of paper stock to a temporary holding facility: my trailer. Already there were a lot of signs of interest: people milling around it and muttering to one another. All that went hush when we walked up.

This hadn’t changed any of the ratings for the Ink District management screen, but that would come in time. 

Now, back at Aceter House, I discovered the place had a little enclosed courtyard. The whole estate itself looked to be pieced together from at least three different buildings, and the construction had been done by different people, so it was bit twisty and maze-like. The courtyard itself was flanked on all sides by a porch-like thing with overhanging roofing I associated with Asian architecture. It contained several large trees, a tiny pond, was a good fifty feet square, and looked like the type of thing Giskennen wouldn’t give a flying fuck about. I enjoyed it immensely, having lived in a handful of shoddy apartments in shoddy satellite cities of Detroit. These all had awful nicknames, like Dumpster (Inkster), Garbage City (Garden City), and Wasteland (Westland). I was moving on up in a big way.

I wasn’t going to be feeling amazing about this for very long. The house servants were redecorating and grocery shopping, and I was about to receive some jaw-dropping bills from business owners in other districts.

I found my ladies enjoying themselves in the courtyard, and this included Shennalil. Auralla and Dallinya were reclining on the porch space and deep in conversation. Velleth lay behind them, with her feet hanging over the edge, swinging her legs idly and staring at the overhanging roof/ceiling. Hellera was pacing about like she was on guard detail. Avya and Lily had been in conversation, which ground to an immediate halt when I stepped into the space.

Avya sprang up and welcomed Fayeen back with a tackling hug, and Fayeen immediately placed the nellwyn on her shoulders. The whispered, giggle-filled conversation began immediately, with glances cast in my direction.

Lily paled when I walked in, but I didn’t pay her any attention.

Outwardly.

While I got a debrief on how illusionary Evan had treated Lily all day, and how that treatment had been received, I scanned Shennalil’s thoughts with Empath’s Mark. Although I wasn’t happy with being chained to this one, I’d make the most of it.

Shennalil’s thoughts were mostly on me, and whether I was going to hurt her, or kill her. She had been safe in the Governor’s harem. She hadn’t seen the outside in years, and it was so busy, smelly, and dirty.

What kind of Drifter monstrosities I would being out to torture her, whether she could serve me well enough to avoid the punishments, what questions she’d forgotten to answer and I’d forgotten to ask. Surely she’d be punished for not knowing Master’s desires and anticipating his needs. It was a whirlwind of disappointed astonishment with the city, pain avoidance, and desperation to please me.

So far nothing about reporting my movements to a superior.

I didn’t have a lot of time for this, and having her to afraid of me for no actual reason was souring my mood. My mood shouldn’t be souring while in the Land of Perpetual Sexy Times. Also, I also had the third prong of my operation to check in on.

“Hellera, Velleth, I’d like to see you in my quarters,” I said quietly, and disappeared.

They had joined me a few minutes later. A few messages sat on the desk where I’d taken Velleth just yesterday, informing me of the servants’ trip to the market and the price of goods owed there. It was on credit, and was only three silver coins, but that was three silver I didn’t have. Also I’d told them to furnish the place and the billing for that was not great.

Velleth immediately slumped down onto my bed, and I watched in amusement as Hellera stiffened in the center of the room.

“What happened to her?” I asked.

Velleth answered shakily, since Hellera just waved a scaled hand in her direction. “She did about a dozen illusions and spent all her mana again and again.”

Hellera nodded. “Mana burn. It’s not wise to get close to zero again and again.”

“Noted.”

“She also had to do Fayeen three times,” Velleth managed.

“I hope that tomorrow will be less intensive. That will depend on how Operation Crack House went.”

“We’re still unclear on the name,” Hellera said, “but the neighboring Masters were appreciative of the gifts. T’charrk insisted on using the soap and towel immediately. We were left waiting. This forced Velleth to reapply the illusion. He was very pleased with the gifts, though.”

Hellera brought out a small box and opened it before me. “He sent this in return.”

“That wasn’t necessary,” I said, but stared down at the bracelet.

Modav’s Protection Bracelet

Jewelry, fine quality, enchanted

Bronze tier

Qualities: Never dulls or rusts, incredible durability, emits no aura

Abilities: While worn, you gain slight damage resistance versus magic attacks.

Note: Created in Jewelry District, enchanted in Ink District by Modav. Modav: Your patronage is much appreciated.

I slipped the bracelet on and grinned, shaking my head. “And how many of the district Masters were you able to visit today?”

“Seven,” Hellera reported.

“You beat my expectations. That’s excellent.”

Hellera thrust out her chest and radiated pride at this, but Velleth hadn’t moved. I couldn’t see her face; she could’ve been asleep already.

“Lovely. And you told them that additional Drifter goodies were available at the central market square starting tomorrow?”

She nodded.

“Thank you for keeping Velleth safe in the face of extreme risk,” I told her quietly.

“Velleth believes in your ultimate goal. I trust her judgement.”

Oh, the ladies had no idea what my ultimate goal was. Honestly, I was only in the very early stages of formulating that. But as for the present ‘ultimate goal’ I was glad to see them behind me.

I also noted Hellera hadn’t said she trusted my judgment, only Velleth’s. If I messed up, I could count on Hellera coming after me, hard and fast, and that wasn’t something I was looking forward to in the slightest. Dragonfire in the eyes was not something I could handle… not if I wanted to beat her in a fight.

“What were you able to gather regarding the new arrival?” I asked.

“She has never been bedded,” Hellera said. “It’s natural to be fearful.”

“And I’m not from this world.”

“Just so,” she answered. Behind us, Velleth had begun snoring softly. “She has calmed significantly. We waited for her to meet with someone or send off a communication, but so far nothing. She is being watched.”

“If you’re interested in having the night off, I can arrange an illusion for you… unfortunately you will have to return here before it’s revealed you’re not a male.”

“If we are branded as yours,” Hellera explained, “we will be free to roam Ink District unmolested.”

“And we can’t just say Giskennen’s brand is my brand? Fucker’s dead, he doesn’t need it any longer.”

“You already know it doesn’t work that way.”

“I have no intention of branding any of you.”

“You already have,” she responded, with surprising softness.

I didn’t have a good reply to that. “Any recommendations on my course of action with Lily?”

She shrugged. “Take her fast. The others enjoy the essence sharing, this one will too. We have a saying where I am from: cauterize fast, or bleed out.”

Maybe it rhymed in her language or something.

“Then keep her close,” she said. “Or chain her. She will be unable to report to her superiors that way.”

I nodded. “You may be dismissed then, unless you want to stay with Velleth, or you have any more to tell me.”

She climbed into bed with Velleth, lifted her into a more comfortable position (and to make room for me), and tucked her gently into one of the many blankets.
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I called Fayeen and Avya out next. Shennalil was hesitant to join the older, larger women who were deeply in conversation with one another, and now looked forlorn, lost, alone. Avya confirmed what Hellera and Fayeen had told me, that Shennalil was extremely hesitant to be around me or with me, both because I was a Drifter, and she was untouched by the hand of Man. The little fae hadn’t asked a lot of questions like I had been expecting her to, but instead had simply been a terrified, shy newbie. Perfectly understandable.

She had also crashed in the middle of the day for a nap, but Avya had awakened her and told her that night was the best time for sleeping.

I didn’t know if I’d expected more or not, but I was somewhat surprised at not finding more with the fae.

“Group sleepover tonight,” I told them when I returned to the courtyard. It was time for lights out, and I was looking forward to continuing to work my ass off in bed, after a day of working my ass off.

The weather had grown cool, and I was tired by this point. She would sleep or she wouldn’t.

Velleth was already conked out, and Hellera was in bed, so I nudged Dallinya to take the place next to her.

“Lily and I will take the middle,” I said lightly.

That would leave me in the center with Shennalil against me like last night, followed by Auralla next to her, and the two co-conspirators on the far right. “And you two can cut it with the giggling. I had better not wake up with green skin or something.”

All of them except Lily shucked their clothes at the foot of the bed and climbed in nude. It was just glorious watching all those nicely-shaped behinds move into position, then settle in under the numerous blankets. I began to remove my clothes as well, and turned to the new girl.

“Well?”

She twitched again, before pulling off her clothing. Once I was in position, she crawled in, staring at me in silence. It was alternately adorable and infuriating to watch her try to lower herself perfectly into a place that was close to me, without touching me.

I wasn’t rough, but pulled her against me regardless. This time I ignored her stiffness, and stroked her head. Then I stroked down her back until I found the dragonfly wings.

“You will tell me if I’m hurting you, understand?”

She nodded into my chest. I could feel the tears on my skin already.

Maybe Hellera was right and this just needed to be done fast. I still hated the idea… my little sister had come home seething and crying one night, saying a guy had started to overpower her until she elbowed him in the cheek. He’d finally gotten the message then.

I began with a lengthy head massage. I’d given those in high school, and after about the five minute mark you start to coax the oils out of your subject’s hair. Me, as an inexperienced high schooler… I’d had a girl right in front of me, cooing and eyes closed, and I was hard as I’d ever been.

Her name had been… Sabrina. We all called her Rina.

From there, I massaged her ears a bit. This I hadn’t done much with girlfriends… nor the wing stroking that came next. Not a lot of wing stroking on earth. Hopefully she was like the others and her extra appendage bases were like erogenous zones. I trailed my slightly oily fingers down over the base of her wings, which felt like they were made of plastic, or maybe aluminum.

Then, while I played idly with the base of her wings, I made sure to stroke down the rest of her body. She was thinner than any of the others, with high breasts, and it struck me that I wanted to take her in the daylight, when I could really get a look at all the patches of blue skin all over her body.

Her breathing was becoming shallower, and she wasn’t hitching with the occasional sob any longer. She clutched onto me without moving. After a time, I stopped, and left one hand down the middle of her back. It was possible to reach all the way, but something inside told me it wasn’t yet time.

I eventually calmed my angry hard on down, and after a time, I slept.
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It wasn’t the sunlight that woke me. The shutters up here in the top floor kept a lot of the light out. Instead it was the whispered voices; Dallinya and the other I didn’t recognize. That made me realize it was Shennalil.

The touching also helped me wake up, just a bit.

“—may think it’s a tool for punishment,” Dallinya breathed, “but it’s capable of giving great pleasure.”

“That can’t be,” came the fae’s reply.

“And also you must understand that with this Drifter, there is a measure of control you can exert over him.”

Lily clearly couldn’t believe it. “C-control?”

“Attend,” the catgirl said, and wrapped her hand around the shaft, and began to respond. “You noted his long exhale, yes?”

I lifted my head to find two lumps under the blanket: Dallinya and Shennalil. The felinian’s booty and tail stuck out from beneath the blanket, and that tail swished back and forth lazily.

“He reacts, unable to stop himself. He is under my spell,” Dallinya breathed.

“No!”

“Now watch and listen.” She began stroking, and a few minutes later I felt myself being enveloped in her hot, wet mouth. I grunted and pulled down, then slowly arched up. She pulled up after a few languid, preliminary strokes. “He is like a puppet when you have this. If you are skilled, you can cause yet more reactions.”

Another hand came to fondle, and this one was Lily’s. I could tell from the size and the complete lack of confidence in her movements.

“Do you wish to control him?” Dallinya breathed.

No answer came at first.

“He will be in you before long. You will not have many chances at this before he makes you a captive to this mighty tool.”

Eventually, the tiny voice answered, “Yes.”

“Take command. Stroke here.” She did. “Next, your mouth. Kisses, tongue… worship it. Never use teeth, or suffer his wrath.”

“How are you not a captive to this?” the fae asked.

“Felinians are immune to the control,” Dallinya lied easily. “Now, he’ll wake soon. You want to be in control when he does.”

Or suffer his wrath, I thought wryly.

Kisses followed, all up and down my length, followed by licking. She was especially interested in the feel of my balls on her tongue and then in her mouth. The process was agonizingly slow, but eventually her mouth enveloped the head and began sucking.

Velleth and Hellera had gone already, but on the other side of the bed, Avya and Fayeen were sitting up, watching the blanket and grinning. I motioned toward the door and mimed the zipper over the mouth. They both stuck their tongues out at me, but crept out of the room without a sound.

I met Auralla’s eyes as well. She smiled lazily at me, and sucked on my finger when I went to touch her cheek. In the meantime Shennalil continued to do her first-time best, and I groaned in response to her clumsy efforts.

“He is waking,” Dallinya said. I could hear the lust dripping from her words as well, and could imagine her touching herself while watching the fae girl fellate me.

Lily’s mouth disappeared. “W-what do I do?”

“Don’t stop.”

The licking and kissing continued, shortly followed by more sucking.

“You can complete the hold over him by smothering him with your essence sharing parts.” I nearly laughed. “He will be doubly under your sway if you can use your mouth while forcing him to use his.”

Lily paused. “Put my… but… that’s impossible.”

“I can show you, if you like.” Shennalil agreed, and in no time Dallinya’s body appeared over my face. She nearly pinned one arm under her knee, but swung her other leg over and lowered herself onto me. She also pulled the blanket off so the fae could see it was possible after all.

As for me, I made a show of raising my hands in defeat, before they drifted to Dallinya’s hips. I was already getting to work on her with my tongue, a quick thanks for advancing Lily’s training, but soon I also had a hand on the base of her tail.

“Keep going!” Dallinya urged shakily, and soon the fae was blowing me again. She could only fit about half of me in her mouth, but it still felt great. The whole situation made me a lot more excited than just her skill level.

I ate my felinian with as much skill as I could muster, enjoying the complicated taste of her with my Bronze senses, and she responded. In only a few minutes she was groaning and slowly grinding her pussy on my face uncontrollably.

“If you take him into you now, you can control the sharing of essence,” Dallinya moaned. I liked that she was a bullshit artist. I also liked where this was going.

This was a bridge too far, though. Lily froze in the act, contemplating the pain and horror of it, and backed away from me as if my cock had just transformed into a cobra.

“I haven’t lied to you,” Dallinya tried. “Paule is short now, come and take his seed.”

“I… I…”

Lily fled the room.

Auralla got up and stretched her nude, orange-skinned body, reminding me just how lucky I was. “I’ll take your seed,” she said.

“Save me a taste?” Dallinya asked.

“Why, of course.”


27- Trade In Flesh

It hadn’t occurred to me that the women of this world would be more comfortable having their first time be in a group, or with a teacher directly instructing them. Of course to the earthling, sex and relationships were all a two-person deal. Don’t talk to my boyfriend, she’d DM you. He’s mine! Or the infamous ‘you looking at my girl?’ which was followed directly by a drunken fist fight.

Hellera and Fayeen had both advised me to just break Shennalil in fast and hard, like ripping off a bandage. They were sure she’d get over the initial trauma and come around. Something in my brain wasn’t going to allow that to happen. Not with Lily, not with any future females (if there were more to be had).

I had to survive in this world, sure. But I was going to do it on my terms. Or, you know, die.

Dallinya’s approach showed me (once again) that culture and customs were so radically different here as to be unrecognizable, unfathomable. Sex teacher doing a live demo on a third party, and inviting the student to join in? People lost their jobs over that kind of thing. It was one of those porn website fantasies, and now I realized it was probably the best idea I’d never had.

After Auralla and Dallinya had a little seed swap, and Dallinya agreed it was just as delicious as advertised, I talked over the idea with both of them. They agreed that Dallinya (or Fayeen, or Velleth) could be an excellent tutor, and that with one or two more sessions, Shennalil would do the essence sharing on her own. They believed she would initiate, just like this morning, and she would follow instructions until she had me inside her.

“Giskennen and Gyora had me instruct the initiates,” Dallinya confessed.

“Just like this?”

“Just like this. Without the part where I sat on your face,” she responded. Auralla giggled. “I would’ve been much happier to do the work if that part had been included.”

“They thought they were going to become the Master’s master? Really?”

The felinian sighed against my chest. “I told them that once in a great while, the power of a female’s will can overcome the Master’s, and we’d all be free. Gyora and Giskennen held off on a great many punishments as a result… I was a good liar. I am a good liar.”

“You don’t have to defend yourself,” I told her. “Anyone else would have given in to that kind of pressure. That’s over now, thankfully. I’m happy you volunteered to help Lily, but I’m not forcing you.”

She hugged me tighter and got me to one and a half stars in Bronze.

“And now we have our very own Drifter,” Auralla said.

“I feel so lucky,” Dallinya agreed, nuzzling into my chest.

“And they lived happily ever after,” I said.

“What?”

“Ah… it’s a common story ending from my world.”

She continued to stroke and caress up and down my torso. I was kind of amazed to find my little gut had completely disappeared, and in its place was the beginning of a six pack. “I’m glad the stories in your world are commonly happy.”

Yeah, about that. I didn’t want to break the bad news to them: happily ever after was for children’s stories, and this was anything but.

“Well, it’s time to get your lucky butts out of my bed so we can go make phase three happen. Without it, we won’t be controlling much of anything, and we’ll be in crazy debt, and I’ll have to sell you off one by one to the cruelest Masters in all the land. Ow! I’m kidding, I’m kidding.”
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I was also amazed to find the two servant couples had brought in all their kids. Their twelve total children, ages ranging from basically adult to barely able to walk. The house was now a zoo, or rather a safari. Middle children were caring for babies, the adults and older kids working on cleaning the house, and the little ones tromping around, adorable.

“What…” I said, and stared around at the chaos.

A lot had also changed here on the ground floor. The furniture was sparkling, dust was nowhere in sight, and my stock of earth goods was neatly arranged. All the dead animals and skulls had been removed and the walls cleaned. I could use some paintings, or some of those animated photographs… I doubted this world had that kind of thing, but they did have magic, so maybe I just needed to ask.

And I needed the coin to make it happen.

“Patience,” I whispered to myself. Operation Crack House was under way and would soon bear golden fruit.

The first couple was a nellwyn male and a fae female, who were singing together while they scrubbed at the courtyard porch area. She had fiery-hued skin and flames for hair. Literally her head appeared to be on fire. She didn’t have wings, oddly enough.

Her husband was a teensy little white guy, a nellwyn, with green hair and a permanently-smiling face. Also a fun singing voice.

Their children were easy to pick out: the tiniest ones were hardly bigger than a basketball, and the oldest was a half-fae half-nellwyn which looked like a volcano had transformed into a four foot skinny waif. All of them had elemental markings on them, most of them fire, but a few had stony colored skin.

The other couple was a creature I hadn’t encountered before yesterday. It was like an octopus or jellyfish had latched onto a person’s head and turned their whole body blue-purple, with phosphorescent glowing spots. She had a series of  tentacles mimicking hair, and two big, bulbous eyes. The patterning continued over her head, heavy breasts lacking nipples, and the rest of her body.

I had no intention of making a play on the husband’s obviously pregnant wife, but I couldn’t help but wonder how she would feel if I touched her. I got the impression that I would shock myself to death, or that she’d feel like a sponge, and water would come gushing out wherever I pressed.

Her partner was another one of those (cephellians they were called), the male version lacked the breasts, the hair, and the belly, bulging and partially transparent, allowing me to see the growing egg inside her. Instead of the head tentacles, he had a series of tentacles like a gigantic mustache coming off his upper lip.

Their kids were all likewise cephellians, and all industriously working around the house. Periodically they would go to a large metal tub and have a soak for a minute, then get back out and back to work. Several of these tubs were scattered around the ground floor.

“This place never stops amazing me,” I said, and stopped.

Two of the children were of age. My Attuned senses could first see the glow covered by the cephellian’s waterlogged, clingy clothes, I could smell it, and third, I could hear it.

Velleth sidled up next to me. “Normally you can’t tell males from females.”

“What?”

“These ones have some fae blood in them, which is how you get the hair and the… curves. Typical cephellians have a flap around the back of their heads that constantly waves, and both males and females have face tentacles.” She put a hand under her nose and wiggled her fingers, causing me to snort laughter.

I nodded towards the one I’d spotted. “How do you normally tell male from female then?” I asked.

“The number of tentacles around the face,” she responded.

“I still don’t know what to do with that information.”

“The males will have ten, and two will be longer. The females have nine, and none are elongated.”

“That’s the only difference.”

She nodded. “You can also tell by the little one growing in the female.”

“Obviously.”

She smirked. “I wasn’t sure if you knew how babies were made.”

“You ask one question!” I announced. “Just one!”

Work stopped for a moment, until it became clear I wasn’t punishing anyone. Or fucking anyone, maybe.

“They’re also wondering why you haven’t used the bathing facilities or the bathrooms. They asked me to talk to you… they’re uncomfortable addressing the Master directly.”

I stared at her. “This place has bathrooms?”

I tried to learn all their names, but it was entirely too much. I did find Shennalil playing with the tiny nellwyns and the little cephellians in the courtyard. The sun glinted off those adorable meatball hair holder… things, with their aquamarine gems. She was clean but I’d never seen them removed, which told me she took the time to tie her hair back up like that every day.

Still no traitorous spy thoughts. Maybe she was only supposed to report back once a month. I didn’t think she was resisting the Empath’s Mark, since the UI mentioned the success and I got a read on her surface thoughts.

Over breakfast, we discussed first the bathroom situation. The building had a magical means of delivering flowing water to the house, which meant flush toilets and sinks. I’d been heading outside and hosing myself down with buckets of cold water, then brushing my teeth and spitting in the streets. I must’ve looked like a lunatic out there.

There was also, and this was a delight, a storage tank that automatically heated up the water within, again an enchanted item, so I had hot and cold running water. I laughed at this initially (how could I have been so stupid as to not notice) but then froze.

“And this is the only place in Ink District that has running water,” I said.

The joking chatter and side conversations stopped at my tone.

“This is the way,” Fayeen said.

“And the next district over has no running water for the common people? Is it the way over there?”

Uncomfortable shifting in their seats and lack of answers told me no, other districts enjoyed luxuries my district lacked.

“Nobody else thinks that’s fucked up?”

“Giskennen—“ Velleth began, but I cut her off by pointing a fork in her direction.

“I’m, not, fucking, Giskennen.”

Whoops. My relationship stars with all four of Giskennen’s women froze and retracted a wee bit. Well, people couldn’t always have fun sexy times and great feelings that made them jubilant.

“I’m going to start phase three,” I grumbled. “You’re welcome to stay here if you want, clean up the streets if you want, come with me, whatever.”

I didn’t end up heading to the central market at first, so it took Avya, Fayeen and Shennalil a minute to catch up. Instead, I made my way downhill toward the Inkpot. The streets crowded in against me, the people appeared more hollow and gaunt, and desperate, and I tried to maintain my cool.

The tattooed owner of the most prominent ink shop spread his hands. “Master Evan.”

“I have an idea now,” I said.

Either tattoos were never very painful, I was a shit ton tougher than I used to be, or this world did tattooing differently, but an hour and a half later the artist announced he was done. I produced a pair of hand mirrors from my inventory before he could bring up a polished metal disk.

In the center of my back it now read GISKENNEN in the letters the orcs used. If you watched the tattoo, a slash appeared diagonally through the letters, and was quickly surrounded by blood.

“Master has made a good choice,” the artist said. He didn’t ask for money, but I pressed him on the rate, and he admitted it would be almost forty silver for the work. The cash inside Giskennen’s nose ring was basically dry, but I paid him the full amount, and tipped him another three. He stared at the coins, and at me.

The tattoo a good choice? Probably not. Usually when someone got a tattoo on a whim it was a bad choice, and involved a nasty hangover afterwards. And blackouts. And a visit from the cops.

“I’ll try to be back soon,” I told him.
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The shop was looking quite a lot better when I got there. I’d thought about my outburst over breakfast, and wanted to make it up to the ladies, and when I walked into the store, I realized I had a bit of an uphill climb to make.

Half of the shop was now free of paper, swept, mopped, and the walls now had display shelves to my specifications. Bills for those supply shelves were on the counter. Ugh.

I immediately went to look for Velleth, but was informed that she and Hellera were out on Operation Crack House.

Well, I took Fayeen and Dallinya aside and apologized to them for being a dick over breakfast. They told me not to worry about it, that I’d done nothing wrong, and gave me a quick hug. I noted that I reclaimed those tiny slivers of relationship stars.

When I saw the troubled look on Auralla’s face, I apologized to her as well.

“Ink District is a situation I didn’t anticipate having. We’ll just have to hope this shop works out. Now, let’s clear the door, put some merch outside, and get this place stocked up.” I set up Yann’s wife over in one corner, and we ended up buying some produce from her for lunch, and paid her to cook for us.

The first customers began to appear while we were still stocking the shelves full of earth products. Along with snack foods and hygiene products, I also had an entire pallet of bicycles. With the tools in the truck’s toolbox, I was able to assemble the bikes and give them center stage. The other stuff we had included plastic buckets, a bunch of plungers, and then the clothes.

T-shirts, tank tops, yoga leggings, skirts, shorts, sweaters, hoodies, and some jeans were all available. Some were plain, others had just a single logo on them, but some of them had graphics printed on. Some jeans were weathered, others torn as part of the fashion trend. Like they’d had a run in with a jiddara.

We were in the middle of setting up one of these racks when T’Charrk appeared with his two bird-headed female bodyguards.

“It is good to see you made it, Drifter.”

“It was good to have you come and give us fair warning.”

“And you look to work the market,” he said.

I nodded. “Any item here is two gold, except for the bicycles, those are ten.”

“Ten… gold pieces?” He was incredulous.

“You can fly, but for everyone else, there are only a few of these bad boys.” I swung a leg up onto it and pedaled it out the door, then around the fountain and back. I drew quite a lot of interest like this, with kids and adults alike craning necks or rushing out to see the otherworlder on the Drifter mechanism.

“What a wondrous contraption,” he commented.

“I tell you what… first item, and just for you, a single gold. Unless you want a bike.”

He laughed. “I doubt much of this would do me any good.”

“But on the sign outside it does say Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities.” I picked up a plunger. “Take this, for instance.” When I pressed it down against the table, it popped up and wobbled awkwardly.

He finally settled on one of the DVD’s, and paid me a gold coin.

“By the way, you wouldn’t happen to know the name of a petty Master who controlled several huge dinosaur looking beasts, would you? Lizard guy, about yay tall? Hasn’t been seen around since Giskennen’s untimely demise became front page news?”

T’Charrk nodded. “Treerik.”

“Three Erics, got it.”

Several of the other Masters in the city paid a visit over the next few hours, as did a number of petty Masters. Some of them brought a single dangerous looking or very alluring female, some brought two, and a rail-thin felinian guy brought eight. All eight, from the looks of his marks.

The last guy seemed to want to size me up, intimidate me somehow, but I had my hands on the haft of Giskennen’s brutal bastard of an axe, so he didn’t do much more than give me some side eye. Or maybe he’d noticed the new tattoo.

Some of them tried to bargain with me, but that wasn’t happening. It was two gold for clothes, they’d protest. They could get clothes anywhere, and for a couple of copper pieces! But, of course, not earth clothes. They could set fashion trends if they outfitted themselves or their slaves with earth clothes. I made some money, got a lot of scornful looks, and near closing time, one Master tried to offer me a slave in exchange for some curiosities he had expressed interest in.

“I don’t trade in flesh,” I told him.

He was a fellow human, with a tight black mohawk, and scars all over him. He had a fair number of slave marks, maybe ten, and was built like my truck. He wore nothing but boots, a loincloth held by an ornate belt, and weapons in scabbards and sheaths.

“You don’t… trade in flesh? Wot’s that s’pposed ta mean?”

“That means my wares are for sale for coin, or trade in kind. No slaves.”

“Wot kinda merchant don’t accept no slaves?”

“The kind that isn’t from this world.”

“How’d you get ‘em then?” He said, and gestured around to the ladies working for me.

“I murdered their former Master for them. Or found them out in the wild lands and… convinced them.” This was a good lie, because it was the truth and nobody would believe it. My favorite kind. I already had myself one spy in the camp, though I was beginning to doubt that, and couldn’t handle any others.

He paused, staring at me, and thought this over. Just when I thought I was going to have to grab up the old brutal axe, he suddenly grinned and clapped a hand on my shoulder.

“Brutal an’ direct, just like Giskennen. Alright then, here’s yer coin.” He paid with five gold for his items, and unloaded a hundred silver to make up for the last gold. Yann took over the lowly job of counting up to a hundred, which pleased the Master.

By the end of the day I had eleven gold worth of sales, which Shennalil stared at with incomprehension. The others were amazed as well.

“Okay!” I said, “One day, eleven gold, that’s good news.”

We celebrated with a pound block of vanilla ice cream stolen directly from another world. Then it was back to the Inkpot for my second tattoo. The artist snickered when I told him I wanted the exact same deal, only the word ‘Treerik’ written in whatever runes the lizard folk used.

The end result was even cooler looking, because lizardfolk runes looked like claw marks and were arranged from top to bottom. This one went right down the old spine, and again didn’t hurt as much as I’d imagined it would.


28- Hellera and Velleth

Training was on the docket for the remainder of the day. Auralla had moved from thrown spears and javelins over to the quarterstaff, trying to get us to remember that we had hands and feet first, and a weapon second. All the ladies had impeccable instincts, from living in a world where they could be sent to fight for their lives at any time, while I was… not an embarrassment, but it was clear I wasn’t from around here.

I’d only ever shot stuff at scout camp, and then later the range. Now I had an axe.

Soon it was nearing dinner time, and that apparently meant I was feeding over twenty people. The servants and their children were all on my dime. I didn’t mind, not with the gold I’d made today. I liked a nice big family event… it beat the hell out of being in a truck all by my lonesome for a month solid.

Even better, the Ink District menu showed that we’d made more progress through cleaning and selling. Most amazing was the Happiness meter, which was climbing out of yellow and into the light green. Apparently hope counted for Happiness.

After that, both Health and Safety had climbed a little. Wealth was still roughly where it had been. A series of messages informed me that cleaning the streets was doing it, the children and their parents enjoyed the clean alleyways, but night time was still not the safest. I’d have to deal with that eventually, but I was overwhelmed.

Best of all, the Confidence rating had gone from a dull orange bordering on red, to a healthy yellow green. The people didn’t care where their meals or their garbage collection came from, apparently. Even if that meant a guy from another world.

The dining… room? Hall? The servants had started to lay everything out in the huge dining hall before I stopped them and had everything trucked out into the courtyard. Outdoor eating was on my list of things to continue after my first week out camping in this new world, and I’d keep that up, weather permitting. The low tables full of food were transported out into the courtyard, with most of us up on one of the one porch, and the children were down on the grass. They got up to their usual rough-housing, teasing, and a food fight broke out when I tossed a bit of bread down into someone’s hair.

The parents were just gobsmacked and shouted their kids down before it got into the face-smearing stage. The girls and I laughed, and Avya leaned over and guffawed until she fell over into my lap, but Shennalil stared at me strangely. Then stared at Avya, then at me, then back at Avya.

Still no surface thoughts about needing to report this to her handler, or go meet with the Governor soon. The girl looked so perfectly innocent.

“Hellera and Velleth still aren’t back,” Dallinya noted.

“That’s not good,” Fayeen said.

“They’re adults,” I told them. “They’re on a mission, and they accomplished that mission perfectly well yesterday.”

They’d been out all day, delivering bars of soap, towels, toothbrushes and toothpaste to all the various Masters in the districts of the city, while I got my pet project up and running, and begin churning out coin to pay for Ink District improvement projects.

I really wanted them to enjoy their freedom, but that was only possible if Velleth did her job without any hiccups. I figured a gracious delivery over at various districts would be fine, a good way for them to get some fresh air and not feel like they were under anyone’s thumb for the first time ever.

Clearly I hadn’t thought it through enough. Velleth couldn’t keep the illusions up all day, and any time they were just two unattended females, they’d face questions about where their Master was, and why they weren’t branded.

The sense of wrongness began to grow as dinner went on. Dallinya and Fayeen didn’t eat, but instead just swirled their food around their plates, while Auralla, Avya, and Shennalil ate more slowly. A lot of worried glances were going around, and glances toward the room where we usually entered off the street.

I turned to Avya. “I want to ask questions that will probably be received badly, but I don’t know about this world, so I have to.”

Avya wiped the tears away, nodded, and started emitting an empathic aura of calm.

“What happens with those two?” I asked, and nodded down towards the children of the servants, who were of age. The cephellian girl was watching us from down among the kids. I could tell she wanted to be up with the adult folks, while the half-fae half-nellwyn young man was busy ribbing his younger siblings.

The servant couples exchanged some serious looks, as though they had telepathy. They might indeed.

Dallinya could see where I was going with this. “They’re both ready to… be accepted into the Master’s house in whatever capacity the Master chooses. Typically Giskennen ignores the cephellians. They can be… tricky to induct into a Master’s coterie.”

“Second, what the hell is a coterie?”

“It’s the group. Your circle of power,” Fayeen said.

I nodded. I assumed as much but didn’t know the word.

“From there, it’s a discussion that might be had. The young males could be wedded off to a female, or promised to one who has yet to blossom. Some Masters find their petty Masters among the tiers of the servants and their children.”

“But nobody poaches them from me? None of the other masters swoop in out of the darkness and abduct either of these two before they get branded?”

The servants were cringing a little, so I addressed them directly. “You may have noticed already but I’m new to this, and it’s not the way things are done where I’m from. I want to keep your kids safe from others, so if they’re safe in my house, they can stay as they are. If additional precautions need taking, I need to know so I can take them. I don’t want your kids to suddenly go missing.”

“They should have the brand if they are to travel outside the Master’s house, and especially if they wish to travel outside Ink District.”

Ugh, I didn’t want these kids trapped in my house, or worse, find themselves in Ink Pot. It was a big house, but they were required to be within its walls. I also didn’t want to heat up a branding iron and watch tears spilling down their faces.

“Branding,” Dallinya said, “is our way. It isn’t pleasant, but it’s a clear sign of ownership.”

I hated the idea of owning people. It was very hundreds of years ago and I didn’t want to be that guy.

“Wait…” I said slowly. “What did you say?”

“It is our way. Unpleasant, but—”

“No, before that.”

“The brand? I said ‘Branding is our way’ and you got all excited.”

“Not sure why anyone would get excited about branding,” Auralla said. “I certainly have no wish to be branded.”

“Nor I,” Avya said. “I got burned once… hurt for days. Blech.”

“You talk as though we have a choice in the matter,” the cephellian wife said.

“Branding,” I said, then jumped over the table and showed Dallinya how to give a high five. She was staring at me, and her hand, as if I had grown a second head or developed a really nasty rash, but I didn’t care. To celebrate my thoroughly brilliant idea, I spent a whole bunch of mana and reached into my own world again, and hopped the low railing down the four feet to the courtyard’s grassy ground. I came out with a five pound bucket of superman swirly sherbet. The bottom got sliced off by the Adrift portal closing fast, but it was ice cream. I just flipped the whole thing over and stuck a few spoons into it.

“Ice cream!” Fayeen announced.

“For the kids,” I said. I was going to have to steal an ice cream scoop. They each got a hefty scoop of superman sherbet, and I told them it was better to eat it now before it melted.

I had just hopped up onto the porch again and started to serve the servants the remaining ice cream when the crashes sounded from near the front door.

“Auralla, Fayeen, Shennalil,” I said, and wasted no time in heading toward the sound of the disturbance. Once clear of the courtyard I produced the axe and took a look at my mana. Unfortunately I’d burned a lot of it on the ice cream, so if this became a real fight, it was going to be axe and then a panicked shotgun, with some fire breath in there.

The three of them were behind me, quiet but not so quiet my Bronze senses couldn’t pick up the sounds of their footsteps. Hell, I could even hear Shennalil’s ragged breathing, full of fear.

Hellera staggered into view, clutching the stump of her right wrist, which was leaving a trail of blood behind her. She had several arrows sticking out of her back as well. At the sight of me, she collapsed to her knees and sat down, wheezing.

“Velleth?” I asked her.

“He has her,” she whispered, and winced. “Vintra. Spice District.”

“We need her to heal,” I said. “Lily, go grab—”

Shennalil had stepped forward while I wasn’t watching and fell to her knees, radiating bluish white light. Her eyes had begun to glow from within, and a wind seemed to emanate from nowhere, which flipped at her long pigtails. Hellera’s remaining hand had fallen away from the ragged strips of shirt that she’d ripped off herself and pressed against the stump, and Shennalil traced a circle around the exposed forearm.

Immediately the bleeding stopped. The exposed and shattered bone began to move, but not move, grow outwards, along with muscle tissue and the blood vessels. Once the forearm insides were growing outward nicely, new skin and scales began to fill in as well. New bones for a new hand appeared, followed by soft tissues racing to hold them together, and lastly, new skin.

Hellera groaned in agony and slowly fell forward, but Auralla and I caught her before she could smash her face on the floor.

With the glow still radiating, Shennalil pressed her hands around the arrow wound, and moments later the arrow pushed itself back out of her before the hole slowly closed up. She repeated this for the other two arrows, and the three more crossbow bolts we hadn’t seen before.

“She’s been through hell,” Avya said.

“She’s been poisoned,” Shennalil corrected. “I will purge the toxins.”

More magic followed, with a lot of glancing back and forth between me and the four of them. My mind was whirling now. Someone named Vintra. The Spice District. Velleth was a prisoner.

That was unacceptable.

Also Shennalil just put Hellera’s hand back on like it was nothing.

I turned to them. “Listen to me… it’s extremely important that a few things happen. One, the servants and the children are not to know about this. Auralla, you’ll be in charge of that. Avya, it’s also important that you make sure Hellera doesn’t leave to try to get Velleth back. You and Fayeen can handle that, right?”

Avya nodded. She and Fayeen were holding hands.

To Dallinya, I said, “I need to know everything there is to know about Spice District, and who this Vintra guy is, and specific laws. In my office.” Then to Shennalil. “We need to talk. Right now. Follow me.”

I hefted Hellera’s unconscious, quite heavy, body and took her up three flights of stairs to my room.

Shennalil was directly behind me, in the center of the room, shaking and hands clasped in front of her chest. With her in a specially cut tank top and skirt, she looked even more adorable and pathetic. I advanced toward her, sure she was going to collapse in a faint, but she held firm.

“You… absolute… miracle worker!” I lifted her up under her arms and gave her a hefty hug, making sure not to crush those wings. Then I held her out before me to show her the full extent of my happiness with her performance. She couldn’t have weighed more than sixty pounds. “I had no idea you could do that!”

“M-master n-never asked.” I could tell the fear had mostly fallen away, and she was just trembling from the adrenaline.

“That’s on me,” I told her. “Oh fuck, I can’t tell you what would’ve happened if one of mine had gotten killed two days into this dumb experiment. You’re a life saver.”

“I-I-I’m g-glad M-master is pleased.”

I put her down and sat on the floor to be on the level with her.

“Master is very pleased.” Then another idea occurred to me. “You can fly, right? Can you fly?”

Auralla had worked to create an open-backed shirt that left her wings able to move. Her dragonfly wings began to flutter, faster and faster, and lifted her into the air. That meant I could stand and watch as she hovered.

“So cool. Master would like it very much if you would accompany him to Spice District to take on one Master Vintra.”

She paled, further, which was apparently possible.

“We also need to talk about sharing essence.”

“Talk? Sh-sharing? What do you m-mean?” It sounded a whole lot like her astonishment wasn’t with the sharing of essence, but the talking bit.

“You need to make the choice about whether you’ll stay with me, or if I make arrangements to hand you off to another Master.”

“I-I… what?” It was like I’d just punched her in the gut, or shown her a collection of painful sex toys.

Talk about something that everyone else just stole?

“It’s always been your choice,” I told her. “I’m thrilled at the prospect of having you here, but that carries responsibilities. You’ve seen over a few days what it means to live here. And now you’ve seen the dangers involved. I won’t keep you here if you decide this isn’t for you. I can, I don’t know, gift you to another Master. Perhaps that bird one T’Charrk. Doesn’t seem like a horrible guy.”

“M-m-master does not w-want me here?”

I took her hands in mine. “Of course I want you here, but I don’t know what you want. You seem utterly terrified of me. I’m not going to keep you here when you’re on the verge of a heart attack every time I speak to you.”

She stopped and stared off a little. And in her head, still no traitorous thoughts. I was clearly missing something.

“Going after Vintra will require someone small, fast, and capable of flight. We’ll get into his house, we’ll get Velleth back. If she’s injured, I’ll need you to use your power to heal her so we stand a better chance of getting away.”

Wheels were turning in her head. “B-but the essence sharing m-means… I won’t… my m-magic will be gone.”

“You will keep your power. You’ll have your full power, and there’s an extra added bonus. My power.”

“What?” she cried out in disbelief.
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She had some trouble untying the strings that held her shirt together behind her back. Auralla had tailored it to work around her wings, so it had been slit up the back and tied, neck and torso. I wanted to offer to help, but I also realized what me speaking and demanding and acting did to her. This was something she needed to be in command of. She slipped the skirt off as well, took several deep breaths, and approached me.

“Oh, and another thing,” I told her, after my leather skirt had dropped and she bent to begin servicing me with her mouth. “Dallinya was trying very hard to get you to do this… but what she claimed wasn’t true.”

She pulled her mouth off me and stared up. “Y-you mean… you c-could still m-move?”

“I can now as well.”

This revelation caused her to peer at my manhood oddly.

“Don’t get me wrong,” I said. “I really enjoy this treatment. I do like surrendering to any of my women who’s ready to give it a go. I’d love it if you continued. You’ve got a good grasp of the basics for a beginner.”

She eventually decided to do so, licking and sucking and worshiping randomly, without rhythm, without much skill. Still, as much as I wanted to hurry her along, it wouldn’t work. Velleth was either dead already or she wasn’t. If she was, I would burn Vintra’s entire district to the ground. If not, I could save her.

There was a chance to save her, and I had to believe that.

I wanted to urge Shennalil on with a hand on the back of the head, but knew how close she was to freaking out and rabbiting again. Instead I watched her work. Her wings vibrated in little bursts of activity while she blew me, and loving licked from root to tip, then popped one of my testicles into her mouth and rolled it around with her tongue. She started to make sounds as well, little moans that mirrored mine.

“I-it’s very b-big,” she said at last. It reached past her forehead from her chin, which was a hell of an ego boost.

“Have you seen essence shared before?” I asked.

She nodded, and continued kissing and licking. “It’s horrible. Screaming and begging, and the Master always looks l-like he will crush her. I’ve h-heard them afterwards, the crying.”

Hellera shifted from the bed. “All of Master’s females love sharing his essence,” she said quietly. I didn’t know about all. Present company excluded maybe.

Shennalil looked like she’d believe that when the doluss started flying.

“You’re going to get her back,” Hellera said. She sounded far more resolute and confident than I felt.

I nodded. “Just need one last mark before we head out.” I bent down and stroked Shennalil’s face. “It can be the exact opposite… it can be delightful. I know it seems huge, but that’s why you will be on top,” I told her. “You will have control over when it begins, and when it ends. Are you ready?”

“I don’t know… I think m-maybe.”

“Will you do me the honor of allowing me to make sure?”

Again she stared at me strangely, but finally nodded a fraction.

She was only slightly larger than Avya, so I was extra delicate in rubbing over her most sensitive place, and eventually working a finger inside her. She most certainly was ready, since her juices were beginning to run down her inner thighs, but I spent some time making her shake and moan anyway. Gently though, oh so gently, I eased a finger into her and rubbed over her clit in lazy circular motions.

“That’s your f-finger,” she told me with her eyes closed. “I-it’s not… the right… ohhh…”

“I can stop if you want.” But when I started to pull away, she grabbed onto my forearm with her hands to keep it there. I continued to rub at her, to stroke and penetrate. She was tight, but also shallow, unable to take my entire finger before I came up against her cervix. Her shallow breathing came faster and harder, until finally she began shaking with orgasm and tipped forward until her forehead rested against my midsection.

“Now you’re ready.”

She swallowed noisily, but when I sat down at the edge of the bed, she fluttered up and straddled me, staring down at my hard on, which was angrily poking up between us.

“W-what… what…” she kept saying. “I-it’s too big.”

Ordinarily the kind of thing every man wants to hear, except when he has to go rescue one of his companions and time is of the essence.

“You can climb back off him if you decide you want to stop,” Hellera said. Talk about a surprise guest. She locked eyes with me and nodded curtly.

Shennalil nodded to herself, and kept nodding while she stood up and lined up just right. Just like with Avya, she rocked back and forth a few times before trying to get me in. Unlike before, I went in without any issue.

“Gods in the stars,” she whispered, and forced me further into her. Now I encountered real resistance, but she got the notion that she should work up, then down, up, and then get more of me inside. And again, unlike with Avya, soon she had me up to the hilt. Her ass settled against my thighs, and she joined me in looking down in wonder.

“I-it all went in.”

“It sure did,” I muttered, astonished. No idea how this had occurred. “Does it hurt?”

“Should it?” she asked.

“Try moving up and down.”

She did, and it was absolute bliss. She felt exactly right, which was very strange. Inches of my shaft appeared and disappeared, while I groaned. Shennalil matched my sounds, and when I laid down, she put her hands on my chest and just delighted in fucking me, slow and easy… slow and easy… slow and now grinding her ass back and forth into me when I was fully embedded inside her… and speeding up, now fast and hard… and slapping against my thighs…

I didn’t know if her body magically accommodated me, or if I was rearranging her insides and that was somehow pleasurable for her, and that didn’t matter. I was boiling to erupt inside her in minutes.

You have joined in the flesh with Shennalil of Surrek. Will you take the power offered to you, or share in the power with her?

I made the choice and emptied what felt like a bucketful of seed inside her.


29- Spice District

The magic tattoo I received from Shennalil was known as the Mender’s Mark. It was little more than an armband around my upper left arm in an intricate and beautiful geometric knot-like design, but it was already an incredible gift and I was going to use the shit out of it.

Mender’s Mark

*Spell, holy*

*Normal tier, one star*

Normal: Activate and touch yourself or an ally to heal one injury immediately, and heal three more injuries over the course of two minutes. May not be used on the same target twice within the two minute time limit. When used on a target with a critical injury, stabilizes the target immediately but offers no further healing.

Lasts 2 minutes. Costs moderate mana. Cooldown: none

You gained this ability after joining with Shennalil of Surrek. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Shennalil of Surrek.

This was literally a life saver. As long as I had mana in the tank I could keep myself and my allies alive. Hopefully I wouldn’t need it anytime soon… after tonight.

Taking on another Master in his own house. What was I thinking? But then I considered Fayeen, Dallinya and Auralla’s grim faces and I knew. Okay, it was time to get this done.

It was clear that Hellera wasn’t going to need a babysitter.

“I want to take Fayeen with me as well,” I told Avya. “If you can manage everyone here, I could also take Auralla.”

“And what about me?” she demanded, hands on hips. “Don’t think I can handle it?”

“Two things have to happen,” I told her. “One, I have to get Velleth back, that’s the obvious one. Two, I need you to keep everyone safe here while Hellera is… recovering. If you can’t handle that alone, I’ll leave Fayeen with you.”

“Of course I can handle it alone!” she protested, hands even more on hips.

“Good, because there’s a bonus for you if you can.” She arched an eyebrow at me and pinched my butt as soon as I turned to address the others.

Dallinya first wanted to ensure we weren’t being watched. She headed up onto the roof of the mansion and scouted, then leapt lightly down to join us at the door. If they thought they’d sent a message and could expect no reprisals, they were sorely mistaken.

Dallinya and Fayeen took the lead, with Auralla and I having no earthly clue as to the layout of the streets here. We passed through T’Charrk’s gorgeous and prosperous Proclamation District silently, and into districts I didn’t have names for. It was a half hour of skulking around, then forty-five minutes before I realized that of course Velleth couldn’t handle constantly using illusions on herself for this long. The further she had to move into the city to get to another district, the more strain it was putting on her mana-wise. Operation Crack House was definitely over.

We entered Spice District, and I knew this because I smelled it. The scents of curry or saffron or this world’s equivalents were everywhere. Here the streets were larger, the warehouses under guard, and the place looking more exotic, if that were possible. Most of the city had a slapdash look, like it had been broken down and built up again with the same sort of materials, but Spice District was different. Either it had been built by the exotic materials they imported here, built recently by some far-off land’s engineers, or it was untouched by whatever had gotten through the… fifty foot walls…

Oh jeez, I’d been so wrapped up in my market brainchild that I’d missed one of the biggest issues with Surrek. I nearly skidded to a halt and started demanding answers from Dallinya or Fayeen. Clearly whatever happened to the city, my girls were used to it. Auralla hadn’t even questioned what the walls were for. Whatever it was that just happened to threaten the city, it was a natural force that could destroy the fifty foot walls, or fly over them, on a regular basis.

“Holy fuck,” I muttered, and Auralla caught it.

“What?”

“Later,” I responded.

The running water in Ink District, the complaints of the mages and papermakers in Inkwell, the trash in the streets, all of those would take a backseat to finding out what, or who, could threaten a city this big.

Spice District wasn’t empty in the night. It had a couple of places that spilled out into the streets, looking like hookah bars: cushions around a central pipe people were smoking. Others were drinking in establishments not far off, and the laughter was welcome.

We entered a gloomy alley and huddled together. A man staggered by, stopped, and nearly had his pants open to piss in the alley when he suddenly realized it wasn’t as empty as he assumed. He stumbled to his ass, scrambled to his feet, and ran off.

The mansion belonging to Vintra was much bigger than mine. Much. At least two of mine, and surrounded by an eight foot wall lit at intervals by those mana crystal lanterns. There was no time to be jealous. Instead I signaled Shennalil to stick to a building, but fly up and get a look.

She was hyperventilating with more of that familiar terror, so I sighed and went teleporting to the top of the building. It was awkward, but I held tight to the pointed top and surveyed the huge Spice District estate.

The estate also had an exotic feel to it, with the onion domes at the four corners, the dinner plate roofing around the other portions of the main building, and the mosaic tiles over the walls. My Bronze sight could pick up the fact that it was covered with an elaborate geometric patterns I could’ve sworn I’d seen on the photos of mosques from Google. It was impressive, imposing, and lightly defended.

“There will be guards at the main entrance, and some lookouts in the domed towers,” Dallinya confirmed.

“I’ll go see if I can’t take the lookouts. I assume you know how to boost each other over the walls, with Auralla going last. Same deal with the building itself. In through the windows. If you can, avoid killing any of the guards or petty Masters.”

“If we can’t?” Fayeen asked, tight-faced and enraged.

I shrugged in response, thinking he took Velleth. He’s going to learn what that means one way or another.

As soon as they nodded, I took off. Soon enough I was near the wall, and close enough to see the two guards. With a quick Trickster’s Mark, I created an illusion version of myself standing on the wall, far away from where the ladies were going to go in. The illusion me surveyed the place much like I had, then leapt off the wall and made his way toward the building at speed. The call went up.

As soon as the gate guards left their posts, I sauntered into the compound, activated Swiftwind’s Mark, and got moving.

Swiftwind’s Mark

*Aura*

*Bronze tier, one star*

Normal: Activate to give yourself and all allies in the area a significant boost to Quick. Everyone affected gains the Dodge, Sprint, Sneak and Acrobatics skills at level 3 for the duration as well. Casting this multiple times in succession does not cause the boosted attributes or skills to stack.

Lasts 10 minutes. Costs moderate mana. Cooldown: none.

Bronze: You may dispel the aura in order to create a strong gust of wind. This can push you in any direction, including downward or sideways, or may be used to sweep toward a particular target nearby.

You gained this ability after joining with Fayeen of Surrek. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Fayeen of Surrek.

The speed was intoxicating. I wondered if I would be able to race up the wall of the lookout tower, and got two steps up before I felt gravity begin to take hold. Then I swept my arms back and felt a rush of wind throw me up into the sky. I was able to grab onto the top of the window, swing up, then swing back down and catch the lookout directly in the face with my knee.

That guy’s lights went out in an instant, and I clutched him in order to climb into the tower. The other guy stared at me in utter incomprehension. Meanwhile, I generated a coil of rope and the brutal axe with my dimensional storage.

“Make your choice,” I told him.
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I met the girls two minutes after tying up both those guys to one another. I wasn’t surprised they’d made it, but I was surprised to find them so quickly. We were easily twenty feet up on a second level, a hallway that ran the perimeter of the main compound.

“Good,” I said, and activated Swiftwind’s Mark yet again. “Now we stick together. Except you.”

Shennalil I tasked with trying to find the harem or the Master’s quarters by flying around outside. She again froze up, staring at me with horror, until Auralla and Dallinya moved in between us.

“Please,” Auralla asked.

“We need to find Vell before the alarm gets raised,” Dallinya added.

“Use the Drifter’s Gift if you have to.”

This seemed to give the little fae the courage she needed, because after a big inhale, she flew out the nearest window.

This place was not laid out in a way that made much sense. We listened in outside several doorways, which had beaded curtains rather than doorways, but found only empty servants’ quarters, guards’ quarters where they were gambling with one another, or rooms empty of people. Among these: a storage room with nothing but crates, a room full of dummies decked out in various types of armor, a large room for martial training, full of wood weapons on the walls, and a small library/office.

Every so often we’d go to the outer hall and poke a head out looking for Shennalil, then push on to a brand new section of this gigantic compound. We’d almost gotten all the way around when we heard a commotion coming from around the corner.

Fayeen didn’t waste any time, but was checking around the corner before I could even react. Swiftwind indeed. I followed up, but she was already moving, so I didn’t bother with stealth.

We found two guards pinning Shennalil to the wall.

“Where’d you come from? Who’s your Mas—“

I interrupted him with a hard punch to the throat. Fayeen already had the other one in a headlock, and had her legs wrapped around his body. He staggered a few steps before going down hard on his ass. She used the opportunity to adjust her grip and fight off his attempts to break it.

As for my guy, he released Shennalil and tried to get away from me, but that wasn’t about to happen. I gave him a heavy right cross and followed with a haymaker. He fell heavily to the floor, but wasn’t out, so the rope it was.

“Are you all right?” I asked the little fae.

“She’s fine,” Auralla replied. “Startled, but fine.”

Shennalil was coughing from being held by her throat. I caught a bit of motion out of my periphery. One of Shennalil’s wings was cracked and hanging strangely. “Aura, tie this idiot if you would please.”

I used the Mender’s Mark on Shennalil, which stopped her coughing right off. The blue-white magic surged out into the wing and sealed the cracks up after another few moments, and I smiled down at her.

“You found something?”

“The Master’s harem.”

“Velleth?”

She shook her head. But the girls would know. Women who had nothing to do but gossip would know.

The little fae couldn’t explain how to get there from the inside, so we were forced to teleport again. Dallinya couldn’t use her Drifter’s Mark for a full-body teleport, but she was more than capable of leaping out the window, sliding down the first ten feet of external wall, and jumping the rest of the way. She rolled, sprang up, and was moving before Aura, Fayeen and I really got going.

I needed to keep an eye on my mana… luckily with Hellera’s Red Dragon Mark, the mana regeneration was faster than before, when I first took on Giskennen. Now, with all of them in the Swiftwind aura, we made good time around the back of the building, then back into a high window to a large bathing area. Beyond that, down another hallway and past more guard rooms, was the harem itself.

The room was mammoth, about half the size of my entire mansion, a huge open place with the ceiling over twenty feet high. Windows were set high up near the roof, where no one would be able to climb in, but still allow for some light.

The room consisted of several sections, but mostly it was pillows. It had a recessed floor for a large circular area of couches. This was also surrounded by one of several filmy, semi-transparent curtains.

Women were sprawled out everywhere, over two dozen in all. Some were sleeping in one another’s arms, some were sprawled out on large beds near the walls, some were tied to those beds. Some were nude, others wore shifts and frilly dress type things I didn’t have the terms for.

And three of them were chained to the wall, with their arms shackled above their heads. They had the gaunt, miserable look of slaves being punished. Punishment looked like torture.

I stepped up to the first chained woman, a woman with the lower body of a snake and the upper body of a human, and produced a bucket of water and a ladle from the storage ring. After her eyes fluttered open, she surged to ‘standing’ and shook her head at me when I went to give her water.

“Take some,” I whispered. “He won’t know.”

Still, she refused.

“Let me,” Dallinya said, and took the ladle. She first drank some, then proceeded to tip some water into the girl’s mouth. “Our sister was taken,” she told the snake woman. “She came in with a red scale looking like our Master.”

The snake girl (naga) regarded Dallinya, then me, then faced Dallinya again.

“My Master has come for her.”

“You should go,” the naga told us. “Master will know. He will punish us.”

“I will tell you,” the next chained one said, “for water.” She was an elf, with a greenish tint to her skin.

We gave both of the other chained ones water, and listened to the tale. Velleth and Hellera had come earlier that day, but not long before dinner. Vintra had insisted that they stay for dinner, and despite objections, they’d been forced to sit for a long meal. Velleth, however, could not regenerate enough mana in time, and had cast the spell too often. Still in disguise, feigned sickness, but instead of taking her to a bathroom, the Master of the house had a bucket brought for her to be sick in. Finally she vomited and the illusion vanished, whereupon she passed out.

Hellera had leapt to her aid and grabbed her up, but couldn’t fight Vintra and all of his guards. She’d been forced to leave Velleth behind.

“Where is she?”

“She is with the Master,” the elf said, and motioned with her head toward one of the exits. “There is no escape. The Master has her, and will never let her go.”

I was up and moving when I felt a hand on my arm. It was Dallinya.

“You can’t kill him over one female,” she said. “The Governor will brand you an outcast and we’ll all be sentenced to death. That is if you can even stand against him one on one.”

“I won’t be the one killing him,” I said. “We will.”


30- Deal Breaker

We huddled together in the harem: me, Shennalil, Auralla, Fayeen, and Dallinya. Most of the women slept, but a few were stirring because of the hushed voices. They would wake the others, and soon one of them would raise the alarm.

“My only goal is to take Velleth,” I said, then reconsidered. “And break the harem.”

“That’s two goals,” Dallinya said. “And what does that even mean, break the harem?”

I indicated Auralla. “When we met, you used essence sharing for its utility. You wanted power. Now you know it’s much more than that.”

“So much more,” Fayeen agreed.

“None of you knew that it could be good, that you could gain from it. You didn’t understand that the bonds that keep us together make us powerful. This asshole just takes and takes. I want these females to reject him.”

“Impossible,” Dallinya said. “And even if they did, what would the point be? You’re talking about fighting back against the Master. He holds all the power.”

“I have an idea,” Auralla said, and told me. The plan was as ludicrous as it was wonderful. Dallinya didn’t like the idea, saying it would take too long and it was a matter of time before we were discovered. Still, Auralla sidled up next to me, and promised she’d make it a good show.

Dallinya was partly right. I couldn’t destroy Vintra’s harem tonight. It would have to be a seed planted, and the members of the harem themselves would need to water it. It would need time to take root, and a lot more time before it bore fruit. I had faith that they could handle that, and would if they had any amount of hope.

If their Master had broken all vestiges of hope for the future, they were lost and this wouldn’t work. Right now, there was no time to gauge that.

Dallinya snorted in disgust and went to scope out the door out of here and where Vintra’s inner sanctum might be, with Fayeen in tow. Shennalil went to rouse the others females here with specific instructions.

I went to work on Auralla.

She went and took her place on one of the large raised beds, this one circular, and stood waiting for me. I didn’t keep her waiting. I also didn’t stand on the bed, but caressed her legs and butt through the yoga pants while nuzzling her abdomen. I ran my hands over her whole body, from feet to her shoulders.

Standing like this, I could only reach her head if she bent, but she was staring out at the watching women. Her gaze was an invitation, for them to watch.

Slowly, with kisses over every bit, I slid the yoga pants down. The small patch of white hair appeared, but I kept kissing and licking my way around it. It was a good time to use Empath’s Mark as Avya had, and broadcast a low feeling of lust, that would build in intensity like an orgasm.

I kept kissing lower and lower, savoring the pure taste of her skin. In fact, I went all the way down to her feet, helping her to step out of the yoga pants. Then I straightened and began to eat her out with gusto.

Her fingers twined through my hair again, and pulled me in. She bent her legs, and placed a foot on my shoulder. I got the idea, and fully got into the idea. I was very hard already, just thinking about what she wanted to do here.

I was forced to support her lower back while she wrapped her legs around my head, and fully hold her body in the air. She held my head tight and arched her back, nearly pitching us both off balance, but I held on and though my ears were squashed against the sides of my head by her thighs, I could hear her muffled moaning.

She was even sweeter than before, it that were possible. Still vaguely fruity, still kiwi like with that hint of tartness, though it wasn’t exactly right. I took her clit between my lips and ran over it with my tongue, causing her to begin bucking and threatening to pitch us forward again.

Auralla didn’t care about that; she was taking pleasure from me, my tongue, my technique, and she was being very public about it. The others were watching, wondering, and beginning to pant with confusion, with need.

I laid her on the bed and continued to take her to the precipice again. This time I got her shirt up over her fantastic boobs, and tweaked at her nipples. Her magic was beginning to glow, even only a few days after the full moon. I could feel it starting to well up from the smell, and the slight little streamers of light deeper in her body.

Her thighs tightened against my head and blotted out most of the sound, but she was bucking against me, hard, and arching her back. Finally, a gush of her delicious juices flowed out and she went limp.

I stood and surveyed the damage, and found all of Vintra’s harem focused intently on me. The expectation was, of course, to plunder her, but instead Fayeen took my hand. One look at her wild expression told me what was about to happen. She pulled my clothes off, pushed me down onto the bed and straddled me, facing away.

In an instant she’d impaled herself on my cock, and whipped off her shirt. It got hung up on her horn for a second, but then flew into the crowd of approaching women. Fayeen rode fast, and hard, without any preamble or slowing.

“Slow down!” I told her.

She didn’t. Instead she redoubled her efforts to get me to come, and slammed her hips down on me until the only sound in the room was that of flesh slapping against flesh.

“I… can’t…” she managed. “Now, ugh… pull my… horns.”

I reached up and grabbed onto them, forcing her to arch her back, which sent her into an orgasmic shuddering fit. She let out an explosive moan, ending in a long sigh of pleasure and relief. I couldn’t handle it either, but instead clenched my whole body and came, hard.

Fayeen stayed like that for a time, before my tiefling lover stood on shaky legs, scooped up the seed that was beginning to ooze out of her, and sucked it off her fingers. It began the surge toward me getting hard again, which we definitely didn’t have time for.

In fact, Dallinya was at the exit, waving us over.

Peering around, I saw dozens of faces slack with lust and incomprehension. What had they just witnessed? Why? Where had the stranger come from? He was a Drifter, wasn’t he?

I addressed them. “There’s so much you don’t yet know.”

Then I headed off towards Dallinya, Shennalil, and Velleth.

The hall was guarded, or had been. They lay on the ground in pools of their own blood, dead. I shot Dallinya a reproachful look, but she gave me a blank gaze in return.

Beyond the door, I heard the soft snoring of several people. An eye at the door allowed me to see into the room, this one about the size of my fourth floor room, and that allowed me to teleport inside.

Velleth stirred from her place there, chained at the ankle to the wall. She stared at me with an expression not unlike most of the harem members just a minute ago: disbelief and maybe some admiration.

She was naked, with fresh wounds up and down her entire body. She’d been beaten, whipped over her entire back, up her arms and down her legs. Mender’s Mark dealt with a bit of the damage immediately, and started her on a path towards recovery, while I considered what to do about the ankle chain.

So far all had been done in silence. Auralla joined me, being able to teleport, but the other three remained behind the large locked double doors. Either the chain or the doors would give the whole game up.

As for the Spice District Master, Vintra lay on a large circular bed with a snake woman in his arms. I noted her eyes were open as well, watching the goings on with interest… but not waking her Master.

I smiled at her and went to work looking for the keys. At worst, I might be able to Drift bolt cutters into this world, but that would suck out a considerable amount of mana. They’d undoubtedly be useful, but I should’ve summoned them from earth before starting this shitshow. It was a reminder to work through plans better, rather than heading off half-cocked and furious to punch and kill my way through my problems.

The naga woman was holding the key ring. When I reached out for it, she made the tiniest of head shakes. She pointed to herself, and pointed to the door. Another application of Empath’s Mark gave me her surface thoughts, but drained out more precious mana.

Get me free of this place please, she was thinking. I need to get back to my people. I’d rather die than be bred one more time by this worthless lickspittle.

An image of her home appeared, somewhere far to the south, where jungles slammed against deserts. There the snake people make their homes, either high in the trees during times of plenty, and down beneath the sands in burrows, when they came. She’d been stolen from her home, she’d been trafficked up here, and it had been years of bored, painful servitude, her life nothing but a hole from which to extract power.

I nodded, a tiny nod, and she handed me the keys.

There were only five, but if I screwed this up, I’d have to deal with Vintra, and more importantly, I’d have to deal with the law in the form of the Governor. That would probably mean summary execution, but this felt like the kind of place that might put me in a coliseum for sport versus monsters (which I could abide), or make me fight to the death against my own girls (which I could not).

Velleth was looking much better now, and watched the naga girl with wary eyes. No one spoke, and I held up the keys to try to find a magic solution to know which one would go in the manacles. The naga reached upward and indicated the second key on the right. I nodded to her, and made a very careful play at ensuring there was no jingling. I eased the key she’d indicated into the manacles and slowly turned it, which popped the lock open. It sounded like a gunshot in the silent darkness.

Everyone froze.

My heart was thudding, hard, and all of us were staring at the bed. This asshole had over a dozen marks of power on him, from what I could see, and what we needed him to do was stay the fuck asleep.

Velleth didn’t freeze. She pulled the shackle off her wrist and grabbed a knife off Dallinya’s belt. Like the felinian, she’d also gotten a little portal to reach through, as opposed to the full body teleport. In a flash she reached across the twenty feet of space and sliced Vintra right across the throat.

Well, he woke up then.

“Go, let’s move,” Auralla urged, and got Shennalil and Fayeen moving towards the exit. The naga girl followed.

Vintra was a massively built half human, half fae. Even in the dark of night I could smell the fae blood in him. He was just a hair shorter than me, and I’m six two, but he was easily the most muscular human I’d ever seen, with skin like literal marble. It had green and black threads running up and down his arms, jagged cracks throughout his body. He also had curly black hair shot through with more green shocks here and there, and a stubbly black and green beard.

Now he bolted awake, clutching at his throat and staring at the three of us. Dallinya had Velleth by the hand, while I stood there with the brutal axe.

Velleth served up another quick stab to the guts, while a sheet of blood began running down his neck and over his chest. His eyes bulged with shock, surprise, and then a whole lot of anger.

“Get yourself to a healer,” I told him. “Forget all about the girl, and you’ll live. Move at all, and I’ll take your head the rest of the way off.”

He just stared at me, bleeding, mouth moving. No sound came out though.

“You stole from me, and this is a warning. You make another move against me or mine, and I will level this entire place. I will tear all the towers down, I will cave in the roofing, I will burn all your possessions, and dismantle the fucking walls. First you’ll die, but you’ll die knowing that I will rip apart everything you’ve ever known. You won’t even be a memory, except as a tattoo on my back. This is the only warning I’m giving you, understand? Raise one hand against any of my people and find out what revenge means to a Drifter.”

I backed out of the room with my eye on the Master of the house, hoping the bluff worked. I was getting system messages, for Sly and Fierce experience, along with a boost to my Intimidation skill.

I had no idea what he was capable of with all those Bronze marks all over his body. Speed? Probably. Strength? Almost certainly. The ability to take a lot of hits and keep coming? Definitely. From there, the possibilities were endless: shoot fireballs or lightning bolts, summon giant dinosaurs, shower me with confetti.

I couldn’t just kill him, though. Dallinya had been very clear on that.

Once back in the harem, I took stock of our people. So far, so good. Velleth was being healed by Shennalil, and the naga woman was already at the far end of the room, beckoning to us. The only one who’d taken damage, aside from the torture Velleth had suffered, was Shennalil.

This time when we got out of there, it wasn’t with stealth, but speed. The Swiftwind’s Mark made us all faster, and we with the added skills we were able to vault people up to windows if they couldn’t fly, or just teleport. The woman with the snake tail required Dallinya to take her by the hands while I lifted from below. I turned to find Vintra in the doorway, staring at us, the front of him just covered in blood.

“Remember what you’ve seen here,” I called out. Then I vanished with a teleport and joined the ladies outside.

The guards tried to follow, but none of them had the speed to match us. Even if Vintra had petty Masters on his staff, and he probably did, none of them had speed marks. We raced through Spice District into the next district over, then vanished into the night.

It was over a half hour later when we returned home. The naga woman was shown into the house, though she threw me a lot of shade when she crossed over the threshold.

“Baths for everybody, and nobody goes anywhere alone, even tonight,” I called, then turned to my new… rescue? “I’m Evan, Master of Ink District.”

She looked at my offered hand with confusion, then back into my eyes.

“And your name?”

“Zati,” she replied.

“You have only a few options,” I said. “One, you leave tonight. I can help you get out of the city, but right now my place is here. If he comes after you, I can’t do anything then.” She nodded at this. The second option was to shelter her here until the next full moon, fuck her brains out, and give her a fighting chance with two magic powers. I wasn’t sure how well I could explain this or how well it would be received, but I assured her that as long as she stayed here, all she’d have to do was help any of the others who asked for help, and stay out of sight if the Governor or Vintra tried coming around to get her back. I wrapped these options up with the knowledge that I didn’t whip women, and none of the females here were my slaves.

This earned me a lot of strange looks in between her checking the house over like she was about to buy it, or looking for traps. Surely the way the other women moved about the house was evidence of something being very different.

Zati was brown of skin, not as dark as Avya, and from just below the belly button, had the body of a desert snake: dusty brown and yellow scales that were smooth and hard looking, like it was possible for her to wrap you up and it would flay you alive. The snake portion of her was, man, easily twelve feet long to the very tip, which allowed her to tower over the rest of us if she wanted. She had magnificent, large breasts and a curtain of dark hair swept back into a loose kind of ponytail. It fell to the middle of her back and shone beautifully.

For all the danger, there was certainly no dearth of impressive sights.

“Let me know what your choice is when I return. You’re free to take what you can carry and leave before I get back, if you like. As for me,” I smiled, and winked at her, “I have to get the sweat cleaned off me and go check out a bunch of nude females covered in bubbles. One of my new favorite things about this world, if you don’t mind a little TMI.”

“I will stay tonight.”

“Lovely. I’ll get you some clothes as well,” I said.

She seemed even more astonished to find me doing menial work, like scrounging around through the goods in my own house. I returned with just a shirt, but also a couple of hair ties and those psychotic Venus flytrap looking things. I was more than okay with her staying nude, but I explained that this tank top or t-shirt would let everyone know she was with the Drifter… if the time ever came that she would be allowed outside. Plus, if it made her more comfortable, that’s what I wanted.

She chose a white tank top bearing a shark design, which showed off her nipples perfectly. If anything, it was sexier than how she’d looked before. She also rather enjoyed trying out the scrunchie, the hairband, and the horrifying Venus fly trap torture clip.

After a quick shower, I showed her to a number of rooms, but by then the girls were out and insisted that she come sleep in the bed with the rest of them. It was certainly big enough.

Hellera and Velleth had already finished with whatever reunion they had, and were curled up together, fast sleep. Auralla was telling the story of our sexcapades in the Spice District harem, and the plan to put a dangerous idea in their minds. Avya was grinning, and flashed me a sly look. Dallinya was likewise curled up on the bed, but Fayeen was leading Zati by the elbow, insisting that it was fine. Nobody was going to do anything.

And then Shennalil. The little fae stood at the foot of the bed, as she had for the last two days. I climbed in, and she immediately took off all her clothes to climb up onto me.

“You don’t have to sleep here again,” I told her. “We’ve done what needed doing, and you performed admirably.” And it may have saved Velleth’s life, I thought.

She didn’t respond, but instead draped herself over me and snuggled into my chest. One finger lazily circled my nipple.

Finally, Zati slid up onto the bed as well, somewhere in the acreage above me. Dallinya had to shift a bit, but they ended up spooning like Hellera and Velleth.

“Good night, my dangerous beauties,” I told them, and heard a chorus of goodnights and satisfied cooing in response. Like before, a lot of hands fell on me from a lot of directions, and I grinned in the darkness.


31- A Hefty Amount of Subtext

Iwoke early and disappeared from beneath a mountain of slumbering ladies. Only Hellera saw me go, and that wasn’t surprising. On the way out there, it was time to take stock of where I was. I hadn’t been keeping a close eye on the UI system side of things, but when I opened it up, I was surprised and disappointed at the same time.

Attuned— Bronze**

Clever— Bronze***

Charming— Bronze*

Fierce— Bronze*

Sly— Bronze**

Quick— Bronze**

Tough— Bronze**

I had managed to level up all three normal stars in a couple of days, but Bronze was a much slower beast. Plus, I needed seven stars in all seven of them to jump up to Silver. That was clearly going to be a long time coming.

The Clever attribute surprised me though, and in a good way. I’d almost broken four stars yesterday. In between business acumen, planning, and thinking my way out of situations, I’d kept a steady rush of experience to Clever.

I had hoped for quicker stars from Fierce, Quick and Tough, with the Spice District mission, but these first stars were only just filled in. Still, they’d arrived after just one night, and that was better than nothing.

My relationship with Auralla hadn’t yet hit three stars, but it was close. All the others were working their way towards a first or second star in Bronze: Dallinya, Fayeen, Velleth and Avya were all right there, and the really great surprise was finding Hellera’s relationship had progressed to Bronze as well, and gone straight to the first full star of Bronze. The tier up had come last night.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Hellera of Surrek has progressed to Bronze. Your actions to free Velleth were watched closely, and you won Hellera’s hearty approval. This has increased her faith in your abilities as a leader and companion. Your abilities associated with Hellera have also progressed.

I hadn’t thought our relationships would advance quickly without some of that between the sheets action, but heroically diving into another Master’s lair wasn’t small potatoes.

It was time to see what bonuses I’d be receiving from that final star.

Red Dragon’s Mark

*Passive*

*Bronze tier, no stars*

Normal: You gain moderate resistance to fire damage. Your mana regeneration rate is improved to a moderate degree. You seem more naturally intimidating, to a moderate degree. You may breathe fire as an attack, up to five times per day. Costs no mana, no cooldown.

Bronze: Your capacity for mana is doubled. Three times a day you may call upon the red dragon. This physical transformation grants you increased damage and fire resistance from scales, increased hand to hand damage from claws, and increased perception from the eyes of the dragon. You may glide from a high place and avoid falling damage with the wings of the dragon. Costs no mana, lasts 10 minutes.

You gained this ability after joining with Hellera of Surrek. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Hellera of Surrek.

“That’s what I’m fucking talking about,” I hissed. I threw a fist in the air. The transformation might be cool looking, but the mana pool doubling was a huge boon. Now, as much as I enjoyed the idea of Hellera being a benevolent protector of the ladies, it was more important than ever that she also stay with me.

It made me curse myself for the selfishness. By the same token, I was also responsible for a house full of rugrats and two married couples, along with more than half a dozen marked females. The urge to castigate myself was warring the the knowledge that I was also now responsible for people.

Shennalil had gained one and a half stars at Normal tier, and that was nice too. Of course Bronze couldn’t come quickly enough for a healing power, but experience had taught me rushing it with her was only going to freak her out. She was getting more comfortable by the day, and that was a process I wanted to let play out naturally.

She was probably reporting my movements to the Governor somehow, and I’d have to figure out how sooner rather than later. I’d taken her along last night because of her healing power, but also because being there made her complicit in the crime. If she ratted me out to the Governor, I’d be damned sure to take her down… though by this point her fear, hesitancy and shyness didn’t seem like an act. If she was a spy, she was the best spy ever. That left the Governor’s gift just being a nice thing to do. Rulers of cities generally walked on the edge of a knife, so there was no chance her presence hadn’t been a calculated move. I needed to figure out what his intentions were sooner rather than later.

“Plus the damned walls,” I muttered to myself.

I was surprised to find Yann at the shop already, puttering around the place with a cup of tea. He yelped in surprise when he saw me standing there, shirtless in my leather skirt, with my magic marks gleaming Bronze and my slain Master tattoos going across my back.

“Ah, Master Evan,” he said.

“Yann, it’s a pleasure to see you.” I then went on to explain that I would be leaving the shop in his hands today. The first of the grand council meetings was taking place, and the Governor wouldn’t like it if I wasn’t there. Also, Vintra was probably going to love it if I wasn’t there. It would give him an easy target. Double whammy for being absent. “Everything is two gold pieces,” I said. “Except the bicycles. Those are still ten.”

“You’ll be attending today’s meeting, won’t you?” The Governor said from behind me.

I whirled. “Ah, your governorship. It’s quite a surprise to see you here.” He had a spy network… otherwise how would he have found out that I’d opened the shop or found me this quickly? My thoughts turned darkly back on Shennalil, and dismissed her again.

“It’s good to be seen, Evan Westfield. I understand you’ve been very busy in your first few days of life here.”

And what exactly was meant by that?

“So busy,” I reported automatically. “Ink District required a lot of work, and the females under my care… quite a handful. Is your lordship here to sample the wares and humble us with your gold?”

“I had considered it, yes,” he responded. We walked through the aisles, and he furrowed his brow at the DVDs, the clothing selection, and especially the bicycles. These he found adorable, especially once I showed him how it was done.

“I would caution you not to be so ambitious in your first few days with us,” the Governor said.

“Acknowledged. I’m going to take a breather for the next week and see if I can’t straighten out Ink District.”

I wanted the whole deal to be in the green. And while I’d gained a tad more Wealth for Ink District, it wasn’t anywhere close to green level.

“I do hope you’re able to hold it,” he remarked idly. Now that was a hell of a statement, with a hefty amount of subtext.

“I do hope that if you know of some plot to take it off my hands, or take my head off my shoulders, that you’d consider letting me know. I was under the impression that open war between Masters was forbidden.”

He waved a dismissive hand. “No plots, nothing definitive. Of course a Master’s district is his to rule as he sees fit. This rule occasionally causes disagreements between Masters, though such matters are never resolved inside city limits.”

Ah, so this was about Spice District and Vintra. I almost hoped he’d died of Velleth’s throat slitting, though I couldn’t just get lucky like that. Or highly unlucky, since Vintra had had his throat slit within city limits.

The Governor didn’t exude those ‘summary execution’ vibes, but my Attuned senses were beginning to pick up on the high level of power he commanded.

“And this central market is strictly off limits for conflict,” the Governor said, “in case you were unaware.”

“Wouldn’t dream of it. The only thing I’d be up to is taking all their money in return for goods. I’m buying as well,” I told him. “If your majesty’s palace is overfull with jewels or riches, I can take them off your hands in exchange for my earth oddities.”

“I do confess I am intrigued by what you’ve brought into my city,” he said, and held up an elf on the shelf I’d plucked off the Christmas shelves just as I’d walked in. With extra mana and better mana recovery, I could dip my hand back into earth much more often. Also, either because of the increase in Attuned stars or practice, I was able to fit slightly more through the veil when using Adrift. Those big blocks of ice cream were now coming through well, and I could get a full box of shotgun shells, which was slightly smaller.

“For you, my liege, everything here is a mere five pieces of gold.”

He regarded me, and smiled thinly. “I was given to understand that all your goods were just two pieces of gold.”

“Ah, but his supreme master of governance must surely have gold falling out of his ears. On earth, the more you make, the more you pay.”

“Is that so?”

“It’s considered an honor to distribute wealth from the haves to the have nots, your leigiosity.”

“I find that a trifle difficult to believe,” he replied, still with that guarded smile on his face. I wondered if one of his many marks was to suss out the truth and the lies.

“Have you ever tried ice cream? I believe Mrs. Governor might enjoy it. Only five gold, a steal at twice the price.”

He forked over fifteen gold pieces, and he left with a DVD, a pair of board shorts, and a gallon of rocky road ice cream.
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The ladies were a bit grumpy with me not being around for an early morning roll in the hay, but we had serious business to deal with. Velleth’s capture and rescue were in the forefront of my mind. It would be good to buckle down and do some real work, along with some real training. That bar graph overview of my district wasn’t going to clear itself up.

The gold was helping though. The hedge mages were astonished to see gold coming in, as were the tavern keepers. They were getting access to better beer, since I was subsidizing them. That meant I was getting free beer when I wanted it, too.

‘Free’ with strong air quotes.

“I don’t have much time before the grand council meeting,” I said. “If I were Vintra, I would make a move against that asshole Ink District upstart while the grand council meeting was underway.”

“No!” Shennalil gasped, and I found it adorable.

“He’s correct,” Velleth said. She turned sad eyes on me.

I crossed the distance between us, and took her in a tight embrace. “If he has any petty Masters, guardsmen, or trusted females, they’ll try to get Zati back at this time.” Then I bent and touched my forehead to hers.

“The fault for yesterday is mine,” I breathed into her lips. “I’m sorry for what happened. I’ll make it up to you.”

Now it was her turn to reject my words. “No, it’s my fault. If I’d—”

“I’m going to kill Vintra,” I told her. “Or we are, together.” She nodded slightly, and her depression disappeared, or at least the curtain lifted and allowed some light in. “I want you to keep an eye on our chances, and best opportunities. Discuss it with Dallinya if you like.”

“Yes… I will.” She’d been on the cusp of calling me Master.

I separated from her and addressed the rest of them. “After today you’ll be able to walk the streets in safety. That’s my hope after this council meeting. Before then, I’d like to take Avya out to Inkwell, if that’s all right with you.”

She leapt up and wrapped herself around my leg. “Yay!”

Inkwell was only a few minutes walk uphill, but it gave me an opportunity to ask about the fifty foot walls. Sunspire had no such walls. Avya considered this.

“Well, we leave every few years before the raiders come.”

“The Las Vegas Raiders?”

“What?”

“Raiders of the Lost Ark?”

“No, no, I don’t think so.”

“I’m teasing. Who are the raiders and why do we need fifty foot walls?”

The raiders, she explained, came on the heels of the great migration of the groffere, a herd of beasts so massive, they could crush Surrek to dust with just one of their mighty feet. Or so Avya claimed. They loomed so large in the sky that their heads were blue smudges. I had trouble believing this at first, but she elaborated, talking about all manner of creatures that roosted on their gigantic bodies, the people who built cities atop them, and the raiders who followed in their wake. These were like Masters, but without the marks of power. They threw fire and water, leapt for hundreds of feet, and deflected swords with their bare hands. Fire and waterbenders apparently.

Apparently these raiders waited for the Masters to exhaust themselves steering the groffere away from their cities, and swooped in to steal everything they could carry.

In a place with dimensional storage, I could imagine them stealing quite a lot.

Speaking of stealing… Mack was presently unattended and had been for several days. It was past time to start paying a gang some kind of protection fee to keep Mack in her present condition. I scrawled a note and then paid a kid two copper coins to take it to Yann over in the central market area. Nobody could read, so it would be safe.

Back to the raiders…

“Women as well?” I asked.

She nodded.

Those wouldn’t go in the dimensional storage.

She wanted to be picked up and ride on my shoulders, which I happily obliged. Though I didn’t have horns to grab onto for steering purposes like Fayeen, she clutched onto my hair. We talked about Sunspire, and how she had only ever heard of Surrek. It was supposed to be a land of brutes and men ravishing women against their wishes in the streets. And when the males found a woman they liked, they would duel to the death over her, or murder her… if he couldn’t have her, no one could.

Some of this was borne out, but the rumors and legends in Sunspire had been dusted with the pollen of exaggeration and fear mongering. That was to be expected; the perception of Sunspire was a twisted mirror: nude women running wild out in the plains surrounded by lethal beasts they tamed and then mated with to develop their vile man-hating magic.

“Thank you for holding down the fort last night,” I said.

“You’re very welcome. Be sure you thank me properly soon,” she teased, and pulled on my earlobe.

I had every intention of letting Avya have her way with me as soon as the grand council was over with. There was a slight chance the Governor would order me to be taken to a dungeon and Ink District given over to Vintra, in which case Zati and the rest of the girls would probably be chained up and starved.

We finally made it to Inkwell, where Avya immediately put on a calming, trusting empathic broadcast. I called for the owners and managers of the two block mini-district to come and have a word with me. An upscale tavern nearby felt more like a gentleman’s club: plush smoking chairs, a fireplace with a fire going, some animal heads on the walls, and in other places paintings. It was like I’d jumped forward in history about a thousand years.

These guys were split between dwarves and gnomish, with another red scaled dragonite that resembled Hellera only in color. He was far larger, more muscular, and with a lot more pointy horny bits than Hellera.

“Oh… kay…” I said. “I’m attending a meeting with the Governor today, some grand council thing, and I know basically nothing about it, so I want to be early. I’m here to listen to grievances, and work on a pool of ideas that can help all of you prosper. Giskennen’s dead, and we Drifters don’t have any problems speaking ill of the dead… if that’s a rule here let me know.”

“Giskennen was a common thug,” an elderly fellow said. “Swiped my daughter up one day and took her off ta be killed.”

“Not a policy I intend to keep to. Consider that over.”

Looks were exchanged, mutters were muttered, and the leader nodded.

I also dropped off the 500 silver for them. They’d showed me a lot of receipts Giskennen had never paid, and this was a start. 

What they really wanted was an opportunity to sell their goods. The Masters came hoping for complicated enchanted weapons, but didn’t want to pay for the materials required, and didn’t want to wait the time necessary. A lot of enchantments on a single weapon or armor could take weeks to craft, each day a separate ritual, and successive rituals became more complicated to get through, without risking magical backlash. Only the finest of the hedge mages were capable of doing the work. They had such a backlog of orders that many Masters simply stopped going through them. Instead they sent out orders to other cities, or just got by with less. And then there were the types of bastards who decided simply not to pay up.

“This all sounds like bad news on the surface, but it’s actually an opportunity,” I told them. “I’ll speak to the Governor on your behalf. For now, we’re working on fifty percent up front, and fifty percent upon completion. You’ll notify me of which Masters didn’t pay at all in the past.”

The lead dwarf produced a list and handed it over. Well, they were well prepared at least.

“Lovely.”

From there we brainstormed ways to work faster, and cheaper. What they needed were mana crystals, but Surrek wasn’t a place with plentiful crystals. They all came in from towns nearer the mountains. I didn’t know anything about mana crystals, but soon learned they generally grew in the mountains or to a lesser extent, in the floating rocks.

“I’m sorry, they grow?”

The leader made an exasperated noise through his nose. “Yes! Natural magic flows through areas and picks up debris, which can begin the crystal formation. It’s bound to pick up dirt and rock once it has enough concentrated magic inside it, and from there, the crystals spread. This creates a force that sweeps dirt and rocks up from the ground. The larger these rocks, the more concentrated magic within them. They generally hover up near the mountains—“

I twirled my hand over for them to move it along. My mind was jogging now, and picking up speed. “But they’re out in the grasslands also. What’s it take to mine them?”

“You can’t just mine the floaters, boy,” the man replied gruffly, lips pursed into his Santa beard. “Mana crystals are bound to explode if they’re handled wrong.”

“But you know the way. You could, for instance, create a few tools to mine safely, and we could hire people.”

They were nodding slowly.

“If you want em blown up, sure!” the leader said.

“We’ll jump off that bridge when we come to it. It’s mining tools first, knowhow once we have that. How long will it take to make?”

“A few days.”

“And how long to train miners?”

“A month maybe,” he said grudgingly.

Another of them piped up. “I could have ‘em trained up in a week, maybe two.”

He got a dirty look from the lead dwarf. The leader seemed to want to keep all the secrets and knowledge for himself and leave everyone else in the lurch.

“Now I want to solve the problem of supply… right now there’s very little in the way of supply for enchanted items. I want them too, but it sounds like that’s not going to be possible any time soon.”

More glances were exchanged.

“You want to tell him?” one of the gnomish asked.

Avya leaned in close. “You’re the Master of Ink District. If you want it done, it gets done.”

So Giskennen had just demanded enchanted items from them whenever he felt like it. They’d kept the receipts, but they were basically his slaves.

The enchanters were looking at Avya strangely now. I shrugged. If they couldn’t handle a tiny nellwyn female talking out of turn, we were going to have issues.

Learning more about who got to do magic and how it was done, I was soon suggesting a way to get more enchanters working in the shops. Even if they only knew a single spell, they could enchant that spell over and over again, making a lot of items but cheaply. Anyone who showed promise could be instructed in more spells, and move up the ranks of the enchanters, but those with mediocre ability could just pump out magic socks that took your sweat away, or wouldn’t unravel, or other items that were just plain sturdier than others.

“These are trade secrets!” the leader protested, like I knew he would.

“And I’m telling you to give away the secrets that don’t matter much. The anti-rust quality? Anyone and everyone could and should know it. Pick the ones you’d like to keep secret, and don’t teach those.”

They started murmuring between one another, discussing whether or not this heresy was even worth considering.

“From now on I want you to think about what you’d like to make, not what the Masters want to buy. A single item can have just a single quality, maybe two, and that’s fine. They don’t all need super special attacks on them. An unbreakable blade is just great for a soldier without much money. Or a light sword, so my companion here can slash a lot of legs without growing tired.”

Avya flashed them a wide and predatory smile. They murmured amazement and suspicions at one another.

“Let’s look to sell these items to the merchants first, the Masters second. Think about items you’d rather have, if you could afford them. Hey, are there items that make you faster? Like bending time slightly? Or a necklace that keeps your hammer strikes true or something?”

What I was suggesting… it was dawning on them.

I nodded curtly. “I expect you all to have one of those, and soon. You make them for yourselves today if you can. Work smarter, not harder, and that means work faster.” I stood up, and placed my hands on the table. “Good productive talk. Lots of ideas, plenty to do.”

Now it was time to lift Avya up and place her on my shoulders again. They still looked distinctly uncomfortable with a nellwyn female riding up there… but really they couldn’t fathom why a female was acting this way with a Master. I hoped they got used to it, because I wasn’t about to change.

“I’ll be back in three days’ time. I hope all of you will be working faster, and you’ll have some mining tools in the works, and I hope you’ll have some new students learning a single quality or magic effect each.”

Even that little talk had raised the Happiness and Wealth levels of the town, the UI informed me. Expected revenue was based on current output, and current output was about to go through the roof.

On the way back to Aceter House, with Avya on my shoulders, she remarked, “You’re very different, Evvie. Lots of ideas in this thick head of yours.” She knocked on my skull to punctuate the point. “I would’ve thought it was only good for holding onto with my thighs to make sure you kept licking. You have some thoughts in there too!”

“You’re lucky that tiny hand of yours doesn’t hurt much,” I told her.

She pulled my hair in response, and we nearly toppled over onto the street.


32- I’ll Change Up My Brand

Actually, the grand council was tedious, dull, boring, and nearly ended with my head on the chopping block. Velleth informed me that I was allowed a single female bodyguard if I wanted one, and she instantly indicated it wouldn’t be her. She did not want to leave the house presently, not until the situation with Vintra was settled. The house turned into a fortress, and I decided to take Dallinya.

She knew her way to the coliseum over in Gladiator District.

“Fun name,” I muttered.

Dallinya, dressed in a polo t-shirt and yoga pants, merely looped her arm into my elbow and used this to steer me around. We had gone from the city as normal, normal folks tending to their own business, to a heavily male saturated situation.

The level of danger was palpable here. All these other guys were the top dogs of their own shitpiles, and they could treat the citizens of their districts as shittily as they liked with practically no repercussions. It still boggled the mind that Giskennen had just nabbed a girl out of the enchanter’s shop, and for all I knew, raped her right in front of her own father. He then kept her in his mansion, training her to fight. Not the plot of Beauty and the Beast people wanted to see. She’d then died under his command, and I guessed her father was never notified.

As far as I knew I was surrounded by another fifty to eighty just like Giskennen.

The coliseum though was something else. Mana crystals made for some pretty interesting art situations: some ancient statuary was held together by crackling magic. It had been broken some hundreds of years ago, but magic held the broken head on the neck. It was one of dozens of human-sized sculptures set into alcoves on the coliseum’s second floor.

It turned to behold me while I stared at it, and orange magic gave its eyes a weird swirling light that creeped me out a little. Several of the other statues also turned to regard me.

“Do they all do that?” I asked.

“I’ve never been here,” she replied. “Giskennen always took Gyora with him.”

If I’d used the magic to animate those things, they’d serve as a security and monitoring system, repelling anyone stupid enough to try to enter my coliseum after dark. This made me seriously reconsider Vintra as a threat.

The Masters were many and varied. Some were massive, easily seven feet of solid muscle. Others like me were wiry and ropy, all coiled potential energy. Some were clothed and their marks were covered. Others wore their marks proudly: winged creatures or blazing fireballs or snake-like things with long venom-filled fangs. I saw stone golem-looking marks, some that just seemed like armbands, and a few that disappeared into the owners’ scalps, like mine. Several had marks covering their shaved heads.

“How has your return been?” I asked.

“I only left two weeks past…” she said. After a time, I was about to let it go, when she went on. “Everything feels very different. The atmosphere of the house is light. The servants used to open the shutters every day, like they do now, but now it seems as though more light comes in.”

I smiled a bit at that.

“The… magic makes everything better,” she said.

“Your senses are sharper.”

She nodded. “I can taste more, smell more, feel more. But I also feel more free. That has nothing to do with the magic and everything to do with you.” She turned to gaze into my face, and I pretended to be fascinated by the coliseum surroundings. It was easy to do, but I could see the open admiration in her expression. Hell, I could smell it in the magic she had going on right now.

“I need to counsel caution though,” she said.

“I’m listening.”

“You’ll be seen as weak. The perception of strength is paramount. Here, amongst these men, you are the Master and I am your slave. I am property. To pretend otherwise is weakness, and weakness means death. If anyone smells it on you, you’ll wake up with a knife in your guts.”

I laughed. “But my dear, it’s quite illegal to attack a fellow Master without first getting the Governor’s approval. You told me that just yesterday.”

“As illegal as what we did last night… I know.”

This kind of backstabbing happened, and would happen to me. I figured it would be like that, and her concern was both touching and warranted.

“Don’t look now,” I said.

“What? Oh.”

As we ascended the steps, I came face to face with Vintra, who had taken the other set of stairs leading up out of the arena itself. He had a ragged scar on his throat, and the vilest of looks written on his face. I didn’t freeze, but instead nodded in a sort of sketchy bow toward him. He looked to be on the verge of saying something, but instead sneered, turned and headed up into the large area belonging to the Governor.

“I told you not to look.”

“You’re a buffoon, Drifter,” she remarked, stone-faced. “Just remember: Master and slave.”

“Don’t worry too much. It will be a joy to treat you like dirt if the situation requires it.”

I could see her wanting to stick her tongue out at me. “That doesn’t sound as reassuring as you think,” she said.

Men and their bodyguards, or showpiece slaves, were now swarming all around, streaming through the main gladiatorial grounds. They were indeed large enough to have a chariot race, so about as big as a football field, with numerous tiers of seating. Something felt slightly off about it… it seemed ancient, while a lot of the rest of the city did not.

“I don’t want you to fret about your own safety, or the others. We’re all here protecting one another. Hellera will die before any of you are hurt.”

She gripped my elbow tighter. “I know.”

We climbed out of the field and up a side set of stairs, toward the box where the Governor usually sat and watched the events. The balcony was large and imposing enough, but opened out into a chamber large enough to seat every Master in the city who operated a district. I couldn’t count them all, stopping at no less than fifty. There, I took my seat amongst several dozen others, and I produced a tub of movie popcorn.

“You make a mockery of these proceedings at your peril,” she whispered.

“You say that now… wait until you taste it.” I stuck one in her mouth, and she chomped down. “Good right?”

She regarded me with a flat look, but a few seconds later had a handful for herself.

The Governor was not on the raised dais platform two steps up above us, but it wasn’t long before he portaled in with his lucky black cat lady. She looked just as lust-inducing as when I’d first seen her, this time with a translucent yellow dress to match her eyes. It still obscured nothing.

And, like before, she kept the series of neck rings that one hundred percent obscured the mark given to her by the Governor.

The Governor showed off his marks well, all of them with a silvery metallic sheen to them. He required no podium, but instead began rattling off the minutes of an actual meeting.

If there was one thing I did not at all miss, being a truck driver, it was sit down meetings with the boss caring about line items you could not give a shit about.

And like I said, most of the proceedings were boring bullshit. Some buildings were going to come down in this district due to age. Demolition and construction were scheduled. Anyone squatting or refusing to vacate was scheduled for a different sort of demolition.

A gang of thieves had been reported to be stealing out of that district, but possibly operating out of another district all together. Yes, the contingent of Masters involved  agreed to pool their resources and power to stop these upstarts. I nearly laughed at all the distrustful looks that got thrown around between the Masters made to stand and account.

The gigantic creatures who roamed the lands with tribes of magical raiders were likely due back in a year’s time, though possibly within six months. At least one Gleaming Master would be due in town before then, and the Governor wanted a parade to honor them. A route would be drawn up, and the honor of funding the parade now fell to the Masters who would shell out the most money. Considerations for district expansion would fall to those Masters who contributed most generously. Considerations for district redrawing would fall on those Masters who contributed the least.

It was a patently transparent play for the middle class (me and these other dipshits) to spend themselves back to where they couldn’t possibly rival the Governor. Which was silly, because the Governor was a full tier above the rest of us.

I chomped on popcorn throughout the meeting, and Dallinya seemed horrified every time I pointed the tub in her direction, though not horrified enough to stop me from popping piece after piece into her mouth.

Now, the Governor said, he opened the floor to other pressing business.

I stood and presented the case that enchanters out of Inkwell had been bilked by various different Masters during Giskennen’s rule. I emphasized that there were no hard feelings over this, but business was business and the crafters in Ink District wouldn’t be catering to any Master orders until this money could come in. So I told them I’d send a missive to their districts in the coming days, and if they weren’t paid up in a week, I’d name them and shame them at the next grand council meeting. Then I asked if all this sounded fair to the Governor, who nodded.

“Cool beans,” I said. “I’ll just do the correct etiquette thing then, and go have a seat.”

Several of the nearby Masters chuckled.

A familiar figure rose and pointed a finger in my direction the moment I sat back down. Good old Vintra.

“This… person attempted to murder me last night.”

I couldn’t help it; now I did snort laughter. “You had to wait until I got all the way back to my seat, huh?”
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Dallinya’s fingernails were digging into my arm, and I had to pry them off in order to rise and approach the Governor to account for the accusation. I set the popcorn down and told her to save it for me, then made my way up past muttering Masters to stand before the Governor.

Vintra was vibrating with rage. Now, in the light of day, I could see that he sported no less than twelve marks of power, and all of them were gleaming with Bronze, like mine.

Most of mine. I still had some work to do with Shennalil.

“Is something funny?” Vintra snarled. “I’m going to enjoy watching you face off against a pack of fellaerys in the arena tomorrow.”

“Hilarious that you think anything like that is going to happen,” I said.

“That will be all,” the Governor said.

I shrugged and fell silent.

Meanwhile the Governor waited, staring at the half-elf with the marbled skin.

Vintra gestured toward me. “This… I don’t properly know his name or where he hails from. This… human violated my sanctum last night, and his slave slashed me across the throat. If not for my guards and marks, they would have come to kill me.”

The Governor turned his gaze my way, with an expectation of a quick answer and a posture that told me this was all a waste of his time. His look also told me I should’ve known not to do this, and that my answer had better be amazing.

“Nobody in Spice District is dead on account of me or mine,” I said, hoping this was true. We had hit several guards pretty hard. “Obviously if I’d wanted to kill him, he would be dead.”

“How dare you—” Vintra started, but froze at a raised hand from the Governor.

“You don’t deny that you were in Spice District last night? Or that you entered another Master’s sanctum?”

I almost went Pfff, instead replying, “No, of course not. I broke into his compound to reclaim a slave that was stolen from me. She’d been whipped and beaten near to death. It was she who sliced his throat.”

“Stolen?” Vintra seemed on the verge of a stroke. “Stolen! She came into my house in disguise, and so of course I was at liberty to chain her once it was revealed she was unaccompanied by her Master.”

The Governor regarded me again, and his cool look indicated that I was not, so far, winning this altercation.

“She is mine, and you knew that. She was acting on my behalf, and you would know that because she was wearing my face.”

“She bore no brand,” Vintra said smugly. As though that was the last nail in my coffin.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I said, and turned to the Governor. “I arrived two days ago. Giving out gifts to all the Masters in the city, from a completely different world. I can’t be everywhere at once, so again, this slave was acting on my behalf. And so instead of just taking the gift and letting my people go, he attacks one, cuts her hand off and fills her full of arrows. Then he chains up the other, then beats and whips her to within an inch of her life. This slave is precious to me—”

“You should’ve branded her,” Vintra said. “Or accompanied her. An unaccompanied, unbranded female is fair game.”

“Oh, is that all?” I asked. I turned back to the Governor. “Is the provenance of a slave the only standing he has, then?”

“That is all I need,” Vintra replied, all righteous arrogance.

I gestured toward Dallinya, who gave me an adorable deer-in-the-headlights look. “As you can see, my slaves wear my brand everywhere. It is unthinkable to see this one and not know who she belongs to.”

“A brand—” Vintra started, but I waved dismissively at him and his eyes bulged with fury.

“Where I come from, clothing has brands. What she’s wearing right now has a brand name on it. Both pieces of clothing. She’s branded.” I congratulated myself on my superior, genius level mind.

The Governor now leveled his disapproving gaze on Vintra.

Vintra was on the back foot. “He… he is selling these ‘brand’ clothes to anyone with the gold to buy.”

“No one is going to let slaves wear clothing that cost multiple gold coins except me. And if you’re accepting the clothing as a brand as a valid concept, I’ll change up my brand. It will be a piece of jewelry inscribed with my name and my mark. I can have them all collared by tomorrow. Will that appease you?”

“But… what—”

The governor seemed to find this amusing, if only a tad.

I surged on ahead. “I dislike causing permanent injury to the women I’ve enslaved. I find trust to be much more savory than fear and hatred. They smell better, they taste better when they don’t loathe my very existence. I’m opposed to the idea of a body brand on principle.”

“This is not your world, Drifter,” the Governor said lightly. “Although Vintra attacked your females, they had invaded his home.”

“They had been invited into his home,” I protested.

“Under false pretenses!” Vintra countered.

“Look, do you want to fight to the death? Is that how things work here? I’m tired of talking in circles. Nobody lifted a hand against you, they presented you with gifts you literally can’t get from the Governor’s treasury, and your response was attempted murder, and enslavement of my property. You’re lucky you got off so easy.”

A spear made of crackling flame appeared in his hand, and his eyes flashed with literal fire. “It would be my pleasure—“

“Bring it, snowflake,” I hissed, and got ready to throw on the form of the dragon.

“Enough,” the Governor said quietly. Something happened, because spermy little streamers of magic burst out of him in all manner of colors, and soon enough a feeling of submissive deference washed over me. It wasn’t difficult to recognize the Empath’s Mark and cast my own mood. I was surprised to learn it was possible to target myself with the spell and give myself a feeling of calm, which earned me a raised eyebrow from the Governor.

Vintra didn’t fare so well. The spear disappeared. I successfully resisted the urge to back up a step, but that wasn’t possible for Vintra. I wasn’t about to go backing off this pissant, regardless of whether or not he could beat me in a fair fight. He was an asshole, and I had this little thing where I couldn’t stand an asshole having something go his way. See exhibit A: Giskennen and B through E: the four petty Masters sent to bring in my head.

“I’m going to rule in favor of Evan the Drifter of Ink District,” the Governor said. “Your cruelty toward someone bearing gifts and causing you no harm has been noted. Neither of those powerless slaves posed a threat to you in your own house. As well, they were clearly beholden to this Drifter, even if he had not specifically branded them. You have marks enough to take even a slash to the throat without falling, and thus your life was never in any real danger.

“However, I am not about to penalize you for actions that largely follow the letter of the law here. I am considering,” he said, noting that Vintra’s mouth had opened in protest. “I am considering penalizing you for wasting more of my time, however.”

The half-elf’s mouth snapped closed again.

He turned. “And you. You will be conversant with the laws of my city and you will follow them from this day forward. No more leaving your slaves unattended unless they carry a brand. Your notion of jewelry as a brand is denied. Consult with a smith in Iron District and purchase a brand soon, if you would like your slaves to move about the city freely. Am I understood?”

“You are understood, Governor,” I muttered through gritted teeth.

Vintra echoed this.

“You will shake hands to seal that this matter is put to rest.”

It was crystal clear that when Vintra took my forearm in the sort of handshake I associated with Vikings, the matter was far from put to rest. This guy was going to come after me, I could read that much in his eyes. Not now, maybe not this week, but he would never forget this.

[image: ]

Our feet crunched against the great big sandlot that made up the coliseum arena. It was nearly an hour of waiting later, and the meeting had come to a close. Other Masters had had smaller complaints: a missing slave, an outbreak of a sickness that had impacted productivity in their district, slaves of rival Masters that had gotten into an altercation on the border between two Masters’ districts. The Governor called them up, listened to them speak, and pronounced judgement loudly so all of them could hear.

I found the Governor to be fair but abrupt. He considered each of these claims no more than once, he made a judgement, and afterwards there was no swaying him. Some of the Masters grumbled about the outcomes, but most just nodded in silence.

“He didn’t mention Zati,” I said.

“What?”

“Vintra didn’t accuse me of stealing his slave.” I wondered why. “He accused me of trying to kill him, and taking Velleth back, but didn’t mention the girl who gave me the keys to the manacles. Who left with me.”

Once back in the house, I asked for Zati, and sat with her in the courtyard. She had on another tank top, which forced out a lot of cleavage and showed off her nipples completely. The effect was mesmerizing, and I didn’t try very hard to tear my eyes away.

Finally though, I managed. “I have to know what happened with you.”

“Master Vintra is not my real Master,” she said. “In fact, he had not even taken advantage of the moon and taken my power.”

I nodded. “He got you illegally.”

She nodded. “My Master is known as Ryellin, and he is in control of Lumber District. It is one of the largest and most prosperous… or it was. Lately the other Masters have been making moves against him. He has lost several petty Masters to drunken disagreements. Others left and were not seen again. Master Vintra intruded on his territory just two nights past, before you arrived. Ryellin had lost several of his petty Masters at that moment. He was vulnerable.”

“And vulnerable Masters are taken advantage of.”

Vulnerable Masters like me.

Of course, it’s shameful to have a slave you’ve taken go missing, so Ryellin never would have exposed this knowledge. As long as Vintra never paraded her around in grand council meetings or waltzed around Ryellin’s districts with Zati, it wouldn’t be an issue. And then, if Vintra did so… it might spark the sort of shit that happened today.

“Vintra mentioned having me fight a pack of monsters.”

“Oh.”

“Oh?” I asked.

“You do not wish to go up against a pack of monsters in the arena,” she said. “Fellaerys? Was that what he asked for?”

“I believe so.”

She shuddered. “They’ll flay a man alive in seconds.”


33- We Took The Party Upstairs

Returning home, I found the ladies had successfully turned aside some ruffians who had started some shit in one of my taverns in Ink Pot. A fight had nearly started, but Hellera and Velleth were on patrol wearing male faces, and had kicked the shit out of the would-be fighters. When one of them turned out to be a petty Master and tried to set the place on fire in the middle of bolting, they’d called on Fayeen, Dallinya and Shennalil to organize a bucket line, with the people doing most of the work.

Fortunately, Vintra’s little gambit was as predictable as it was pathetic. They all thought I didn’t have any petty Masters, but all the ladies were powerful in their own right. Lily… needed some work.

Unfortunately, while I’d won the court case, such as it was, I was still forced to head to Iron District and pick up a brand. This meant dickering over cost and design with one of the smiths there, and even meeting the Master of Iron District, an agreeable orc. He was clearly watching my actions, but joked about me having snuck into Vintra’s harem, and how badly it would go for Vintra if I’d made off with all the gorgeous ladies stashed in there. I made light of it, and even gave him a snow globe for the trouble of having to keep an eye on me. I also told him there was plenty more at Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities Shop, in the central market area. Mr. Iron District headed off, goggling at the clear glass and the little snowman grinning up at him, with bits of white swirling around.

I returned my attention to the smith and had a look at a couple of charcoal sketches on a rough white stone tablet. The resulting design was based on the E for Evan, but was sharpened into a trident and laid on its side, so the three prongs poked upward.

The court case and the branding itself had left a bad taste in my mouth, and I was subdued in my reporting the facts to the other girls. I didn’t need to, as it turned out.

Dallinya informed everyone of the situation, and they were all ready to take the brand when I returned home later. I first did more street cleaning, handed out several coins to those people who had agreed to become street cleaners despite the caste situation, and had a couple of beers down in Inkpot. I hadn’t been able to find the names of the other three petty Masters who had come after me, but it was a matter of time. I thought they were probably Ryellin’s people. It was a hefty bit of coincidence for him to go short-handed directly before I showed up, which had caused Vintra to steal one of his slaves out from under his nose.

Zati confirmed this later, after I’d dropped the branding iron into the courtyard in disgust.

Contrary to how I thought things would go, the girls accepted the reality of the brand situation right off. Only Avya and Auralla didn’t like the the notion that they would be permanently inscribed with this design, in the form of a burn scar.

In USA we branded cattle, and the women in my care were anything but. I didn’t spend my time dipping my wick in a herd of cattle.

First I had to take the four of Giskennen’s former ladies to the Healing District, with darkness written all over my face, and get their present brands removed. This cost quite a lot of money, since the removal of a scar required quite potent magic from a skilled devotee of the healer goddess.

The district revolved around the temple devoted to the goddess of healing, Caderyn, which rose in a large pyramid into the sky. Twin sculptures that appeared to be massive hands stretched up out of the open space in front of the temple. They were a good fifteen feet apart, but you’d have to walk in between them to enter the temple. It was supposed to feel comforting and imposing at the same time, an oxymoron.

“Goddesses aren’t really my bag,” I told them. “I’ll just wait out here.”

Hellera shook her head, but let Dallinya do the talking.

Dallinya shrugged. “They don’t mind as long as they get their money. We won’t be able to enter without you.”

We were in the district that revolved entirely around healing, so I thought for a moment that maybe we could just grab a compress from a local pharmacy, but no dice. They continued walking me between the goddess’s hands, and into the temple.

Now, my Attuned sense that felt out the magic of people went a little haywire. It fizzed and popped static in my head, and I started smelling something minty and antiseptic. I also started seeing magic, almost entirely in whites and blues… but with pulsing veins of vital red throughout.

I paid a hundred and twenty silver pieces each for Velleth, Dallinya, Fayeen and Hellera to have their brands removed, and I did so gladly. The attendants were mostly men, and mostly had sourpuss faces because I was forcing them to deal with nasty unclean women folk. After the most perfunctory of greetings, I handed over the considerable amount of money and stood there while each of the four disappeared into a side room.

While I waited, the feeling of stronger magic than ever before pervaded the place. Velleth soon explained that temples were imbued with the favor of the gods and goddesses, so of course they felt more magical. They were coursing with divine magic.

Giskennen’s brand had been on the backs of their necks, which was why I had hardly noticed before now. And now they were gone. I was down over five gold pieces and hadn’t even gotten to the part where I maimed the ladies in my household permanently.

They sensed my black mood on the walk back throughout the city and didn’t bother interacting with me. Instead they talked amongst themselves, while I considered just how awesome everything had been outside of Surrek, and how rules sucked. We arrived back at Aceter House, and after a long sigh, I told them we had to get it over with.

They made it into a solemn ceremony, a bit of a party, and that gave me the idea to buy a cask of the better quality beer off of the Ink Pot tavern keepers. They gave me a good rate and joked that I’d better not be setting up my own bar over at the mansion, but I could tell their jokes were laced with a tiny bit of fear.

I was changing a lot in Ink District.

Ink Stain was not far down my list. I spoke with Velleth about organizing something, and throwing money at the problem, and got a handful of ideas bandied.

For now though, the girls got drunk, got a little rowdy, and then took the brand. Dallinya, Hellera, Fayeen and Velleth were fine with it on the shoulder, but Shennalil was very timid about the whole thing, even after I told her I’d use the Mender’s Mark to heal up the worst of the pain.

Avya and Auralla still hesitated, so I told them I’d escort them out of the city the next day, and give them some time to be with their people in Sunspire. If they really wanted to stay in Surrek with me, they’d eventually have to take the damned brand, so they should take the time to be with their people and make the decision while not off their tits on cheap alcohol.

I reiterated that while it was a bad idea for them to spread the word about taking my essence. As much as I liked the idea of pulling a train on a whole village full of hundreds of hot women of all shapes and sizes, the Domi wouldn’t stand for it. It would lead to problems between Auralla and Avya, and then problems inside the village, and maybe bigger problems for me down the line.

I told them it wasn’t my intention to give them pain, so Hellera did all the branding after her own. She was first, took the mark with hardly a grunt of pain, and waved off my offer to heal her up. After that Dallinya went, because she’d been through a lot. She relaxed into my arms after the healing and smiled at me.

I hated it, and I didn’t much care for the relief I felt when it was done.

Fayeen took the brand next, was healed, and joined Dallinya in cuddling up to me with a tankard of ale. Avya was brought in for magical moral support, and I helped Shennalil stay put so Hellera could give her the brand. She shrieked in pain, but that subsided quickly enough with the healing spell. Then she curled up into my lap, with her head against my chest, and her tummy full of booze.

Then, to top off a weird day, the cephellian girl came and knelt before Hellera for the brand. All the serving staff had been watching, and I didn’t feel like turning her away.

This was something else, though.

The octopus girl also cried out, but was calmed by Avya and healed by me. She then joined the other girls in being in a pile on me, while I sat with my legs crossed. Auralla had her head against my back, with Fayeen on the other side, Velleth had her head on my thigh, stretched out on the floor, and now this new girl pushed in with her clammy head on my ankle.

Zati watched this as well with a blank face. I tried not to pay her any notice at the time, and get on with this awful nonsense. Finally the distasteful business was done, and we were into the aftermath.

The talking rose in volume while the girls got more and more trashed, and tried to get me drunk. A lot of touching followed, along with jokes and laughing, and then dancing. Velleth had once been in the employ of a troupe of dancers, and showed off a belly dance she knew. This was sensuous and provocative, with a lot of hip action and some rolling around on the floor, kicking up with her pussy always pointed in my direction.

So I grabbed up the Bluetooth speaker I’d been meaning to get from earth and played some songs from my phone.

This got shit moving.

Auralla and Avya stripped their shirts off and did a Sunspire dance none of the others had seen. This one involved more frenetic movement, jerking hips up on one side with arms raising up and falling. It wasn’t possible to take your eyes away from this one, and man did it really make their breasts bounce in a way that tickled my fancy.

Velleth’s dance had kept me focused heavily on the midsection, the taut ab muscles and the junction of the thighs.

My libido gradually grew, and I crossed out of my funk and into a low grade simmering lust at all the skin and flesh being flashed around, along with all the touching going on. Fayeen was now dancing on her hooves, and Dallinya had joined her in a dance they’d apparently both done as girls, but hundreds of miles apart. Hellera seated herself on my right, and laid a hand on my arm.

I found her looking at me in a way I’d never seen before, and wondered. The relationship menu now listed her as Favorable, which is where Auralla had been when she’d started accepting lessons in blowjobs and alternative positions.

Eventually the servants and their younger children all made their way to their quarters, and we took the party upstairs to the third floor of the house. This included the new cephellian girl.

Now that they weren’t feeling pain, worrying over the impending brand, or discussing that bastard Vintra, the mood was even looser. They openly compared the Drifter’s Mark on their bodies, along with their own marks of power. The magic tattoo didn’t always have the same design. Several of them appeared to be a hooded man with a hand outstretched. Some of these had words around the mark, in a circle. Others simply read ‘Drifter’ in English. Avya’s was a parted curtain with a sun peeking through. She’d somehow gotten the Adrift Mark. They found the shapes of the alien letter forms and the font fascinating, and it was pretty hot to see them tracing over the tattoos with their fingers. Zati and the cephellian servant girl were far and away the most fascinated.

Auralla’s mark was on the side of her neck, which was difficult to hide with regular clothing, but the other girls had them on their upper arms, on their backs, and one on the upper thigh. All except Shennalil’s gleamed with bronze and bits of shimmering magic here and there. Their own marks were an array as well, corresponding to their tier. Shennalil was lowest tier, furthest from Bronze, and that meant her Mender’s Mark was faint, while Avya’s Empath’s Mark was fuller black. She would take a little time to go up in tier, but if she kept up the training I figured she would get there soon.

Dallinya, Velleth, and Hellera all had strange marks, but they were all now Bronze tier. Velleth’s was thin and situated around her face, a series of lines and shapes interlocking like Celtic knots. She could also hide it easily using the Trickster ability basically for free, which was different from mine. Hellera, behind me, was showing off the dragon-shaped mark on her throat, which glittered with bronze.

The marks were interesting in that my powers didn’t always match theirs either. There was a randomness to the power received both by me, and by them. Shennalil used her Drifter’s Mark to disappear into a fog. She became nearly invisible, or she was made out of mist… I couldn’t be sure until Auralla swiped her hand through the fae and went completely through. Shennalil moved away and reconstituted her foggy self whole before reappearing.

Auralla and Avya then moved on to recounting their sexcapades in the time before my other four new ladies showed up, and the different ways it felt to have me in them, in different positions. None of the others had been bent completely in half with their knees up around their ears, aside from Auralla, and both Dallinya and Fayeen looked quite interested in trying after Auralla explained how it touched the deepest parts of her. They were comparing notes with Dallinya, since the felinian had taken me while laying completely on her front, and taking notes with Fayeen, who was unashamedly discussing how good it felt to have her horns pulled.

They all agreed on one thing, and it was that my seed was somehow the most delicious thing they’d ever had. They kept glancing over at me for my reaction, discussing the various different times they’d had it already and trying to rile me up. It was working.

Before long they were discussing how long the sex had gone on, between the foreplay of kissing, stroking, caressing, fingering, licking, and finally full penetration. How sensitive various parts of their bodies were and how they’d come into that knowledge. Which position they preferred (so far, since there were apparently so many) and why.

It was harder to get me drunk now, which I found interesting. Being Bronze tier apparently gave my body a tolerance to alcohol it had never had before. Still, about eight tankards in, I was starting to feel tipsy. I was already horny.

The girls were right here in front of me (and in front of a pair of uninitiated new girls) discussing how much they enjoyed being impaled or licked or stroked, and that was giving me a serious boner.

Most outspoken, since getting drunk early, was the little fae. Shennalil explained all about how my gigantic essence tool, which should have punctured her lungs, instead fit inside her with ease. It still had hurt a bit to have me repeatedly bottoming out, but not nearly as much as Avya had complained about. Throughout this, the newly branded cephellian girl Quavallie, and Zati listened intently, saying almost nothing except to gasp or glance back over at me.

We were on pillows, leaning back on our hands or elbows, and I was finally starting to get a bit drunk, when I felt a finger gliding down my shoulder. I found Hellera locking eyes with me.

I was about to ask her what that expression was for when the sexytime fun began. The girls had played an Ethetrian game not unlike rock, paper, scissors and decided amongst them that that Avya would go first. She and Auralla would be leaving in the morning and I’d promised her anyhow, for keeping an eye on Hellera.

The nellwyn gave me those bedroom eyes, and was soon completely naked. She disrobed me, then climbed into my lap and stared up at me.

“Do you think you can handle it this time?” I asked.

“I’m definitely going to try,” she replied in a half-drunk, sultry whisper, then darted up to slip her tongue into my mouth and kiss me while she lined the head of my cock up to her lower lips.

She settled the head against her opening, which was already slick with wetness, and piping hot. This time her pussy welcomed me in. She first slid halfway down in one rushed, hissed, groaning shove. She slid back up, dragging hints of bright pink inner lips into view, before she shoved down again, all the way in. When her tummy bumped against my abs she froze.

“Does it hurt?”

She shook her head in amazement. “I don’t… I don’t believe it,” she muttered.

“I don’t either.”

Just like with Shennalil, she pulled up, and then slid back down my pole heavily. She was still very tight, and squeezed my cock intensely, but something had changed. Now she had no trouble getting all of me up in her, and once she figured that out, started fucking me with gusto.

Soon she was bouncing up and down, beginning to lose control. Her head was thrown back, and she just made the same satisfied moan again and again. The slap of flesh on flesh caused the rest of them to fall silent, and in the minutes that followed I heard the rustle of clothing. The others were shrugging off their restrictive earth fashions and touching themselves, watching as I put on a show.

Avya’s orgasm crashed into her (and the rest of us, due to her power) and left her twitching and wriggling, still straddling me, before she slowly toppled forward, breathing heavily from all the exertion.

“Let me try something,” I grunted, and stood. Avya squealed in surprised and clutched at my body. She was fully impaled on me and supported only by my cock inside her. Now I grabbed onto her little butt cheeks and slid her up and down my pole like she was nothing more than a sex toy.

Whatever had happened to me to fit so perfectly into Shennalil and Avya, I was just going to enjoy it to the fullest. I lifted Avya up and all the way out until my head was kissing her entrance, then lowered her all the way down, balls deep again.

The moaning picked up again, and soon enough she flooding me with her juices from yet another orgasm. She breathlessly asked me to stop, but I kept on plowing Avya’s field, merciless. A third orgasm followed, and then a fourth.

Just a minute later she gushed, and a spray of juices flooded all around me, and ran my legs. Now I let up, while she just hung there limp.

“You squirted,” I told her.

“I… never… knew,” she breathed.

This began an all night session, moving on to Auralla next. My OG needed a lot of soulful looks and kisses and licks, and to be fucked hard until she too was exhausted. Just as I was finishing with her, it was time to spray my seed, which all of them wanted to taste, even the new girl. Quavallie shared a taste with Fayeen, and I watched the two of them press tongues against one another. Hellera was in on this too, scooting forward to take my spent cock in her mouth and rolling it around with a tongue that felt like it should hurt. She was surprisingly gentle.

The discussion about my seed’s flavor was revitalized, although I was in that post-orgasmic haze, like being drugged. The consensus: my seed was delicious, almost addictive. It was enough to get a guy ready for round two.

Afterwards I had Velleth, who was just as flexible as Auralla and enjoyed being bent in half just as much. From there I pounded Dallinya while stroking her tail and playing with her nipples. She kept up a steady tirade of filthy talk, and I helped her with a bit of the terminology. After that it was time to take Fayeen by the horns again, this time facing her. I thought she might wake the entire neighborhood by the time she collapsed next to Dallinya in the pillow pile. And Shennalil, who had passed out from the beer.


34- Losing the Soul

Immediately afterwards Hellera knelt on top of me and licked the juices off my cock. She’d been watching intently this time, and now took her turn. She hovered over me and stared into my eyes.

“You’re under no obligation,” I told her gently, “Especially if males aren’t your thing.”

Her response was to roll over onto her stomach, get up onto her knees, and push herself back toward me in a very open invitation. That tail of hers was swishing back and forth in great lazy arcs, which I’d never seen it do.

The whole scene reminded me of our first and only joining, about how I’d thought she despised doing it, how she wanted nothing to do with me, and how she’d barely spoken to me except on matters of security for the other girls.

Somehow my cock seemed even larger than before. It had to do with being magical. Fitting into the fae and the nellwyn almost definitely wasn’t coincidence. My dick flared out to a girth I’d never seen before, and I grabbed Hellera’s ass to sink that girth into her.

Flames licked out from the sides of her mouth, and she growled from deep in her chest.

I hadn’t taken the time to get to know Hellera’s… anatomy the first time, since I was more preoccupied with whether or not she would try to kill me and make a break for it. The opening she had was tight, slick, and very hot. Hotter than was possible for all the other girls. Sinking into her, sweat popped out all over my body. For some reason that heat drove me wild, actually. It made me buck against her ass, hard, over and over while she slammed that ass back into me.

Her tail somehow came up and started brushing against my abs and chest, and I stroked it up and down on either side. This got a reaction from her, but not what I was expecting.

She turned to look at me over her shoulder, enraged. Flame came out of her mouth in little gouts, and she growled. So I decided fucking her harder was the solution to this, along with more tail stroking. For a time, the insides of her continued to boil hotter and hotter, making me feel like I’d stuck my dick in a fucking lava flow, but I could heal myself if this actually caused injury.

Slowly her fury dimmed down a bit, the more I slapped against her and pulled her back toward me by the tail, until finally her eyes rolled back in her head and she convulsed hard enough to pull me out entirely. She sank to the floor, basically unconscious.

Hellera’s brutally hot insides did indeed force me to heal up. When I was finished, it was the cephellian girl who shyly approached.

Quavallie.

She was nude, and I couldn’t stop myself from inspecting her entire body. Her skin tone ranged from cobalt, a pure blue of the waves, all the way to deep violet. A striped pattern made its way all the way down her, from the dome of her head to the tops of her webbed feet. In the darkness of the weak oil lamps, she seemed to glow a bit, and when I reached over to extinguish the nearest lamp, I found her glowing with teal phosphorescence in the darkness. Just bits and pieces of her, the stripes on the sides of her and the backs of her hands, but bits of her mouth tentacles. The webbing between her fingers was glowing softly as well, as was the mantle of ‘hair’ tentacles spilling from the top of her head. The fae blood from whatever generation past had given her shapely but small breasts, a trim stomach and slim but curvy hips.

“I have the brand,” she told me. I nodded. “I’ve tasted your seed. I’m ready.”

I didn’t know if she truly was ready, but I was so wound up over tonight, with the dancing and the drinks and the sex that I wasn’t about to say no. I wanted to know more about her species, her experiences, her family’s opinion of all this, but she was on offer after the best night of my life.

I did take my time with her, though. Licking, tasting her, getting poisoned, healing myself twice while my body worked to deal with the poison. I didn’t care; I had the Tough to deal with the worst of the effects, and the mana to heal myself any time I started feeling weak. I followed a thorough tongue service preparing her by mounting her, and driving her wild as well. Her body was spongy, and I got no signs of pain out of her when digging my fingers deeply into her hips or thighs, or when thrusting far up into her. She felt like the waters on a tropical beach, and my cock got a great vacation in her deepest reaches. Weirdest was kissing her, running my tongue over her equally spongy mouth, and having her little hair tentacles kiss gently up my nose and cheeks with the little suction cups.

This world might be beyond the weirdness of my wildest imaginations, but it was fucking amazing and only getting better.

When the time came and the UI gave me the choice, I gave Quavallie the tools she would need to save my life.

The new ability was known as Aquamancer’s Mark, and was totally awesome. Just the mark itself appeared as a series of bubbles on my forearm.

Aquamancer’s Mark

*Spell, magical (elemental)*

*Normal tier, two stars*

Normal: Cast to create and throw a ball of water that explodes on impact for moderate damage. This spell has the chance to knock the target back, and has a chance to deliver cephellian toxin to enemies splashed. Both may be resisted, by succeeding a Grit (Tough) check. Resistance halves the damage or duration of the toxin.

Alternately, if water already exists around you, the water ball can be up to triple in size.

Costs moderate mana, with no cooldown.

You gained this ability after joining with Quavallie of Surrek. This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Quavallie of Surrek.

The Sunspire girls were off the next morning. I escorted them to the gates under the auspices of heading to the truck and retrieving a metric fuck ton of paper. I needed some way to move it, but more importantly, we got out of sight and had a bit of a tearful goodbye. Dallinya had wanted to come but the conflict over my brand, all the time away, and losing two of the girls caused her to worry about my safety.

“You’re coming back,” I said, half a question.

Auralla nodded, tears in her eyes. She didn’t know how much I needed that nod. Avya looked between us before nodding as well. A rush of relief shot through me, but with a hint of despair. They would be possibly a week getting to Sunspire, and a week returning, plus time they spent in the village. It was a long time without my OG, and the little fireball who kept my team cohesive.

I had no idea how much I would miss them at the time, but it wrenched at me at this moment: I was losing the soul of my team, and the foundation of my entire experience living in this other world.

After a strong, choked up double hug, and a bit of a wet willy from Avya, they were off.

Like it or not, I was in the position of power over the remaining ladies, including Zati. They had far more freedom than they’d ever had in their lives, but that came with the price of my security. If I turned up dead in an alleyway their lives would go back to where they’d been before: chained up, whipped, powerless, and in constant fear. No beer, no dancing, and no time between the sheets.

They must’ve realized how hard Auralla and Avya’s departure would hit me. It began a period of hyper focused work that lasted about a week. Every day started with a communal breakfast. I enforced my American standards, and portaled over bacon from Meijer so we could have toast, eggs and bacon at least. The girls were coming around on it. On the off days, the servants cooked up stew, cheese and crusty bread, or flapjacks. They were also keen on pure maple syrup, which I nabbed from Meijer using my magical five finger discount. From there, the girls either helped clean the neighborhood or helped me in the shop.

Yann had been turning a profit, and we were enjoying a boom in sales. Other Masters found toilet plungers to be hilarious because of the bouncy rubber, and one of them bought half a dozen of them. Dwindling stock meant I needed to dip into my magic realm for all kinds of stuff for the city, not just the girls and myself. As a result though, all the spellcasting pushed my Attuned up pretty quickly.

I encouraged Yann to ask folks to bring in weird stuff they wanted to pawn off, and buy it off them for no more than half of whatever they wanted for it. We could then turn around and sell it for ten percent over market value, or double that if I gave it to the enchanters for a day. Yann was good with the numbers but not a great haggler, so a lot of people were leaving in a huff. I needed to be present more often, or find somebody who was smoother and less of an account bookie.

The various different aspects of Ink District steadily increased over time. Cleaning the streets lead to Health increases but also Safety and Happiness. Employing more of the district’s personnel to imbue items with magic properties took Burgeoning level 1 and increased it to Burgeoning level 2.

Burgeoning level 2

The population of Ink District is especially numerous for its size. Workers remain available for necessary jobs, though many of the formerly unemployed have been put to work. A Burgeoning district will have 1-2 blossoming females for the taking each season, and 1-2 blossoming males available to become petty Masters each season.

Now that more people were employed, the drawback on Safety, Health and Happiness was removed.

Wealth now sat safely in the green. It was mostly to do with selling off enchanted gloves and boots and belts and such, but some of it was from earth goods. This earned the Profitable ability for the district.

Profitable level 1

Your income has risen dramatically of late. Money begets money, and this ability drives up weekly income by 10. While that is a positive, the origins of your money remain a subject of some rumor and speculation.

Drawback: decreases Safety, and levies the condition of Bad Blood on your district.

Bad Blood: Those who owe your district money are unlikely to view your wealth positively, and is likely to spark animosity.

After check-ins with Ink District and Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities, it was training time. We trained, had a light lunch (usually grilled meat wrapped in veggies), and then trained some more. In the courtyard we could drill with various weapons, and at at night we could make our way through the alleys at speed, or by stealth.

It was important to me that Shennalil got past her hesitancy and shyness. Her ability to both heal and fly were potentially useful in a thousand ways, but only if she had the courage to stand and fight, and not turn into a ball of quivering jelly when push came to stab. The new girl Quavallie was also required to train, though this terrified her parents. She still had servant duties, but one of those was going to be home security. There was almost no way I was going to employ petty Masters, which left just me and the coterie.

At least with Quavallie, she took to the training with vigor and quickly showed herself to be fearless. A bit too fearless, when she rushed forward and got stabbed by a practice sword on the second day. Still, her jellyfish-like body didn’t take damage in the same way as the rest of us, and she shrugged it off without needing healing. She did need healing for any period she stayed out of water, over about an hour and a half. She attempted to reassure me that as she grew older and tougher, this period of time would grow longer and longer, and there were ways of storing up water before an extended foray into the dry world.

I discovered that not only did Surrek have a water source, the space directly below my house also had a water source, an underground pool connected to the river flowing beneath the city, which emptied into the city’s main river. This was where the family slept each night.

After a nice hefty dinner, it was time to unwind and discuss what new steps that might need to be taken to further secure our interests. We decided that the first interest was safety, so martial training was always a priority, along with a pair of nightly roaming guards responsible for heading around the house together, both inside and out. The house had magic locks, and the windows screamed out any time someone without the brand opened them after dark. Still, we needed active measures to prevent people from getting the idea my house was undefended.

We discussed the most likely threats, and the girls all agreed Vintra was most likely to strike, followed by T’Charrk. I deferred to their familiarity with the city and the customs of undermining fellow Masters.

They indicated that T’Charrk was ambitious in his own very political way; he was more savvy than most in originality, frequency, and subtlety in striking out at rivals. I protested that we weren’t strong enough to present him with any challenge, and Ink District was hardly even a blip on the city map, so probably T’Charrk would go after bigger fish. After all, I was in his debt, to an extent.

I was worried about Vintra, but they told me he was likely to bide his time and choose a better opportunity to attack. Doing so right now would surely piss off the Governor, in addition to running into our full, alert security. The wound was too fresh for him to strike.

Which was why they thought T’Charrk might try something, and have it pinned on a vengeful Vintra.

Ugh, stupid backstabby political nonsense. Why couldn’t they all be Giskennens?

Magical training was something we were beginning to discuss. I couldn’t have the other Masters knowing about how much magic the ladies of the house possessed. I could flaunt all the marks I had, and I did, but they couldn’t run around throwing out illusions or healing people in broad daylight.

One other important topic was what to do about the district itself. My shop was bringing in money, and I kept up a stream of products from earth whenever my mana was full, so we could stock the shelves with earth junk, like a Christmas wreath, a lava lamp I hadn’t thought through very well, and then a portable, roll up solar panel that wouldn’t make the lava lamp work. It did charge up my phone though, which was something. I grabbed up other things, some I thought would sell and didn’t, others I brought through on a lark and sold very well. Action figures were a dud. Pancake mix sold like hot cakes.

Sure I groaned at the thought of that awful dad joke, but I’m sticking with that one, and I’m sticking with it shamelessly.


35- Taking On The Czar And Losing

As for the district, Inkwell was doing nicely. They had taken on a number of apprentices from around the district and taught them a single quality, then started churning out more products. Boots that were doubly effective against cold. Gloves that made the wearer just a little faster. A belt that made you look a little thinner or more muscular. Pants that would fit no matter what size you were. These were a surprise hit, because apparently some Masters had powers of gigantic growth, like the big green guy.

These also went in Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities shop, and the money really started coming in.

The enchanters rotated out teaching duty, and chose those quick studies to take on additional responsibilities or learn more inscriptions. Pretty soon the coin was flowing back into Inkwell nicely.

The trouble was the paper. This city didn’t have much use for it. Not many people could read, and those who could didn’t buy books at a rate that made paper worth it. I considered options for this, like trying to convince the Governor to take up paper money, but the girls (and the Inkwell scribes) convinced me it wasn’t worth pursuing. They didn’t believe anybody would be stupid enough to take up paper currency when they had actual metal coinage.

I had to concede it was probably a few centuries ahead of their time.

The paper was largely used to store up a spell from the hedge mages living in Inkwell and the district to the north, Mage District. The demand wasn’t high.

Mages… weren’t like I thought they’d be. Most of them were miserable, hunched over wretches who hated everyone and everything they came into contact with. They sneered at me whenever I walked down the street or popped into one of their shops. They shrank back as though I was going to lash out and try and take their heads off. The few hedge mages I had in Ink District who churned out scrolls or enchanted items were beginning to come around, but just two blocks up they all had the look of half-starved mad scientists, wringing their hands and peering up at me from lowered brows.

Everybody had magic, but almost no one wanted to be a hedge mage. The Masters distrusted them and beat spells out of them. This was because of the groffere raiding societies, the ones who rode the colossal beasts I hadn’t yet seen. The ladies informed me that the beast riders had strong mages, capable of mastering a lot of different spells and using a ton of mana, not like the Masters and their limited amount of marks. This made me feel like I’d gotten into the Master business too hastily, when I could’ve figured out how to heal and influence emotions and morph into a dragon just by studying magic.

This thought one night caused me to laugh and laugh. Study magic… and give up the awesome sex that came along with gaining the power? Not fucking likely.

So the paper problem, and the rivals looking to steal my shitty district problem both remained. Money was flowing freely, the ladies were making progress with their training, the district itself was clean and becoming more prosperous. Sure Avya and Auralla were on a weeks-long vacation to Sunspire and I missed the opportunity to find out if Auralla might be into some really interesting sex acts, but… no, that was it. I wasn’t thrilled that I was missing my teensy-weensy firecracker and my smiling, shamelessly sexual beastmaster.

I missed Auralla… a lot.

After brainstorming any new ideas for the problems we still had to deal with, it was time to unwind until bed time. That generally took the form of Velleth and Hellera delivering gossip from other harems in different districts. Now that they were branded, I could send them around the city on totally real and not made up errands, so they could have a chat with other females similarly out on parole.

We talked over the prices of various things, how the training was going, which Master had added a mark of power to their bodies, and what new products were becoming available in the market.

One night I decided it was time to add lamps with mana crystals in them to the city streets. Lit streets were safe streets. I was then told that each lamp would be multiple gold pieces. Come to find out that the person in charge of Mage District (just to the north of Ink) wasn’t happy about all the money I was making, and wanted to keep me in the dark. The douchebag Master in question was a dwarf, and definitely fell under the heading of Bad Blood, from the Profitable ability.

It wasn’t possible to get people out to the floating rocks to begin mining mana crystals, not yet, leaving me with mana lamps costing me three times what they’d cost others. Late in the week I did bite that bullet and purchase a dozen of them, which set me back a shit ton, but it immediately increased Safety in the district by a decent amount.

Now all I had to do was keep night watch guardsmen hired to keep the asshats from Mage or Spice from destroying my ultra expensive mana lamps.

At the end of any given night, exhausted and talked out, it was finally time to enjoy ourselves. Clean up in the shower, with a whole line of giggling and laughing women brushing their teeth while I watched them waggle their asses, and finally diving under the covers in my gigantic bed. If anyone was to beat to participate, they took one of the third floor beds. Zati, on random nights, couldn’t seem to handle the exuberance or the continual moaning. Shennalil tried this on the first night, but didn’t bother after that. She didn’t always want to snuggle with my cock, but she always wanted someone with her. And Quavallie stayed one night in the big shared bedroom, in the claw foot tub, but it wasn’t much fun for her, and she returned to the pool beneath the mansion after that night.

The rest stayed in the room. They were perfectly willing to share time with me, to take turns, and jealousy wasn’t a factor. Every single night we ended up in bed, I had me a partner, but the rest of them didn’t begrudge the need to take turns. In fact, I’d catch them staring lovingly at me from the sides of the bed. Hellera’s glare would be softer, at least. And when it was really time to stop rocking the headboard, they’d arrange themselves in such a way that they could reach out and have a hand on me, at least until I fell asleep.

Fayeen wanted rough sex. She wanted me to wrench back on her hips and pound her just as hard as I could manage. Sometimes I’d have Fayeen over a table, pulling her back by the horns until she tapped on my thigh, our signal that she was starting to get too much pain mixed in with her pleasure. I tried spanking her, and this also put her over the edge with ease. She’d go from arching her back upwards to limp, forehead on the table. The best part was her height: just about as tall as me, which made several positions a lot easier. I didn’t have to kneel down to get at her pussy, and sixty-nine was most comfortable with Fayeen. I especially liked stroking her tail with my tongue deep in her, and the way it caused her to buck against me.

Another night drew to a close with Velleth slowly grinding me for almost two straight hours, taking her lazy time and lathering her fingers up with spit or just getting off me to coat my dick with another layer of lubrication so she could have me filling her up for as long as possible. Friction wasn’t necessary for these times with Velleth, just pressure, shifting her hips back and forth instead of thrusting and impaling. The positioning of her love button was just right that she could have orgasm after orgasm with just the tiniest of back and forth movements, keeping me buried to the hilt. She also really enjoyed having her nipples sucked, and had a place at the base of her head, just beneath her ear, that caused her to make the most wonderful noise when lightly bitten.

Shennalil’s thing was to draw herself completely up and off me, which brought her just about to the point where she could kiss me, before sinking back down. Every third or fourth upstroke brought her off me for a lengthy kiss, then she’d impale herself onto me all over again. She shivered every time I traced my fingers over the patches of sky blue skin on her body, and she really shivered every time I licked over the base of her wings, or slid my fingers across the outer edges. I tried this while she was on her stomach, and drove her absolutely wild. She bucked hard enough that I nearly broke one of her wings, and cried out loudly enough that Hellera and Fayeen came rushing back to see what the problem was.

Dallinya was, like Velleth, hoping to draw out every session to its fullest. She was either still riding me, or we were on our sides with her bucking backwards into me slowly by the time the rest of them started complaining it was time to put me away and get to sleep. In addition to her tail, which I learned how to pet and stroke for maximum pleasure, I found that she loved every bit of her neck kissed, licked and sucked on.

Dallinya was the most vocal in telling me what she wanted, which angle worked and which didn’t. She told me that she was riding the wave, that she was crashing, or that my tool was too fucking deep she was… oh… yeah! We found the scissor position, with one leg up the whole length of my body, was the absolute deepest position possible, and she let me know just which bits of her it was reaching inside. All of them, as it turned out.

Quavallie was eager to join with me again, after watching several of the others actively pursue me, though she started off several nights by staring and asking questions of the others. She also wanted to be pounded, hard. The second of the nights that week I took her, I tried it in the large claw-footed bathtub, and this delighted her. She was thrilled to be on top, and also showed me how she could breathe underwater without using her mouthparts. This took the form of an underwater blowjob using her hair tentacles to wrap around and massage my cock for a solid ten minutes beneath the surface. It was one of the most surreal experiences I’d had since getting here. She got the hang of what to do with my dick very quickly, and the weird sensation of a combo handjob blowjob was difficult to bear for long.

And Hellera… my dragon protector goddess always volunteered for patrol duty, but the last night of the first week, I gave her the strict order to stay behind. Fayeen and Dallinya were more than capable of doing the rounds without our fierce warrior to protect them. On that night, I gave Hellera what I hoped was a good massage.

This was another one of those incomprehensible things: none of them even knew such a thing was possible. Hellera groaned in relief and pleasure while I rubbed over her smooth, scaly body with my newfound strength. I did her back and shoulders, her thighs and hamstrings, her neck, and kept it all aboveboard, until I realized I didn’t have to. This meant I could massage closer and closer to her cloaca, up and into her glutes, and around her sensitive tail. Finally she rolled over and demanded I stop the monkey business and mount her. There was no denying Hellera, so I gave her a thorough interior massage as well. Again she lit up from within and scorched my weirdly enlarged cock until I took an injury, but that didn’t stop me from trying to douse her inner furnace.

She immediately fell asleep that night, after nearly scorching the blankets with her orgasmic tongues of flame.

Most of the nights ended with one or two of my ladies really being in the mood to take on my cock and lose. The first night with Avya and Auralla gone nobody did anything except surround me in bed and keep their hands on me. Everyone except Quavallie, who needed moisture. Still, she started off each bedtime before joining her family under the house.

I was a little despondent, honestly. Auralla was like an anchor to my arrival here, and it was like saying goodbye to your best friend when both of you go off to separate colleges. The girls picked up on this, and nuzzled close without demanding any of the usual sex. It was all hands and warm bodies.

This wasn’t the usual function of a harem here in the city. I’d seen Vintra’s, and I’d asked the girls about it. I wasn’t sure what brought on the touching and snuggling, but I sure wasn’t complaining. All of them not on patrol had their hands on me at the beginning of any given night, until they started rolling over in their sleep or trying to steal the blankets. I liked to think they were just reassuring themselves I was still there, but I didn’t want to get a big head over it. It was just something they did.

By the end of the week even Zati had joined in with the touching thing.

As for the naga member of my group, she was forced to stay in the house. It was possible for me to layer an illusion over her, so she could get out and walk around for a time, but I was more hesitant to use illusions now after the Velleth incident. She told me she didn’t mind staying in the house and helping with the servants, if that is what Master wished. I was firm in telling her, in no uncertain times, that I wasn’t her Master.

She was free to leave and return to her home in the desert, wherever the hell that was, when the full moon came I would escort her out of the city so she could make her way back there. She was explicitly not to call me Master unless she were wearing someone else’s face, and we were in discussion.

I could tell with Empath’s Mark that she was now on the fence about returning home. She had intimate knowledge of the marks of power on each of my coterie, and that meant a lot of things. First, she thought I would just kill her and dump her body outside the city gates, because she knew my secret and it was a big one. Second, she had a sliver of hope that I was telling the truth. Third, and this was important, was the itching question of what a mark would mean for her. By the end of the week my Mender’s Mark from Shennalil had gone from plain black to gleaming bronze, and that also meant Shennalil’s Drifter’s Mark had gone bronze the same day. She had only ever seen the bronze marks of taken powers on the Masters, and was curious what brought on the change.

She suspected it was the heated rounds of nightly sex that did it, and I wasn’t about to disabuse her of that notion. It caused me to grin when the thought came into her mind, but I got my expression neutral by the time she glanced at me for my thoughts.

Zati did inform me of the names of the other three petty Masters we had killed, who were subordinate to Ryellin. Their names weren’t as important as the tattoos I got late in the week. Inkpot liked that I made my way down there for business. It was good to show my face around there. When I brought along the ladies, and started to get them drunk, the Inkpot tavern keepers and tattoo artists appreciated it even more.

Two of the three names went on my shoulder blades, not far from Treerik’s cool lizard folk name, while the third one I got on the meat of my right shoulder. I kept these somewhat small, in the likely event I would have to add more names. If these assholes wanted to fuck around, they were going to end up finding out.

The week passed fairly well, before the dungeon opened and turned everything I knew on its head.


36- Dungeon Masters

Iwas with Yann, haggling prices with someone who didn’t seem to understand two gold pieces per item, when it happened.

“Listen,” I said. “I know they’re delicious. I know you can eat an entire tube in one sitting. The motto is once you pop—“

“Food goes for copper coins, and half coppers!” the petty Master protested. “I only make five silver a week.” He shook the tube at me. “You’re telling me this is worth two hundred silver?”

I shrugged. “You’re welcome to go eat at places selling for a half copper, but I wouldn’t. As for this, I’d suggest putting some pressure on your Master for better pay, or some benefits for exemplary service or some such.”

He pouted. “Couldn’t you—“

“I wish I could, but as soon as I give you a discount, everybody comes looking for a discount. I have to pluck this stuff directly from earth, and there’s a limited amount I can get per day. Pool your money with the other petty Masters in your district, or ask your ladies to make some coin on the side. Knitting maybe.”

He was about to go ‘harrumph’ when screams erupted in the distance. We both headed out of the shop with weapons in hand. Dallinya was with me, and we shared a look while pushing our way through the fleeing crowd. A stream of people running in one direction told us the way to go, and it wasn’t long before we discovered a bunch of large, gray-skinned humanoid creatures with two extra little arms below their very long upper arms. These things had barely any neck, and were armed with crude wooden weapons: clubs, both spiked and plain, spear things, and some wooden shields. Some wore loincloths, but many wore nothing at all.

I called up Jerry as well. My beast wouldn’t be here immediately, being over in Ink District overseeing the security there from the roof of Aceter House.

“What’s going on?” I asked the petty Master, and also Dallinya. Mostly Dallinya. She and I had trained for this kind of thing.

“Dungeon,” both of them said, almost at the same moment.

“Uh… care to elaborate? Before we close on these guys?”

“It’s a magical construct that generates monsters and traps. The core of the dungeon will have at least one large leader monster. They’re used by powerful sorcerers and wizards to keep their territory safe.”

But Surrek wasn’t a sorcerer/wizard’s territory, unless the Governor counted as a powerful wizard… which I was pretty sure he didn’t. Also, it didn’t make sense for the Governor to be killing off his own people and potentially downing houses. That was the opposite of safety for his city, meaning some other wizard had summoned the dungeon. The term ‘summoning a dungeon’ sat strangely in my brain for a moment.

There wasn’t time to detangle where it came from, though, because we were closing on the things.

“And what are those things?”

“Vurdoks,” they both said.

I decided just to call them trolls.

It was time for Swiftwind’s Mark, and the aura made me that much faster than the petty Master looking to score some potato chips on the cheap. Also, since I hadn’t tried it out, it was time for the form of the dragon. I activated Red Dragon’s Mark and savored the transformation.

Red scales sprouted over my entire body, and my muscle mass increased. My fingernails lengthened into wicked black claws, and the modifications to my eyes let me see more details, and more magic. Before I could only detect magic nearby, as it was being used or building up inside my lovers. Now it was streaming high in the air, and the trolls were made of magic completely. Further on was a large entryway into a subterranean place, which was belching magic up to street level.

Weirdest of all was the sprouting of small wings on my back where I obviously hadn’t had any before. All the shifting around of bones, muscles and scales was strange and uncomfortable, and it nearly cost me. The first troll was almost on me by the time I got a handle on my increased size, strength, armor, and sight.

I charged in rather than take the club to the head, and got thumped on the wing instead. It hurt, but not enough to score an injury due to damage reduction. I shoulder checked the bigger creature back before swiping upwards with Giskennen’s axe. Blood sprayed everywhere, and the monster fell writhing and dying.

You have slain a lesser cave vurdok! the message burbled. You’ve gained a tier in the melee (edged) skill. You’ve also gained experience toward your Fierce attribute.

Another broad swing of the axe took off one of the next troll’s arms, but it reached out with the two smaller arms and grabbed me so it could entangle my arms. I responded by breathing fire directly into its face. The fire breath had been smaller and weaker before I reached bronze relationship status with Hellera, but was now a good ten foot flamethrower and much hotter. The troll dropped me and staggered back just enough for me to slice it in half with a baseball swing.

Another of the trolls had a person under each of its smaller arms, so I tapped at Empath’s Mark and put a blanket of fear over the whole situation. Immediately the mood changed, and instead of joyous destruction, most of them dropped what they were doing and began to look wildly around. They spotted me and the petty Master.

Dallinya was fast enough with the Swiftwind aura to get up on the roof of a building and rain down a series of light javelins. She was strong enough to get several trolls seriously injured, but it wasn’t necessary for me. Giskennen’s axe and the dragon form were more than enough to tackle the eight or so monsters in front of me. They started to fall like blood-soaked dominoes.

“Mr. Pringles needs the help,” I called over. Dallinya nodded.

The petty Master only had one mark I could see, and was trying to take on two trolls with a short sword and round shield. Each of his strikes threw a purple debuff aura around his targets, making them slower and more feeble. This made them simple targets for Dallinya to spear from twenty feet up.

As for me, I carved a bloody path through the melee, killing four more of the trolls with a series of lightning fast strikes, and got the two prisoners on their feet.

“Get moving,” I said, and they didn’t hesitate.

One of Hellera’s best gifts to me was the doubling of my mana pool. With that in mind, I slashed at the entire street with a gust of wind, then immediately restarted Swiftwind’s Mark for the extra speed. The trolls closest were blown off their feet, while those behind were forced to stagger back. This gave me the time I needed to slash them apart with the brutal axe.

The petty Master and I converged on the thing that was spewing magic out, which was a large sinkhole some twenty feet across. It had appeared in the center of the road and taken some parts of a nearby building with it. The entire front facade of the building had been torn off, like the skin off a person’s face, revealing a shop interior below and a pair of apartments above.

More Masters were showing up from other streets, their swords and axes red with blood. I turned back to Dallinya. “What now?”

“It only happened once, before I was part of the warrior slaves,” she replied.

As if reading my thoughts, the Governor appeared out of a portal. “What in the name of the gods?”

After a quick inspection he started barking out orders to the Master responsible for this district, and other Masters who had shown up, to get guards here and station petty Masters at the edge of the dungeon mouth. Finally he focused on me. “You haven’t nominated any petty Masters to help secure Ink District.”

“I’ve been here less than a month,” I replied. “But no, no I haven’t. Who’s responsible for this?”

Instead of explaining, he said, “Join me at the grand council chamber. All will be explained.” He disappeared into another portal.
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Two minutes later the bell at the great temple began ringing, and criers starter going out to warn everyone about the dungeon entrance. Twenty minutes later I was at the coliseum, and Dallinya was informing the girls about what had just happened. They were going to discuss options while I did the Master thing.

It was still strange to head across an empty coliseum. I had only been here to see it operate once, and had been more focused on the fucking than the fighting. It might be cool one day, if they made creatures fight each other, but I had no will to see people massacred by jiddaras or groups of men forced to murder each other for sport. Maybe if I knew they were all convicted murderers, but still, probably not.

I took the stairs up, but didn’t immediately spot Vintra. Between that guy and Ryellin, who’d sent three petty Masters after me, I had enough enemies without a dungeon full of trolls boiling into the streets within striking distance of my shop.

The assembled Masters gathered in clumps, discussing what had brought on the commotion. T’charrk and the Master of Iron District invited me into their circle. The big orc who ran Iron District was known as Ferrok, and nearly crushed my forearm when we shook. I realized both T’Charrk and Ferrok had a silver ring, which told me they were part of the Governor’s small council. The bird-headed man had gotten his silver ring after taking over one of Giskennen’s districts, but it made sense that the Master of Iron District would be powerful. The district itself was huge but also important for a variety of instantly apparent reasons.

If marks of power were anything to go by, Ferrok was immensely powerful. He had the bronze tattoos on both sides of his neck, one snaking down his throat, and they littered his exposed upper body. He was more muscly than any Hollywood superhero, and it sure wasn’t steroids. He wore a loose flap of furry leather covering his junk, so I could see scars and marks ranging down his legs as well.

“So…” T’charrk said, “What happened?”

I interrupted before anyone could begin the speculation engine, and told them about the dungeon entrance, the trolls (vurdoks I thought Dallinya had said) and how I’d mowed down several of them.

I didn’t know where dungeons came from, and how they could be made, so I thought I’d asked.

“Raiders,” T’charrk said darkly.

“Hang on,” I said. “Raiders? Raiders, what, created a whole dungeon and all the trolls coming out of it? I thought they’d be riding giant building creatures.” I also thought they were at least six months out.

“They seeded the dungeon underground,” Ferrok explained, “near the city, and probably directed its growth underneath the walls, underneath the subterranean walls… this was a long time coming.”

“They’re also far too early.” T’charrk did not see this as a good thing. His body language was pensive. He had to be one of the newest on the Governor’s small council, and his position was tenuous right now.

Ferrok frowned. “We’ll have to send people down there to root out the monsters and the bosses, while they send people through to try and kill us… but that means the groffere are on the way. It’s a distraction tactic. Divide and conquer.”

The Governor called for order as soon as the servants had brought out chairs to accommodate all of us. Far off district Masters were still trickling in, even after the Governor got going.

“Raiders will be amongst us soon. We should have confirmation within the day, but I will estimate they will be here in no more than a week. Minutes ago they opened up a dungeon entry beneath Ceramics District, directly south of the central market square. Unless we act with decisive force, more openings will appear elsewhere in the city.

“This means we will be in the midst of dealing with this dungeon when the groffere arrive. Today I will petition the emperor for another Gleaming Silver, and I will recommend he send three.”

Murmurs of surprise greeted this.

“This dungeon represents a significant danger we’ve not faced before. It will divide our forces. We will need volunteers from the lesser Masters amongst you to venture into the dungeon. If it is possible, you will defeat the powerful dungeon lord and subdue the creation of monsters with enough time to assist those of us above ground. However, I’m under no illusions: the raiders will likely have their sorcerers traveling through this dungeon to keep you from conquering the dungeon.”

Interesting the way he made the word sorcerers sound like something you’d have to scrape off the bottom of your shoe.

“All of us?” I asked. I didn’t want to sound cowardly, but also wasn’t sure what he meant.

“You either fight above or below,” Ferrok said. “No one sits out a raider attack.”

“What about our districts?”

The bird man sighed heavily. “The law is that districts are to be safeguarded against political machinations while we’re under attack, but it’s a free for all. Masters usually don’t like to leave their districts unattended.”

In the confusion and the chaos, Vintra would come for Ink District, or my head. Got it.

“Which is more dangerous?” I asked quietly.

“Usually the main wizards stay with the groffere. The really powerful ones.”

Well, I was new here, and admittedly not the most powerful among the Masters. Some were raising their hands or voices already. “I’ll volunteer for dungeon duty,” I called out.

The Governor nodded. “The Drifter has chosen. It is what I would have recommended. That makes five. I’ll take another ten volunteers.”

You’ll never guess who volunteered for dungeon duty next.
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Back at the house, I had the girls discuss the situation and their preference on whether to go or stay. I had no experience with this… apparently it happened every couple of years. They were partial to staying at the manor house, but reasoned that Masters would be flinging themselves all over the place to keep the raiders away. It was entirely possible to have the whole building leveled by a stray magical power, and that was not a thing I hoped to hear.

If I was going to risk my safety down below to make sure the city was still here when I came back, I wanted the city to still be here when I came back.

“What about Vintra?” Fayeen asked.

“This is the next reason I’d like to have you all along with me. That guy has it out for me. It’s probably going to turn into a Mad Max situation down in the dungeon, and that means he could immediately turn and try to murder me.”

“It’s against the law,” Dallinya said.

I laughed, and several of the others joined in. “Good one!”

“He can’t,” Velleth explained. “Not until the other Masters are out of range, and there’s a significant surge of monsters or underground raiders.”

“We already knew he was going to pick his moment, Vell," Dallinya argued.

“I think that together, we have a lot of mobility, a lot of options… we can give Dallinya or Hellera my face, and he won’t know which way to go. Long range attacks already work, and I’ve got swifty’s aura.” I gestured to Fayeen.

“Your house?” Shennalil asked. “The district?” She meant to say ‘who will protect Ink District in your absence?’ and I completely understood.

“I’ll see what I can do.”

I met with Ferrok later in Iron District. I was there on some pretext… slave chains. Sure. Slave chains were what I wanted, to keep up the appearances of being a massive douchebag who mercilessly tortured and enslaved the ladies.

Back in a private room behind the smithy, Ferrok rubbed his chin over my request.

“So you want security over Ink District. Why not go to T’charrk? He’s right next to your place. Don’t take my question the wrong way, I’m happy to take your coin.”

“The ladies seem to believe he’s an opportunist, and this is a huge opportunity for him to weaken my hold over the district. Maybe set it on fire—”

“No Master uses fire on another district,” he growled.

“Noted. Anyway I figured he would try to do something with my house or install some spies with the people or something. Now that I say it out loud, it does sound stupid. Still, I’d appreciate if I could buy a couple of petty Masters off you for the week.”

He chewed over this before nodding. After more dickering (I only really dickered in Iron District, apparently), we agreed on a price: a one gold piece discount at my shop for Ferrok, and five gold pieces per day, one for each of the petty Masters I’d be hiring. Lastly, a bonus favor for me getting to talk to the temporary muscle. Ferrok was a deft dealer, and as smart as he was wide in the shoulders.

He could barely fit through a lot of doorways.

I sat the five slabs of beef down at the tavern in Inkpot that was most secure. None of them had more than two Marks, and they were the sort of gigantic mountains of man who advertised owning a woman or two. I could take any one of them alone with the axe, or with the boom stick I still had in storage. Hell, I could probably down two of them, three if I got the lucky jump on them, but five was  pushing it. I felt pretty good about having them guard my district… if they’d actually do that.

“I have a couple of rules to lay down for the next week. These are my people.” I swept a hand back behind me to indicate the bartender, the bar wenches, the folks drinking and dining, hell even the dog-like creatures begging for scraps. “I’ve been making this place clean and nice, and safe. Safe for them, from us.”

“You think—”

I held up a hand and he shut up. “I don’t think anything. I know from experience what we’re like. You’re here for a gold piece a day, which I understand is a load of money. So I set the rules.”

They made some grumbling, but the sort of grumbling that told me they accepted this. It was frankly a metric fuck ton of money by the city’s standards.

“Rules: you’re here in a time of war, so that means you need to be constantly alert. This means the taverns won’t serve you booze. If I hear you badgered anyone into serving you drink, your pay becomes 5 silver a day. Second, the people here are under your protection while I’m gone. If any of them are intentionally hurt by you, you owe me a gold per person hurt. Third, you stay within the limits of the district. If a target has to be chased and killed, fine, but you return here before engaging anyone else. If you’re not in the district to protect it, I can’t pay you.” We went over a couple of other stipulations: they weren’t allowed in my house, they would be given rooms in the district for a week, and the tavern would supply them with three hefty squares a day.

“Is all this amenable?” I asked.

There were a lot of shared looks, calculating whether or not any of them wanted to speak up and try to change the terms.

“What happens if one of us is killed?”

I thought this over. It wasn’t an unfair question.

“Specify a next of kin: brother, parents, your number one slave girl, whoever. Your pay goes to them instead.”

The beefy, bearded dwarf stood and spit in his hand.

What the hell, I thought. I spit in my own hand and grasped his forearm.

You’ve entered into a binding contract! The UI told me. Brog Boulderfists has entered into your service and agrees to your terms.

It then repeated four more times for the other petty Masters.

“Thank you,” I told them.
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Preparations were underway and that meant taking almost all of my shop-gotten-gains and buying up shit we might need. I left supplies in the storage device we’d need: food and water, coils of rope, my multi-tool, the shotgun and the ammunition I’d grabbed throughout the last few weeks with Adrift, the ten foot pole, and the matches and firewood and shit. Then I went looking. Were potions a thing here? It turned out there was an Alchemy District, and it was a good thing I had plenty of gold, because potions were almost astronomically priced.

Grabbing up fire, water, and cold resistance potions didn’t set me back much, but once we got into healing and mana potions I started to get nasty. Each one they wanted ten gold for, and that was ridiculous.

I also understood: in times like these, price gouging became a thing. The Master of Alchemy stood had his petty Masters ready with scores of guards to make sure no Masters like me got violent.

Instead I went for some random potions: cleansing you of poisons, water breathing, seeing in the dark, that sort of thing. I stocked up on what I could, then went back for a couple of healers and manas. At ridiculously inflated prices.

I’d head back to Aceter House next, pick up the ladies, and swing by the hedge mages in Inkwell to see if they had anything special in back to lend me. I was technically within my rights to just take whatever they had, and I’d only do that if they made me.

With all the potions safely stored away in a dead orc’s nose ring, I headed back to deal with some extra business.

I took Zati into my private fourth floor office. “This might be your only opportunity to get free of the city. There are five petty Masters who are going to be looking out for the district, and I’d say there might be a chance one of them could crash through the roof of the house ‘accidentally’ and steal a bunch of my stuff. If they discover you here it’ll go badly.”

She lowered her eyes. “I wish to stay.”

“Is that so? Even if you have to wait another twenty-some days for the full moon and stay in the house without leaving?”

“I have hot water, I have food to fill my belly, my wrists are free of manacles. The company is light-hearted. That would ordinarily cause me to worry about you being weak, but…” She waved her hands at my body, soaked with the blood of the trolls.

“I do look like a bit of a badass right now, don’t I?” I asked.

“I have never wished to share in essence with a male,” she said.

“I won’t force the issue.”

“Never before now,” she clarified. Her bashful, shy look had reddened and taken on a smoldering, half-ashamed expression, a nice mix of confusion and lust.

I had almost forgotten that she’d been watching me screw my other six lady friends day in and day out since she’d arrived. She’d been forced to listen to all the cries of ecstasy and the commands from Dallinya… a lot of which had happened in the huge bed after lights out. She could’ve taken up any of the bedrooms I’d offered her, but instead chose to stay with the rest of the coterie.

I’d also let Auralla and Avya go, something she probably hadn’t believed was possible even though I’d promised it.

“The servants will know how to hide you away if the house is breached,” I told her.

She surged forward and wrapped me in a tight hug, and those big breasts pressed against me in a very pleasing way. Then, to my surprise, she wrapped her tail around my legs not once, but twice. I thought for a second she might be trying to attack me, so I made sure my hands were free, ready to claw, but then she kissed up and down my neck several times.

“Come back to me,” she begged quietly. “I need to have you. I want to stay with you.”


37- Fortune And Glory

Although I told Zati I might have a few minutes for a little sextracurricular activities before going on my first dungeon dive, she was adamant that it must wait until after the purification ritual. She claimed that Vintra had defiled her, ruined her body, and that it was only fair to me that she be purified before doing the horizontal snake dance. She even apologized for kissing me, and begged my forgiveness for touching me with her unclean, filthy body before it had been properly cleansed.

I had a boner that didn’t give a shit about that, but I took her words to heart and forgave her, before taking my boner downstairs to use on the others. Zati’s words, her kisses, and her body had all touched me in more places than just the rod between my legs.

All six of my current ladies were downstairs getting their gear on and mentally preparing for the days ahead. Except Velleth.

She was wringing her hands and peering at me with guilty eyes, just outside the office door. She was also stripped naked. What the hell was going on?

Zati slithered out, gave us a questioning glance, but didn’t say anything and headed downstairs to meet with the serving staff.

“What’s going on?” I asked, knowing she wasn’t here for what I wanted.

She fell to her knees and pressed her forehead to my feet, like Shennalil had done when she was presented to me by the Governor. Her body was wracked with silent sobs.

“Um. What’s going on?” I repeated, though I had a niggling sensation of what this could be.

“I… have betrayed you.”

Setback! Your relationship with Velleth of Surrek has fallen. Something has caused her faith in your relationship to falter. Your abilities associated with Velleth have regressed by a small amount.

Fucking hell. It was the absolutely wrong time for this kind of thing. We needed all the teamwork we’d been building up over the last two weeks, and I couldn’t have our relationships failing. Somewhere in my brain I had assumed that of course relationships could go south and I could lose stars, but I’d done so much to make sure the women were cared for and happy.

I couldn’t help but feel dark anger rising up from the pit of my stomach.

My voice took on a hard edge. “Explain.”

Her face rose and she stared into my eyes, expression wracked by guilt. For a moment her mouth worked open and closed, perhaps thinking that she might beg for concessions or pre-explanation forgiveness or something, but she swallowed all that down as I activated Empath’s Mark.

The thing I’d counted on Shennalil for was something Velleth had gone and done. She’d given away my movements, plans, and knowledge to the Governor. Specifically, she had been meeting with the Governor’s silver female, the felinian with the black skin and the absolutely perfect body.

Velleth didn’t have to say anything, but instead just thought about what had happened while her mind whirled with what I would do to her when I found out the full truth.

The Governor’s Silver slave had contacted her as soon as I arrived, expressing concern that I would slip up and get myself killed. In the likely event I did get killed by breaking the Governor’s law, or just doing something incredibly stupid, the Governess told Velleth, she could provide security against being enslaved by another terrible master like Giskennen. She might even be taken into the Governor’s service. The ability to use illusions was something the Governor would prize highly.

But something wasn’t right. Her memories had blank spots. The words the Governess had said to Velleth were missing. Velleth had an excellent memory of the entire situation. When I told her to explain the beginning to me, I saw it clearly. No holes. Then in the middle of the discussion, there were suddenly no words, and the felinian’s face blurred out.

So they had met once a day in a secure location in Ink District to go over my situation. That meeting had been interrupted today by the dungeon, and Hellera had found her where she wouldn’t normally be.

What the fuck? This was obviously some magic power shit and we were in the middle of something big.

I knelt down and smoothed the tears from her blue face. “Velleth, listen to me very closely.” She nodded, lip quivering. “The Governor is already spying on me through Shennalil.”

I’d stopped calling her Lily after she’d proven so useful. She hadn’t liked the nickname from the ‘back end of her name.’

Velleth reacted as if I’d punched her in the guts. For several moments her mouth worked open and closed while she processed this revelation.

“I thought you knew.”

“She hasn’t reported anything…” Velleth managed. “I had… I had watched her comings and goings. Through informants and runners.”

“She arrived with a pair of golden hair ties with big gems in them,” I said. “I had them quietly appraised by the Inkwell hedge mages, and they’re enchanted.”

“B-but…” she was confused. Why would the Governess need information her Master, the Governor, already had? I was curious to know the reasons why myself. And what the felinian had done to my favorite elf.

“There’s more to the Governor and his Silver slave than we know, understand? It’s not the time to go into it, but we will. We’ll keep feeding her information after this dungeon business is over, and we’ll see where it gets us. If we have to, we’ll confront her.”

“I’m sorry,” she breathed. “So sorry.”

“I understand, and I know it took a lot of courage to come clean. I appreciate that. Furious as I might be, I know it was difficult.”

She looked up from her place on her knees, and didn’t get past the tent in my leather skirt. “M-my Master is in need.”

“I am pretty horny after meeting with Zati. And I’m not your master.”

“Should I send for Fayeen?” she whispered. “Dallinya?” Her mind was desperate for any way to please me, or make me look past her transgression.

I ran my fingers through her hair and pulled her head closer. My stomach was heating up with that familiar rush of lust. My cock rose, indignant. “You have a bit of punishment coming your way, I think.”

“Y-yes, Master.”

Her mouth closed over me and she closed her eyes until I told her to look into my face. Tears had welled up from the shame of her confession, and now they spilled down her cheeks.

Velleth had never had much interest in taking me into her mouth. She’d only gone down on me once, and now I could tell it was far from her favorite activity. I knew now, while her thoughts came to me, that Giskennen had not been one who understood the word ‘gentle.’ He was also an orc, and far larger than most of them could handle. She hadn’t been schooled in proper technique.

“Open as wide as you can,” I told her in a hushed, serious tone. “All lips and tongue, no teeth.”

I then proceeded to hold onto her head and fuck her face in slow, measured strokes. Even Shennalil could stuff the whole thing into her mouth now, with the way my power had grown. My dick had gained some magical ability to be the size I needed, which was both very strange and completely awesome.

Right now I wanted discomfort, so it was longer and thicker than Velleth could handle. She gagged and choked each time I pulled her towards me, inexorable and merciless, until gradually I forced more and more of my length down into her throat.

It felt incredible, both to have the means to choke her, and have the reason to feel good about doing it. I had plenty of reasons to be frustrated with the situation here, and this was a pretty flimsy excuse for taking them out on her, but here I was doing just that.

She didn’t resist, other than to plant her hands against my thighs and continue staring up at my disappointed face. She had plenty of saliva to lubricate me, and ran her tongue back and forth anytime I was pulling back. She knew what felt good, but simply didn’t enjoy the act like Auralla now did.

“Omission of the truth is a type of lie,” I told her in a husky voice, while cupping her chin in my hand. She had the head of my cock in her mouth.

Her thoughts swirled: she was scum. She was the lowest of the low, nothing more than a series of holes to be used for her Master’s pleasures. She deserved to be defiled by animals and not more, so this treatment was a blessing.

She gave me a muffled ‘Yes, Master’ so I pulled her head in tight, until her nose touched my abs. Then I held her there, gagging her, choking her. Her throat started automatically contracting around my cock, trying to either force me out or get air.

“Every day you have lied, the air from your lungs could have informed me about this arrangement and didn’t.”

Those thoughts of hers continued to flow in: She didn’t deserve to bear my mark. She would beg to be dominated when the full moon came again. She would cower in the corner of the bedroom and face away so she couldn’t see all the deserving females worthy of sharing Master’s bed.

Her eyelids were beginning to flutter, and she pushed against my thighs in vain. I held her steady, ten seconds, fifteen seconds. I’d never done this, and the sensations deep in her throat were darkly pleasurable. Nowhere near as good as looking into Shennalil’s eyes when I was rearranging her guts, but good in a different way. This was as close as I’d been to being a capital M Master, and part of me liked it.

Yes, she thought. She needed to be punished. If the Master experienced any speck of pleasure in killing her, it was more than she deserved. She couldn’t stop her hands from trying to push Master away, couldn’t breathe; she shouldn’t be breathing anyway, she should be dead because of what she’d done. She felt deep shame at her body’s attempt to cling to life, even as her senses darkened.

And she felt a twisted pleasure at the same time. The Master was kind and benevolent, but he knew the ways of this world’s Masters when necessary. Master’s actions were right and just. He showed his indomitable power.

Heat blossomed inside her core, and she grew wet from being punished in the appropriate manner. A vague, new and unknown pulse of pleasure radiated from her throat and her flailing brain, down to her pussy. She would orgasm as she died. It was more than she deserved.

I let her go, and she spent the next bit of time hacking and coughing. Then she immediately sucked the head back in and reached shaking hands up to mine. She placed my hands on the back of her head again, and stared up into my eyes. The tear streaks, the sweat, and the spit running down her chin all served to turn me on more.

Her subservience pushed me dangerously close to the edge, and instead of walking along that edge, I went hard into her mouth. She was in the throes of guilt and shame, but I wasn’t going to give her death by cock. I needed her alive and in fighting condition.

We didn’t have time for this bullshit, not with a dungeon full of monsters and invaders. As nice as it felt to bury myself in her throat, we had to get moving.

So instead I facefucked her, hard, for another good minute, and hissed as my orgasm approached.

“Here… is my… forgiveness,” I growled. “Make sure you swallow… all of it.”

Then I came in her mouth and watched as she dutifully swallowed every bit. She opened her mouth to show me that not a drop remained.

Her thoughts were still troubled: she had fulfilled my wish, which was good, even though she was hardly worthy. She would fulfill my wishes, and try to claw back into my good graces. She would be a good slave.

“You are forgiven,” I told her, and helped her to her feet. Her knees were shaking, and she’d grown very wet from the treatment. “Now forgive yourself. We need to be out the door in five minutes.”

“Thank you, Master.”

I didn’t bother to correct her again, but shook my head and went downstairs to check on the others. Velleth appeared several minutes later, cleaned up and clothed but still unable to meet my eyes. It wouldn’t occur to me until I was near death that Velleth’s confession was timed very badly… and perhaps on purpose.
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We watched the mammoth forms of the groffere in the distance. Not for long, mind you, because we were in a rush, but out on the third floor was a balcony area I hadn’t noticed yet. Now that the walls had been folded back, I finally saw it for what it was: a party deck, easily twenty feet square and sporting deck furniture.

A shape, larger than any one building in Surrek, moved in the distance. It was still far enough away that it was just a smudge of slightly darker blue against the horizon, but that meant it was miles and miles out, and so vast it was difficult to even imagine the size of it.

“Holy…” I muttered.

“Yes,” Hellera said. “They are imposing indeed. We had best move.”

She marched off the balcony deck thing and back into the house. Sometime later, a sniffling Velleth melted against me and clutched against my left arm.

Ugh, with Auralla gone, Velleth was supposed to be my right hand. We stood like that, with her staring at the floor and her forehead pressed against my bicep, until Dallinya, Fayeen, Shennalil and Quavallie all went inside to finish preparing.

“Come,” I told her.

Tears choked her response. “M-master, I—”

“You’re coming with us. I need you on this. That’s an order.”

The situation with Velleth made me miss Auralla very badly. I liked Avya, a lot, and I really liked how she tied the girls together, but Auralla was my OG. She was naive, teachable, and took everything in stride. She was good with a spear, and she genuinely wanted to be around me. She hadn’t had to give up Sunspire to live in the city, nobody had forced her to bring along Avya, and go through whatever effort it took to convince the nellwyn to come with her. She’d done that of her own exuberance. On top of all that, she’d promised to come back from Sunspire, even though she was under no obligation to.

I wanted my Auralla back.

This shit with Velleth and Shennalil and the Governor cinched it: deception, backstabbery and politics was not fun for me, I wasn’t that great at it, and it was not something Auralla was wrapped up in. Now the Governor’s girl was involved?

And I had to deal with the vague backstabby threat of T’charrk maybe, and the very real frontstabby threat of Vintra definitely. With Auralla around, in her see-through pants and shirt with all her charms on display, with her genuine smile, I would’ve been much more at ease.

But she wasn’t here with me, so I wasn’t at ease.

I had confessed love to my ex once upon a time, and Lara from high school once upon a time. I had thought I knew what the word meant, on earth. You want to be around someone, you stay with them, you put up with their bullshit, and there’s lots of sex. One of you does the dishes, the other one does the vacuuming, and once the chore duties are settled, shit settles into a rhythm.

Now, in this moment, I was pretty sure that wasn’t true, because my thoughts kept returning to Auralla. Everything would be better with Auralla here, was the mantra that kept replaying over and over. I would be a better person, I would be able to handle the situation, she would help keep me on an even keel.

Yes, this was probably love, and that was definitely a bad thing right now. It was another distraction.

We headed to Inkwell before setting off for the dungeon and whatever that entailed. I informed them of the deal with the petty Masters out of Iron District, and they shoved magic items in my face in response.

They had a slew of items for me and the girls: boots of silence, goggles for dark sight, gloves of swiftness, and backpacks of lightness in addition to slightly better protection amulets and circlets for alertness. Individually none of them were amazing, but they had been really cranking out magic items for about a week now. They needed to be used, and now was the time.

“I have this axe,” I told them. “But it’s not attuned to me. I’ve been putting off the ritual of attunement.”

Giskennen’s Brutal Axe

Melee slashing weapon, fine quality, enchanted

Bronze tier

Qualities: everlasting, eversharp, light, swift, powerful, severing

Attuned Abilities: Activate with the proper shout to create a hail of shards three times per day (ranged, normal, piercing). Swing forward and activate with the proper shout to make a mighty leap three times per day (movement, magical).

This weapon was attuned to Giskennen the Brutal, though he is dead at your hand. You may attune this weapon with the ritual of attunement.

“One of my favorites,” the lead enchanter said with a wistful tone. I knew he wasn’t happy training a series of apprentices to spam the market with low grade magic items, but it had already been making money, and would continue even while we went and tackled the dungeon. It was money we would need to recover from the potion debacle of right-before-Evan’s-first-dungeon.

“Can you help me with the ritual?”

He shook his head. “The ritual of attunement is lengthy. You wouldn’t make it into the dungeon for at least a day.”

Shit. I’d put it off too long. Well, all the training would have to do instead of mighty leaps and hails of shards. I wished the dungeon had given me another week.

Life never lets you off the hook like that though.

Well, in that case there was nothing else keeping us from the dungeon. Time to go over all the crap I had stored up in this tiny piece of metal.

I had materials to help Quavallie stay hydrated in Giskennen’s nose ring of holding, along with provisions from the servants. I’d long since grabbed the last of the energy drinks and jerky from Mack. Although I’d hired some guys to keep people away from Mack, there was no telling whether or not she’d survive the gigantic kaiju beasts or the coming battle.

I’d also siphoned all the remaining diesel fuel into a couple of smaller kegs, and had other supplies besides: rope, lumber we could also use as firewood, nails and tools, lighters, battery-powered headlamps, and both my firearms. I didn’t know what we might need, so I had everything.

We found a crowd waiting and watching a good fifty feet from the dungeon opening, but they all parted to let us through. The magic sparklers were still spewing out of the thing, and several trolls lay dead here and there just beyond the entrance. We passed a handful of petty Masters on guard duty, who nodded and followed the six of my ladies with jealous eyes. They were probably just power hungry sonsabitches, but my six were also wearing earth fashions, and were smoking hot. We had to keep those marks of power secret until we got inside.

One of the petty Masters approached. “It hasn’t been two hours. You’re sure you have all that you need?”

“Six extremely high quality slaves and one magically conjured beast familiar… basically everything I need right there.”

He cast an appraising eye over the ladies in question, and nearly got himself pushed into the dungeon. I resisted the impulse to have Jerry chomp his leg off.

“Have any of the other Masters entered the dungeon?” I asked.

He shook his head, the liar.

Jerry padded forward silently on six powerful jiddara legs, and slipped down into the dungeon.

“More fortune and glory for me then,” I said, and jumped in.


38- Curse Your Inevitable Betrayal

You have entered a mid-level dungeon! Monsters here will periodically spawn unless their spawning points are destroyed. This dungeon’s monsters will be your tier. However, the more adventurers who descend to take on this dungeon, the more frequently they will spawn, and more powerful the monsters will become.

I was in the dungeon all of three seconds before I had a flaming spear impaling me. This was exactly two seconds after Jerry died a mysterious death for descending into the dungeon ahead of me, and I took a magical backlash injury automatically.

My senses, enhanced as they were, allowed me to see that this was not the dungeon I was expecting: the cavern had a flat dirt floor but rose up on natural walls a good twenty feet to either side of me, a good thirty feet in the air, but the floor descended into glowing pools of water that dotted the pathway. Some of these pools were large, stretching off into the distance, while another was the size of a Jacuzzi. The cavern stretched off into the dark distance, which I was peering into when the spear erupted from above my belly button.

Warning! You have sustained seven injuries! The window informed me, quite unnecessarily. Two fire and two nonmagical injuries have been prevented by your natural resistances. The large number of injuries all at once means you are suffering from shock. Magical abilities and most actions will be impossible to access until shock is resisted.

The pain was right on the heels of the message, bright and apocalyptic. I grabbed for Giskennen’s nose ring out of the little pocket in my leather skirt, but it flipped away. It turned out that my hand was already slick with my own blood.

Shock appeared as a green circle, a clock as it turned out, winding rather quickly down from green to red.

“Curse your inevitable betrayal,” I groaned, and stared down at the gore and the spearpoint. I really had been fucking impaled, and not through the side like in all the movies. I stared at it in, well, shock.

“You’re pathetic,” Vintra hissed from behind me. He wrenched on the spear and the window told me I’d absorbed two of the three extra injuries, but took another one. “One spear wound is all it took? Really?”

“You’re gonna pay for Jerry,” I grunted. Jerry would respawn in the morning.

I wanted to tell him no, I had all kinds of wounds left. Survivor’s Mark was Bronze level now and gave me all kinds of goodies, but you know, you stab a guy in the back and things go sideways in a hurry.

Survivor’s Mark

*Passive*

*Bronze tier, one star*

Normal: You gain moderate resistance to physical damage. You may suffer up to triple your normal Wounds before falling to Critical Wounds. You gain a moderate regeneration for wounds caused by physical damage.

Bronze: You gain moderate resistance to physical and toxic conditions. Poisons, toxins, and physical debuffs run their course moderately faster than they otherwise would. Your capacity for Wounds and Critical Wounds is increased further.

You gained this ability after joining with Dallinya of Surrek. This ability’s tier is tied to your Relationship with Dallinya of Surrek.

He came around in front of me while I fell to my knees, grunting in pain. I had never been impaled before, nor suffered more than the jiddara raking my leg, unless you counted burning myself in scouts at the age of fifteen. This burned places of me that had never felt pain, so it was safe to say this was worse.

“I’m going to take pleasure in this,” Vintra said, and grabbed at my chin. In the meantime, the shock was starting to wear off, because the little clock was finally all red and disappeared. I noted the little icons for my abilities come to life. I immediately activated Mender’s Mark on myself.

Hellera and Dallinya also entered the dungeon at this point. They wasted no time in rushing forward, weapons drawn.

Vintra’s expression went from furious and triumphant to unnerved and calculating in an instant. He recreated the flaming spear in his hand and backed off. The one rammed right the fuck through me vanished.

“Even weaker than I thought,” he said, and began fending off axe attacks from my dragonite warrior, and spear attacks from Dallinya. “Needing slaves to come to your aid. Well, you’ll just have to watch them die.”

Velleth and Fayeen came next, followed by Quavallie and Shennalil. Only the last two had a moment of hesitation, before Shennalil fluttered to lay on her Mender’s touch, and Quavallie rushed forward with water frothing at her hands.

Vintra looked to be surrounded for a half second, before six copies of himself split off and took up the fight. He also breathed a cloud of black smoke into the area, which caused the ladies to begin falling back and choking.

I got to my feet, and got Swiftwind’s Mark going.

The copies of Vintra were real enough, but blurred out and fast. It was still easy to tell which was the real Vintra. They dodged and struck with the sort of speed only Fayeen could match.

Their spears didn’t burn with the same fire, and Hellera used this to her advantage. She soon had the spear trapped under one arm, yanked the copy forward, and hacked into the side of its neck, killing it. The blurry black thing dissolved into a spray of blackened ash. She then teleported and had two hand axes buried into the back of the next copy.

As for the black smoke, Hellera worked through it. Fayeen looped around it in a blur. Dallinya ducked and rolled beneath it, behind her intended target, and raked him across the hamstring. Velleth backed off and used her Drifter power to make a hand portal to stab him. Quavallie began choking on the toxins, only to have them cleansed by a quick touch from Shennalil.

“You fucking idiot,” I snarled, and let the girls work. Shit, I didn’t have to hand this guy his ass, the girls were taking care of business without me needing to lift a finger. “Did you honestly think I had no idea you would be here?”

Velleth was in the process of striking out with throwing daggers, Fayeen had just stabbed one of the copies in the thigh, and Quavallie used water from one of the pools to reach out and suck the last of the blurry copies away. It vanished with a splash.

Vintra’s reaction was comical, turning wide eyes this way and that in disbelief and frightened wonder. He backed away, unleashed a flurry of blows against Fayeen, which was clearly a mistake. She was faster than me without the Swiftwind aura, and blocked his attacks with ease, even raking him across the hand and forearm in quick ripostes of her parrying dagger. Velleth had two, then three knife slashes into his chest, midsection and thigh with her Drifter ability to distance strike. We’d only been training a hair under two weeks, but it was good to see the hard work paying off.

“I mean I guess you picked the best possible time you try and ambush me, all things considered, but really, without even testing my capabilities?”

Hellera caught him up under the ribs with a hand axe from behind, and took an elbow to the face. She staggered back, but Fayeen was right there in his face to keep him from going after her in force.

After another ten seconds of murdering blurry clones, it was clear the fight was over. Vintra definitely had the same kind of endurance power I got from Dallinya, which allowed him to stay standing and capable of fighting, but he hadn’t landed much more than a single blow on Hellera.

“Don’t kill him,” I said, and they backed off. They did glance at me, probably to make sure I was going to do it instead. I bent to grab up Giskennen’s nose ring, get the axe, and then approached.

He was bleeding from a dozen places, but still standing.

“You need to listen, and listen good,” I told him. “Spice District will be no more if all we do is kill each other. I’m told the magic users from this raider group are good, better than us, so we need all the Masters we can get.”

Realization was dawning that he wasn’t about to die. He was also astonished to see the wound in my midsection was almost completely healed.

I also wanted this cunt bucket to suffer. Sure I could lop his head off, but that wouldn’t be nearly as good as having his entire world crumble around him, pulled down brick by brick, and possibly by his own people. The plans were now beginning to populate in my brain, beginning as simple designs, but blossoming into gorgeous red flowers.

Did that make me the bad guy? Ah well. For this guy, I'd go as dark as necessary.

“I’ll make a deal with you: you go kill off some of those voldemort ducks—“

“Vurdoks,” Dallinya said quietly.

“Thank you. You go kill those things, you deal with some raiders, and then if we’re almost done, feel free to try ambushing me then.”

“You’re letting him go?” Hellera asked. The venom in her tone made it very clear what she thought about that idea.

“He’s definitely no threat to us,” I told her. “But I don’t know dungeons. He does. The more of us down here, the better.”

Almost at the exact same time, Hellera snarled at him and buried a hand axe in his back, and a blue hand appeared from a tiny portal, stabbing out to cut Vintra’s throat. Blood sprayed.

“Um?” I asked.

Vintra’s eyes bulged, and the spear reappeared in his hand, only to be knocked aside by a ball of Quavallie’s water before he could attack. Fayeen and Dallinya had spears in him a second later. He struggled to his feet, and began to glow with a golden radiance. Several new appendages grew out of his back, too, like gigantic spider legs, but Hellera leapt back before any of them could spear her.

That did it. I stepped up, brought the axe around, and got him under the ribcage. The blade sunk in, got him through the spinal column, and stopped at the other side. The golden glow disappeared, and the extra limbs vanished as he died, half the man he'd been.

I had the dumbest look on my face, I’m sure of it. I also had a replay of the first, no, second battle with Masters of our time together: the dwarf getting his throat slit. No witnesses. No… Hellera had said ‘No surrender.’

They stared at me; I stared in disbelief at them.

“No surrender?” I asked.

“No witnesses,” Dallinya replied, and gestured to the Drifter’s Mark. An enemy who knew about the girl power I had on hand was dangerous. They weren’t wrong.

Still.

“Man, I had this slow downfall planned for the guy. A slave uprising where all the girls in his harem do a Julius Caesar when he comes in naked one day, and they start with his balls.”

“We don’t know what that means,” Dallinya said.

“Or care,” Hellera said.

“Let’s dispose of the evidence then?” I suggested. “Or is my authority not being respected any longer?” Behind me, a huge snake made entirely of water reached up out of one of the pools and retrieved the body, sucking it down into the depths.

Not going to lie, that scared me a little, casually tossing somebody out. Enemy or not, I still hadn’t adapted completely to the Ethetrian casual disregard for life.

Buck up, self, I told myself. Don’t be squeamish. You’re about to kill a whole lot of things down here.

“Oh, don’t be like that,” Fayeen said cheerfully. “You said we were free to do what we wanted, right?”

“Checkmate,” I grumbled.

She ruffled my hair. “You’re adorable.”

“And often infuriating,” Hellera grumbled.

“That’s why you keep me around,” I said, still in a bit of shock. They really had just taken it upon themselves to go against my wishes. Which… I more or less told them to do. My mind told me this was a good thing, while my emotions were super not ready to handle what had just happened.

Fayeen rolled her eyes. “Oh yes, your wit is definitely the reason we keep you around.”

“It’s definitely not your essence sharing… equipment,” Dallinya said.

“Mostly his tongue,” Fayeen clarified. “And I’m not talking about a silver tongue.”

“Leave him be,” Velleth insisted quietly. Fayeen and Dallinya fell silent, but also cast a glance at Velleth, and one with each other.

I paused. “Did you guys see that? I was just impaled.”

“We are not guys,” Hellera insisted.

“Do you want any extra healing?” Shennalil asked from Quavallie’s side. She fluttered into the air, and I thought sexual healing. It would be really good if the Mender’s Mark worked like that. Not practical, but pretty awesome.

“No I just mean… I’ve never had a weapon shoved through my entire body before. It was the worst.” I activated Mender’s Mark again, and watched, satisfied, while the magic tattoo wrapping around my arm flashed with magic. Good, good, I could get past this justifiable homicide with the magic of humor. Yes, that’s exactly what I could and would do.

“We need to get a move on,” I told them. “Before more of the Masters come down here. And we need to get you more comfortable.” Boy was I going to enjoy this. And further move past our casual homicide with some good old fashioned arousal.
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The yoga pants, sweaters, and other earth gear now rested comfortably in Giskennen’s nose ring of holding, and the ladies were putting on their preferred attire. For my part, I relaxed and watched them undress, then dress once again. The tits and ass on display was both delicious and frustrating… I couldn’t just have a go with any of these beauties while we were surrounded by evil four-armed trolls, and whatever the raiders had in terms of forces.

Oh, and the other Masters. Thirteen other possible idiots to have to murder? No thank you. I wanted to get away from the entrance as quick as possible.

It was going to make the rest of this dungeon delve a lot nicer to look at: Dallinya wore only a scrap of leather over her breasts and another over her lady parts, as did Fayeen and Velleth. Hellera didn’t need clothing, which was also cool, and neither did Quavallie. Shennalil had a glimmering, semi-transparent dress that essentially drew up over her shoulders and tied over her butt. And left nothing to the imagination.

They equipped the boots, the gloves, the protection amulets, the circlets, the goggles, and the backpacks. Now they had the look of sexy adventurers. I had a pair of goggles, gloves, and boots for myself, an amulet, and a circlet. I’m certain I looked silly as hell, but nobody said anything.

I was presently buffed for Nightvision, one star of Quick, some stacking magical damage resistance, and the circlet gave me one star of Charming.

“Let’s go whoop some ass,” I told them.

We found monsters less than two minutes later. Vurdoks had either hollowed out domed shaped rooms, or moved into them. We used Shennalil’s Drifter ability to scout ahead, with her floating along as nothing more than a haze of mist and reporting back. She didn’t move especially quickly as a mist cloud, but I hadn’t tested the speed of her flight in normal mode either. Still, she could hold the mist form for well over a minute without issue.

The vurdoks had abducted some people of the city, and had them tied up in groups while they worked over a huge cauldron. The ladies and I rushed in, with the aid of Swiftwind, and had three of the eight vurdoks dead before any of them even glanced up. Even when they did, we rolled through them like an act of God, leaving splattered remains everywhere.

Now when the vurdoks died, they dropped coins and loot. Sparkling treasure fell, and the UI informed me that I could loot them just by touching. I tapped at them, and the stuff looted right into my inventory: 39 copper pieces, 4 wooden clubs, one wooden spear, and 4 chunks of vurdok meat.

Don’t knock it til you’ve tried it.

A few moments later we had the vurdok’s spawn points ‘destroyed’ with fire. Hellera took one look at my torches and laughed, bathing the spawn point in her fire breath.

Next, the people went free, and following us back towards the entrance of the dungeon. These included men and women of all kinds of species, who were thanking us profusely. I told them not to worry, and that we were just happy to help.

We headed back that way, and on through the next series of rooms attached to this hallway, finding vurdoks in most rooms we came across. They were stinking, nasty things that slept on furs with the bones of their food scattered around them, picked clean.

Every one we came across Hellera wanted to kill with extreme prejudice, but we started to turn it into another training session. We needed Shennalil to be strong in the face of adversity, in case this place caught the rest of us up in spider webs or we got separated. Quavallie and Shennalil hadn’t had much combat training, but Quavallie took to it much faster than the little fae.

The cephellian girl moved with a strange dynamic, her body flexible and squishy in a way none of the mammals were. She was able to slip out of the vurdoks’ grip even when they had her by both arms, and this allowed her to get inside their defenses more easily. She fought with a spear and had a number of javelins at her side, but more often she liked to use the pools of water here and there to create a blue green glowing wave that sucked vurdoks to their deaths. After a little thrashing, the pools would go still. This meant she didn’t have to fight one on one.

In one instance she had a big water snake follow us around for over fifty feet before it darted into the room and snatched out a vurdok. It whipped past us, screaming, and nearly got me in the head before it disappeared into the pool.

“You’re terrifying,” I told her.

“Thank you!” she said sweetly.

Fayeen and Hellera could teleport short distances, but Fayeen’s speed meant she didn’t really need to. Velleth and Dallinya used portal stabs, but I also told them to pull the old tap on the shoulder routine. This successfully turned enemies around in order for Shennalil to come in for a stab with her spear. They’d mostly been focused on body stabs or throat slashes, but I directed them to the Achilles heel if they didn’t think they could take the vurdoks down quickly.

Mostly we conserved mana. Velleth and I knew from experience that repeatedly draining ourselves wasn’t going to end well. Our weapons training under Auralla and Hellera had gone pretty well, and now we were smacking around troll wannabes left and right.

Thankfully, I had a map power which told me exactly where we’d been, how many vurdoks we’d killed, how many people we’d saved, and what the rooms were called. A lot were just ‘room’, but it was an easy way to push forward without getting turned around thanks to the map. The caverns weren’t identical, but they were awfully similar once we started moving through this or that curving hallway.

We eventually made our way back to the main thoroughfare. Where it rose some twenty feet to barrel vaulted ceilings and was easily forty feet wide, most of the hallways were barely twelve feet high. Some of the individual rooms were only about six feet high before I was under threat of a stalactite bashing me in the head.

Civilians delivered back to the entrance, we fought on and later stopped after almost two hours of slowly making our way from room to room, and had a small snack break. We were far deeper into the dungeon now.

“So far so good,” I said, and passed hunks of bread to them, along with a bowl of piping hot stew for dipping.

“This place is a… a labyrinth,” Dallinya said, frowning, and the other five seemed unsettled by the idea of losing our way down here. That didn’t last long, once I explained the map I had at my disposal.

“You mean you know exactly where we are?”

I took a huge bite of stew-soaked bread. “A’Courf!”

A lot of relieved expressions went around the circle.

We chatted a bit, before hearing someone coming. I could tell somehow, magically, that it was another Master, though I couldn’t explain how exactly that was possible. It just felt like a host of magical marks advancing toward us.

“It’s slave time,” I murmured, and they sat bolt upright.

Around the bend came a burly, purple-scaled dragonite with his scales full of marks of power. Like a lot of other Masters, he wasn’t clad in much more than a loincloth with an ornate belt, along with a leather sash thing holding various potions like an ammo belt. He carried a maul not very different than the one petty Master I’d killed out in the wilds, a thing with a metal head the size of a bowling ball, on a six foot handle. The whole deal was inscribed with runes that radiated with soft purple power.

He froze at the sight of us, taking in the six ladies of all different species, and finally me. He then grinned. “Look at what we have here!”


39- No Hard Feelings

Ryellin regarded us with a scaly grin. “I been wondrin' if any of the others made their way down yet, and here y’are with a whole gaggle a’ slaves.”

“Here I am,” I said, then motioned to the food on the floor. “Stew and bread?”

“I won’t say no to some free grub,” he said amiably, and had a seat.

None of the women made eye contact. They immediately adopted a subservient posture, though their marks of power were still visible.

“I don’t believe we’ve met,” I said, and offered up a hand. “Evan. Ink District.”

“So you’re the Drifter,” he said, and took my forearm in his big scaly paw. “Ryellin. Lumber District, and the stinking hell that is the Leather District.”

He chuckled. I tried to match it, thinking about what might make the Leather District a stinking hellscape. I could’ve sworn there was something in the tanning process that involved collecting and possibly boiling piss, but it was fuzzy on that portion of medieval technology.

Well, I had the name of his dead subordinates tattooed on my shoulders, so this was going to be interesting. I mentally called to Jerry, before remembering that Vintra had killed him. Fucking fucker. Well, I was a bit more glad that Vintra had gone the way of the dodo.

“You haven’t seen any of the other Masters who volunteered to come down?” I asked.

“Nah,” he said, mouth full of stew and a big hunk of bread. “Some of ‘em will just stroll through and collect up any loot if we vanguard get killed off. Or they’ll babysit the entrance, even though it ain’t their job.”

Let the raiders kill off rival Masters so the living could inherit the territory formerly controlled by the newly dead. It wasn’t a stupid plan, as far as plans went, but it was pretty cowardly and lazy. But of course, even among magically-powered barbarian oligarchs running a city, you’d have all types. T’Charrk and Giskennen seemed like polar opposites, honestly.

“Oh hey, you got Carn’s name tattooed there on your shoulder.” He reached up and scratched at the back of his neck sheepishly. “Seems like you took care a’ my three mercenaries without trouble.”

“I wouldn’t call it easy,” I lied. Although Velleth had taken a hit, the three of Ryellin’s petty Masters hadn’t been much of an impediment. He didn’t need to know that.

He slapped me on the shoulder and chuckled. “Hope there’s no hard feelings, Drifter. It’s the way of doing business here in Surrek. The whole world over, really. It certainly wasn’t personal! I didn’t even know your name at the time.”

“No hard feelings,” I told him, though I couldn’t say that was absolutely true. He’d sent guys to kill me. On the other hand, he wasn’t doing well. From what Zati had told me, this guy had fallen on hard times, yet he still controlled two large districts.

Zati. Ryellin had been the catalyst for her being kidnapped and trafficked all the way up to the city, far from the deserts she called home.

I had almost as many reasons to kill this guy as Vintra.

“Partner up?” he asked.

“I have to admit, I don’t have much experience with dungeons, raiders, or magic. It’s not a bad idea.”

It was a terrible idea. I was hamstringing the girls away from using their powers. However…

I stood, and Ryellin followed suit, being the third Master in the city who didn’t seem like a complete tool. Sure we had a bumpy history, but we were both here on the same mission, and there were people trying to kill us who weren’t us.

“Slaves,” I told them all flatly, hating what I was about to say, “you are to remain behind us and assist only if we become surrounded. We will learn from this experienced Master, interfere with him as little as possible, and assist him when it becomes necessary.”

“Yes, Master,” Velleth said hurriedly. The others followed suit.

I cast a glance at Velleth, and found her rubbing her throat absently, and when my eyes met hers, she looked away. The slice of relationship star I’d lost still hadn’t been regained, and that didn’t strike me as a good sign in the slightest.

For good or ill, it was going to be an extended weapons-only training session.

[image: ]

The girls and I had already discussed the likelihood of something like this happening, and they knew to cover up their marks with various articles of clothing so as not to arouse more suspicion than necessary. They quietly put bracers and tank tops on while Ryellin took the lead.

I’d almost let the cat out of the bag with Vintra, so I reasoned that we could just kill off Ryellin when the time came and he wasn’t useful any longer. The girls didn’t have trouble stabbing people who’d surrendered, and I’d have to get there eventually too.

Ryellin also made short work of vurdoks with his maul, which wasn’t anywhere near as slow as his subordinate’s had been. He swung it to and fro with ease, crushing fake trolls left and right. The purple sigils were probably qualities like eversharp, light, swift and powerful, just as Giskennen’s axe was. It could also throw a blast of purple energy forward along the floor, which ravaged the flooring anywhere he hit, throwing enemies off their feet so he could crush their skulls while they were down.

Like we’d do with Ryellin. When the time came. Sure. Yeah. No problem. Protect me and mine. All I’d have to do was swallow that bit of inhibition. 

An aura lit up around me at one point, while we were mopping the floor with vurdoks left and right. This came the second before I saw the first sorcerer.

You’ve been affected by Magekiller’s Aura. While in range, your strikes have a mana drain effect, damage taken from magical attacks is decreased, and you deal additional magic damage with any melee or hand attack.

The sorcerer gave us about a half second to get out of the way before a ball of fire the size of a Volkswagen roared to life and sped down the hallway toward us.

“Scatter!” I shouted, and put up the Bronze spell Quavallie had given me. This surrounded me with great big balls of magic water, sucked right out of the pools in this hallway. These froze into ice balls the size of a snowman’s bottom section instantly. The ball of fire continued to grow larger as it approached, until it seemed to cover the entire hallway.

I hoped like hell this worked.

Aquamancer’s Mark

*Spell, magical (elemental)*

*Bronze tier, no stars*

Normal: Cast to create and throw a ball of water that explodes on impact for moderate damage. This spell has the chance to knock the target back, and has a chance to deliver cephellian toxin to enemies splashed. Both may be resisted, by succeeding a Grit (Tough) check.

Alternately, if water already exists around you, the water ball will be composed of this nearby water and be up to triple in size.

Costs moderate mana, with no cooldown.

Bronze: Cast to surround yourself with numerous balls of ice that explode against oncoming attacks, inflicting cold damage and slowing enemies. Each ice ball can intercept a single attack, though high level attacks may consume more than one.

Alternately, if water already exists around you, the ice balls will be composed of this nearby water and be up to triple in size.

Costs high mana. No cooldown.

You gained this ability after joining with Quavallie of Surrek. This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Quavallie of Surrek.

Over a dozen huge balls of ice had formed, and instead of swirling around my body, they all rushed up to smash into the fireball at once. Shards of ice and tongues of flame crashed against one another for dominance like all those movies, and waves of heat blasted out at us.

I was supposed to take a lot of fire damage, but between my magic resistance and the fire resistance from Hellera, I ended up taking just three injuries.

That was it, however. More little gouts of flame were shooting at Ryellin, but no more gigantic blasts.

“This little bastard,” I hissed, “is going to be really unhappy really soon.”

I surged forward and blasted air back behind me to shove myself forward, then put on Swiftwind’s Mark again, and teleported forward just when I figured I could appear behind this sorcerer guy.

The guy was an orange-skinned half-fae half-elf, with fiery hair licking up this way and that, and again no pupils or irises, just like the elemental ladies from Sunspire. Unlike all the people I’d met so far, this guy had on clothes: robes in burnt orange, with gold runes in the brown trim. He had a bunch of rings, bracelets, multiple earrings per ear, something like half a dozen facial piercings, and several necklaces. A couple of gem-like things revolved around his head, too.

I wondered briefly if any of those things was going to stop the brutal axe from making this guy a former threat. Giskennen’s axe took him up under the armpit and cleaved his entire arm off like warm butter, so… not really. The three red gems spinning around his head zapped me with fire, but I was halfway to fireproof thanks to Hellera. I, the guy who’d once freaked out when stung by a giant insect, took two wounds and shrugged them off like they were mild sunburn.

The guy spun to face me, already with that look on his face that said he was beginning to grasp the future without him in it. His bright yellow eyes seemed to lock onto me, and his entire body lit from within. He jerked, arched his back, and I teleported away just before he exploded.

You have slain a sorcerer of the flame’s eye! the message burbled. You’ve also gained experience toward your Fierce and Quick attributes. Unfortunately the enemy’s body has been destroyed, so it cannot be looted at this time.

“At this time?” I groused. “So I can loot him when he melts back into a puddle of liquid metal and reconstitutes?”

Annoying, but okay. The nice bit was getting experience in two attributes at once. It was arguably more important than looting some coins out of his purse, and a combat robe with the arm cut off. I was still salty over the loss of all those piercings.

In the next series of rooms, I could now make out four more magic signatures that weren’t vurdoks. They didn’t have the attunement signatures, the magic feel, of Masters, and that made me think they were more sorcerers. Ryellin joined me after a bit of healing up. He’d taken some damage off the fireball and the explosion, and was looking scalded. His scales were slowly but visibly losing the look of being scorched.

“Ya done well,” he said, and gave me a hefty pat on the back. “Time ta hit ‘em hard, boy.” He hefted up his maul, one of his marks of power flashed with magic, and he went striding into the hall where the other sorcerers were waiting in ambush.

”Wait—” I told him, but it was already too late.

I rushed up to try and either assist him or pull him back, but something in my periphery caught my eye and brought me up short. There weren’t four sorcerers in the room beyond, but instead four luminous female figures.

A warning from the UI popped up in front of my face, but I shoved it aside with my will before even glimpsing what it said. I knew that if I took my eyes off these four golden glowing women, they might vanish forever, and I couldn’t have that. Nothing, nothing could stop me from being with these four beauties.

They had an otherworldly allure that was difficult for my brain to process. It was like they were lit from the inside, and had various differently colored hair. And they had eyes, I knew that much. They had eyes and mouths and none of that mattered, because the one closest was nude and sitting on a stool or a stump or who honestly fucking cared, she had her thighs open and was beckoning me with just a look. Her hands were behind her, which thrust her breasts out towards me.

The other three were too. They were cooing at me, tittering laughter. I was already hard enough to be painful, because the scent of their magic essence was flooding my nostrils. They smelled fresh and pure and yeah I know it didn’t make sense, but it was also the smell of readiness, for me to take.

“Yes,” I told them. “I’m coming. Don’t you worry, ladies, this Drifter will rescue you.” With my tongue, I thought, and then my dick comes out to play.

And here’s the crazy thing: they were real. Ryellin had gotten to the one with her legs spread and got into position to spear her with his dragonite male essence sharing equipment. I didn’t know what it was, I didn’t care, I could only make a confused and frustrated noise while the one luminous female started reacting noisily to being fucked by a purple dinosaur.

I almost ripped him out of her, or buried my axe in his back, when one of the females came around from behind Ryellin’s broad self with arms outstretched. She too was real, because I took her by the hands and raked her entire body up and down with my eyes.

She was a goddess. She was a prisoner I could free with my mighty tool. She had big curvy hips, nice perky breasts, and hair in every hairstyle I had ever liked, all at once. It was in those cinnamon buns, it was in a page boy cut, it was a sheet of shimmering gold down to the top of her ass, it was a big volcanic afro of kinky curls. Her hair was everything all at once, from the bouncy ponytails of my teens to the bangs I’d seen on that one girl in that one movie. It didn’t matter, only her smile mattered, and I would amp up that smile the only way my body knew how.

“You’re not from this world,” she whispered, and made a delighted noise of surprise when I backed her up against the wall and lifted one of her legs to my shoulder. I didn’t have to line the head up to find the entry point, I just sank myself into her, up to the hilt.

It was at this point that two things happened. One, another one of the golden girls came up behind me and started stroking over my body, and two, I started dying.

“Oh yes!” she cried in ecstasy. She giggled, at the same time I took my first injury. Her body was made specifically to fuck to death.

Also it felt divine.

I mean I’d had sex enough to make my dick hurt back on earth. It had happened after a hard weekend with my ex, when we first started dating. Before we’d started dating, if I’m being honest. We’d basically met up when she called, I’d consoled her over the loss of her now ex-fiance while at a bar, and then we’d had sex eight times in the next twenty-four hours. Shit, I’d called into work, and then the next day I had trouble walking.

My new body could handle a bit of pain, even around the whole of my manhood. Pssh, my cock could handle whatever was making my balls hurt, and my hips hurt. It had to be the rapid pounding against this golden goddess.

Because this was exquisite. I was part of a sexy sandwich, having my ear licked, having sweet nothings whispered in there, and giving this other one the violent shudders while she sucked my life force out.

She was leaking glittering syrupy juices from her skin, from her nipples, she’d coated my dick with it. I wanted to taste it, but I couldn’t reach forward and grab her to get my tongue on whatever nectar I had made her gush. For some reason I could only thrust.

Thrusting was enough. Thrusting was everything.

My head felt weak, and I started falling back against the second girl, who had her finger playing with my back door a bit. I didn’t want it to end, even while part of the back of my mind shrieked for them to stop.

My legs didn’t feel like I owned them any longer. They were cold and distant. Probably still attached to my body, but maybe not for much longer.

I was having trouble breathing, but no trouble getting more and more of the most outrageous pleasure from the glowing sex pot in front of me. The only muscles that were working were my glutes, and maybe my washboard abs as well, sawing back and forth.

I was basically nothing but the act by this point. I couldn’t see, hear, smell, or taste anything, and the only thing I could feel was being inside her.

A moment later, or a lifetime later, the woman behind me had been snatched away. I started to immediately fall away when a burst of life force went surging through me, and somewhere beyond my enveloped cock, I heard someone shout, “It’s not enough! She’s still hurting him!”

Another moment passed, in which the goddess with her perfect pussy told me she was almost there, before water crashed into us. I know this now, but at the time I couldn’t feel it. I could still only feel her, and now I knew I couldn’t breathe.

Then Quavallie was in front of my face, and the woman had been ripped away, crushed by the water. I was also drowning.

A bright, wavering flash of light sank down towards me, enveloping my head, and suddenly I could breathe. The water of the pool was being held away from my face by only a few inches, giving everything a fish bowl lens.

The game UI also informed me that I was down to three injuries before I suffered a critical injury, and that I was suffering from disoriented. I would be able to use my abilities soon, it explained.

Not far off, the beautiful gold woman was struggling against the water, reaching out towards me, but Quavallie sent a spear hurtling through the water and impaled her against the stone wall of the pool we were in. As soon as that happened, she lost her golden glow, and melted into a gray skeleton held together by desiccated flesh that looked like dusty cobwebs. Still it struggled, but weakly now, until it finally hung limp in the water.

I got a series of messages about how the ladies were doing.

Your coterie has destroyed minor succulacrum.

Your coterie has destroyed 2 minor succulacrums.

Your coterie has slain a sorcerer of the flame’s heart.

Your coterie has destroyed minor succulacrum.

You have looted ritual component: theele wax, fellaerys claws

You have looted 27 silver and 89 copper pieces.

Quavallie leaned into my air bubble, pressing her face through it. “I’ll go check on the others. You hold this.” She placed my hand on the rock wall of the pool. Soon enough another flashing bubble of air came down and added to the first.

I felt weak, and found that all my injuries had been sucked away. It was a long line of black with only three green segments and three red ones. When Shennalil had healed me, I’d been right at the cusp of critical injury.

Your coterie has slain two sorcerers of the flame’s heart.

Your coterie has slain a sorcerer of the flame’s heart.

You have looted enhanced sorcerer’s robes.

You have looted ritual components: dergax antennae, quelth tentacles

You have looted 14 silver and 28 copper pieces.

I shuddered and sucked in a deep breath, then popped the cork off a healing potion and drank it. I instantly recovered over half my health, which was nice. The warm glow of alcohol in my chest was also nice, though this wasn’t booze.

It was hard to comprehend just how close I’d come to death. Time had lost meaning while the women had… sucked my life away. There was no way of knowing whether I’d been buried in her for a few seconds, a few minutes, or a few hours. I wanted to believe I had some decent stamina, but I doubted the whole thing had taken much more than two minutes.

Meaning the ladies had recovered from the fireball, came after me, and managed to save my life in just a short amount of time.

I felt confident I could return to the surface after another Mender’s Mark. From the messages, it also sounded like the battle was over. They had gone to town on whoever the hell was up there.

I emerged to find Shennalil healing a rather nasty burn on Fayeen’s side, arm, and up her face. The fur sprouted back into being after the burned flesh turned healthy white-pink again.

The room was a burned out shambles. Three more skeletal figures lay in the middle of the room, with that grayish flesh binding the bones. I could now see runes carved into the bones, with a heavy emphasis on the pelvic bone.

Ryellin lay on the floor as well, his amethyst colored scales now reduced to gray tinted with a hint of violet. He was dead, super dead, so I gathered up the gigantic, very heavy maul. None of the runes shone with purple power now, which was almost as sad as seeing this guy dead.

Ryellin’s Maul

Melee blunt weapon, exquisite quality, enchanted

Bronze rank

Qualities: Never dulls or rusts, light, swift, powerful, forceful

Attuned Abilities: Activate with the proper shout to enhance your strength and speed, up to three times per day. Swing forward and activate with the proper shout to make a launching strike three times per day (melee attack, magical).

This weapon was attuned to Ryellin, royal dragonite of Surrek, though he was killed by Minor Succulacrum. You may attune this weapon with the ritual of attunement.

I felt Dallinya’s hand take me by the arm. “Evan? You still don’t look good.”

I tsked and shook my head. “Yeah, no hard feelings.”


40- I Am Unworthy

One part of my Evolving User Interface appeared when I glanced at it: a bestiary. There were tabs on the side: one in green for beasts of the veldt where I’d come into this world, one in gray for the people in the city I’d come into conflict with, and now one in purple for the dungeon denizens. The vurdoks had a little write up, but I didn’t bother with it. They hadn’t proven difficult enough. I needed to know about what a succulacrum was. The name sat next to a picture of the golden goddess, and just the look of it gave my cock a painful lurch.

Minor Succulacrum

Conjured being (undead, spirit, unholy)

Bronze tier

While physically weak, this conjured replica of a succubus has an extremely high Charming attribute. The spirit is made to be attractive to any male. It drains the target of one injury every five seconds once the target is ensnared.

Succulacrum are pale imitations of the much more formidable Platinum or Diamond tier demons known as succubi or incubi, and are vulnerable to a variety of magic or typical weapon attacks.

Current kill count: 4

I scrolled past the Sorcerer of the Flame’s Eye, and instead looked up the Sorcerer of the Flame’s Heart. I needed to know more about these assholes before walking into another honey trap like the one I’d just bumbled into.

Sorcerer of the Flame’s Heart

Attuned mortal being (arcane)

Bronze tier

These sorcerers have less in the way of offensive evocation attack magic, and specialize instead in rituals, conjuring or summons. They often take up a support role for other offensive sorcerers.

Current kill count: 4

Yikes. If they could conjure these fake succubus things, I might have to go through the whole dungeon with a blindfold on. Or strap on a chastity belt or something.

“Evan?” Dallinya asked again. “Are you all right?”

“No,” I told her, before another window opened in my face.

You have come dangerously close to death! It said. You were saved by your coterie, and just in time too.

Yeah, no shit.

As a result, your ability Evolving UI has gained an additional function! Evolving UI has gained the Cohort function.

You will be able to add up to six people to your Cohort! While a part of your Cohort, you will be able to track allies on your map, as well as see their current health, mana and stamina levels. You will be able to know if they are suffering from any debuffs or conditions. You will be able to see details about their abilities. Individuals must agree to be a part of your Cohort, and may leave your Cohort at any time.

A surge of light accompanied this, starting in a swirl around my feet and spiraling up and around my body. It was like a magical girl transformation, and I felt like I should probably do a pose or special dance. My body didn’t look to have been overlaid with a smoky rainbow effect, nor did I feel a circlet appear on my head. My leather skirt wasn’t replaced by something skin tight and pastel, but I could get used to that sort of disappointment somehow.

Okay, well, Cohort sounded nice, and incredibly useful. I didn’t exactly want to spend my time coming dangerously close to death as a habit, but if this was the reward for it, I wasn’t about to start complaining.

I dragged all six girls’ names onto the empty Cohort slots, and watched as all of them jerked in surprised. Fayeen joined first, followed by Dallinya, Shennalil, Quavallie, and finally Hellera.

“Velleth?” I asked.

She was shaking and staring off at the pool where I’d disappeared. I made my way over there, around the bodies, and gently took her chin in hand.

“I need you,” I told her. “The others need you.”

“I am unworthy to empty Master’s chamber pot,” she breathed.

“I just told you that you are… worthy to do far more than that, and that you need to put this away before it starts affecting our performance down here.” I pointed over at Ryellin’s body. “We can’t have that happen to any of you, and I certainly don’t want that happening to me, so we need to pull ourselves together, understand?”

Tears were threatening, so I pulled her into a tight embrace. The others came over and put a hand on her.

“I don’t know what happened,” Quavallie said, “but it doesn’t matter until we get out of this place.”

“Exactly right,” I told Velleth. “We have to push past this.”

“Push past what? What happened?” Fayeen asked.

“Shennalil,” I breathed. “I need a scouting report, right now, please.”

The little fae disappeared into a cloud of mist, and vanished further into the dungeon. I absolutely couldn’t have this come out with the Governor watching. Once she was out of sight, I leveled my gaze on the four who weren’t Velleth.

“Not now,” I said. “Once we’re back topside, we can address it.”

Hellera removed her hand. “She was reporting to the Governor’s people, wasn’t she?”

The hands immediately disappeared while Velleth turned to putty and sank to her knees on the floor, sobbing heavily. She nodded in wretched silence, crying so hard she nearly threw up. It was all spit and snot and tears. Everyone stepped back and regarded her in silence.

“I knew something was off when she went out by herself, after we rescued her from Spice District,” Hellera continued. Heavy emphasis on the rescue part. This was not going well.

“Goddamn it,” I breathed, and turned a gaze of pure fury on Hellera. “This needed to wait until we got back. I’ve already dealt with the situation. She was contrite, and I forgave her.”

The Governess had done something to Velleth’s mind, and until I knew what it was, Velleth was innocent until proven guilty. The blank spots in her memory were fucked up, more fucked up than her actions. After all, the Governor hadn’t mentioned anything to me about marks on the ladies, which he knew from Shennalil. Either he didn’t care, or I was useful to him on this dungeon thing and he’d kill me later.

Or, just as likely as the others, the Governess knew but hadn’t told the Governor, and that was interesting. I needed to know more. I needed Velleth alive, for more than the illusions.

“The price of betrayal is death,” Hellera said simply. My relationship with Hellera fell also, from half a star into Bronze. Dallinya and Fayeen echoed this, word for word. It sounded like some bullshit they’d learned in church.

“No,” I told her, “it’s not. Not in my world. You agreed, you all agreed, that we would do things my way. That means this also. I’m not Giskennen, and I’m not killing someone for making a mistake.” On earth we don’t just casually murder people who wrong us.

Still, Hellera stared at me in challenge.

“We operate under different rules,” I said. “You have the mark, and you have a voice, but that’s only because I chose not to fucking enslave you. Now, I was wrong on Vintra but I’m right now. Life over death, unless there’s no other way.”

I stared around at them, and none could meet my gaze for more than a second. I was right, after all. If people slipped up you didn’t just kill them, especially if powerful mind magic was involved.

“Velleth accepted my punishment. She begged for death, and I denied her that death. Her real punishment will be to continue spying… but for me instead. We need her skill, we need her blade, and I need you to understand that I’m right. So… are we fighting now?” I asked her.

Hellera continued staring. I turned on Empath’s Mark and levied the power of intimidation against the lot of them. All eyes immediately widened.

“I’m going to regret tearing this group apart,” I told her, “but I’m not going to be questioned on this. If you make it a thing, then it’s a thing. Otherwise let’s help save the city. We’ve got real work to do.”

Finally Hellera’s gaze broke. She stepped forward again and laid her hand on Velleth’s head. Fayeen, Dallinya, and Quavallie followed. Velleth looked up into my eyes, and I helped her stand just by cupping her chin.

“Join me,” I told her. “Please.”

She nodded, and joined the Cohort.
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If only Auralla were here, I thought. Again, for about the millionth time.

We’d been down in the dungeon for nearly eight solid hours when the Velleth situation struck. It was time to take a long rest. It was time to consolidate my hold over the situation.

We set up a ‘camp’ at a place Hellera and I agreed was defensible, with good sight lines for us and poor options for anyone attacking us. Once there, the thick blankets came out, along with down pillows. I wished for earth sleeping bags, but Adrift wouldn’t allow it. Yet.

If nothing else, the nose ring of holding was a godsend in terms of camping or adventuring supplies. Before we set up shifts for the night, I sat all of them down and told them the stakes. And gave them bagels, with cream cheese.

“If we can’t be companions down here, we will suffer for it. I trust all of you with my life, and you need to trust each other with your lives.” This was a solid promise.

“But…” Fayeen said. She was uncomfortable, and also Shennalil was around, so I shook my head.

“We will be able to deal with it all in time. Now, I need to work with Velleth a bit, so if Hellera could set up watch, that would be lovely. And everybody brushes teeth before anything else.”

Hellera took first watch with Shennalil, the weakest fighter. The second few hours would be taken by Dallinya and Fayeen. Afterwards would be Velleth and Quavallie.

Dallinya and Fayeen bedded down together under heavy comforters, with the catgirl spooning the tiefling. They were soon snoring softly in the weak light of the cave. Quavallie slipped into a pool and vanished beneath the surface.

I took my time in settling Velleth down. She was still shivering, tear-streaked, with snot running. I cleaned her up, while she feebly complained that I wasn’t a servant, I shouldn’t be doing this. I ignored her, and instead took her enchanted items off and placed them neatly next to the bedding.

After that, I plucked some wet wipes from my world and cleaned off her face. She had calmed a little, and sat like a statue, hands on thighs, unmoving, staring at nothing.

“I do wish you’d told me sooner,” I murmured.

Soon she was staring at me.

There was not even a hint of resistance when I took her top off, folded it, and laid it on the leather gloves. She didn’t say a word as I stood her up and removed the simple leather loincloth, revealing her to me completely.

“We could have fed information to the Governess that we thought they’d like to hear, or hate to hear. Instead you told them the truth.”

She was shivering again. I took a moment to appreciate that the carpet matched the drapes, in a small landing strip leading down to the promised land. Then I urged her to get into bed with me, after I’d stripped off the magic items and my one piece of actual clothing. I also slipped under the blanket, and held her close. At first she put both hands against my chest, as though she wanted to keep me away from her, but eventually she relaxed and I pulled her in tight.

“You understand, right?”

She nodded into my chest, so she wouldn’t have to speak. Empath’s Mark told me she couldn’t. She’d been forbidden to speak of it.

I massaged her scalp, then fiddled with her pointed ears and heard her breathing catch. She was warm, and soft, and pressed against me, and my body couldn’t help but react.

Sure I was concerned about the situation, sure we were possibly surrounded by hundreds of enemies who wanted us dead and could use undead sex dolls and fireballs, but it didn’t matter. If I was going to die, I was going to die having gotten laid in the last twenty-four hours.

“I don’t deserve your mercy,” she whispered.

“Well you have it anyway,” I told her. “You’re going to have to accept it. You’re also about to accept something else.”

I lifted her leg up with my knee and carefully touched the junction of her thighs. After some delicate caresses, her breathing had quickened and I felt enough moisture to allow for a probe.

“Master…” she breathed.

“Yes, my non-slave, who I asked not to call me Master?” I worked my finger in and out of her, with exaggerated slowness. She moaned softly into my neck.

“I will service you with my mouth. I’m unclean. I’m not fit to… I couldn’t…”

“If you’re my slave, then you do as I command. In that case you’ll be quiet and allow me to do what I like,” I muttered. “If you’re not, then you can tell me to stop. It’s up to you.”

I worked another finger into her, and now she clutched at my back. Beginning to move her hips in time with my thrusting fingers, she breathed and moaned and writhed and made me feel like a god.

Eventually I curled my fingers inward, pressing against her g-spot and pulling my palm against her clit, rocking back and forth until the hands clutching me fluttered and went slack.

“Please, Master,” she whispered. “The others will not accept this. It was bad enough that you didn’t kill me, but now to sully yourself with my betrayer’s body.”

I was growing a bit tired of this, but… it also gave me an idea. I used Adrift to pluck another item from S-Mart. I knew right where it was, because once upon a time, my ex had been a wee bit adventurous. Adventurous enough to waste fifteen bucks on a bottle we never used again.

One finger swirled around her backdoor, and I flipped open the cap of the bottle with my other hand.

“M-m-master?”

“Turn around, if you would. And just remember, you have every right to tell me no.”

She rolled over in the sleeping bag bed wordlessly. I tipped the bottle and dropped some lube into my palm, then greased up my fingers and really went to work opening her up.

She stopped talking at that point, finally getting the idea that I wasn’t going to stop, and I was getting the idea that she wasn’t about to stop me. With enough lube now handy, I got her from both ends, front and back, and enjoyed the squirming she was doing under my ministrations.

“Now lay on your stomach and spread yourself as wide as you can.”

She did exactly as I had asked, and I was too far overcome with lust to stop myself, so I got behind her and pressed against her greased sphincter. The pressure was immense, as was the heat. She had a butt cheek grasped in each hand, and was exhaling slowly and noisily.

Meanwhile I nipped at her pointed ear and breathed as softly as I could. “On earth this is a rare honor.”

“Truly?” she hissed painfully.

“You’re only the second person I’ve ever done this with.”

The head was suddenly past the barrier, but in response to this invasion, her ass clamped down hard.

“Easy,” I told her. “Breathe.”

She let out a shaky breath, and sucked in a huge lungful of air before hissing it out again. I pressed in, and more of my length was enveloped. Bit by bit, breath by breath I flexed and forced more of me into her ass, with little licks and kisses up and down her ear and neck.

It might have taken five minutes, or ten, but finally I was all the way in her and she was accommodating me. Her breathing was still a bit ragged.

“How does it feel?” I asked.

“L-like a punishment,” she managed, but barely.

I dragged myself out of her clutching backdoor before forcing into her once again. This also took long minutes, but they were full of pleasure.

“Is that good or bad?”

“I don’t know,” she whined. Normally when we were in bed, she didn’t need a lot of friction, but instead enjoyed just having me inside her, rocking just a bit so I could brush up against her clit.

But this wasn’t about what she liked. She was the one being punished right now. I drew out of her ass, slowly, before pushing back in. She made a sound like ‘ugghhhh’ while I did, and on the next stroke I poured more lube on, and slathered it around.

After a few more strokes she was taking me without grunts of pain or sounding like she was going to die. I felt like I was crushing her beneath me, so I situated us on our sides, and I snaked a hand around to find her core slick with liquid heat.

“I think someone likes this punishment,” I murmured into her ear, and added a long lick. Then, I began massaging her pussy while thrusting deep into her ass, a slow and steady rhythm.

For a while there was nothing but the soft rubbing sound of the sleeping bag. She had her back pressed against mine, and had reached back to keep us close. At first, she was only breathing heavily with the size and sensation of her first foray into anal, but with the stimulation on her clit as well, she was soon clamping a hand over her mouth to stifle the moans.

Suddenly I froze.

“What?” she whispered. “Are we under attack?”

“No,” I told her. “I want to know if you want to continue the punishment.”

I thought she’d been getting into the groove of things and I couldn’t abide that. She tried to wiggle her ass a little, but I didn’t allow her any more pleasure. I withdrew my fingers, and for my own scientific purposes, licked them clean. She had a complex taste I enjoyed, though right now first on the list were guilt, shame and regret. I could still taste the core of her essence as well, with its own flavorful bouquet.

Finally she made another whining sound, deep in her throat.

“Talk to me,” I urged, and flexed my cock inside her incredibly tight confines. She groaned and tried to move again but I stopped her once more.

“Velleth,” I warned.

For a few moments, we lay like this, in silence. I wondered what was going on inside her head, but now that she was able to talk to me, I didn’t go prying with  Empath’s Mark. Finally, she spoke, barely audible in the darkness.

“P-please.”

“Please what?” I asked.

Her voice was dripping with lust and shame. “Please p-punish me.”

I did, burying myself deep in her again and again, while slipping fingers over her clit in a circular pattern. I wasn’t trying to be quiet now, and there was no use trying to be. The blanket on top of us slid downwards first a bit, then more while we at it. She began shuddering and didn’t stop until well after I unloaded my seed into her.
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I slept well, after a day of being skewered with a flame spear and then nearly fucked to death by something with ‘minor’ in its name. I recognized that meant there were probably ‘lesser’ ones as well, with higher Charming ratings, and then ‘greater’ ones after the regular ones. Succulacrum now scared me quite thoroughly, enough that would henceforth move through the dungeon slowly.

I took Velleth’s place on watch, and let her sleep. This left me with Quavallie, who enjoyed her time in the pool, with her head resting on her crossed arms. For the vast majority of our time on watch, we just rested in silence. I left the glowing squid girl to her thoughts, and she left me to mine.

I didn’t know how to take this world. I knew only a tiny sliver of it, and that tiny sliver had attempted to murder me twice just with its creatures before I ever met stupid Giskennen and his awesome axe. It then tried to kill me twice more before heading into the city, and several dozen times down here in the dungeon. It had come awfully close to succeeding, I realized. If Vintra hadn’t jawed so much, he could’ve dealt me a serious amount of damage while I was in shock. He might’ve been able to kill me before any of the ladies showed up, if only he’d been bloodthirsty instead of bent on revenge. Hell, that asshole might still be alive right now if he hadn’t started his villain monologue. I’d do well to learn from that.

Banter was always going to work in my favor.

“Do you wish to return to your world?” Quavallie asked, after a fashion.

I thought this over for a second. Honestly the whole deal with the harem and magic powers, the floating stones and the heaps of gold was pretty great. I’d been in a friggin orgy, and was constantly surrounded by women who were down to get freaky. I’d also been impaled, threatened, and nearly killed several times over.

“I didn’t leave much behind,” I told her. “Mother, father, brother, sister… but I was the failure of the family. I still am, I guess. I got the hell away from them so I wouldn’t have to face my failures every Thanksgiving and Christmas.”

“Are all Drifters like you?” she asked.

I put on my best southern drawl. “Darling, ain’t nobody back home like me.” Except who was I kidding? I was a nobody back home.

She snorted laughter.

“I’m nobody special back home,” I told her.

“You are special to me,” she replied, and I felt a lurch in my guts.

“What about you? You could’ve stayed in the home, or kept your distance from me,” I told Quavallie.

She didn’t reply, but instead gazed at me with her giant octopus eyes. I felt her aura do a little bit of brightening though; she’d heard me, if the little magic streamers coming off her had anything to say about it.

“You didn’t have to come on this expedition either.”

“You talk rather than ask questions,” she responded.

“What made you want to share essence and become part of the security squad?”

She was silent for a time. I thought maybe she wasn’t going to answer, she took so long. When I was about to shrug and give up, she spoke.

“I hated the Master before,” she said.

“That makes perfect sense. He was an asshole.”

“He did awful things,” she told me, and for just a moment I was tempted to dive into her mind and read her surface thoughts to find out what. Killed her brother? Sold off an older sister to another Master? Beat her family members relentlessly?

Any of those were perfectly reasonable justification for despising Giskennen. Hell, he probably had pulled off the hat trick and done all three.

“But… I’m the Master now,” I asked. “You would have every reason to despise me.”

She smiled. “You have an odd way of asking questions, Drifter.”

“I’ll just take that as a compliment.”

She smiled sadly. “I hated Giskennen the brutal. He was known to be a fool, a lout, an abuser. I have only known his household. In fact, the only waters I’ve ever breathed have been beneath his house, until today. Your essence means power, and power is how I will set my family free of this city.”

I wanted to tell her that her family was completely free to leave, but I thought she knew that already. Maybe it needed to be reiterated.

“Then his replacement arrives, and he is not of this world. He comes bearing gifts, and treating others with kindness, and respecting choices. It is all very strange. I felt my moment had arrived, to become more. I seized the moment.”

“I gave all of you the choice to remain in the house,” I said, “or go. You could have returned to the sea. Or the river. I guess I don’t really know where you’re from and should’ve asked.”

She waved a lazy, dismissive webbed hand. “You have inspired me, Drifter Evan. You have shown me what loyalty and justice and fairness can mean. And hope. They were just words before. The choice to remain by your side was an easy one to make.”

“And Velleth?”

A mix of emotions clouded her expression. “Like I said, you are not of this world. You have brought strange ideas, strange way of doing things. Perhaps you are right and she will work off her mistake. Perhaps you are wrong, and she will die by our hands.”


41- You Test Me

The map we explored the next ‘day’ began to fill in, the empty spots connecting to places where we’d already explored, until only the farthest reaches west were left. If not for the compass rose on the map, we would have been hopelessly turned around long before.

Hellera still wasn’t pleased about keeping Velleth with us. They’d been friends for some time, but now all that had vanished. Bonds of friendship strengthened by years and years of trauma and forced servitude? Poof, gone in a flash.

Whenever we traveled, she made it a point never to face where Velleth was standing, and to be as far away from her as possible. The pure pettiness of it was almost funny, if we weren’t constantly beating down four armed troll things and looting them for coin.

My blue-skinned elf illusion caster wasn’t faring much better. The others weren’t talking to her, and she stayed close to me at all times, always in my shadow. Of course she fought to protect us, me, and finally herself, but she wasn’t the same as when we’d first come together as a team.

We were a good way into the dungeon when we encountered our first trap.

It looked almost like a satellite dish was blocking off the hallway, with a bright splash of blood in the middle.

A gigantic pair of blades had popped up and tried to slice in half whoever stepped on a pressure plate in the floor. There was some blood in the center of the blades, but no body. Dallinya found a blood trail that headed off in the direction we hadn’t gone yet, so with a shrug at the rest of them, we followed it.

I spotted a severed hand on the other side of the blades, but didn’t mention it. They’d seen a lot in their time here and I wasn’t about to add this.

Around a bend, and in several rooms, the blood trail ran into several groups of vurdok corpses. Their ‘homes’ had been ransacked, or at least tossed apart in a rage.

A few rooms later, we found a sorcerer of the flame’s eye who had been cut in half, and scorch marks all over the cavern walls. Now we had a set of unsteady bloody footprints leading us further, through more carnage, to the bleeder in question.

The Master wasn’t anyone I knew, but was another one I’d seen at the grand council meeting, a dwarf in hefty armor and helmet. His hand had been cut off just past the wrist, and was still bleeding. His armor also hung oddly, and only a few spots of silvery metal showed between all the scorching and blood. He had a young woman by the neck in his one remaining hand, a citizen of Surrek. She was a nellwyn, so her toes barely scraped on the floor. It was clear he was choking her, and her tiny hands scrabbled against his literal iron grip. She’d left bloody marks of her struggles on his gauntleted hand.

Sitting against the wall in shock were a pair of city folk, next to one of their dead companions. Not far away were six more citizens, staring and cowering. All of them were staring at the Master in horror.

“The fuck good are ya?” the dwarf demanded. “Got no magic in ya, huh?”

I motioned for the ladies to keep back and out of sight if possible, while I stepped forward. “Hey there.”

The dwarf stared at me, and quickly gauged my power from all the marks visible. I still only had eight, and one of them was up over my scalp, so not all of them showed.

The dwarf had a wild look in his eyes, and his bronze skin had paled. “Yer… yer one of us.”

“And a Drifter,” I said. “Put the girl down and we can get you healed up.”

The Master didn’t make a move, but licked his cracked lips. One side was clearly burned, and yellow blisters showed in the space not covered by the helmet. “Ya got more potions, eh?”

“Something like that. But first you put the girl down.”

He swayed on his feet, then blinked rapidly several times. “Well, heal me up then!”

“We’re here to save the people,” I said, “so just put her down.” That said, I tapped at Empath’s Mark. His thoughts showed me that all his stash was gone; one of the sorcerers had used a power to corrupt his dimensional space somehow, and he’d been in this place for several hours, bleeding all over the floor. He had planned to take a girl’s essence power, but this one wasn’t old enough, or she was already marked by one of the Masters in this bloody place. Either way she was useless to him.

Mostly, his thoughts were frantic; he was dying, he’d been in tough fights and they were only getting tougher, there was no chance he would find healing if he had to go fight anyone else.

“She ain’t from my district,” he said.

“Put her down or I take back my offer. No healing.”

He made a confused, flinching sneer. “She your district?”

“That. Doesn’t. Matter. Put her down.”

More of his teeth came into view, through cracked and bloody lips. “She your district?”

“No.”

Her head snapped to the side a second later, along with a loud crack, and she fell limp to the cavern floor. Two of the other people wailed with grief and terror. They were nellwyns too, probably her parents.

“Now—“ he started, but didn’t get a chance to finish.

Hellera leaped on him from behind after a lightning fast teleport, while I bent and applied the Mender’s Mark to the girl. She wasn’t dead, and as I watched, her broken neck repaired itself. When she was ready, I gingerly helped her to her feet and sent her off towards her family. As for the dwarf, he fell back and conjured a series of purple flashes that shot Hellera back away from him. She snarled and dodged another clumsy magic attack, forcing the dwarf back on his ass.

Meanwhile the girl blinked several times, as even her fingers repaired themselves. She brought up shaking arms and stared at her hands, then up at me.

“Quavallie?” I called.

The Aquamancer’s Mark brought a column of water out of the nearest glowing pool to wrap around his head. In seconds he was flailing, just as the girl had, to draw breath, and attempting to claw fistfuls of water. It went about as well as you’d expect. The blood of his stump clouded the water a bit. I stood and sneered at him.

“You complete and utter douche canoe,” I told him. “You could’ve lived. I don’t even want your district.” That wasn’t entirely true. If it was the Video Game or Sports Bar District I’d happily take it off his cold, dead hands. “All you had to do was your duty.”

I got in his face and pointed over at the people of Surrek. “Those people make the city work. If they all die, there’s no one for you to rape for powers.”

The spell held him until he stopped thrashing, then the water dragged him off into the pool, where he sank like a stone. Eh, I probably should’ve looted the corpse, but I didn’t even want to touch the rat fuck.

When I returned to the citizens, the girls were already there. It was clear the two nellwyns were the girl’s parents, but the other six had identical slack-jawed expressions.

“Who are you?” the mother asked, while her husband hugged their daughter tight. She started complaining loudly that he was embarrassing her, which put her squarely in teenager territory.

“I’m nobody of import,” I told her. I almost claimed to be Batman, but it wouldn’t have made a lick of sense.

“He’s the Drifter who manages Ink District,” Fayeen told them. “Evan the Mighty. You can go there and be safe.”

I didn’t know what to make of being declared Evan Almighty, so I let it go. It felt like she was being a bit big for her britches, as my mom used to say, but there was no point in arguing.

If people went to Ink District thinking they owed me their lives, I wasn’t going to stop them.

Well, two of my fellow Masters were dead, and the dungeon stretched further on. There was only one thing to do, and that was delve deeper.
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While the ladies and I carefully forged our path forward through the dungeon, I kept the map active. I mean of course first thing I did was activate the ice ball shield so if any random fireballs happened to come out of nowhere I’d be ready for them.

We made our way back to the entrance to drop off the nellwyns, and discovered another cadre of sorcerers looking to make a play for it. Lucky for us, we caught them unawares. Two of them dropped right away from Dallinya and Velleth’s ranged portal attacks. Even luckier for us, we flushed out the rest right into the arms of a new Master entering the dungeon, who took a fireball to the face, then absolutely crushed the four remaining sorcerers with a similar kind of aura Ryellin had used.

Before he’d gotten screwed to death, obviously.

Rather than meeting up with the new Master coming down into the dungeon super extra late, we swerved into another section of dungeon we hadn’t been through. I wanted us to continue working as a team, a well-lubricated machine with one very loud squealing belt named The Velleth Problem.

With another Master the girls had to play the role of submissive slaves, which hadn’t worked for either Ryellin or myself. I needed them to watch my back and each others’.

This path was littered with the bodies of vurdoks, clearly evidence of some other Master who’d come down while we weren’t watching.

The sorcerers interested me, because I needed to know how things worked in this world. I wanted to know how they learned spells that massive, why they didn’t have marks of power, and if females had anything to do with it. So far all the sorcerers were males.

I was able to see the ladies’ abilities with my UI, and I breezed through Hellera and Fayeen’s Drifter ability, which was identical to my Bronze level ability. Velleth and Dallinya’s was self-explanatory, while Shennalil’s wasn’t difficult to parse either: turn into mist, unable to be affected by weapons or attacks for five minutes, and gain a huge stealth bonus.

However, I hadn’t seen Quavallie do anything teleportish or misty yet, so I clicked on hers.

Drifter’s Mark

*Passive*

*Bronze Rank, one star*

Normal: The Drifter is able to learn magic by virtue of traversing the veil between worlds. Your mana pool is significantly increased. Spells you cast have their range, potency and durations increased significantly, but mana costs are also increased slightly.

Bronze: The number of spells you gain per rank up is doubled. The number of spells you can learn is doubled. Your mana pool is further increased. You gain moderate resistance to spells and spell effects.

You gained this ability after joining with Evan Westfield of earth. This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Evan Westfield of earth.

So she had more spells, more mana, and better everything spell related because of the essence sharing. Of all the abilities, this one was my favorite. It also felt closely tailored to her existing Aquamancy. Now that I thought about it, all of them were closely tailored to each of the girls and their proclivities. Shennalil didn’t want to be seen or hurt, while Velleth and Dallinya were sneakier fighters looking to support the heavier hitters. Fayeen was the only outlier, having a little too much mobility from her Swiftwind and her Drifter abilities.

I’d check out their basic mark abilities later. From what I’d observed, most of them were pretty similar to what they’d given me: speed from Fayeen, dragon powers from Hellera, healing from Shennalil, but I wanted to understand them more completely, to see if there were ways of weaving together a fighting force instead of a bunch of people waving around weapons.

Also, I’d try to figure out why I had Drifter and Adrift as two separate powers.

We mapped out more and more of the dungeon, for a couple of reasons. One, I liked to have a complete map. It meant we saw everything this place contained. Two, we’d be more effective in running into whatever dangers it had to offer before coming into contact with the boss monster. We had immediately gone to the left of the main hall, and checked through a series of tunnels, but now we were mapping the wing of the dungeon that branched off right, away from the main thoroughfare.

We ended up meeting little resistance following the psychopathic one-handed dwarf Master, until the map was nearly cleared out. Finally, we ended up at the final bit of dungeon that hadn’t been exposed to my map feature, a right turn into a gigantic room that screamed Boss Lair.

This section of cave came to a close with a high-walled cavern bristling with stalactites above, but no toothy stalagmites from below. It was like someone had blasted them all with superhero eye beams and swept the remnants away somewhere. A handful of glowing pools hugging the walls radiated shifting light up into the room, which barely reached the top, and made the stalactites glimmer, seeming to shift.

A single treasure chest sat in the center of the room, mammoth in proportions and gleaming with gold trim. It was marble beneath, red stone with black veins running through it. It was easily five feet high and six feet wide, maybe three or four feet deep. The whole thing was situated on a raised circular platform, up three steps from the rest of the flooring.

“Huh,” I remarked. “That’s not suspicious or anything.”

Shennalil was already fluttering toward the chest that was much larger than she was, but halted and turned back once I called out to her.

“Let’s… not. We need to inspect it first, and then figure out of it’s locked second.”

“But… it’s certainly full of gold and gems!” she squeaked.

“In my world there are things that lie in wait, ambush predators that look like these things.” This wasn’t exactly true, unless you counted mimics as ‘real’ in the sense that ‘someone thought this up and there’s a lot of online art about them.’ “Plus, we’re required to kill a dungeon boss before we can claim the treasure. That’s how these things go.”

Even though I said those words, they didn’t seem quite right. After all, the creatures had mouths that went the wrong way, a lot of creatures had six arms, and things just… didn’t fit neatly into my fantasy paradigm from books, movies and tv shows. Not everything here was as it seemed like it should be, based on how it was back on earth.

I hammered the chest with an ice ball, then drew back and hucked the brutal axe at it. The axe flipped end over end several times before burying itself in the treasure chest, which barely moved from the force of the strike.

“Oh… kay. That should’ve worked.”

“Are you quite finished?” Hellera said, and began stomping off towards the chest. “Your cowardice is showing.”

I gritted my teeth. Ever since the Velleth incident she had been working with me, but grudgingly, and her flippant disregard for caution and teamwork was getting on my nerves. We had faced some pretty dire threats, with me bearing most of the brunt of the various attacks, so clearly we were in a life or death situation. Somehow me forgiving Velleth trumped that?

The mark of power she’d bestowed on me was powerful, but now I had to gauge how much I wanted that power against how much shit I felt I deserved to take. Right now, that meter was slipping in a direction I didn’t like, with I’m-not-putting-up-with-her-shit gaining ground over the mana and dragon transformation abilities.

Dallinya, Fayeen, Quavallie, and Shennalil now peered back and forth, while Velleth kept her place: behind me and to the left. She understood what ‘at my right hand’ meant and wasn’t even allowing herself to stand there. She’d barely said a word since the incident. Group cohesion was being tested in a dangerous way, and it made me ache for Avya and Auralla. I missed them… and I knew none of this would be happening if they were here.

As soon as Hellera set foot on the first step of the circle containing the gigantic chest, the room began to tremble. It was barely discernible at first, except for Velleth, who jumped in panic and cowered against me. I nearly scolded her for being afraid of her own shadow now, but a moment later I could feel it too. This had definite echoes of a t-Rex stomping its way closer.

“Hellera…” I warned. She ignored me and took a step up onto the broad, circular top.

The whole room rumbled, until the dust on the floor started to bounce and shift first left, then backwards, then right, then left again. The rumble deepened and became louder, until it was a roar. The floor began shaking harder and harder, but it wasn’t a giant’s footsteps we were feeling. Instead the entire room was being shoved back and forth, to and fro. Hellera lost her footing and fell, only to have the first of the stalactites fall and land inches from her. It slammed into the floor before breaking into large chunks of rock. She froze for a second, staring at it, before scrambling to her feet.

Already more stalactites were careening downwards. Several more crashed into the floor, some about the size of my fae healer, others some eight or ten feet high, far bigger than any of us. They poked holes in the floor while Hellera stumbled, staggered, and ran for it. The rest of us made a dash for the exit.

Just as we turned around, wouldn’t you know it but the entryway caved in. Now we stared at the ceiling, waiting for the need to dodge the pointed stone formations. All the while the cavern shook, until it was almost impossible to keep our footing.

All around the room stalactites were crashing into the floor, including the platform with the chest. They were coming in fast now, a rain of tons of stone.

Hellera tried running back toward us only to be thrown off her feet again. One of the ice balls flew up and knocked a stalactite off course before it bored a hole through my head, but Hellera didn’t have the ice shield. She caught a stalactite the size of a German Shepherd through one leg, and shrieked in pain.

I turned to Quavallie. “Take them to the pools.” She nodded, and started conjuring water snakes to come gather up the rest of the girls, pulling them to the nearest glowing pool.

Red dragon scales coated my entire body, my fingers grew wicked claws, and more uncomfortable wings sprouted from my back as I made my unsteady way toward my wounded dragonite.

The stalactite had crunched into smaller rocks, but once I cleared those away with a single swipe, I found that her knee had a stone spike through it the diameter of a baseball bat. Her kneecap was a thing off the past, and blood was soaking up the dust on the floor.

More ice balls thrashed stalactites aside while I worked to get her up off the floor, and I recast the spell before using Mender’s Mark on her.

She stared at me with wild eyes, even as more ice balls formed and went zipping off to save our lives.

“Come on,” I told her.

Quavallie and the others were nowhere to be found, which was both not great and sort of reassuring, so I steered us to a place where most of the stalactites were already down. She still required healing, so there went one of the expensive ass healing potions. Hellera seemed mystified by the sudden potion, but drank and healed.

Lucky for us, the rain of stone was slacking some, and the room wasn’t shaking nearly as much as before. One more falling stalactite crashed nearby, several more distant ones, and then all was silent.

Now the room consisted of a massive amount of rubble, a treasure chest with an axe sticking out of it, one very shaken dragonite, and my crushing disappointment. I threw on an Empath’s Mark so she could really feel how much this had pissed me off.

“Is this how it’s done?” I growled, and she shrank back. “You test me over and over again?”

“I—”

“I’m not interested in having my part here questioned time and again, Hellera. You bowed before me when I retrieved Velleth. You stood by me and coordinated defenses, and training. I’m glad to have you in the party, but like it or not, the Governor gave me Ink District. I have to exercise authority over the group, and I will be goddamned if I’m going to do it the way it’s done in every other District in Surrek. If you don’t like that, you’re free to leave.”

She looked to be on the verge of speaking when the five other girls popped their heads up from the pool I’d seen them going into. All of them looked especially cute with their hair slicked back and gleaming wet, but the light from below gave them a tinge of sinister mystery.

“Answer me,” I insisted. “Or else you’re going to be answering in front of everyone.”

“I—”

The big chunks of stone were moving, and not because the cavern was shaking. Instead they perked up and rolled off of their own volition. They began to pile together into a huge mound.

That didn’t last. Soon bolts of spitting multi-colored lightning stated arcing between the chunks of stone, rising up to form a sort of creature, with balls of lightning in the place where eye sockets should be. Rocks shifted lower, and it lifted a hefty body made of small boulders on arms made of stone and lightning.

I swore, long and low, into a string of profanity that caused Hellera to wince. “This,” I told her. “This is what I was trying to avoid.”


42- Clear The Floor

The huge elemental rock beast ended up being about the size of an elephant, with a lumpen head, great simian arms, and stumpy little legs all bound up in constantly-shifting lightning bolts. Most of these were blue white, but some were purple, others greenish. The twin, color-shifting eyes turned to behold Hellera and I, before a mouth of stone opened below the eyes and it roared in challenge.

Then it charged.

I charged it right back. Fuck it, I thought, this thing might be big, but I had the scales and claws and teeth of a red dragon.

“Come on!” I shouted, and was in the middle of bringing the axe down at it when the huge arm slammed into my side and tossed me across the room.

I landed hard, with the UI explaining I’d just suffered seven injuries at once, but negated three of those. This left me winded, but Survivor’s Mark cleared it for me and let me move. I definitely felt winded, with my whole side lit up with explosive pain, and breathing a difficulty.

The beast charged at Hellera, who breathed fire at it just before it struck, slamming her up into the wall and causing her to slide four feet to the floor. She kept the dragon fire up, even though it was clear it wasn’t doing much damage.

I threw on the aura for Swiftwind’s Mark, to give us some very necessary speed, and Mender’s Mark for myself. This thing wasn’t slow, so we needed the extra speed.

A name and red health bar appeared over top it (Stalactite Elemental indeed), along with a blue bar that probably represented its mana. The red line was overlapped by a second, green health bar, with a tiny hint of red now showing from Hellera’s attack.

“Hey ugly!” I shouted, and once again hurled the axe end over end. Hellera didn’t have a Survivor’s Mark and couldn’t take punishment like I could. The axe wouldn’t do much, but would hopefully get its attention.

Giskennen’s pride and joy slammed into the thing’s flank, and glanced off without much effect. Yeah, cutting stone wasn’t going to work out too well. Ryellin’s maul appeared in my hand instead, and when I approached, I had the time to really haul off and give it the baseball swing to where its elbow ought to be.

This was far more effective, crushing a large chunk of arm and unbalancing the creature. More importantly, it turned its attention away from Hellera and towards me. Which was both terrifying and what I’d hoped to accomplish. Why I’d hoped to accomplish that was another question.

“Get the others,” I grunted, and braced for the elemental’s reply.  Hellera bolted to her feet without a word, and dashed off. Hopefully she was heading for the pool to get the other five.

This time, even though I was ready to take the hit, I slid to the side before losing my footing and tumbling to the rocky ground. I swept my arms back to have the burst of air keep me aloft, grabbed up the maul, and swung it upwards. The hit landed just below its head, and another chunk of rock went hurtling off across the room. I gave Swiftwind’s Mark another activation.

The move had landed me very close to the creature, and it rose up on its little legs before coming down in a dual-fisted strike. I had just enough time to step aside, but the maneuver meant I couldn’t get the maul up for another solid hit.

It turned out I was too close to the thing, because little bursts of lightning zapped me and sent me reeling, doing a jerky-jerky, involuntary little dance. Another condition was negated by Survivor’s Mark, along with some of the damage.

“Yeah no, this isn’t working,” I muttered, as the thing slammed downwards and turned its ball lightning eyes on me. The twelve gauge would have to come out again.

One blast and another swat later, I crashed to the ground holding a broken shotgun. I swore. Shotgun shells I could retrieve from earth, while a new shotgun was not on the table. Yet.

The creature still had over eighty percent of its hit points, which was disheartening, because I was burning through mana on various spells.

Alone, I couldn’t do this. I was starting to see why most of the Masters up in the coliseum hadn’t volunteered for dungeon crawling duty. Things down here could get intense. Hilariously this was supposed to be the easier mission of the two.

That left the pistol.

“Fuck it,” I muttered, grabbed it out, and shot the thing several times in its big dumb face.

Luckily I had a cadre of badass ladies to assist me.

Quavallie burst out of the pool on a column of water, followed by two liquid snakes that wound around the beast’s arms and went to grab onto it. Dallinya rolled out, Shennalil flew out, and Fayeen was suddenly next to me. Only Velleth came slowly, though soon enough Hellera had her by the shoulder and was urging her forward.

Quavallie’s water snakes didn’t have the desired effect; though they’d intended to tie up the beast’s arms, they shorted out the tiny lightning bolts holding its rocks together. When it charged at me, it left behind great piles of stone, and new arcs of electricity picked up rocks from the floor to form new big ass fists.

I was shoulder checked into the wall just like Hellera, suffering another four injuries and taking another winded condition. This one wasn’t immediately negated, but the little clock signifying its duration disappeared with blessed quickness.

The beast loomed over me, and roared again, which sent a strong bolt of electricity surging through me. Hellera’s fire immunity wasn’t good here, so I took five more injuries all at once.

More water snakes grabbed at it, and ripped off its back legs, leaving me a chance to scrabble beneath it and get a sloppy maul attack in before it could turn its two remaining limbs back on. Throwing daggers from Velleth and Dallinya pinged off it ineffectually. Fayeen’s arrows were likewise useless against it.

It stumped around on its two gorilla arms, but a moment later lightning reached down through the rocks on the floor and formed new legs. Its health bar had dropped to nearly half, but was now back up to about seventy-five percent.

“Clear the floor!” I shouted, and called up the Aquamancer’s Mark for both spells at once. I could command the ice shields, so I had them crash into the thing’s face one after another, after another. Meanwhile I swept a section of the floor clean by blasting some of the rock with a water ball so it washed into the pool.

Quavallie understood the intent instantly, and reached out with two great big snakes of water to pull massive amounts of the shattered stalactites into the pools nearest her. Fayeen and Shennalil got into it too, with the little fae furthest just chucking little rocks into the pools, and the tiefling working faster than I could easily track.

“Hellera!” I shouted. “We need to keep its attention.”

My mana wasn’t going to last forever. I used this opportunity to give it a big whack to where I approximated its elbow ought to be. Of course this was a stupid thought, it was just a loose collection of rocks, but its health dropped anyway. The crippling blow I’d hoped to land never came though, and instead it bashed me backwards with a solid hit to my entire torso.

Hellera gave it a shield bash, and managed to dodge aside before it sent her flying again, with Shennalil zipping after her. Meanwhile Quavallie, Fayeen, Velleth and Dallinya did their best to get the rocks the hell off the floor.

The trouble was, Quavallie wasn’t going to have mana forever. She had to be getting low on mana soon.

“Shennalil!” I screamed, and grabbed a mana potion out of the storage device. When she looped wide around the beast, I tossed the potion to her and shouted instructions, just before dodging another big swing from the elemental.

I swung the maul more carefully this time, hesitant to leave myself open. Meanwhile I conjured another series of ice shields, and thanked my lucky stars this dungeon was full of water so they were more powerful. Every time it got too close, I blasted it in the face or shoulder with an ice ball. Hellera seemed to get into the rhythm as well, darting forward to attack it from the side any time it looked to be overwhelming me.

This largely worked, as long as we were unwilling to do any real damage to the beast and let it play cat and mouse with us as the mice.

My shoulders were protesting a little more every time I hefted the maul to chip away at its health meter, but all around us, waves of water coated the floor and swept more and more of stalactite chunks away. I just needed a bit more stamina, and we’d have it. Maybe two minutes had passed, but it cost a lot of my mana.

“Evan!” Velleth screamed.

Quavallie had fainted, and Velleth had her in her arms.

“Into the water!” I shouted back.

Well, there wasn’t any more time for games. I chanced a look over the battlefield, only to find that my cephellian had done the vast majority of the work. In fact, her last few weak waves had just dragged away some of the monster in contact with the floor, and drained its HP down below half.  

I lead the monster over toward the empty spot in the floor, while blasting one of the last sections of broken stalactites away with the water ball. It came at me, and I dove aside in time to take an electrified stone shoulder to the midsection. My man parts protested, but the elemental had fallen for the ruse. It slid across the wet floor and careened into the pool… onto Velleth and Quavallie.

“No!” I screamed, as did the others. They might’ve screamed something else, like “Quavallie!” or “Velleth!” but I didn’t hear anything at that point. I had battle brain, that intense focus on the life or death struggle right in front of me.

The thing turned weakly back to look at us, but a huge amount of it had been stuck in the pool, or sucked into the pool. The little arcs of lightning were on the fritz.

I threw the water ball up from the pool beneath it and blasted the whole elemental to bits. And that was nearly the end of my mana, so thank Rea’s godly loins I didn’t have to try to kill it any further. I went to run after Quavallie and Velleth, only to have Fayeen and Hellera beat me to the punch. Both of them dove into the pool without hesitation.

But that was no good: Hellera was a fire dragonite, and Fayeen had goat hooves. Neither of them were good swimmers. Plus, Hellera had this little hangup when it came to Velleth.

Exhaustion forced me to take a knee, and the adrenaline gave me the shakes.

Shennalil landed before me, already chanting, and a moment later I felt the surge of healing power spreading through me, centered on my crotch, thank the world-birthing goddess. I went to get up, but she put a hand on my shoulder.

“Master,” she insisted, “rest.”

“Velleth—”

“I will see to her.”

“No,” I said. “I have to—” Hellera wouldn’t help her; she’d hold Velleth under the pool and drown her. I had to make sure—

Shennalil touched my forehead, and the little vigor left in my body drained away. That little— I thought, before blackness stole over me.
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When I swam back to consciousness, I was staring at the ceiling, which was filled with round and jagged stumps where stalactites had been. The events with the stalactite elemental didn’t immediately jump back into my brain, but instead I was fuzzy, like waking up in someone else’s house during a sleepover.

I pushed myself up to my elbows and saw a cluster of the ladies closer to the pool in this huge cavern.

“Dallinya,” I called, and the catgirl's ears twitched in my direction. She peered over at me, face pained. A moment later she padded over and reached a hand out. I took it and got to my feet to stagger over towards the rest of them.

“Master,” she muttered. “It’s—”

“My name is Evan,” I told her.

“Evan, it’s not good.”

Shennalil was sobbing, with her palms ground into her eye sockets. Quavallie’s head bobbed above the surface of the nearest pool, regarding me seriously. The rest of them knelt around Velleth, who was laid out on the floor.

Confusion struck out at me. She was breathing. How could that be bad?

“She’s not dead. What’s the issue?”

“She won’t wake,” Dallinya told me. “Shennalil can’t make her wake up.”

Shennalil wailed again, loudly, and dripped snot down onto the floor.

“Well we need her,” I said.

“Do we?”

I whirled on Hellera, which caused Dallinya and Fayeen to back off.

“Say that again,” I growled in challenge.

The fight clearly went through her mind, over whether or not she could handle whatever consequences would come of this.

“You are one more comment away from walking the fuck home,” I told her. “After that you get a new Master. This is a dead horse I’m not going to beat.” I thought of my father saying ‘I will turn this car around, buster’ once upon a time.

Hellera continued to stare defiance for a moment or two more, before hanging her head. Yeah, she couldn’t protect the others without magic.

I was about to move when I realized two things: one, the brutal axe lay near her, where it had dropped to the floor following the fight with the elemental, and two, a portal had opened up over near Velleth.

Hellera glanced down at the axe, then up at me, but I only caught the tail end of that because I was on my way to the portal. She could attack me if she wanted, but it would end badly for her.

The Governor emerged from the portal, still huge, still an elf, still silver and green of hair, only now he was covered in blood. Probably somebody else’s.

“I was given to understand that you had triumphed over one of the monsters at the dungeon’s core.”

The Governor’s… um… female stepped out of the portal as well. She was still absolutely breathtaking to behold, still a cat lady, and still had the flat look of someone who did not take any shit from anyone. I realized that she hadn’t spoken in any of the times I’d seen her, not a word.

“I don’t know what that means, but we just took on a huge elemental and won.”

“When the dungeon is pacified, you will have access to the dungeon core,” the Governor said. “Once you remove the core or use it, it will destabilize and kill anyone or anything still left inside.”

“Is the core in there?” I asked, and pointed over my shoulder with a thumb at the gigantic treasure chest. It was still largely undamaged from the monumental fight we’d just gone through.

The Governor shook his head. “Unlikely. It should be guarded by the sorcerers who placed it near the city walls.”

“This was a mini-boss?” I asked. Not exactly very mini.

His lips pressed into a thin line. “I don’t have much time here.”

“Could I have a status report for whatever’s going on above?”

“It’s not going well. One other dungeon entrance appeared in the north districts, near Iron District. We also have reports that several of the Masters who came down here are dead.”

I wondered how those reports manifested. Could the slaves who Ryellin took power from feel his absence? Was there a slave revolt going on?

“Ryellin of Lumber district died from a sorcerer attack, and some dwarf I’ve never met before today. He had an incident with a trap.” I didn’t elaborate on that one’s cause of death.

He nodded. “Errum of Mage District. Drifter Evan, can you handle the remainder of this dungeon? I need to reassign several more of the Masters who volunteered to venture down here.”

“I’d like to say yes, but this one nearly drowned, and now won’t wake up. I need all the warrior slaves I can muster if I’m going to finish this by my lonesome.”

“I can arrange a replacement,” he suggested, but I shook my head.

“These have trained with me. I trust them, and have given me powers I’ve come to rely on.” I resisted casting a glance at the Governess, although my eyes were always drawn to her.

“You don’t have a magekiller among your slaves,” he said, half a question.

“No.”

“I understand you have worked with these ones,” he gestured around at my coterie. “However, I will press a magekiller into your service.”

“Your eminence,” I protested. “I don’t—”

“You don’t have a say in the matter,” he said. “This is non-negotiable. She is a formidable warrior even without her magic and will empower you well.”

The Governess went back through the portal and vanished, and a minute later, an elf stepped through.

“I am counting on you, Drifter,” the Governor said. “Get this dungeon under control as soon as possible. Everything becomes easier once we don’t have to worry about monsters underfoot, or sorcerers sneaking up from below.”

“What about my current—”

The Governess emerged once more, knelt down, and pressed a finger to Velleth’s forehead. Light flashed and the sound of a chime pinged in the echoey room, and a moment later Velleth opened her eyes and gasped as though she’d just been resuscitated.

The Governor reached into his belt pouch and retrieved a copper coin. “Take this.”

“Oh… kay.”

He smiled. “It’s more than it seems. Now, I’ll take my leave and return to the battle above, unless you have other intelligence I should also know.”

“Just curious about how districts are divvied up after something like this happens.”

The Governor threw back his head and laughed. “Ambitious, I see. I won’t say I’m surprised or disappointed.” Then he shook his head, still chuckling.

“You clear this dungeon out and I’ll give you two of your choice from among the recently vacated. Do it swiftly, and you’ll have first choice.”

Dibs on Spice District, I thought darkly.


43- I Hope You Don’t Forget

The new elf was not like the old elf. She was ashen of skin, white of hair, and had impenetrable black eyes with red pupils. The black extended to where the whites of her eyes ought to have been. She was dressed in loose, flowing clothes belted at the waist, like a martial arts gi only semi-transparent and revealing her lithe body, a dark mirror of Auralla. She also had a pair of short swords behind her back, easily drawn by reaching behind her.

Damn but I missed Auralla.

The new elf regarded me impassively, though her eyes darted to the other women in the room and took in an awful lot of information. I dismissed further thoughts about spying; it was already happening. Also, this was wartime, and I’d just scored a victory down here, so it was less likely she had been sent to spy. Also the term ‘magekiller’ meant the Governor had supplied her for a very specific purpose.

Ryellin’s magekiller aura ability had come from another one of these elves, I bet. The Governor had specifically supplied her to fuck, and cultivate her magekiller ability.

“I’m Evan,” I told her.

“I know,” she replied flatly.

“This is the part where you introduce yourself.”

“Sechelle,” she said, and didn’t elaborate. Well, relationship established regardless. And also, fuck that. I wasn’t ready to handle another Hellera. She could handle the cold shoulder just as well as Hellera, I guessed.

I turned to the others. “Okay, we’re going to see about this chest and then move out.”

I peered down at the coin in my hand, and concentrated on it with my magic senses.

Storage Vessel: Copper Coin

Dimensional storage, unsurpassed quality, enchanted

Silver tier

Qualities: Never dulls or rusts, unbreakable, heightened effect, emits no aura

Abilities: This storage vessel contains space for up to 15 tons of materials by weight. Press against the vessel with your Attuned attribute and concentrate to produce the inventory to add or retrieve items.

I gave off a low whistle, and more when I peered inside it to find a bevy of items.  Not fifteen tons’ worth, but a lot. Most importantly I discovered a number of healing potions and cleansing potions, on top of Bronze tier weapons. The first few I brought out weren’t your ordinary items, but had a non-soulbound effect each: flaming, forceful, electric, void-touched, celestial, and others. They didn’t require a specific shout, and they likely wouldn’t be as powerful as Giskennen’s uncooperative axe. Unlike the axe, they could be used immediately. One maul and one axe would be for me.

I handed out weapons and made sure to ignore the new elf who was supposed to help me win. I also pointedly didn’t hand a weapon to Hellera, who was staring at Velleth with a complicated series of emotions roiling over her face.

I grabbed up the brutal axe as well, before anyone got any stupid ideas, then made my way to Velleth.

She was staring around in confusion.

“What do you remember?”

“Quavallie dragged me under, but then all the rocks came down and separated us. I think they hurt her… she couldn’t get an air bubble around my head.”

“I couldn’t gather enough air,” Quavallie added, looking pained to admit her failure. “The pool was covered.”

I nodded, and reached down to help her up. When she stood, I embraced her, and peered around at the others. “What we discussed before is over. If you disagree with my judgement, you’re free to leave, but if you stay we won’t be discussing it again. The matter is closed.”

Shennalil was the first to lay a hand on my shoulder, and another on Velleth’s. I heard Quavallie emerge from the pool and approach as well, but Fayeen was next to lay a hand on my shoulder, then another on Velleth’s. Dallinya followed, as did Quavallie, leaving Hellera and the new girl still not with us.

Finally, I felt Hellera’s hand on my shoulder, and saw her hand come to rest on Velleth as well. The blue-skinned trickster raised her head and locked a teary gaze with Hellera.

“You’re staying?” I asked Hellera.

“I’m staying.”

“Let’s get to work.”

“What about her?” Quavallie asked.

I turned to regard the new girl. She stood in a loose combat stance, regarding all of us with that same expressionless face, as though she might have to kill us at any moment and was fine with that.

“She’ll learn how we do things eventually.”

Shennalil fluttered over toward the gray-skinned elf, and landed, looking up at her.

“Are you with us?” she asked

Sechelle nodded curtly.

“Then come on. This is how they do it. It’s how we do it.” She took Sechelle by the hand, and when the new girl didn’t shake her off, led her over to where we were all standing. Finally, she put Sechelle’s hand on my butt cheek, slid it down below the leather skirt, and up over my bare naked ass. Sechelle snatched her hand away, but Shennalil was giggling, and Fayeen soon followed. They high fived one another.

“You’ve been spending too much time with Fayeen and Avya,” I groused, but with no venom. Sechelle however glanced around at the assembled party in confusion. This clearly wasn’t going the way she expected.

The last thing Quavallie had found from rubble pile of the dead elemental’s body was a large golden key. It fit into the large treasure chest smoothly, and the catch was well oiled. The lid popped open, though it had to be hauled the rest of the way by Hellera, Dallinya and me working in unison. Fucker was heavy.

A puff of ancient dust came out, and Shennalil flitted up next to me to peer at the chest’s contents. The others were up on tiptoe to look down inside.

“Is the dungeon core supposed to be a naked woman?” Fayeen asked.

“Do you think she’s a monster?” Dallinya asked.

“So none of you have ever seen anything like this?” I asked, and the rest of them confirmed that no, they hadn’t.

The girl inside had skin and hair of literal gold. She was either a very convincing statue or a real person in magical stasis, and neither of those computed. She was beautiful, perfectly formed in every respect, from the body shape, the full breasts, the tight musculature, to the sloping cheekbones and her hair splayed out against the bottom of the huge chest, catching the light bouncing off the ceiling from the pools and gleaming.

I concluded that nobody would’ve sculpted a woman with hair fanned out like that, and I was proven right a moment later when she floated up off the chest’s bottom to where I could reach forward and take hold of her. As soon as I did so, the magic levitating her upwards stopped and she fell into my arms.

She wasn’t heavy, but it was awkward getting her head and feet above the edge of the chest, but Shennalil and Sechelle were there to help out.

As it turned out, she was… an item.

Avatar of Innarine

mythical quality construct

Platinum tier

Qualities: currently unknown

Abilities: currently unknown

You do not yet possess the tier or abilities to fathom the Avatar’s qualities or abilities. You may attempt to unlock this knowledge by magical means, or by increasing your tier.

You do not yet possess the means or tier to bring Innarine’s Avatar to life. You may attempt the activation at Gold tier, with the proper activation items.

“I don’t even know what to do with…this. Her.”

That clinched it. The gorgeous gold woman disappeared into my new copper coin storage space. We had too much going on and nothing right now as going to give us any answers regarding her. Even with answers, there was no chance Bronze me was going to be able to bring her to life anyway.

Unfortunately the golden chest held no other treasures aside from sleeping beauty there, so it was time to get a move on. Before we did, I needed to take stock. I had a lot of stored messages from the evolving user interface. A lot of them were congratulations on starring up with various attributes, or gaining ranks in certain skills (Dodge was a big one, but also Grit and more ranks of Edged Melee and Blunt Melee). A lot of messages were about the damage I’d taken and the conditions I’d suffered through or resisted, a few were about looting the corpses of monsters, and one was about killing the Master of Mage District. Some of them were the relationship setbacks from the showdown over Velleth. My relationship with Hellera was barely a half star above Bronze. If we pissed each other off a bit more, I could kiss the mana bonuses and dragon transformation goodbye.

Honestly, it would be annoying to live without it, but I’d make do. I’d just deal with the lack of mana somehow. I couldn’t have someone in my midst who was constantly trying to undermine my decisions or the group.

Which immediately caused me to glance at Sechelle.

Oddly, she reminded me of my ex, Jen. The shape of the face and the loose ponytail were the two clear similarities. Jen had been quite sexual, but never wore see-thru martial arts gear, or went out as a slate gray elf for Halloween, but the bearing and the bone structure were similar. The boobs too, oddly enough, a couple of nice B cup handfuls with similarly sized nipples.

I tore my eyes away and admonished myself. I had all kinds of beautiful female flesh surrounding me, and suddenly there’s someone new and it gives me an instant homesickness boner? Get it together, Evan.

I focused on my stats. I didn’t know what would happen when I made it to Silver, but… oh, never mind.

Attuned— Bronze****

Clever— Bronze*****

Charming— Bronze***

Fierce— Bronze***

Sly— Bronze**

Quick— Bronze****

Tough— Bronze****

I was still a hell of a long way off from filling anything with seven stars. Clever had two totally empty star slots, while Sly showed I wasn’t sneaking around or tricking anyone nearly enough. The third star of Sly looked to be about 90% full, but that was guesswork. Similar to the fourth star of Fierce, which I figured was going to come in shortly.

And only three stars of Charming? Really? Hadn’t I charmed the pants off like eight women so far? How much mind-blowing sex did a guy have to do to earn some validation around here?

Maybe the sex was the reward in and of itself, and I needed to accept that.

The first star into Bronze had been a quick get, but from then on each star had been a longer and longer grind. This tracked with any of the video games I’d played: you got through your first twenty-five levels or so without any issue, then suddenly every new level after that took for-fucking-ever. The next one took for-fucking-ever-plus-one.

The only trouble was… where to go? The only entrance to the cavern had collapsed, and there were no other doors leading further into the dungeon. I checked on the map, and zoomed in, but couldn’t find any secret entrances or exits.

We split into pairs and searched the walls for any clue as to where we could go next. It should’ve been obvious, and when we finally discovered the answer, I sure felt like a dumbass.

I was in the middle of trying to feel up a stone wall when I heard a distant splash. When I turned, two things were obvious: Quavallie had an idea, and Sechelle was working her way closer to me to try to talk to me… alone. I ignored the gray-skinned elf yet again, and headed to where Quavallie was swimming, deep down.

It finally clicked in my very Clever brain. Sometimes the way out is deeper down.

Quavallie confirmed this five minutes later, when she leapt from the water.

“You found a way,” I said, unnecessarily. I had seen the new layer of underwater tunnels she’d discovered on the map function.

She nodded. “All the pools are connected under the water. It’s a maze, but I found a place to surface.”

I handed her a mana potion from the Governor’s storage space and tossed it to her. “Let’s get a move on. We’re on a schedule.”
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Quavallie, Sechelle and I emerged from another pool a good two hundred feet away from where we’d gone in. I had on the Swiftwind aura, and had several other spells on standby, but it was Jerry I was missing the most. Jerry was somebody I could trust and rely on without a single compunction. I had limitless confidence in his abilities.

Plus, I could smell through his nose, hear through his ears, see through his eyes. Not only that, but he would attack anyone at the drop of a hat, even the Governor if I decided that’s how we were doing things.

My rhythm of day and night were all wrong down here, so I couldn’t rightly say when the next morning was on its way, and when I’d have a new Jerry. Which meant, right at this moment, I had to hope this room wasn’t full of those succubus things.

I activated Empath’s Mark at the same time, but didn’t find any minds who were thinking thoughts or feeling feelings. I hoped this meant there were no succulacrums in the area. Those things were on par with the Governor spying on me, in terms of trouble.

“I don’t know what your magic allows you to do,” I told Sechelle quietly, “but if you can make sure this room isn’t full of traps or hidden enemies, I sure would appreciate it.”

She regarded me silently, before turning to the cavern and then vaulting out of the pool. Drawing her swords, she snuck forward and peered around. She moved with preternatural quiet, and with the way her clothes clung to her body, it was nice to watch her stalk off.

This cavern had stalagmites rising from the floor, which gave enemies plenty of places to hide, but Sechelle returned a few minutes later and met me behind the large stalagmite I’d chosen for cover.

“The room is empty,” she said.

“Good, now we can talk.”

“I’m active,” she said, “magically. I have served no Master with my body; the Governor made sure of it.”

“Are you considered an elf?” I asked.

“A drow,” she said. “Elf of the caverns and the dungeons.”

“I had no idea those were even a thing, and I’ve seen snake ladies and insect people.”

Clearly frustrated, she changed the topic. “I know you have taken the marks off your other slaves, so you have…” She waved her sword in a circle in the direction of my junk. “The issue is not with you.”

“How many dungeon elves are there? Drow you said, right? Are there always drow underneath our feet anywhere we go? Wait, I thought dwarves were the ones under the mountains. What do you guys eat? Bats and mushrooms and stuff?”

“Am I not pleasing to behold?” she asked. “Is this why you will not join with me?”

“You want me to just walk up and ram it in?” I asked. “I thought we could have a nice candlelight dinner first. Maybe take you on a walk around the park, talk about high school. Have a pillow fight. You know, date stuff.”

“Are you… unwell? Mentally?”

“Honestly you’re right, I have been on the road for the last three months… I don’t even know what date stuff looks like. I know a couple of clubs. You look like you could really turn heads on a dance floor. There’s a country western joint off I-94, or there are some plain old EDM style places in Ann Arbor. It’s a bit of a drive, so I’d have to have some money for the Uber. I’m going to go out on a limb though and say you’re not a big square dancer.”

She continued to stare, mouth open.

“I have an issue with one of my ladies presently, and I don’t need to have more issues,” I told her. “If you can do your magic, I’ll ask you to do it. That’s it. You don’t have to stay with me after this dungeon is over. You can find a Master you prefer, or get out of Surrek and never look back.” It was an offer I made to all of them, and so far none of them wanted to take me up on it.

Except for my OG, and damn that stung. I really, really missed Auralla, and I wanted to run my arms up and down the backs of her thighs while she held her ankles and folded herself in half like some human origami.

Okay now I was starting to get in the mood for a bit of Hide The Sausage. I needed a cold shower. Honestly, I’d been covered in monster blood, Master blood, sorcerer blood, and my own blood until taking a nice cleansing dip in the underground pools

“If you decide to stay, we get to play together, but only if that’s what you want.” And only if I found out she could be trusted not to try decapitating me in my sleep. Or try joining forces with Hellera to give me a sword catheter or something.

“Is this… a trick?” she asked.

“I wish. It’s my lowest Attribute. Apparently I’m not tricksy enough.”

Two more heads appeared from the pool: Hellera and Velleth, along with Quavallie.

“You’ll take Velleth out scouting, and not engage,” I told her. “We can continue this talk later.”

She again gave me a searching look for several long moments, before nodding and turning to take Velleth. The two of them left, with Velleth casting just one look over her shoulder at me before they rounded the corner and disappeared from view.

Which left Hellera.

She stood at the edge of the pool and hadn’t moved, staring at me. I met her gaze and didn’t back off. This became a contest of wills after a while, until I heard Velleth and Sechelle returning.

“All good?” I asked.

She nodded.

I also nodded. “Your mark is incredibly valuable to me, so I’m glad to hear that. Your companionship is more valuable. Velleth is alive and here today because of you. I hope you don’t forget that.” 

I produced several weapons and handed them over. A tiny part of me expected her to lash out, stab me through the gut. I’d have to kill her if that happened, but a lot more awful consequences would follow. For now this was the best outcome.

Fayeen, Dallinya, and Shennalil arrived just as my two scouts returned. It was quite enjoyable to watch as my beauties rose out of the water, clothes and hair clinging to their bodies in the gloom, lit from below by the pools. They dripped and their skin glistened, and it didn’t help my powerful urge to get down and dirty with at least one of them.

Eventually though Dallinya cleared her throat and I snapped back to reality. The scouts clearly needed to give their report, while I thought cold and boring thoughts.

They’d spotted more enemies a few twists and turns down these tunnels, more sorcerers of the flame’s eye and flame’s heart. These were in greater number: twelve of the ones who could summon the succulacrum, and half a dozen of the fireball sorcerers. Plus, one of them was a leader.

“Well shit,” I said.

“There’s another set of tunnels,” Velleth reported, still subdued. Sechelle nodded, and drew out the tunnel system on the cave floor. If we were quiet, we could sneak right by the enemy and work toward finding the dungeon boss, liberating the core, and getting this place dealt with. There was one spot where we’d be exposed, but Velleth bet we could close that up with a simple illusion and go the stealth route.

Dallinya wasn’t in favor of this though. These sorcerers were the real enemy; they were using the dungeon to sneak into Surrek. The Governor had mentioned that they had created a second exit, which meant they could probably generate more. If we let them pass, they might come out anywhere in the city.

“But we can use the side tunnel for a pincer attack,” Sechelle said.

“We can use the side tunnel for an ambush,” Hellera suggested. That was true. If we mostly blocked up the hole in the tunnel, we could attack through the tiny hole with teleport strikes. The trouble was, if a single fireball struck them, they’d be blasted into nothing.

“All we need are eighteen magic users who’ve used up all their magic,” I said. Actually, I had an idea.

A few minutes of planning and prep later, I watched myself walk straight into the lion’s den, then pull up short like he’d been caught daydreaming. A second later, five fireballs crashed into him. I could feel the heat roiling down the tunnel towards me, but it dissipated quickly.

Another Evan went strolling down the hall and jumped as if he’d only seen the eighteen sorcerers right then. He actually got a word in edgewise before a hail of firebolts blasted into him and the place where he’d been.

This reminded me of a movie, but I couldn’t remember which one. A superhero one, I thought.

A third Evan ran into the room waving his arms and going “Wait, wait!” only to be blasted to smithereens a moment later. A fourth Evan appeared out of Velleth’s hands, and a grim smile accompanied it. This new Evan sprinted in there, skidded to a stop, and this time said, “Look, this isn’t working, okay?” before he too took about twelve firebolts to the chest.

The sorcerers in the room were losing mana, but not fast enough. If the twelve flame’s heart sorcerers could mess with my interdimensional storage or generate those succubus spirits, I wasn’t going to be any good in this fight.

Two more Evan illusions dashed into the room, but this time nothing happened immediately.

“He’s down the tunnel,” one of the sorcerers said. “Don’t burn all your mana. They’re down this way.”

I turned to Shennalil. “It’s go time.” She nodded curtly and flew off.


44- I Will Become A God

Shennalil met up with the others and gave the signal to begin the ambush.

Velleth and Dallinya began peppering the sorcerers they could see with distance strikes. Both sets of sorcerers were dangerous, but for me to enter the fray, the non-fireball throwers needed to be taken care of first.

Now that their mana was getting low, the fireball tossers couldn’t throw out as much ordinance, meaning that Quavallie could also summon snakes of water to blast into several of them, and Hellera could teleport into their midst to wreak some havoc.

With the new Bronze tier enchanted weaponry, she froze one arm into a block of ice, and when she blocked a series of firebolts with her new shield, it spat back a rain of tiny silver projectiles that cut up the caster.

Fayeen teleported in next, and I followed after. The tiefling raked her short sword across a number of legs in her whirlwind sprint, and I started by dousing all of them in a magically conjured, poison water ball. I hoped the water damage might have some debuff effect on the sorcerers and their fire magic, but it didn’t appear to work. Even Sechelle appeared and drove two blades into a stomach, before vanishing again.

I followed the water ball up by cleaving a man in two with the brutal axe. That thing might not have meant to be thrown, but it sure did blast a man back by about ten feet when it hit him. I grabbed up Ryellin’s maul.

The whole thing became a frantic melee, or a fracas, because the sorcerers didn’t use melee weapons. Only one of them got a staff up and attempted to block Hellera’s attacks, only to have the staff ice over and shatter the next time it was used to deflect. My ice shields flew up and out to deflect attacks and shatter into icy explosions, while I used Ryellin’s maul to crush ribcages and legs. In the meantime daggers appeared out of thin air to slice at necks or hamstrings. The ladies focused on the flame’s heart sorcerers, while Hellera and I soaked up what was left of the fire throwers’ mana. Both of us now had fire resistance potions in effect, though Hellera claimed she didn’t need one. Meaning we basically took one injury at a time.

Blessedly, they were all out of fireballs by this point.

The flame’s heart sorcerers weren’t really trained for this sort of rush in attack, and that was a relief. The ones with the succubus spirits were ready for Ryellin and I; these weren’t. They cast a few auras to heal and speed up, but a lot of them were already dead.

One of the flame’s eye sorcerers exploded, throwing Hellera and Fayeen off their feet, but my ice ball exploded in response, soaking up a lot of the damage and blasting two more of the flame’s heart sorcerers.

In minutes the majority of the work was done. I managed to summon another ice shield, and Quavallie prevented another of the flame’s eye sorcerers from killing us by dragging him into a pool. Another of them exploded, which rocketed me back and into the tunnel I’d come from, but the damage was mostly resisted. Mostly the explosions were meant to render it impossible to loot their bodies, while making a last ditch attempt to kill us off. One of the last explosions was too close to my ladies, so I yanked back and canceled the Swiftwind aura, pulling the ball of flame back towards me. I lost my eyebrows and the beginning of my beard, and also took two (two!) injuries, but I was a long way from dead thanks to Dallinya.

Their kamikaze explosions hadn’t worked; by the time the dust cleared, all of the sorcerers were dead, and our two healing abilities worked overtime to help Fayeen and Hellera get back on their feet. Sechelle initially tried to refuse a healing touch, but relented when Shennalil cornered her and healed up a mass of burn tissue on her arm, shoulder and neck.

The Mender’s Mark restored my hair, weirdly enough.

Now that we had a few tactics to use, and a pretty good repertoire of abilities and combat training, we made short work of any vurdoks we came across, followed by their spawn points. We used my Empath ability and Shennalil’s Drifter ability for reconnaissance, and Sechelle to silently scout ahead as well. Following this, we would work up a necessary plan: ambush the sorcerers before they caught wind of us, or just wreck the vurdoks and loot the corpses.

When we got low on mana, it was necessary to hunker down behind an illusion of cave wall stretching over us, before moving on. Like before, we made sure to reveal all of the map possible, which included finding a cache of flame sorcerer materials guarded by only two of the flame’s eye sorcerers. Although we tried to  yank them away from their stores of supplies, it didn’t work. The first thing they did was blow up all their stuff.

During one of the downtimes, I made sure to stop avoiding Sechelle and let her hunker down next to me. Shennalil and her Meatball Hair Ties of the Betrayer were behind one of Velleth’s illusions, down the hall. This gave me an opportunity to speak with the new girl without having to censor myself.

It had been close to six hours of nonstop recon, planning, attack, and map expansion. Sechelle’s clothes were torn, burnt, bloody rags she’d retied around herself several times. Now she was finally tearing them off and sitting there naked. I produced some clothes from the nose ring storage device, and she regarded them silently.

“How are you finding your time with us?” I asked.

“Very odd,” she responded after a time. She was like Hellera in that respect as well; she took her time and measured her responses carefully.

“I’m going to reiterate the offer,” I told her. “If you want to return to your drow people, I’ll try and get you out of the city, but after that you’re on your own. If you want to stay, it will mean sharing essence at least once. As you’ve no doubt seen, the others retain their power, and gain one of mine.”

She nodded, pensive.

“There’s a bit of a risk involved there… if I give you power, you’ll be in a position to hurt me. Just you knowing about it is dangerous. I don’t want knowledge of it getting back to the Governor.” This had already happened, but she might not know that. “That said, if you don’t want to stick around under me, you won’t be able to stay in the city under another Master. I’m sorry that won’t be an option.”

“Sorry?” she snorted. “Think nothing of it. There are no ‘kind Masters’. Not even you.”

I shrugged. “You won’t have to stay, but you will have to help out until we finish the dungeon.”

She peered into the tunnel. None of the others were in sight.

“What about now?” she asked.

“What about now?”

“I would like the power.”

“We haven’t even shared a candlelight dinner yet.”

“What?” she asked.

“It’s an earth thing. I’ve never had sex in a cave… I guess there’s a first time for everything, but we’re both sweaty and disgusting and covered in blood.

“Also look, I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but I don’t yet trust you. I barely know you. You already have your power, whatever it is, and you can help out. If you’re here on behalf of the Governor to try something, for whatever stupid reason I haven’t yet figured out.”

Me barely knowing her was a pretty silly excuse; I’d given Hellera my seed at a time when she despised me. Again, Sechelle didn’t know that, so the reasoning worked on her. And honestly, the entire package she had: skill, beauty, willingness, should’ve spurred me on. I didn’t feel right though… the first bunch of girls I’d bedded out of sheer necessity.

It wasn’t necessary any longer. Getting the power would bind us together in ways I wasn’t ready to handle. Also, without Avya being here, I didn’t feel the girls keeping their connection strong.

“That would make no sense,” she said. “The Governor wishes the dungeon be destroyed. Your interests align.”

“I know,” I replied. But he’d seen my ladies with their marks of power, and hadn’t made an issue of it. He knew we could be a formidable fighting force, more than most of the other Masters.

We found other, smaller groups of sorcerers, including some sorcerers of the flame’s hand. These were combat specialists who wreathed their hands, feet, and weapons in flames, ran up walls, moved really fast, and died just as easily when we used our ambush techniques.

We were about halfway through completing the map on this half of the dungeon when we snuck directly into the boss’s lair. By accident.
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Shennalil was doing her usual scouting when she passed through a doorway nobody had properly checked out. Sechelle was the only one to call out just before the misty form of Shennalil passed over a threshold of sorts, and immediately a heavy stone door began to descend. It had the rumble of finality to it, and runes began glowing both on the line she’d crossed, and on the giant slab of descending stone.

“What—“

I swore, and immediately teleported into the room after Shennalil. Fayeen was next to me a moment later, followed closely by Dallinya and Velleth, who was still trying to stick to my shadow.  I found Sechelle next to me on the other side; somehow she’d made her way through. Quavallie would make her way under, through the pools, but it would take her time. That left Hellera, who teleported into the room at the last second. That was her real last chance to break up with me, or with us I guess. Instead she gripped the sword and shield, glanced at me, and set her scaled mouth in a hard line when I nodded at her.

You have entered the boss’s lair. The boss contains the dungeon core, and is significantly higher tier than monsters you have previously faced. En garde, hero!

If there was one patch of relief, it was that the same radiant pools everywhere else in this dungeon were also here, giving the place an eerie look, and boosting my ability to use Aquamancer’s Mark to greater effect.

Before anything started, I handed Shennalil a mana potion. “For Quavallie.”

At the end of the large, hall-shaped cavern chamber, up a series of stone stairs to a platformed dais, sat the largest vurdok I’d seen yet. He was, seated, maybe twelve feet high, wearing crystalline armor, and he had two heads. Each head had on a spiky crystal helmet, and a truly enormous axe leaned against his rock throne. The magic coming off him in little sparklers was strong, much stronger than the sorcerers we’d battled through, making him either Silver tier, or very close to it.

If he’d been alone, I probably could’ve taken him, I thought. It was a stupid thought. First of all, when he got to his feet, he was more like fifteen feet tall, maybe taller, and second of all, he was surrounded by an army of vurdoks and a delegation of sorcerers.

“What the shit?” I muttered. How had they gotten in here without triggering the doors to close and the boss battle to start?

There were six of the flame sorcerers, two of each type, and that was bad. We hadn’t softened them up at all with illusions to drain out their mana. Even as I walked forward, very slowly, I spread my hands to either side and hoped the ladies got the hint and spread out. It would mean less damage from fireballs, but more change to be surrounded by the many, many vurdoks

“You trespass my dungeon, man,” the king of the vurdoks said.

“Well that’s just, like, your opinion, man,” I replied, in my best lazy dude impression.

“You will be killed, while your slaves will be taken by these sorcerers, and used to fuel their magic.”

“Would you settle for ‘I join your cause, and all my slaves are taken by these sorcerers and used to fuel their magic?’” I asked.

In the ensuing confusion, I threw a blanket of Empath’s Mark over the whole space. I didn’t think sleepy would work as an emotion to make them feel, but anxious would do the trick.

“JK, I’m going to cut both your heads off, eat your dungeon core, and then I will become a god.” It almost certainly didn’t work like that, but a guy could dream.

A whole lot of eyes went wide and alert, as the fear took effect. When the king bellowed in rage and challenge, a lot of them jumped in fear.

Either the sorcerers had immunity, or the effect didn’t reach that far, because a window popped up into my face.

You have been affected by a spell. Insatiable Lust has been cast by sorcerer of the flame’s heart. You have resisted Insatiable Lust, and the spell has failed. This has triggered the spell to morph into Mounting Lust. Mounting Lust has taken effect.

I almost laughed. Mounting… lust. Not just any lust, but the lust for climbing aboard and riding hard.

Mounting Lust was an emotional and psychic effect that slowly overrode my willpower to do anything but fuck, the UI explained. As time went on, if I failed to resist the condition, I would lose actions.

Just like the poison meter, I now had a Mounting Lust meter that would tick down as the spell’s duration wound down. Unlike the poison meter, the spell’s effect also had a meter, and that meter went up. Something else would be going up in a minute, I knew.

“They just cast a spell on me,” I told the girls.

“Me too,” Fayeen said, already beginning to pant.

“We need to deal with this quickly.”

Before I gave them a sultry smile and started licking at their exposed skin, listening to them coo in encouragement. That would be after the battle.

I swore under my breath and shoved that series of mental images aside.

“We don’t have Quavallie, so we’ll have to manage,” I told them.

“Sorcerers first?” Dallinya asked. I nodded.

“Hellera, you and Velleth keep an eye on Shennalil. Sechelle… okay, she’s already doing her thing.”

The ninja-like drow had powered ahead and plunged two swords into a vurdok, disemboweled it, then spun and sliced up the next one. I flung a water ball at the group of them before they could surround and kill her. That wouldn’t do; we hadn’t had hours of passionate sex yet.

We were badly outnumbered, and I really wanted to bend her over and see if her insides were pink or gray before the day was done, so she wasn’t allowed to get herself killed. This dusky beauty owed me some bedroom time, in whatever kinky way she preferred.

I shook my head, took the form of the dragon, threw on the Swiftwind aura, and bounded into the fray while summoning a series of ice shields.

Right before I started knocking heads with Ryellin’s maul, a wave of water came surging out of the pools, a solid two feet wave rushing to knock the vurdoks over like bowling pins. Quavallie had done it again, that squishy little minx! I made a mental note to reward her later with some anti-gravity underwater boning. We’d take it nice and slow, and get some serious undulating done. I had water breathing potions for that kind of thing.

But first, there was this issue of an army, a handful of sorcerers, and a two headed monstrosity. My ice shields went careening off to crash into the first of the fireballs. Not far off, using her shield, Hellera had chained a lightning attack into all the vurdoks who’d just been knocked over by the mini-tsunami.

Unfortunately there were just too many vurdoks to get right into the heart of the sorcerers right away, but Ryellin’s maul and Sechelle’s lithe, acrobatic self helped deal with that. Each stroke of the maul sent one of the four-armed troll things spinning away, face obliterated or chest crushed in. Whenever I turned, I had a good look at the yoga pants Sechelle had been poured into. That ass and those legs cartwheeled, did the splits, or locked those powerful thighs around a creature’s head, and used the elevated position to entice me to climb onto her by slicing more of the vurdoks to pieces.

Dallinya and Velleth stayed near the back, where Hellera could keep them safe, stabbing out at the sorcerers with their distance strikes. Everything except this spell was working out well. It was just the hot, tight feeling flaring in my loins interfering with an instant win.

I could teleport, duh! The sorcerers wouldn’t know what hit them. With another maul-full of vurdok face, I spun… and found Fayeen right there, the lust smoldering in her eyes and me with a half chub.

She’d already shucked all her clothes, along with her protective items. There was a trail of gloves, boots, goggles, a circlet and her weapons scattered on the corpses and the cave floor, and she had a smoldering look in her eyes that was unambiguous.

“Evan,” she moaned.

“Fayeen… we shouldn’t… we have to…”

“We have to do it. I have to have you in me.”

I could feel her need in the magic she had in her body. It was hotter, thicker, almost cloying. I could smell it too, the hot need. My Attuned attribute showed me exactly what she was feeling, which was emanating off her in spicy, thirsty, fiery red waves.

She closed the distance and started licking over my collarbone and neck while she looped one leg around my torso and started grinding against my exposed thigh. She was burning with need, wet, and ready to go.

Not how I thought the boss fight was going to go. All around us was the telltale screaming, flashes of spells, and the thump of bodies crashing into the floor. But none of that mattered. Only fucking her and releasing inside her mattered. Giving her pleasure and taking my own.

My mighty essence sharing tool was much larger with me in this dragon scale form, so when I lifted her bodily off the ground, she gave out a surprised yelp when I speared into her. It was the first time I’d been taller than her, so it was the first time I’d been able to lift her bodily off the floor. It was also larger than I’d ever been before. Forcing myself into her couldn’t have been anything but painful, but while she flinched, she didn’t ask me to stop. Quite the opposite, the groaning need in her throat came through quite clearly. She needed to have me plundering every inch of her insides, touching and pressing against places I’d never managed before. A deep groan of ecstasy came from deep within her, possibly the same place my cock was currently pleasuring. My height left her spread-eagle, and she was forced to loop her arms around my neck to keep me from splitting her up the middle.

“My horns,” she groaned. “Grab—“

I let go of her ass and let my dick support her, then grabbed onto her horns and pulled back. She immediately started shuddering, full body shaking that told me she was already in the throes of a hard climax.

Screaming and shouting came from far off. With knees bent, she could support herself on her hooves, meaning I could get full leverage to really give it to her hard and fast like she liked it.

Too late, I saw the vurdok king advancing on us, great big steps that closed the distance between us. My body wouldn’t respond to my brain screaming, fully in thrall to the animalistic impulse to mate, give her my seed.

Then my feet were wrenched out from under me, and we went down hard just as the vurdok king’s gigantic axe whistled by. The water holding me brought me right up to Quavallie. Somehow Fayeen was gone and I didn’t know where, and it also didn’t matter. The lust had fully taken hold of me, and with Quavallie in front of me, it became clear that Quavallie also needed me inside her.

There was nothing sexier than a powerful woman in her element; glowing blue and purple with magic, controlling the very water around us. Her whole body was an invitation: that rounded ass fully exposed to me, those supple curves, and the way she was there before me.

When she turned to resume casting magic, I took her by the hips and nestled the head of my cock against the cleft between her legs. She turned a sharp look in my direction, but I was sure then that it was the same sultry invitation Fayeen had given me. I started to push and spread her outer lips apart—

—when the condition of the spell instantly vanished.

One moment, I was violent with the need to get into Quavallie, and the next that lust was just gone. I was going to have a serious case of blue balls, but for now my head was clear.

Quavallie gestured, and I was flung up out of the pool, past Shennalil in her misty form, and back into the fray.

I’d lost my maul somewhere, so it would be the axe and the magic.

All around me, battle was happening: Velleth, Dallinya and Hellera were falling back and nearly surrounded. Sechelle was still flying around the battlefield, stepping on heads and slicing into vurdoks with her sword, and Fayeen was nowhere to be found. Flaming bolts flew this way and that, trying to get at Sechelle. Great big fists made of water pummeled this way and that. And, last but not least, the vurdok king locked eyes with me from a good fifty feet off.

We were losing.


45- Magical Fleshlight

With a glance over the battlefield, I wasn’t dissatisfied with the work the ladies had done while I… took my little break with Fayeen. The vast majority of the vurdoks had been killed, along with all of the sorcerers. Hellera had been making brilliant use of teleports, to arrive behind enemies and pick off targets of interest. Velleth had recreated illusions of Hellera here and there around the cavern, causing enemies to lose valuable time rushing off toward something that didn’t exist. She and Dallinya hamstrung the enemies, literally, after going after the sorcerers first with knives at a distance.

But it was Quavallie who really did the majority of the work, either dragging enemies under, throwing water at their feet and sending them on their asses, or using snakes of water to push back lines who encroached too far.

They’d kept me from getting killed, yet again. Investing my power in them had paid off more than twice over.

I completely ignored the raging two headed giant troll with the crystal armor, and blasted another group of vurdoks with a water bomb. Then the axe went to work, carving a path back to the girls. Shennalil was the worst of the fighters, having reappeared out of mist form and trying to jab a spear into a vurdok. One of its arms had caught it and was dragging her out of formation. That creature lost its head from the axe.

I initiated Swiftwind’s aura again, and fought hard and fast to get through the remnants of the vurdok horde before the king got to us. I then turn and swept the aura away, blasting the trolls and the remaining sorcerers back with a blast of air.

When I went to activate the aura again, it was grayed out. Fayeen was dead, or dying. Fuck.

“Get Shennalil to Fayeen,” I told them. “I’ll take these guys.”

Screaming for the attention of the mighty king, I juked left, and let the ladies blaze a path to the right. Another ice shield and water ball later, and I got the first of the low mana warnings.

I mangled the remaining vurdoks and popped one of the last mana potions before the king reached me. Sizing the gigantic troll up, I found it to be blessedly slow. Sure it was powerful, and probably a bear to eventually kill, but when it reared back to swipe with the axe, I had the speed to dart in, roll, and come up inside its defenses. Then the hamstringing was my job.

The brutal axe opened up a wide gash in one leg, but no sooner had that happened than I saw the blood stop flowing. The wound began to seal itself up, even as the king reached back to punt me back to where he could get at me with the axe.

Hellera was there, beside me, cutting at the giant’s leg, and Dallinya’s distance strikes also appeared to slash at its legs. It roared, and that roar invaded my eardrums, causing me to fall on my knees, right beside Hellera. I was forced to squint and watch the wounds on it close up further, and I was helpless to watch as it swept one leg aside, throwing Hellera a good ten feet away into a pile of bodies.

It then threw the axe down towards Velleth and Dallinya, who dodged aside. It wasn’t enough: the attack threw up an explosion of stone shards that peppered them with cuts. Their cries of pain hit me like hammer blows. I couldn’t see Shennalil or Fayeen, and I feared the worst.

It then reached up, seized a stalactite, and hurled it like a javelin down at Quavallie. Flexing one hand, the giant regained the crystal axe, which magically reappeared in its grip.

That was enough of that.

With another roll, I came up and slashed at its leg several more times. Then I produced my pistol out of the nose ring of holding, got my stance, and fired five shots directly into one of the faces. Two of the shots bounced off the crystal helmet, but the force of the second was enough to knock the helmet off. The other three shots really pissed them off.

I scooped up the helmet and bolted away.

Helm of Vurdeek

legendary helm

Silver tier

Qualities: nigh indestructible, resizing, never rusts, empowering

Abilities: Gives the wearer three stars in Fierce, Tough, and Attuned. Resizes to fit the wearer. Three times per day, you may scream out a sonic shout.

As soon as the helmet slipped onto my head, it resized to fit me. The crystal didn’t obstruct my sight in the slightest, and once it was on, I could feel much more magic in the air than I’d previously understood. The smell of it rising off the dead bodies was much harsher in my nostrils. All six of my ladies were immediately apparent by the smell of their magic. It was almost enough that I could taste it.

I made several more attacks before a water snake from Quavallie managed to sweep the leg, and the thing went down hard. This gave me a moment to survey the battlefield once again.

What I found wasn’t very encouraging. Shennalil was drifting from one of them to the other, healing each in turn, though she had the look of impending mana burn. Quavallie was low on mana. Hellera was bent over Fayeen, who wasn’t moving. Velleth and Dallinya were only getting up. And the new girl, Sechelle… was nowhere to be seen.

I produced several mana potions and tossed them to Shennalil, Quavallie, and one to Velleth.

“We need a lot of distractions,” I told her.

She gulped and nodded wearily. “Even if I drink this…”

“I know.” Using so much mana over and over again would burn her out. It would burn me out too, and I was going through more than she was.

“Hellera!” I shouted. “Keep everyone well clear. Dallinya!”

She lifted her head and caught the thrown health potion.

“We need fire to—“

“Behind you!” she screamed.

I teleported out of the way, and good thing too. The crystal axe smashed into the place where I’d just been, and threw up more shrapnel in a spray.

I swore, and went on the attack again. A flurry of attacks later, I had dodged, sliced, dodged some more, and managed to cut off one of the giant’s toes before being swatted like an insect. Although the strike hurt, I had minor regeneration from Hellera and Dallinya’s marks and damage reduction from the various different gifts. All the damage resistance was coming in very handy.

Searching through the copper coin, I came upon a lava sword, and switched out the brutal axe. Although I liked the power to cut through a lot, this troll could regenerate far faster than I could deal damage to it. The health bar atop its head would only get down about ten percent before slowly inching back up, twenty percent in that first volley where Hellera and the girls were involved. Except it wasn’t working. Twenty percent wasn’t going to cut it anymore than ten was.

Meaning I needed to shift tactics, and that meant relying on old mythological info from earth. So now when I swiped at the monster’s legs and feet, inside its defenses, I triggered the sword’s heat power, and watched as the slashes stuck. No regeneration allowed there, dickwad.

The helmet meant I was doing more damage, hitting harder, and withstanding even more punishment. With the Survivor’s Mark and even more Tough than before, I had an injury track so long it had a second layer.

“Finally!” I breathed, and was promptly booted away again.

Which was nice and all, except for the part where he could half kill my entire team with a series of special attacks. If he went after Hellera or Velleth with intent, there was nothing I could do to stop him.

Although…

He hadn’t liked being shot in the face. I grabbed up the pistol again and put the last three of the hits right in the giant’s unguarded face, then teleported up in front of him and breathed fire right in there. I raked the magma sword across his eyes just for good measure, before gravity figured out the trick I’d just pulled. Just as I’d done with the petty Masters, the pain and disorientation staggered him.

Unlike when I’d done it with the petty Masters, there was another snarling face right next to the damaged one.

It roared, again blasting everyone in the room with sonic damage. This didn’t feel nearly as good when I was a half foot from its enormous face. I took six injuries straight away. The fetid breath wasn’t pleasant either. I had my mouth open, and could suddenly taste whatever rancid meal this thing had had last.

So… it could still see me. It then proceeded to snatch me right out of the air, and slam me up against the ceiling. The magma sword went clattering and the air went out of me, but I also got a hefty stalactite right in my back. My Tough attribute was enough, and the stone was weak enough, that it shattered against my hardened red dragon scales, but it still hurt like a bitch.

Normally in movies and TV the big bad is supposed to beat the hero with a series of blunt strikes, knocking him around this way and that but never cutting a leg off, never impaling the hero right off the bat. Even if a villain’s got a sword, in the early going the villain never just rams the sword through the hero. You need an elaborate dance of ringing metal, maybe a face being nicked or a an arm getting a little flesh wound. Every headlock the hero gets into can be gotten out of. Every time the hero gets pushed to the cliff’s edge, the villain gets to be the one to fall instead. There are rules to this, and one of the main rules is that the hero needs to be able to move around.

This asshole hadn’t read any of those books or seen any of those movies. It ground my entire body up into the cavern ceiling twice, then a third time. I dangled a good thirty feet up, grunting with pain, before it started squeezing.

Those two big arms of his were easily as long as I was tall, with biceps the size of my whole torso. The thickly corded forearms were also out of proportion, longer and stronger than they should’ve been if it had been a man.

If I could breathe and take a second, I could just hit that teleport button and be out of its grip…

The giant laughed, an echoing and haughty sound that basically told me how weak and pathetic I was. The aftermath of this brought up a special announcement from the UI.

The creature has used Muting Taunt on you. You have gained the mute condition. Your spells and special abilities will not function until mute has run out.

Luckily my Passive abilities still worked, meaning my extra injuries, extra mana, dragon form, and dragon breath still functioned. What I needed to do, despite the pain, was run over my abilities and use what I did have at my disposal.

I started taking injuries one after another, while being crushed into ceiling pizza. Meanwhile, the giant was having a very intense match with the damaged head, urging it to raise the axe and cut my tiny head off. Instead, the other head rubbed at the burned flesh of its face, where I’d shot, flame breath, and then raked it with a fire sword. Meanwhile the leg under the one head’s control stomped the cavern floor in agony and rage.

“Good,” I managed. “Screw… that… guy.”

So I did the one thing I could manage in this instance: I turned my fingers into claws and started raking the giant’s wrist and hand. Once I had a bunch there, I used up my last flame breath of the day and cauterized all of them before they could heal.

“Come on, ya sissy,” I grunted. “I didn’t… sign up… for a massage.”

In response, the first of my ribs popped. More lightning bolts of pain zapped through me, beginning with my ribcage.

“You tryin’ ta… get in my pants?”

The undamaged face sneered.

Down below, while I kept taking one injury after another, the ladies had gotten themselves back in order. Honestly, I was happy to be a distraction that kept them from death. I didn’t know Fayeen’s condition at the time, and now that all my abilities were grayed out, I doubly didn’t know.

“That… all you got? Ohh… Hellera… fucks me… harder than this.”

At a signal from the ladies, all of them began the assault once more. Sechelle, who’d been absent from much of the fight, appeared on top of the giant’s shoulders, gripped its other crystal crown, and pulled it off, as down below a flurry of attacks happened at once. Hellera full body burst into flames, and as the girls made distance strikes, she made a dance of leaping and grabbing onto any wounds the giant had suffered. The injuries quickly mounted.

It dropped me.

I experienced one moment of complete freak out, before the two appendages I had never used before spread out and caught the rush of air. My wings, for the very first time, slowed my fall.

Velleth and Dallinya had picked their weapons more carefully now. Each of them had a fire sword or knife, while Sechelle had found something amidst the sorcerers of fire. She once more crawled up the giant’s body, lit the necklace on fire with whatever enchantment it contained, and looped it around the giant’s other big head. With the necklace built for a person our size, it pressed into the nose and eyes of the other head, while the rest of us hacked and slashed.

The tide had turned. Once I landed, Hellera passed me the magma sword again, and I chugged a healing potion before going back after the giant’s free hand. Soon we were backing it into a corner of the cavern, away from Fayeen or Quavallie. The fight was over, except for all the work.

Jerry helped.

Too late, I realized it was morning above ground, and I’d gotten another use of Beastmaster’s Mark, which meant the jiddara was able to spring out of my chest and tackle one of the last vurdoks, chomping onto it and shaking it back and forth.

At one point the completely blinded giant snatched up the axe and flung it downward, and Hellera would’ve taken the brunt of the damage, but I was able to get between her and the axe, blocking it with my own sword, and take twelve injuries all at once.

But it was over then. The giant staggered, fell, and now had all of us stabbing it in much more vital spots. Finally, it slumped to its back, and the UI made it official with a message.

You have slain Vurdeek and Vurdak, twin-headed giant of the vurdoks.

This is a boss fight! You have gained a star to add to the attribute of your choosing, in addition to experience in your Fierce, Tough, Quick and Attuned attributes. You have gained a rank of Melee Edged Weapons, and Melee Blunt Weapons.

You have looted 5 gold coins, 31 silver coins, and 88 copper coins.

You have looted dungeon core.

I rubbed my hands together in anticipation. This was what I’d nearly died trying to get. This thing would land me another chunk of territory up in Surrek, assuming the city was still standing when we got topside.

“Okay,” I said. “Who knows what we do with a dungeon core?”
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“You’re joking,” I told Sechelle flatly.

“Drow never joke,” she replied evenly. Which was amazing, considering she’d just told me I had to turn this magic item into a sex toy.

“That’s something a practical joker would say,” I said.

“I don’t know how to respond to that,” she said with a shrug.

I turned to the others. “Nobody else has ever heard of using a dungeon core as a magical fleshlight?”

“We don’t know what that is,” Dallinya said, as the others nodded. I thought about explaining, and then realized how weird it would sound to tell the girls it was a woman’s essence sharing parts, but removed from the woman and portable.

Taking the thing out of my inventory, I had to admit it did have an… orifice. The thing was a glowing golden orb of magic, about the size of a basketball, with hazy shimmering runes encircling it in several different halos floating a half inch off the surface of it, and slowly spinning around and around it. It was a bit like the diagram of an atom, if you blew up the nucleus to gigantic size. The outside wavered and sizzled like a heat haze… but there in the middle of it on several sides was a slit that I wouldn’t have said looked like a female genitalia, until Sechelle said I had to mate with it.

“That can’t be right.”

“It is,” Sechelle insisted.

She was a spy for the Governor, no doubt about that. She wanted me to stick my dick in this and have it bitten off. If it didn’t bite my junk off, it would melt onto my whole body and either kill me in unimaginably painful ways, or turn me into a mind-controlled bot who would serve the Governor outright. It had to be some sort of trap like that.

“Can you prove to me you’re not lying? Because the Governor sent you here to help me make sure I did this the way he wanted, and I can’t say I trust him.”

Sechelle froze and stared off into the distance to contemplate this. Maybe she was thinking about how she too might have been had by the Governor.

I turned to study this thing before whipping it out and using it to sate my primal urges.

Dungeon Core: Monstrous Humanoid

Essence, legendary, magical

Abilities: This core represents the magical potential to spread a dungeon with a random monstrous humanoid as its base adversary. The dungeon grows at a rapid rate initially, soaking up surrounding magic, and slows as it nears its full scale. With sufficient magic, the dungeon can expand to a nearly limitless scale.

You have looted this Dungeon Core. This item cannot be traded or given away.

Removing it from the dungeon will cause the dungeon to collapse. Imbuing this item with your essence will cause the dungeon to collapse, and you will absorb the core’s power into yourself. This manifests as a special ability. Imbuing the core with a dungeon master’s ritual will freeze the dungeon to remain in its current form, and you will retain it as your domain. Imbuing the core with a dungeon looter’s ritual will collapse the dungeon and cause its power to manifest as a random unique magic item or summoned familiar.

Apparently Sechelle was both right and wrong. If I used this thing to get myself off, the whole dungeon would come down on our heads… but I’d get a shiny bonus power. So while the Governor hadn’t lied, he also hadn’t told the whole truth. Had he been hoping I’d crush myself to death, or just die trying to take the dungeon boss on? The answer was almost certainly yes.

The other options were also interesting and enticing, but I didn’t know the first thing about ritual magic. So…

It looked like this was about to happen. Just as soon as we got out of the dungeon.


46- Changed

Ipeered into a host of new UI menus and windows that had opened up once I touched the dungeon core. One of them showed the positions of all traps in the dungeon, spawn points, non-dungeon spawned beings, and then entrances to the dungeon. Somehow we’d missed one of the spawn points for the vurdoks not far from where I’d, uh, been attacked by the succulacrum. I tapped on it and destroyed the spawn point, then swiped the nine vurdoks out of existence.

I couldn’t just kill off all the non-dungeon creatures, but I could identify them. A group of eight sorcerers near the entrance outside the city, the entrance they’d created by forming this dungeon in the first place.

With a snap, I could close off the entrance near them. I also closed off the entrance at Iron District. The group of sorcerers would get crushed to death by this place collapsing when we left. They were too far off to get to the only exit before I did, and that meant death, or escape into the hands of some very angry Masters in Surrek.

I let out a deep breath, and realized something was very wrong. The whole scene was too quiet.

Shennalil looked up to me with a puffy, hopeless expression that caught in my throat. I’d been so caught up in the victory that I’d forgotten Fayeen. The piebald little fae had Fayeen’s head cradled in her lap, and before she even spoke, I knew Fayeen hadn’t made it.

“She’s… gone,” Shennalil croaked.

I knew it was true because Swiftwind’s Mark had nearly vanished while I was spaced out, playing with the core. There was no relationship to have with Fayeen, except perhaps her memory. The mark was almost done fading from my skin already, with the bronze color faded to black and the magic nowhere in sight. As I watched, the black bits of the mark also faded out of existence.

It was easy to forget, in the heat of battle, that none of the others aside from Dallinya had the type of toughness I did. None of them could take the punishment we could, not Hellera and not Fayeen. 

Placing the dungeon core into the copper coin storage, I went to my knees as I lifted Fayeen’s body in my arms. Among all the other new experiences this world had to offer, death was just one more. I hadn’t experienced much in that arena; my grandparents were into their mid-seventies and seemed indestructible. Hell, I had a great-grandmother who kept truckin’ until she was 96, dying just as I was turning twelve. Twelve years later and I still hadn’t gone to a funeral I could clearly remember.

I pressed her into my chest and felt the tears threaten. The general assumption was that Masters didn’t show emotion. They showed strength. Masters killed and stole and fucked whatever they could until death came in whatever form it took. They didn’t show weakness, they just kept going until something bigger came along, or they got unlucky.

Whatever the reason though, I was surrounded by warmth and reassurance, and that broke the dam. The first tear came, followed by the second.

One hand pressed into my shoulder, giving me some measure of support, followed by another.

A deep well burst inside me. I missed Auralla, sure, and felt like I’d failed the girls several times over. They had ridden to the rescue when I’d failed to resist the succubus spirits. Quavallie had provided a way through to the other section of the dungeon. All of them had intervened in heroic fashion to protect Fayeen and I from allowing ourselves to be killed.

All their hands pressed against me, squeezing my shoulder slowly, while I tried and failed to show strength.

It didn’t stop there though. Dallinya pressed her whole body into my arm and buried her head into my neck. Tears wetted my skin, and I felt her whole body convulse from the quiet sobbing. Shennalil followed from the other side, and soon I felt Velleth hugging me from behind. Quavallie hugged my head to her midsection, then bent and placed her forehead to mine. Hundreds of tiny suckers rose up and wiped my tears away, then glided over my face. Even Hellera joined in, next to Velleth. All save Hellera shook with the tears that came. 

I hadn’t been in a group hug since… maybe never. I didn’t know if middle school soccer counted, when my shittiest team in the whole league finally scored a goal and won against the other shittiest team in the whole league. We’d jumped up and down, hugging one another.

This wasn’t that, not even close. It was a shared grief, a shared attempt at relief and understanding and acknowledgement of pain and loss.

It changed us.

Hellera was the first to realize it, being the one not blinded by tears. First gasping, she then let out an awed sigh, like a coo.

Sechelle noticed as well. She said something almost too quiet to hear, but I thought it was something like ‘By all the gods’.

When we detached from one another, all the girls sported various other marks of power. Hellera had the chained slave on her side, the armband of the Mender, and the liquid bubbles of the Aquamancer up her other side. Her face now bore the faint markings of Velleth’s Trickster’s Mark, climbing around her scales like tiny Celtic knots, nearly invisible.

We found the various marks of power on all the rest of them, eventually. None of them were Bronze rank yet, but I got the system messages regardless.

Quavallie has gained the Red Dragon’s Mark from Hellera of Surrek. Her tier in this ability is tied to her relationship with Hellera of Surrek.

Quavallie has gained the Survivor’s Mark from Dallinya of Surrek. Her tier in this ability is tied to her relationship with Dallinya of Surrek.

Quavallie has gained the Mender’s Mark from Shennalil of Surrek. Her tier in this ability is tied to her relationship with Shennalil of Surrek.

Quavallie has gained the Trickster’s Mark from Velleth of Surrek. Her tier in this ability is tied to her relationship with Velleth of Surrek.

The same was happening for Dallinya, Velleth and Shennalil. Even though I had the ability to look inside and read through all the brand new powers, it wasn’t the time. There was a lot to do, and a lot to think about.

“This, right here,” I told them, “is the power of love.” I didn’t know what that meant at the time, but I soon realized that if this got out, it would be a nightmare for us. I had no doubt the Governor wouldn’t like the idea and might just wipe us off the board. 

With a flash, I darted a hand out and crushed the first and then the other meatball hair tie holding up Shennalil’s long pigtails. I then apologized, darted a glance toward Velleth, and after the longest of moments, everyone shifted their gaze to the new girl.

Sechelle had the look of a cornered animal. Both swords were quivering in her hands, and she very slowly slid them back into their scabbards before raising her hands in surrender.

“Shall I?” I asked them, “Or do you want to handle her?”

“W-w-what… what does handle mean?” She must’ve known she couldn’t rabbit with all the power we held. Now, at our best, any of the ladies probably could’ve taken on the three petty Masters from outside the city by themselves. Save Shennalil, maybe.

Dallinya was the leader of the group, and was the one to answer. She smiled sadly, and turned to me. “Give us a minute, Master. Don’t worry.”

With great care, I retreated back through this half of the dungeon with Fayeen’s body, until I reached the pool we’d entered from. The walk gave me some time to clear my head.

The Governor had used Shennalil to spy on me from day one, meaning he knew the girls already had my mark on them. He knew that Zati was in my care, and he knew that I’d killed the dwarf Master who’d gotten his hand cut off… Errum, who held sway over Mage District.

So far, none of those secrets had been bad enough for retaliation, though there was every chance he would expose me at the most inconvenient of times. 

When we came out of the dungeon it would collapse, and I’d do whatever ritual sex act involved in taking the dungeon core to give myself even more power than before. Honestly, I wanted Fayeen back, or to have Auralla and Avya waiting for me in Ink District, but I doubted the dungeon core was doing to be a fuckable genie lamp.

I took another look over my stats, which had advanced pretty well in the two weeks I’d been in this town.

Attuned— Bronze****

Clever— Bronze*****

Charming— Bronze***

Fierce— Bronze***

Sly— Bronze**

Quick— Bronze****

Tough— Bronze****

I had a star I could assign as I wished, but I wasn’t sure where to assign it. Going back through the system messages, it seemed that willpower was tied to spells being cast on me, and those were tied to various different attributes. The spell that had hit Fayeen and I targeted Charming. If I’d been more Charming, maybe I could’ve shrugged off the effects of the spell all together.

I took a deep sigh and a look at Fayeen’s seemingly unconscious body. Shennalil’s magic had restored all damage done to it, so she just appeared to be asleep. With one stroke of her cold face, I put the new star into Charming.

I discovered that Velleth had followed me, but at a distance. I didn’t even hear her, but rather with the crystal helmet on, I felt that she was there. The Attuned attribute wasn’t exactly an extension of my senses, but was like a sixth sense, in the center of my forehead. Sure I could see and smell magic, and even hear it a little, but mostly in my forehead I could now just sense it. For someone with only five main senses, it’s like having another voice in your head, or another set of mental images, but it shows you magic instead of dreams or thoughts.

Best I can do.

I knew Velleth was behind me by the subdued, submissive feel of her, and the smell of her aura but in magic sense form.

“You should’ve stayed with the others,” I told her.

“M-master.”

“Stop.”

She froze and fell to the cavern floor, pressing her forehead into her hands in the most submissive posture imaginable. Her neck was exposed, hands trapped, legs folded beneath her.

“I told Hellera the exact same thing when we put this matter to rest the last time, and I expect this will be the last time I tell you. The only other possibility will be handing you off to another Master. That’s what will happen if you bring this up again.”

Her breath caught in her throat.

We both knew I couldn’t do that. She had my mark, along with marks from Quavallie, Hellera, Dallinya and Shennalil. Scrubbing those off would take… some work.

“I admire you immensely, Velleth. You’ve gone through so much I don’t know about before you came into my service. You took the risks others didn’t, and you suffered the most before we even reached the city. You took a lightning bolt to the chest. I know. I understand your motives more than you think. I don’t blame you for accepting the deal, though I wish you’d have told me right then and there. That woman, the Governor’s… slave, she has her own agenda. I think she meant to try tearing us apart.”

It almost worked. I was surprised the girls hadn’t torn her apart.

Between the Governess not exactly working to destroy us and the Governor omitting information that would’ve destroyed us, I was amazed nobody had succeeded yet.

“But in my world we forgive people rather than lopping their fucking heads off. No lopping, okay? If you want to be free of this burden, you can ask me to dismiss you from your post. Or you can woman the fuck up and take responsibility for the harm you’ve caused, and help the others survive whatever happens when we move forward.”

Her head rose and she regarded me with fear and wonder.

“The Governor’s slave is still going to be here if you slit your own throat, Velleth. She’s going to try making more trouble for us, with or without you, and I’d rather have you here with us. You’ve got insight into this city I don’t, and I still need that.”

“I…” I gave her time, but she didn’t say more.

“I still need your illusion magic if I’m going to play the Governor’s game, or his woman’s game. If you’re dead I can’t do that either. And then the others won’t be able to use your mark, whatever form that took.”

“M-mas—”

“If you call me Master again, I’m going to tie you up and leave you at the Governor’s palace doorstep.”

Her mouth snapped shut.

“Evan will do nicely, or Your Supreme Hotness, or just Drifter. The only time you have to address me as Master is when we have to play pretend, or if we reach a very special agreement that involves a safe word.”

“Your Supreme Hotness?”

“Yes?” I asked sweetly.

“What… where? Why? What does that even mean?”

“It means that you need to stick around and find out. Up there, above us, people are fighting and dying. Ink District might need us. And now that Ryellin and Errum are gone, we’re going to be in charge two more districts, and I don’t know what that means for us. I would really appreciate having you around.”

“Yes mm… uh, Your Supreme Hotness.”

I rolled my eyes and grinned. “I’d prefer Evan, but I won’t lie, it’s going to be a huge ego boost if you keep doing that.”

She was barely audible now. “It’s… the guilt. It’s crushing me.”

“I… also feel guilty. Very guilty, for lots of reasons.”

“But—“

“For Fayeen, and for not spotting the surveillance from Shennalil, and I feel guilty for putting you in a position where you felt the need to report our activities to the Governor’s woman.” I shrugged. Her memory had been corrupted, and that put mind magic on the table, meaning Velleth couldn’t exactly be held responsible. “But we have a lot to be thankful for as well. We’ve had plenty of good times. And I’m responsible for all the people in Ink District, and you girls. And there’s a lot of essence sharing to do before I’m dead, I hope.”

A tiny smile played over her lips. “Yes, uh… Evan.”

“Why didn’t you stay with the others?”

“I… don’t know. I feel I must be near you. And… there’s another thing. I needed a word with you alone, if… that’s all right.”

I nodded and rolled my hand over and over, a sign for her to get it over with. We’d had quite a few words alone together already. The others were approaching now.

She couldn’t meet my gaze, but instead focused on the cavern floor. “I need to be punished.”

That was a statement that required an arched eyebrow. “Do you?”

“In front of the others,” she added.

“I see.”

She nodded, and rocked forward on her feet, then back on her heels. The effect was adorable and reminded me of earth. “They need to see me suffer for what I’ve done. Never mind that you have already done it, that you’ve forgiven me. It doesn’t matter that I’ve suffered in private. None of that will matter as much as when Hellera sees it. Or hears it. I need that and they need that more.”

“I see.” Keep the tone even, I told myself. No judgement.

“And… I like it.”

When you arch both your eyebrows at the same time, you just look surprised.
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Quavallie took us back through the underwater passage in between the front and back halves of the dungeon, and took care of transporting Fayeen’s body as well. Sechelle was subdued in front of me, but no longer looking like she had seen the reaper.

Dallinya filled me in, explaining that Sechelle was indeed a gift from the Governor to me, that she had been charged with relaying information back to the Governor once a week via a written code and a dead drop. Now that I’d crushed Shennalil’s meatball spying objects, it wouldn’t be reliable information; the Governor knew that I knew about Shennalil, and could probably guess that I knew about Sechelle as well. The big question was whether or not the Governor knew about the Governess and the agreement with Velleth.

As for Velleth, she’d begged me to promise not to tell the others, which was silly. There was no way I’d be spilling that conversation to anyone. This agreement was for us and us alone… until I was forced to viciously use Velleth in whatever punishing fashion I chose. The very thought caused my dick to stir.

I got the impression, as we made our way through the derelict first half of the dungeon, that the girls had a question they weren’t quite sure how to ask. At first it was the muttering from far behind me, courtesy of Dallinya and Shennalil, but I also detected Hellera’s sidelong glances. Of course, Velleth kept very close to me and said nothing.

I halted in place, about halfway back to the original entrance. “Out with it. What’s on your minds?”

“Well—” Dallinya never got the chance to finish that sentence, because we all sensed it: people just down the hall from us. Before I could turn and ask her to do any scouting, Quavallie had already disappeared into the nearest pool and headed down into the underwater passages.

She returned several minutes later to tell me that a dozen petty Masters were waiting for us near the exit. 

The girls looked weary, and wary, but ready to take on yet another challenge. Sure we could take on Vintra, and sure we could take on another one or two full-fledged Masters, but a dozen less powerful ones all at once? I was still holding Fayeen’s corpse in my arms, and I wouldn’t be stacking anymore of the ladies on top of Fayeen like firewood. They had new powers, but none of them had ever used any of them.

“Hold on,” I told them.

Together, Quavallie and I went down beneath the pool, and with an air bubble over my head, she led me to where she’d spotted them. I quietly rose up, just enough to see over the edge of the water, and projected an illusion self right in front of them.

“Boys,” the illusion me said. “I’ve taken care of this dungeon. I have the dungeon core. It’s over.”

“That is an illusion,” one of them said. “It’s not real.”

Illusion me gestured towards the one who had spoke. “Are you in charge? Is he in charge?” I asked the rest of them. “I only ask because I’ve had a lot of Masters trying to kill me in the last several weeks, and all of them end up dead.”

They exchanged a lot of glances.

“He’s probably going to convince the rest of you to try and kill me—”

“Why shouldn’t we?” the illusion pointer-outer said.

“—meaning he’s as predictable as he is stupid. Look, the rest of you don’t want to lose your homes. Go back do your districts and protect the people you’re supposed to lord over. Don’t be like this prick.”

With Empath’s Mark, I flooded the place with suspicion.

“How do we know you have the dungeon core?” one of the other Masters asked.

“No monsters,” I said. “It’s totally empty. You can feel that. The sorcerers are all gone too. I closed all the other entrances as well.

“Look, in a few minutes I’m going to walk out of this dungeon with the core, and that means the whole thing is going to collapse back in on itself. I don’t know how fast that goes, so I can’t say if you’ll have a chance to run or you’ll just be folded up into tons of rock and soil faster than you can say ‘he was right!’ so I can’t advise there. I will say that guy over there is an idiot. You know I took down the dungeon and you came in here expecting to do better than that.”

They all peered at the leader guy, and he at them. It was fun to watch a lot of guesswork, prediction and mental gymnastics play out over the course of about a minute.

“He can’t possibly take us all,” the leader guy said.

I laughed. “I don’t want to come right out and call a guy spineless, but you know, if the foo shits.”

“What is that?” The petty Master barked. “What’s a foo?”

“As for the war, it’s still going on topside, as far as we all know. I’d rather go and fight the enemy rather than other Masters.”

The petty Master roared, produced a swarm of what looked like insects made of brownish energy, and hurled it into the illusion, which was destroyed. I just remade it a second later, already laughing.

The other Masters consulted with each other by simply looking at one another, testing out whether they thought it was worth some of them dying to get the district, daring one another with arched eyebrows to come after me. Maybe they really did have some telepathy going on. Finally they seemed to reach an agreement, because they shrugged and headed out.


47- This Is My Judgement

That unnamed petty Master stuck around for only a half a second, peering around for where I could be, while I got ready to kill his ass. Now that he was alone— no, he backed out, cursing my name the whole time. He put some serious speed and disappeared up into the city.

Quavallie remained silent for sometime before asking, “We could have taken them.”

The coward had been too fast, and I told her as much. “You’re all more powerful than any one of them now… but we’ve been through a lot. We’re not ready to beat some serious ass right his moment.”

She smiled sadly.

“Plus it’s true: there’s a battle going on up above. I’d rather they fight the actual enemy. Maybe some of the dumber ones will get themselves killed.”

We rejoined the rest of the girls, picked up Fayeen again, and made our way to the exit. That weird sensation of anxious anticipation came over them again, so I asked.

“Come on,” I said. “Out with it.”

Dallinya took point on this one, being the eldest among them. “The others, and I… we wish no offense. We only wish to know… why have you brought Fayeen’s body?”

I explained that it was our custom on earth to give the dead a dignified burial, and while they were still confused about this, I told them it wasn’t up for negotiation. People knew I was a Drifter and they’d allow for oddities. I wasn’t going to back off over this.

The girls got changed up into their earth clothes, and we made for the exit together. The moment I headed up the stairs and emerged out onto the streets of Surrek, the whole city began to rumble, then to shake. It wasn’t long, but it was intense, and soon the entrance of the dungeon had filled in with dirt, and kicked up a dust cloud.

However dungeons worked, they didn’t collapse the aboveground parts onto wha had been passageways or rooms. Instead all that underground stuff just filled back in with whatever had been there in the first place.

The city folk went wild, cheering and throwing their hands in the air, hugging one another and bouncing around in a circle.

Several petty Masters turned and stormed off. Both of us knew they couldn’t take any action against me now, with this place full of witnesses. This was the city, and it was back to being illegal. Also, they’d lose.

There was an impromptu parade sticking with us all the way to Ink District, complete with people hanging out of their windows and cheering. Little children were singing and dancing alongside us, asking us how many raiders we had killed, asking… but then stopping because they’d caught sight of Fayeen’s corpse.

I ended up laying the body out in the courtyard, and picking the hair off her forehead, smoothing it back behind her ear. It was still difficult to believe she was gone and not just resting.

The rest of them stared around Aceter House like they’d just been gone on a two week trip to Disney World and didn’t quite recognize the place. I certainly didn’t. The two families of serving staff had been busy in our absence, cleaning and redecorating. I noted masks and framed paintings hanging on the walls, along with an inexpertly carved bust of a man… was that me? By the sex goddess who birthed the world, it was me. Supposed to be me.

I didn’t look that good. Did I? Bronze was changing my body, but I couldn’t remember having cheekbones like that.

The two couples stood expectantly, trying not too look terrified, but I could sort of feel their emotional state. I removed the crystal helmet, and that effect thankfully wore off. I didn’t want to go reading people’s minds without asking them.

“I see that you’ve decorated, and you’ve done splendidly. I didn’t make any wishes known. Everything looks great.”

Relief crashed into them, and the fae mother actually burst into tears, with a beaming smile on her face.

I couldn’t handle any more. “I’m headed up to rest. I feel like I could sleep into next week.”

My legs were suddenly leaden. I could barely make it up the stairs to the fourth floor, but eventually I staggered into the room and collapsed on the bed. I had just sighed for the first time when Zati’s dusky skin and huge boobs hovered into view.

“Oh my god,” I muttered. “I’m so sorry, I almost forgot you were here. There was… so much.”

“I will leave you be,” she said, but took the opportunity to stroke the side of my face with one cool hand.

Her presence meant she hadn’t been harassed by any of the petty Masters I’d hired to protect this place against whatever had taken place while we were in the dungeon. I would find only superficial damage to Ink District in the coming days.

I nodded, just a fraction of a movement, and before she could leave, the rest of the girls came into the room. They all sounded just as exhausted as I was. Dallinya, Hellera, Shennalil, Velleth and Sechelle proceeded to strip off all clothing and magic items, they headed over to where I lay and pulled off the same magic items I’d been wearing, including the leather skirt.

The leather skirt Auralla had made. God I missed her something fierce.

Their work in disrobing me accomplished, they crawled into bed with me and snuggled in. Only Sechelle remained, dusky gray skin exposed and red eyes boring into mine.

“I don’t know what exactly Dallinya told you,” I explained. “You can sleep in any of the bedrooms on the third floor. You can sleep here. You can try to run to another district and tell all my secrets to the Governor for all I care. Just… no talking now. Please.”

This was just as much for Velleth as it was for Sechelle.

I didn’t care. I was past caring. Hands settled onto me, my arms and shoulders and neck and head. They radiated warmth and concern and reassurance. For a time,  I just let my breathing deepen and waited for sleep to take me, but soon felt Sechelle climbing up onto the bed, directly above me. I cracked my eyes open and found her kneeling, naked, towering above me. She peered at Shennalil tucked up against my left side, one leg draped over mine and her head on my much enlarged pectoral muscle. Then she lowered herself to my right side, where Auralla should’ve been, and slid one leg over mine, up over my semi-hard cock. One finger played lazily with my ab muscles, which I now had.

If she intended to get my mark of power on her skin by getting me all up in her, she was disappointed. I was out in less than thirty seconds.
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Just because we hadn’t noticed the battle going on around the city didn’t mean it wasn’t going on. The Governor and the vast majority of district Masters, along with dozens more petty Masters were in the process of steering groffere away from Surrek. They were a good three miles outside the city, engaged in a prolonged fight against sorcerers that tore apart farmland and scorched orchards.

The gigantic creatures that the sorcerers rode were impossibly tall, well over two hundred feet. They caused localized earthquakes they were so massive. If you enchanted your homes to be lighter, or to float, you could attach entire villages and towns to these things, and the raiders did that very thing.

Every other year or so they tried to steer the groffere toward Surrek, and pillage the city before making off over the great river to parts unknown. Groffere were easily tall enough to wade through the river, and it formed a natural border the Governor used to mark when the battle was over.

Over a dozen of the beasts heaved into range the day we descended into the dungeon, and made their plodding way toward Surrek. For those three days, raiders struck out at the city’s defenses, carried people off, killed Master and petty Master alike, and made off with whatever wasn’t nailed down.

Ink District wasn’t high on the priority list, or we missed a lot of fighting. Lumber District was almost completely destroyed, and Iron District saw a lot of fighting. Mage District had also had difficulties, with many of the hedge mages staging an uprising, but it had been put down, and hard.

Other districts I hadn’t heard of were involved, or spared. So much happened, but it hadn’t happened directly to us. Lucky for us, it was almost over.
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By the time I woke, almost twelve hours later, the fighting was nearly at its end. I couldn’t have participated if I wanted. Alone, I was still just a novice Master who didn’t know much of the dangers at play. That was clear just from the experience with the dungeon, where I assume they hadn’t sent their finest sorcerers.

Zati, Hellera, and Shennalil were already gone by the time I woke, but Velleth was seated on the bed watching me, and Sechelle sat opposite her, still nude. Dallinya appeared overhead, smiling.

“Before you punish this one or negotiate with that one, your felinian needs you inside her.”

I smiled. “Does she?”

“A lot of times, from a lot of different positions.”

“Is that so?”

“It is so,” she replied, and bent down to kiss me.

It went on for some time, and Dallinya understood more than the others how much I enjoyed exploring with my tongue.“Velleth stays,” I said, not looking at either of the elves. “Sechelle you’re welcome to stay or go… I’ll be ready to discuss the future with you once this horny little minx has had her fill.”

“So… never?” Dallinya asked innocently.

“An hour at most,” I responded, and snickered when she pouted at that.

Sechelle chose to stay, which I found interesting, although she hadn’t seen this.

Dallinya had repositioned herself on top of me, on all fours with her blonde hair hanging above me in a curtain, obscuring Sechelle completely. “Let Dallinya do the work,” she whispered.

I hadn’t moved a muscle all night. Dallinya lowered herself onto me and started rubbing her whole body up and then down mine. The junction of her thighs was hot as she dragged it over first my left thigh, then my right. Her nipples, her light layer of fur, and her tongue all felt incredible. She even gripped each of my wrists, splayed out to either side, and teased them with her fingernails.

“I’ve waited a long time for this,” she breathed.

“Too long?”

“It’s always too long,” she said, and ran her whole body down between my legs, from crotch to cleavage, before taking my cock into her mouth and sucking it with ease and skill.

As for me, I just closed my eyes and fully relaxed, moving not one muscle, and instead just enjoying a fantastic blowjob.

When I felt the pleasure ramping up, and Dallinya dragging her nails over my sack, I pulled her head up.

“I’ve changed my mind,” I told her. Moments later I was going down on her, tongue buried inside her folds and a hand on each of her generous breasts. Dallinya, ever responsive, arched her back and snaked both hands into my hair to encourage me not to stop.

Soon I had two fingers inside her and my tongue running up and down over her clit, slow and easy with light pressure, and and was clearly ramping up to a good orgasm. My felinian was mewling and whining from deep in her throat, back arched, hands balled into fists in my hair.

When she came she nearly bucked me off her.

I licked my lips and got the last tastes of her afterwards, smiling.

“Is my felinian satisfied?”

“When I have Drifter seed, I will be satisfied.”

I proceeded to gift her my seed over the course of a very athletic twenty or thirty more minutes. She begged to have me gift her my seed directly in her mouth, and I obliged.
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It was long enough that I felt guilty when we were done. I fell back onto the bed with one arm over my eyes and one Dallinya draped over most of the rest of me.

“May I speak now?” the drow asked, looking like a student who’d just witnessed.her teacher kill one of the other students in class.

“Yes of course,” I said.

She started, and it all came out in a rush. She’d been gifted in negotiations with a handful of other drow slaves six months ago to save the drow from having to deal with a war on two fronts: against the local dwarves and the Surrek mercenaries the dwarves had hired. The Governor had given them out as special prizes for service or loyalty. Sechelle wasn’t the last of his group of exotic drow elf gifts.

“I didn’t hate the last six months,” she told me. “We were fed well, but kept apart. Kept under guard. I had no freedom.”

“I’d like to tell you that ends now, but—”

She stopped me with a finger held up. “Oh, yes. I know,” she said. “I will take the brand. But it would be wise to discuss the essence sharing.”

“It’s not a requirement for you to stay. The people of the city will think I’ve taken your power if you don’t bear a single mark.”

This revelation seemed to startle her. I wasn’t lying, and she seemed to get that.

“It’s the Governor I’m worried about. If and when you’re supposed to report to him, I want to know about it.”

She told me she’d need to think on this, and I gave her my leave.

I didn’t stop myself from watching her go. It was a delightful experience.

That left Velleth.

“Come here,” I told her, and she obeyed immediately, without speaking. She situated herself between my feet, on her knees and unable to look me in the eye again.

The others were just outside the door. I could feel their magic. Now that it was stronger, I could feel it much more easily. Quavallie, Dallinya, and Hellera were all at the door, and I think Sechelle was as well. She was more difficult to detect, partly because of what she was, and partly because she didn’t have all the marks of power the others did.

“No, I said come here.”

“Yes, Your Supreme… Evan,” she said quietly, and lay down on me, but that wouldn’t do either. I laid her across my lap as I sat up.

“You’ve been a very bad slave,” I told her, and swatted her ass for the first of what would come to be many times. With Empath’s Mark, everyone outside listening and trying to peer through the cracks in the door would feel the sting my palm now felt.

Velleth yelped.

“On earth, there are many punishments for disobedience, betrayal, and lies. I’m going see how many I can remember.”

“I understa— OW!” The crack of the slap was made even louder by the silence in the room.

“Some punishments involve tying you to the bed with strong, thick, rope.” I punctuated each word with another spank. “You’ll be rendered immobile, hanging from the ceiling while I fuck, your, face!” Three more rapid slaps caused her to cry out in pain, but that cry also had some small amount of pleasure contained within it.

“Other punishments involve putting you on a leash like a pet,” I said.

“Please!” she begged, and squirmed on my lap. I knew she could feel my cock, full of the blood fury, ready to be plunged into whichever of her holes I wished. I replied with another hard spank, and her hands flew up to cover her butt, only to freeze before they got there. They went to her mouth instead.

“Don’t cover your mouth,” I hissed, and slapped her ass again. “I want the whole district to know what happens when one of the girls under my roof betrays me.” I pulled each hand back, until they were laced behind her head, and then I had the brilliant notion to pull her hair so she wasn’t groaning out toward the floor any longer, but straight at the door. The others would feel Velleth’s hair in my balled fist, and my stinging palm continuing to swat her behind.

The two blue butt cheeks were now red, and I slapped her several more times while pulling back on her hair. Her cries were growing increasingly confusing. Was she in pain? Did she like that? It seemed like both, most likely.

Her ass now had handprints all over it. The door leading in here was cracked open, and I could feel the intent focused on us.

“Now,” I said, and sank two fingers into her. She was thoroughly soaked, so I withdrew them and began rubbing her juices against the back door.

She only groaned now. “Ooohhh. Oh!”

I slipped the first finger into her ass and wiggled it around to begin the stretching process, and I wondered what the girls would make of this feeling coming off the Empath’s Mark. She was tight, and hot, and what I wanted right now was to mount her from behind and stick my cock up in her dry. That wouldn’t work, though.

“There are nipple clamps I could use,” I told her. “Do you deserve to have your nipples tortured?”

“Ohhh yes. Yes!” she cried. “I deserve every torture, but not by you. I’m not worthy to oohhh!”

I took the bottle of lube from the copper coin storage, and dribbled some of it into my thrusting fingers. She gasped from the cold, and from the addition of one, and then two fingers into her rectum.

“Oh, there’s a ball gag I could put on you. It straps around the back of your head and keeps your mouth open so I can’t hear you speaking. In fact, there are full on rubber suits. I’ll see if I can get one of those. Is that what you deserve?”

I thrust my fingers in and out.

“If… you… believe so,” she managed.

“You won’t see anything, you won’t hear anything, you’ll only feel this, over and over again.”

She shuddered and closed her eyes. I couldn’t take it anymore.

I called out. “If you want to see her being punished, just get in here.”

It didn’t take long. The door opened a little bit, and Hellera slipped into the room. I didn’t care how many wanted to see, so instead I got on with the ‘punishment.’ My dick was very eager to stop with the foreplay and get the show on the road. Judging by how slick Velleth was, she was also very eager to move to the main course.

Dallinya slipped into the room next, followed by Quavallie, Zati and Sechelle. They stood near the door and stayed absolutely silent. Hellera, by contrast, walked up to the large desk and sat on it. Shennalil was conspicuously absent, but I knew she was just beyond the door, either peeking or listening. Empath’s Mark told me she was there.

I placed Velleth on her knees on the bed, making sure all of them could see exactly what was happening. Getting up behind her, I pushed myself relentlessly into her back door. No telling her to relax, no giving her any advice on how to make this less painful or more pleasurable. If she was going to get anything out of it, it was on her. I forced myself into her viselike rear entry and listened to her moan out in pain.

The others could feel it, too. Each of them had a phantom cock invading enemy territory, they had knees on the bed, rubbing legs against Velleth’s sweat-slicked own. They all had a fistful of Velleth’s thick blue-green hair.

With her facing away from them, and with her head wrenched back, the blush and the gritted teeth were only for me.

“You betrayed me,” I hissed.

My hand came down without warning and caused her to yelp again. It also tightened her up, and I chose that moment to push further in. It was painful, but I had four stars of Tough and that was enough to keep my composure. The pressure felt so good. 

“You betrayed Hellera.” I spanked her again, and rammed deeper into her ass. “She trusted you, she tried to save your life. She nearly died for you, and you spat in her face.”

Tears leaked down her cheeks toward her pointed ears. She groaned and apologized.

“I’m sorry, Hellera…” she managed. “So sorry.”

“You betrayed Dallinya, who trained you to fight.” I spanked her again, with another thrust. Now she was fully impaled, back arched, barely holding herself up off the bed with her fingertips.

“So…” she couldn’t even get the word out.

Another harsh spank landed on her ass. “You betrayed Quavallie and Shennalil. The fae who came to your rescue. She could’ve died for you.”

“…rry,” she managed, “Dallinya.”

Her butt was cherry red now, and welts were beginning to form. Still, I felt her beginning to shudder with ecstasy.

“Shen—”

“And Auralla and Avya. You betrayed them too.”

I pulled her back further, and instead of further spankings, I wrapped my hands around her throat as I pistoned in and out of her. Through gritted teeth, I growled, “You wished for death before, and I wouldn’t give it to you. You betrayed Fayeen, and now she’s gone.”

She could no longer speak. I was choking her and railing her at the same time. I was getting close. The anger I felt wasn’t fake, and the darkness of the act gave me a certain level of perverse pleasure. The others felt this, just as they felt me thrust against Velleth’s thoroughly reddened backside again and again.

Her arms rose toward her throat, only to clamp down at her sides. She wouldn’t try to stop me. She forced herself not to, while I made her vision swim and her ass ache so good.

“I won’t have more death, but I also won’t abide any more betrayal. Now when you report to the Governess, if you ever see her face again, we’re going to tell her exactly what we want her to know.”

She was choking, eyes beginning to flutter, so maybe I imagined her nodding. Maybe she had lost control. Just like before, she had reached an orgasm from the rough treatment and my shaft plumbing the depths of her ass. I erupted up into her guts, holding her throat for just a few more seconds before releasing her.

Velleth collapsed onto the bed, sputtering and choking, leaking my seed from her reddened behind, but otherwise unmoving.

“This situation can be salvaged, but only with knowledge and trust.” This much was aimed at Hellera and the others as much as it was at Velleth, again. I half turned, and found Hellera staring at the scene, with one hand between her spread legs and the other touching her tail. The others had as well.

“As… you wish,” Velleth managed weakly, in between coughing fits.

Sechelle had fallen to her knees beside Quavallie and had two fingers inside herself. She especially had a spaced out, disbelieving expression pasted across her face that I found sexy. I wanted to head over there and plop my messy cock into her vacantly open mouth, but that was for another day.

Quavallie managed to pull her hand away before I turned to them, but Dallinya didn’t bother. She was up against the wall touching herself. Her tail was twitching sporadically. Like Hellera, her other hand was behind her and fiddling with the base of her tail. The blush spreading across her cheeks turned me on further, but I headed for the shower. Dallinya would end up following me there.

On opening the door, I found Shennalil on her knees. Over my shoulder, I made sure to be loud enough that all of them heard. “This is my judgement. You’ve now seen my punishment, which I made before. Twice. Now it has been made in public. It is not up for discussion. You know your options if you still disagree.”


48- What I Needed

Iwill have you know that my special rivalry with Vintra is going to continue, even after his death. The whole ordeal is another short saga in and of itself. The first thing that happens afterwards is Vintra’s will, the petty Master nominated to take over Spice in his place. From there it gets… interesting.

In the days to come we would hear some of the far-off fighting, where the Masters tried to steer the other groffere and their handlers away from the city. The beasts were so huge I could see them from atop my market building, which I visited the next day. There was only so much steering the raider sorcerers could do for these gigantic beasts, basically urging them in a colossal loop around the empire of the Masters. The groffere circled around their grazing territories over a period of years, meaning that they were like comets, but comets that could be steered to smash into your enemies.

Whatever strategy the raiders used had worked out; they’d knocked over a sizable section of walls that were over fifty feet high and a good twelve feet thick. Small portions of the city were on fire, and serious resources were being used to corral them before they spread too far. The easiest way was simply to bash the nearest buildings to rubble and clear them out, rather than trying to divert a river or hope a bucket chain would do the trick. Several blocks nearest the walls were leveled.

Other places around the city saw hit and run tactics, where sorcerers somehow glided in or flew in, caused damage here or there, and made off with people or resources they found. They knew the locations of the district harems, all seventy-something of them.

I wasn’t a part of the aboveground defense, but it also seemed the Governor and his more capable Masters had their shit in order. By the time the dungeon was no more, the raiders were done bothering the city.

The rest of the week saw me keeping busy. Mornings were for cleaning up Ink District with people who were being paid to do so. In the afternoons I headed to the shop, stocked and sold the merchandise, cleared out the vast quantities of paper, and thought about ways to move the immense stock. Simple spell scrolls anybody could use, I thought, but the hedge mages resisted me every step of the way. I sold a plunger to almost every Master in the city, followed by a bunch of slinkies. Fashion hadn’t taken off like I’d hoped, and the girls kept getting their clothes destroyed in combat, so I took those off the shelves and replaced them with lightly enchanted Surrek clothing. These I priced lower, just low enough that the average person on the street could afford a durable pair of boots. I knew the Sam Vimes theory of economics, and I could sell enchanted stuff at a loss while pouring gold onto the hedge mages. Honestly, any money at all was better than them putting together a single magic item for a Master every few months.

The earth merch now included action figures and board games. Even if no one knew how to use them, they were symbols of status and wealth. Doubtless some of the merchants were spending their entire life savings on a half dozen of my wares to take them off to the next city to resell for double, or triple what I’d charged them. Hell, in the coming months I’d have Masters from other cities telling me they bought a plunger for fifteen gold pieces, and had to travel over hundreds of miles just to see what I had on the shelves.

Evenings were when I met up with the ladies and did whatever training needed doing. These days it was sneaking around the city, or getting outside the city walls and skulking around. We kept up periodic weapons training as well: swords, spears, javelins, throwing knives. 

We tried not to grump around mourning Fayeen’s loss, and mostly succeeded. I tried not to grump around because I didn’t have Auralla and Avya, and the girls helped.

Dallinya was the first to start this process, when she found me in the shower and cleaned my filthy dirty self with the soap. She whispered to me how she’d felt while she’d watched me violate Velleth as much as she’d violated our trust. She’d felt the phantom cock from the empathic ability, had reached out to try and touch it, but hadn’t been able.

It felt good to be the one having the tool of pleasure and punishment, she purred in my ear. It was really something, knowing what it felt like to be inside Velleth. She wanted to know what it would feel like to be inside herself. I chuckled, thinking she really did want to go fuck herself.

This led to me obliging her in the shower, with the power active and Dallinya up on her tippy toes to take the dick from behind. This was a lazy and resplendent lovemaking session after Velleth, but Dallinya was feeling double the pleasure and it tipped her over the edge first once, then again almost immediately afterwards.

Once again, she liked to talk dirty.

“I love having a big essence tool,” she groaned, and did the work of sliding me in and out of her, slow and easy. “You know, Velleth might just have enjoyed her punishment, and maybe I could just do something bad to get punished too.”

Her wet, hot folds felt luxurious and exactly right after the tight confines of Velleth’s rear end. She was insatiable and I was here for it.

“You’ll bring the… what were those called? The nipple clamps? You’ll bring those from earth, right? Also the blindfold and the ropes. We can fashion those from materials here. I want them.”

It was slow, and it was deep, with her running a hand over my face and turning around to kiss me in between her glorious, filthy talk.

“I’ve never leaked in anticipation of sharing essence, Evan of earth,” her voice was sultry and sleek. “I looked at the act only with dread before, but now… heh. I wonder how we’ll ever get out of bed when we could just share essence together instead.”

Even after coming for Velleth just a few minutes ago and for her a scant half hour before that, the talk and the slowly insistent fucking was a lot, and I was getting close.

“I want to know what it’s like to have you inside here,” she groaned, and raised her tail so she could guide my fingers to her asshole. I obliged her by easing a thumb in her tight back door.

The pleasure I felt, and the exhilaration, coupled with her own pleasure turned her into a quivering heap on the shower floor by the time I was done with her. I asked her if she was all right, and her response was as perfect as it was adorable. She didn’t move, except to extend one arm upward and give me a thumbs up.

That night Quavallie came to me while the others were finishing up dinner and getting cleaned up. She confessed that she had never seen a punishment like the one done to Velleth, and never experienced a power to turn her on like this had done. The empathic broadcast had messed with her mind, turned her thoughts only to the slap of flesh on flesh, burned the images of Velleth getting taken into her mind. As a result the whole day had been a blur, and she needed me inside her.

She also knew that I was still messed up over Fayeen, and missing the Sunspire girls, so she told me she wanted to do all the work. 

So I let her push me back onto the bed and give me one of the best blowjobs imaginable. In college I’d been with a girl who played the trumpet and had the muscle control in her lips that was unimaginable unless you experienced it, and Quavallie blew her out of the water.

Her entire body was like an octopus’s, or a jellyfish, and that meant she could literally squeeze her body under a door. She couldn’t just deep throat me, but I could grab the back of her head and pull it hard into me. It felt like I was tickling her organs. It looked like I’d just crushed her entire head. Those insides also undulated around me, and it wasn’t long before I let up on her to give myself a break.

From there she lined me up between her legs and sank down onto me with a satisfied sigh. Then she laid herself down on my chest, let her hair explore my face, and just used her amazing insides to milk me until I couldn’t stand it anymore.

She explained afterwards that basically all of her body was like an erogenous zone when she was in the mood, which told me I should’ve used the empathic ability on her. She was able to stay still, just kissing me, running her hands over me, and use her inner muscles to get me off. When we were finished, I found Dallinya right there, knelt down and cleaning me off, then licking the seed out of Quavallie.

The next day Shennalil cornered me in the market office, and told me she was disappointed I hadn’t sought her out. As a Mender, of course she had the ability to heal wounds and cleanse the body of impurities, but she’d also been trained to help mend the heart and cleanse the mind.

It wasn’t magic she was talking about, but psychiatric training, which added new layers of complexity to what I thought about this world. I clearly had no idea what Mender meant, which was why I hadn’t spoken to her. Sure, she told me, the ability to listen was something used almost exclusively in harems by women for women, but she was willing to listen any time I needed to get things off my chest.

Of course, Fayeen was still on my mind, and the fragility of the group. The Governor’s machinations, the alien world with all its very different culture and customs, the fact that people could fly or do magic at all, or fuck magic orbs they’d just looted from dungeons.

We had a long chat about all this, while customers came and went, and haggled and bought. After this, Shennalil gave me a big smile and fluttered in for a hug. Then she told me she also wanted some assistance with something, and that something turned out to be a session of hide the sausage. She got as far as explaining it would help her reduce some stress for the both of us before I had the first of the knots undone in the back of her shirt.

Then she simply went ‘oh’ and let me worship her body for a while. Shennalil had become a loud lover over the course of these last two weeks, moaning appreciatively and with gusto. Massage met licking met kissing and fingering, which said hello to supporting her entire body while I ate her out quite thoroughly. Her magic and her essence tasted like purity and joy and fluttering. It was just as calming as her shrink discussion had been, but with bonus erotic moans.

Previously we’d only done it with her on top, and she went with that again. She was never going to be the adventurous one, like Dallinya, and we were still both astonished to watch as I disappeared into her all the way, until she was sitting on me. Every time she drew up and out, it was like a fresh magic trick all over again, watching my full size appear once more, only to somehow go into Shennalil’s tiny form. She was incredibly vocal, to the point where I clamped a hand over her mouth, and she responded by sucking on my fingers while she rose and pushed back down, then rose up again with a huge moan and slid back down.

I explained that it could also work with her turned around, facing my feet, and she thought this was a terrible idea… at first. What would be the point if she couldn’t rise up off my cock and dart in for a kiss while holding my length in her little hand to guide her back onto me?

When we tried it though, she went wild. The position unlocked some special spot I hadn’t been rubbing before. It was also great for me, because I got to see a patch of blue flesh on her ass flex and relax every time she bounced. I also got to tease her wings.

Like Dallinya, soon Shennalil was a quivering wreck. She ended up spreading her wings and collapsing onto my chest. I lazily sawed in and out of her incredible tightness for a few more minutes, listening to her coo and mewl. After several powerful orgasms she wasn’t up for scaring the hell out of me, making me think I was killing her.

When I told her I was going to come, she bolted into action and pulled off me, then enveloped the head of my cock in her mouth. Then she gulped my seed down, sighed noisily, and told me she’d never imagined it could be so delicious while licking her lips.

That made two of us.

Hellera never came to visit me during that recovery week, but spent the whole time drilling and going out on guard duty. She made sure to be out of bed before I was up, and came to bed after I went to sleep. It was clear she still wasn’t completely satisfied with my judgement or the punishment as inflicted. She perhaps suspected that Velleth enjoyed the punishment, though Velleth had clearly suffered.

My unfortunate elf couldn’t sit down at mealtimes for the next two days, kneeling or standing, and in one case just foregoing the meal all together to lay on the bed instead. She wouldn’t have Shennalil’s healing magic, and the fae actually chased her around the house once while a screaming match ensued, with Velleth barking about how she didn’t need healing, didn’t want healing, and didn’t deserve healing. If her body chose to heal up the welts, then it would do so.

Zati began training with the others, and keeping one hand on me at all time while we slept. She watched as I made love to Dallinya or Quavallie or Shennalil in rapt fascination, especially intent on how the girls scooped up my seed with a finger and lovingly licked it up off me or each other. I could tell she wanted to get involved but held back because she felt she was impure. Once the full moon and the ritual were complete, I knew she’d be wrapped around me and taking my cock like a champ.

Sechelle was the last concern. The silent, watchful drow elf also beheld the others tangled with me in bed, or around my large bedroom, or in the shower, or with Quavallie in the bathtubs reserved for the cephellians. I gave her the week to get used to the household, and make her choice.

It ended up surprising me that Sechelle would choose to take my mark but also head back to her home under the ground. Her home was far to the east, she explained. She claimed to have no interest in having ‘that awful thing’ inside her, but I offered her the Empath’s Mark ability and she got into the act sure enough.

It was like a replay of my first time with Auralla, at first anyhow, and the whole time I could see my ex’s face from back in Michigan. The resemblance was so weird it messed with my ability to please Sechelle enough to get her addicted.

Although she’d never done this, and she claimed it didn’t affect her, she still moaned out loudly, and covered her face so I couldn’t see the flush of orgasm in her cheeks. She also bit down on her forearm to keep the others from hearing. She also didn’t object to me laying down, and rode my dick relentlessly for minute after minute, until she collapsed onto my chest and accepted the kisses leading from under her ear to her lips. And then she was still doing all the work, while also twining her tongue around mine. And then she was shuddering again, and I took over the work of thrusting from below while she begged me to stop, because something was… oh gods, something, was happening…

Eventually her chest was heaving from the effort, and her legs were on my shoulders, and I was plowing her with all my might. She was biting down on one of the many blankets and screaming with her black and red eyes rolled back in her head while one orgasm after another roiled through her. Finally I couldn’t handle the pleasure any longer, and gave her what she wanted.

I took the Suppressor’s Mark from Sechelle and gave her the Drifter’s Mark. The mark developed on her stomach, just below her belly button, and she stared at it in disgust and amazement and horror and hope.

Suppressor’s Mark

*Special ability, magical*

*Normal tier, two stars*

Normal: Activate when you strike or touch a target to drain moderate mana. Dealing additional damage drains additional mana. You gain resistance to magic attacks for two minutes. The target has their magic damage reduced by a moderate amount for two minutes. The target has their mana regeneration slowed by a moderate amount for two minutes. Multiple strikes refresh these effects, which stack.

Costs low mana. Instant effect. No cooldown.

You gained this ability after joining with Sechelle of Vrenian Gorge. This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Sechelle of Vrenian Gorge.

The ability would prove immensely useful against the sorcerers, and a wave of regret hit me for not taking Sechelle up on her offer while down in the caverns. I didn’t know how it might have affected the last fight where we’d lost Fayeen, but it was enough to layer in fresh doubt, and make me seek out Shennalil again, for another therapy session.

Yes, therapy was what I needed. And a piebald fae eager to ride me hard, and drink my seed.

Sechelle would end up sticking with us the rest of the week, and I’d put her through her paces, until I unlocked the Bronze ability. Mostly, it took asking her about her home and her friends, figuring out what kind of gifts she would want to take home, and also a hefty helping of vigorous sex.

We reached bronze relationship status together, which added another power, but it gave me time to learn more about what a Vrenian Gorge was, how long the trip would last, and whether life there was like life here.

It wasn’t.

I held two more punishment sessions with Velleth, who was just as surprised as the other girls, though she was silently thankful to me both times. With Empath’s Mark, I could read exactly how she was responding to my rough and relentless treatment. It was always possible, by the time I entered her ass or held her head and began choking her, to see that she would orgasm some way through the punishment.

The second time, I had the brilliant notion to simply tie her to the ceiling, blindfold her, and force her to listen to me ravage Sechelle for the move past Normal and into Bronze tier. The lust and the waiting were a different sort of punishment, and Velleth tried hard to make herself come from rubbing her legs together, but I ordered her not to, and she dutifully spread her feet. After that, she vaguely humped the air and bit her lip and generally looked like she was on the precipice of either orgasm or insanity.

One simple feather touch after I’d finished with Sechelle and she came harder than she’d ever done in her life. Hard enough for her to quietly request I do it again whenever I felt she needed punishing.

Sechelle the drow mage suppressor finally left, with me escorting her out of the city and into the wilderness on one of our ‘hunts’, and we said goodbye without tearing each other’s clothes off and going at it like they do on the Discovery Channel. Oh well, more for Dallinya and the others.

Her leaving brought the Sunspire girls to the forefront of my thoughts once again.

I knew my OG and tiny giant would lift the others back to high spirits, and their return would mean we could move past Fayeen. Sure we made money, and that helped. I even plucked a solar charger out of Meijer and charged up my cell phone, which delighted the girls. There was a collection of audiobooks I still had on my phone from when I’d still had my AudioWorld subscription. They also really enjoyed seeing all there was to see from my collection of photos.

Earning stars towards my Attributes, ranks in skills, and moving up toward the next tier was much slower when we were just training. Monsters and the beasts in the fields were the preferred method of earning experience, so eventually we went out hunting, but it wasn’t often.

When Auralla and Avya hadn’t returned after the next week, I got out the dungeon core and stared at the message. I didn’t know anything about it, except perhaps where tab A should go into slot B. The thing had no other outward markings beside the thin slit that didn’t look like it would accommodate my dick.

As soon as I decided I was going to put my dick in this thing, a rush of warmth and lust surged through me. My hard on stood at attention as though he’d just walked in on an orgy. I held out… or tried to. Need poured through me and overwhelmed my higher order brain function in no time. While I was thinking this was some kind of trap, but golden light was shining from within it, and if it was another succulacrum… well I’d just have to die.

The moment that thing and my thing touched, everything was drowned out in a blinding golden glow.


49- You Sashay Over Here With Your Hips All…

Iwas standing in the middle of the tall grasses, with Jerry by my side, looking up at a trio of floating boulders, and it was midday. The sky, that extra jumbo impossibly sized sky, complete with clouds scudding by. A slight breeze bowed the grasses in gentle waves, and far off, those massive balls of fur were munching contentedly. 

“How in the—”

“Evan!”

Auralla was behind me, hands on hips, looking exactly like she did the day I met her. The amulet of protection sat in her necklace, just above ample cleavage, and she was wearing those see through linen garments that covered nothing. The streaks of white mud or face paint were rubbed across her face in some design I didn’t understand, and Truffy was at her side, looking halfway anteater, halfway bear, and halfway porcupine.

“I… I’m glad you’re here.” I wasn’t going to waste time arguing over whether this was real.

“You’re a Drifter, aren’t you?”

I smiled. She already knew the answer to that.

“You don’t know our ways,” she told me.

“I know a lot more than when I started,” I replied. “It’s been a while. You look amazing, as always.”

“They’re coming to wipe us out, Evan,” she responded. “Your Masters. It happens every time the groffere pass through these lands.”

“That’s not how this is supposed to go,” I told her. This wasn’t real. She was a projection of my imagination or something. She was an avatar for the dungeon core. I was on the cusp of slipping that thing onto my throbbing cock. I was literally fucking around, and was about to find out.

“Oh? How is it supposed to go?”

“You sashay over here with your hips all bow-chicka wow-wow, and I stare deep into your eyes, and you bite your lower lip, and smile at me, and then…” She began sashaying over here, staring deep into my eyes. She grinned before the lower lip biting part, but got into it regardless, giving me the sexiest, most sultry look imaginable.

“I got to imagine you pull the strings on your clothes and they fall off into the grass. And then you keep up the hip action, swaying back and forth.”

She did exactly that, and her pants fell away, followed shortly by her top. It was exquisite, watching her bridge the gap between us with the hip action causing her breasts to bounce ever so slightly, and her grin to become more mischievous the closer she got.

She was within kissing distance now. “What happens after that?” she asked in a voice thick with future sex.

“I...” This wasn’t right. I couldn’t just, not with real Auralla out there somewhere, not with me. I wanted her, but this wasn’t her. “Could I ask you a favor?”

The sultry and sensuous look didn’t fade, but she cocked an eyebrow. “Anything.”

“Could you be slightly thicker in the hips, with flaming, curly red hair, and less orangey in the skin? Like mine, but maybe darker? Oh, and gray eyes. Those are very mysterious.”

She pursed her lips. “This is the one you want,” she said, and gestured at her body.

“And I’ll get to have her again, gods willing. But you’re not her and that’s not kosher.” To be fair the one I wanted was also Dallinya, also Velleth, also Shennalil and Quavallie and Hellera. I was in my twenties, and horny over basically every color, size, and type.

“Now it’s my turn to say ‘this isn’t how it’s supposed to go,’” she said, but the rainbows melted out of her hair, and it puffed out to into a rich bouquet of curls before bleeding to red. The deep green left her eyes, and in their place was a sparkling, rich gray.

Her body filled out a little more, and the skin tone went darker to match my description.

“You’re beautiful,” I breathed.

Her hands went to her hips, but the kept a sly smile. “I’m not what you desire though, deep in your heart.”

“It’s not like I’m settling. I’d ravish you every day of the week if I could.”

“You flatterer,” she said, grinning.

I bridged the space between us and bent to place a kiss.

“You seem to know a lot,” she said, “about how this should go. How should it go, Master Evan?”

“I wish I knew,” I said, after a longer kiss this time. “I assumed you would take the lead and force me to the ground, or get on your knees or something. It’s weird being in a dream state but also dictating everything that happens.”

“It is,” she said, and tugged at the string holding my leather skirt up. Soon the only thing holding the leather skirt in place was my hard on, who was running some kind of stealth operation. She chuckled.

“I mean I have a lot of questions,” I told her.

“But you jumped right to the fun part without going over any of the precursors.”

“Precursors?”

She nodded.

“Is there a lot I should know?”

“You just need to ride the vibe,” she told me, and loosened the string on the skirt even further.

Her cool hand had encircled my girth even before the skirt hit the grass. “I can be someone else, if you like,” she said, and became Sechelle. The transformation was as smooth as it was quick. She swiftly became Avya, then Shennalil, and Dallinya.

“No, you had it right before,” I told her, and in a blink she was the woman I described again again: gray eyes, perfect skin, child-bearing hips and curly red hair.

She was Auralla again a moment later. “Auralla wants to let you know that the Masters will be making for Sunspire soon. They always do after they lose people. They lose slaves and Masters, and they look to the outlying villages for… fresh meat.”

“You’re not her,” I said, and she was back in a blink to the red-haired beauty.

“Don’t break the mood,” she said, and knelt before me. Her tongue came out and licked all along my length, but she was still able to speak to me as though her mouth wasn’t busy doing other tasks. “Come on, you know what you need to know, you’ve seen what you needed to see… we can enjoy ourselves a little, can’t we?”

“Yesssssss,” I hissed, not caring that she was blowing me and speaking at the same time.

She grinned up at me. “That’s what I like to hear.”

I pressed her into me, and she opened her mouth to accept the whole head as I felt the heat and want radiating off her. It was my magic sense again, somehow comprehending her feelings and her smoldering lust.

I slid easily all the way into her mouth and down her throat without a hint of reaction. No gag reflex, no choking, just pure accommodation. I held onto her head and just the act of weaving my fingers into her white hair gave me the feeling of rightness, as though she wanted me to do as I liked.

What I really wanted, and I showed her this next, was for her to repeatedly moan out my name. I began by pushing her back onto the grass and getting in between her spread legs.

“You don’t need—” she started, but I cut her off.

“Oh I’m going to,” I told her. “It’s in my top three very favorite things in the whole world.”

She grinned down at me.

“Tell me when to stop,” I told her. The only response I had to this was to have her clench my hair in her hands and pull me into her soaking wet center, then hold me there with her powerful thighs. That was fine, I really enjoyed the fruity and tart taste of her, somehow pure and ripe and perfect.

This woman’s moans were sweet, even muffled, and I cupped an ass cheek in each hand before lifting her up and licking even more aggressively than before. The angle shifted, and she responded with louder moans. Soon enough I had her bucking against my face, coating most of it in her love juices.

I felt as though I could tongue all the way down to her essence. The place where her magic welled up was closer than ever, and it was even more of a bouquet of flavors than I’d tasted previously. It was also, incredibly, growing that familiar ball of magic essence. Although it was small, it was there, and it made me hornier than ever.

One did not simply cause their partner’s essence magic to sprout into existence by tongue alone.

“You won’t stop unless I say, will you?” she asked when I came up for air. With surprised delight coloring her words.

“No,” I told her, then grinned. “Another ten minutes? Longer?”

“You’ve performed admirably,” she said, and held her arms out to me. “Far better than I’d hoped, and we’ve yet to begin. Now, I need you in me.”

All good things must come to an end, but every time a door closes another one opens, or a similar cliche. I got up on my knees and pressed the whole length of me into her creamy center. I slid in with practiced ease, and smiled at the sound of deep enjoyment in her heavy breathing and constant moans.

“You’ve gotten bigger,” she moaned. “It’s so big.”

“Why. Thank. You,” I told her in between thrusts.

She was building magic much faster than I’d ever seen it happen before. The luminous ball of little sparklers immediately blossomed and grew under her skin, while we thrashed and groaned in the act.

“I need more,” she breathed.

Her magic essence was large now, easily baseball sized, but still drawing in sparklers of magic, and the pleasure grew with it. With an adjustment, I pulled up one of her legs and placed her foot next to my head, and got her other leg in between mine. This turned her sideways and gave me leverage.

Her eyes widened. “What—“

I stopped her talking, and used that leverage to commence a brutal attack on her pussy, renewed with each thrust and slapping wetly each time. We were going to plunder that magic in her womb, and it was just a matter of time.

“Ev… Evan!” she cried out. “Wait!”

I ignored her, and used every bit of my enhanced Tough and Fierce attributes to keep her gasping and unable to speak. She was well lubricated, but fit around me like we belonged together. She was better than every earth woman I’d ever had, almost the equal of all the sex I’d had on Ethetria, and soon she started squeezing down on me with her inner muscles. In the meantime I drove in until my knees were aching from holding me up.

The shuddering fits started shortly after she stopped talking all together, and after her second orgasm I readjusted our position again. The magic inside her was huge now, bigger than I’d seen it with any of the other girls, but I knew it could get bigger.

“You’re gonna love this,” I told her.

She responded with another smoky look and by looping her feet behind her head. She was so incredibly flexible that I didn’t need to hold her ankles to fold her in half, and it opened her to me completely. My cock easily smashed into the swirling multicolored orb of magic with every downstroke

This time she only got two shaky words out, “So… deep…” before the pounding rendered her speechless. For a long time, it was just the relentless squeezing of her insides, my gritted teeth, and the back and forth motion. After a few minutes it was time for a clit massage. It wasn’t long before she was coming again, losing control, and unable to keep her feet locked behind her head. This meant me grabbing her ankles and really railing her.

The entire time, the magic had been growing. Most of my cock was in it now on every stroke, and I could feel it. It was a ticklish feeling, like she was made of a thousand tiny tongues and all of them were just barely licking me all over, again and again.

My own orgasm was now approaching, but still I held off.

“Inside,” she breathed. “Inside me.”

“Not. Yet.”

The orb of light continued to grow larger as she came more and more, until it reached her skin and filled out against her hips, against the globes of her butt cheeks. Every stroke I made was escalating in pleasure. It felt mind-blowing, and I got further blasts of pleasure when my abs came into contact with her glowing, buzzing magical skin.

“Now!” she urged.

“Not…” but this was some false bravado. The pleasure was so intense I could see her magic through my closed eyes. There was no stopping me from coming now.

I couldn’t hold back, and blasted into her. It felt as though I was emptying a gallon of seed inside, and the moment I did, the color of her glowing skin shifted. Everywhere I sent my seed went a royal blue color, another place a vibrant green, then peach pink. The white of her magic body shifted colors, and still drove more of that tingling pleasure into me.
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Then I woke up, splayed out on the bed in the mansion, with the girls around me. It wasn’t possible to move yet; my body was still tingling from toes to scalp with the magic from the dungeon core.

“He’s not dead!” Shennalil protested. “I can feel it. Actually he’s… completely healthy.”

“He’s also not moving, and not responding,” Dallinya said coolly.

“The golden woman… who was she?” Quavallie asked.

“She looked like Auralla,” Hellera offered. “You all saw that, right? The same hair, the same body shape.”

“She changed.”

Congratulations!

You have absorbed a dungeon core through essence sharing, and gained a new special ability. You may select an attribute to tether your new ability to. The new ability will reflect the attribute you select.

You may only make this selection once, so choose carefully.

Two of my attributes were grayed out: Attuned and Clever. Attuned already had Drifter attached to it, while Clever had Adrift. That left me with Charming, Fierce, Quick, Sly, and Tough.

Although my first instincts were Fierce and Tough, it was clear that my next few moves were going to be in the city, and that meant politics. I needed either Sly or Charming. And then, thinking that Charming had cost me Fayeen’s life, I made the choice and pressed the Yes confirmation when it asked for my final answer.

Steel-willed

*Aura, Inherent, Magical (psychic)*

*Bronze tier, four stars*

Your great endurance is reflected in your ability to resist or shrug off effects that would bend the emotions and minds of other lesser beings.

Normal: Debuff conditions targeting the mind or emotions, empathic manipulation, and mental attacks activate the aura automatically for very high mana. Allies around you are granted a moderate resistance to those debuffs taking effect. Damage taken from those effects is greatly reduced. Debuffs that land have their durations greatly reduced.

Costs very high mana. Lasts 10 minutes. 5 minute cooldown.

Bronze: The aura reflects empathic and mind attack effects back at their attackers, manifesting as psychic damage. Additionally, you may banish the aura to inflict a psychic storm on enemies within range. This deals minimal mental damage, and has a chance to inflict two random mental and emotional conditions on each of your enemies. Examples include but are not limited to blindness, shock, exhaustion, confusion, lust, paralysis and bloodlust.

This ability is linked to your Charming attribute.

The result was glorious. What had happened in the dungeon would never happen again. I mean I liked a good roll in the hay as much as the next guy, but using sex as a weapon in a dungeon had been catastrophic once, and almost twice. And throwing out random conditions against my enemies sounded just perfect. Let them get torn apart while trying to screw their allies. Bastards.

“Uh... Evan?”

“Master?” Quavallie asked, giving the word that extra sarcasm they’d use just before we had to do an official function.

“Ha ha,” I moaned. “No more ‘Master’ in this house.”

“He can talk!” Shennalil bubbled, unnecessarily, and loudly.

I groaned and got up shakily. I felt like I’d just been through a full day of working out, and the muscle soreness was just now making my entire body feel tight. And painful, but in a good way.

“How… long?” I asked.

“You’ve been sharing essence with some girl made of light for about three hours,” Quavallie said. “None of us could talk to you… it was like you were in a different world.”

I chuckled weakly.

“It was the dungeon core,” Velleth said quietly, “wasn’t it?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you hurt?” Shennalil asked, but she knew the answer.

“I’m good,” I told her.

“That’s good,” Dallinya said. “You’re supposed to go meet the Governor in an hour to talk over what happens now that the battle’s over.”

“You’ll get your second district,” Velleth told me. “And your third.”
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So that’s how it started… it’s a long tale, and really only getting going. We survived our first major attack, defeated the dungeon, killed a half-fae and a dwarf who were also raging douchebags, lost a friend, and came out of it more powerful than ever.

I know there’s still a long way to go before I take over the city, and a lot has to change, but I’m going to set you up with a district right over there. Good view of the river, sprawling place, and I’m told the hookah smoke is laced with something that gives you the sort of euphoria that ecstasy does. Spice District, yeah. I’ll just pop in occasionally to see that you’re getting on well.

And if you want to hear the rest of the tale, head back over to Evan’s Eldritch Emporium. That’s where you can find me most days.


Author’s Note

Thank you. You, reading this book, thank you. From my perch here in South Korea at my writing desk or any of the picnic tables I write at in the spring, summer and fall, communicating to you from the middle of 2023 to whenever and wherever you are, one more thank you.

I want to thank Damien for being incredible even despite difference, for being forgiving and tireless and patient. BR is for my number one Beta Reader, and P is for the Patreon readers, who helped as well.

We lost out on Royal Road at some point, but I give thanks to all the Scribble Hub commenters and the few we got on RR before they kicked us out. This book ended up having quite a few things change, and I owe you all one for the confused and disgruntled comments that helped shake me out of my tower and keep me honest.

Vintra did need to die. You were right, and I was too busy thinking of more NSFW scenes to see it.

Lastly, this book got my juices flowing both literally and figuratively, and I hope it touched you too. In a naughty place. It’s been a pleasure writing it, both a physical and an emotional one.

As of July 2023 the full book 2 is available on Scribble Hub, and Book 3 nears its end, free to read and comment on. Book 4 is complete on my computer and about to hit Patreon, and book 5 is a twinkle in its mother’s eye.

Okay, fine, that egg’s been fertilized and I’m actually about 6 chapters in.

With luck, I’ll see you again on Kickstarter in August.
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