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Adult Content Warning

Look, this book is full of adult content. Filled to the gills with it. Swearing. Adult situations. Thrusting. Inappropriate use of fingers. Licking. Naughty behavior and punishments. Pain and pleasure in the same sentence. If you’re under the legal age for your country, you shouldn’t be supplying me with money and then reading this book. That’s illegal and I won’t stand for it.

We’re talking the first chapter here. This is the second book in a series and if you already read the first one, you know how deep the rabbit hole goes. And everybody knows how quickly the rabbit gets to doing the thing rabbits do… like rabbits. Even if you clicked on ‘show me a sample’ there’s something wet and wild in just a few pages.

You were warned. Your mommy and your church wouldn’t want you to read this book, so you definitely shouldn’t. Spending money on what you’re about to read will only empower me to write even more of it, you see. 


Prologue

“We’re going to be late!” Shennalil insisted.

I just sat there. “I know, and like I said the last time, I don’t care.”

The tattoo artist peered up between us, while Shennalil flew in a series of circles like the infinity sign. I didn’t have the heart to tell her, and the idea of flying in infinite circles made me smile.

A little sadly.

“Are you nearly finished?” Dallinya asked idly. The catgirl was standing against the wall and checking her fingernails. Her tail was flicking back and forth, showing me what she was hiding behind the blasé mask.

“Just finished,” the artist said, and lifted the needle off my leg. She was a heavily inked nellwyn with about twelve piercings, and orange hair.

“Why couldn’t we see it before?” Quavallie asked. Velleth, of course, said nothing.

I stood and turned to them. There, on my leg, was a pretty good copy of the Swiftwind’s Mark I’d lost. The angry storm cloud and the lightning bolt were rendered well, even though the artist had never seen it before Fayeen was taken from us.

After a bit of stunned silence, I noted Dallinya duck out of the tattoo shop and wipe her eyes privately. Shennalil gasped. Velleth came over, like she always did, and looped her arm around my left elbow.

“Oh, Evan,” Quavallie sighed, and followed me out of the shop.

“What took so—” Hellera started, but she noticed the tattoo and her mouth slammed shut.

Twenty minutes later, we had ascended the hundreds of stairs and came out onto a large, flat area where the head priest was just getting started. We’d just made it.

I was just moving through the crowd when someone gave me a nice sharp elbow. I mumbled a quick, “Excuse me.” And wouldn’t you know it, I was met with,

“There’s no excuse for you.”

I whirled and locked eyes with a young elf who, and I swear to all the gods this is true, looked the spitting image of Vintra. If we hadn’t been standing at the apex of the holiest place in the city, I would’ve laughed in his green-veined face.

Not Vintra… his son. A petty Master with three marks visible on his trunk, and the keys to the kingdom. The guy who’d made it his life’s ambition to take me down now had a son with the same death wish. I smirked at his rage, but don’t know how he reacted, given that the ladies were positively dragging me toward the center.

The young lad who would inherit Spice would have to wait.

“Today we honor the losses of our protectors. The great gods have looked down upon us, they have seen that we are mighty, and they have found our cause worthy. The great god War has given us the blessing of valor, and shown our aim to be true. The god grinned in his infinite bloodlust and helped to strike our enemies down.

“The great goddess Justice has seen fit to bless us in our endeavor. She saw the savage behavior of the raiders and their malignant hearts. Thus, she shielded the righteous with her mighty aegis.

“Now, in our time of healing and rebuilding, we ask Growth to use our dead to restore our crops, to use our hearts and hands in the hard days ahead.”

The priest raised his staff to the roiling sky.

“In your names we send these offerings,” he called, and trays of food were dumped into several large fires. Far off, lightning struck, and after some time thunder rolled over the farmland outside the city, and up over Surrek’s fifty foot walls.

“In your names we send these prayers,” he called, after the thunder had died down.

Arms were raised, and prayers were shouted up to the heavens. I added a weak ‘amen I guess’ and got several disbelieving looks from the girls. Not Velleth, of course, she raised her hands quickly, shouted out a prayer as fast a possible, then slumped against my side and held my left arm as though she were enduring gale force winds.

Hellera, Dallinya, Shennalil and Quavallie all turned to look though, before praying as everyone else was doing: with gusto.

I will say this for the gods, they put on a light show. Or the priest had specifically chosen two days after the battle was complete, when a thunderstorm was in the cards. Lightning of various pretty colors blasted down far beyond the small villages clusters of farmsteads, at the foothills. Thunder followed for ages, rolling over the congregation like a slow wave.

The whole mess of us were standing at the top of the highest temple in Temple District, a vast assortment of males who sported one or more marks of power, and some of the slave ladies who fought beside them.

The building itself was massive, a huge pyramidal structure. The very top was a level with gigantic windows forming the pinnacle of the pyramid. From the outside the top appeared just like the rest of the building: smooth marble in white with various colored veins shooting through it. From the floor it was over fifty feet on all sides, big enough to handle the surviving Masters and their various warrior women.

My ladies had just succeeded in keeping me from getting myself killed down below the city, and paid the price for it. They’d also been rewarded for that loss, so it wasn’t all gloom and doom. Which was why they now stood atop the most sacred temple in all the city, towering some hundred feet in the air and the second tallest building in all of Surrek.

Dallinya leaned in close. “Please, Master, behave with at least some decorum. Our lives depend on how you use that tongue of yours.”

Shiver me timbers. I couldn’t help but shudder from the lust she dripped into that second sentence.

Not long after the light show with the thunder and the multi-colored lightning, the Governor took center stage.

“The raiders have gone. Once again they have wreaked incalculable havoc on the city before moving on. Like waves crashing against the jetty, some stones crack and fall away, while the rest remains strong.

“Now is the time we elevate those who stood tall and did more than their fair share. We rebuild the jetty stronger than ever.” He opened a hand out our way. “The Drifter of Ink District, Evan, successfully repelled the forces beneath the city and kept the sorcerers from making the battle into one we needed to fight on two fronts. Evan and his slaves defeated the dungeon’s most powerful monsters without help from other Masters.”

Here I locked eyes with the kid, who of course was already staring at me.  Poor kid, doomed to make his father’s dumb mistakes. Well, I’d see if I couldn’t learn him a thing or two.

While others speculated on how I’d taken the dungeon down, whether I had inside help from the raiders (practically impossible, the others argued) or special favor from the Governor for some reason (much more likely) they didn’t know. What they did know was that Vintra had wanted to see me dead and was now buried where the dungeon had grown under the city… and collapsed once I’d taken the dungeon core.

And now it seemed his legacy had stroked his own sense of importance with a brain full of revenge porn, and was ready to fall on the same sword his father had.

“In freeing up additional Masters to fight above ground, the promise was made: if the Drifter returned victorious, I would grant him two territories. And he would get first choice.”

A wave of mutters greeted the Governor’s news, and probably discussed the likelihood that Vintra would live out the week.

“From Ryellin, we lost leadership in Lumber and Leather Districts. From Errum, we lost leadership in Mage and Tome Districts. From…”

He went on, listing the Masters who had been killed and the districts left. These included Lumber, Leather, Tome, Mage, Fish, Message, Grain, Carpentry, Gladiator, and some others.

While the Governor went on, I leaned to my left. “What do you think?”

Velleth stood straight, but I could tell by her hand on my arm that she was still trembling. The Governor was busy elevating petty Masters who had been promised specific districts, before my first draft pick.

“Gladiator is very prestigious,” she said quietly. “Fish is small but quite wealthy.”

“Prestige isn’t what I’m after… yet. Fish is good, but far from Ink.”

“Fish suffered a lot of damage in the battles. Lumber also,” Dallinya said from my other side. She and Hellera had spent much of the last two days surveying potential Masterless districts and how much they’d borne the brunt of the attack. Of course Surrek would pull together and help each other out in this time of crisis, but they’d have to deal with the dead and wounded directly, and the homeless, while I was luckily insulated.

Velleth nodded. “As for Tome—”

“No,” I said. “Tome’s out.” I had had more than enough of paper. This city didn’t value learning or knowledge, and I wasn’t about to wade into that wide river of disappointment unless someone held a gun to my head.

This turned out to be a bad decision, but I had no way of knowing that at the time.

Spice first went to the kid, whose name was Janovril, son of Vintra. The legacy name meant an inheritance, unless Vintra’s will specifically named somebody else. It didn’t. I wondered what the over under was on Janovril finding and destroying the will in the last two weeks.

Fish had just been taken anyway, by a favored petty Master of the former district Master. He knew the slaves and at least some of the inner workings of the district.

Message District also sounded intriguing. If I wanted to get into the dirty deeds of my fellow Masters or learn about other cities… it was also near Ink District for the paper, and relatively small, perfect for a guy—

And Message was also being willed by another dead Master to a former subordinate. The petty Master was a blue-scaled dragonite who was stacked like a brick shithouse.

“Damn,” I muttered.

We settled on Mage, because that was a foregone conclusion. I already wanted to spite that Errum fucker from down in the dungeon, and his callous disregard for innocent lives, and it was on the table.

Mage District had other tasty advantages: next door to Ink District (just south, score!), and full of mages who could potentially teach me magic.

Assuming I ever took a moment and got one of them sufficiently motivated. Gain spells outside of having sex with an increasingly large circle of women? Not have to worry about that increasingly large circle getting antsy, jealous, neglected, or otherwise while I got new powers? Yes please.

I had my pick of Lumber or Leather, Grain or Grellek Districts in the end. I quickly learned that a grellek was something like a pig, but fatter, stinkier, and tastier once you killed them. I had no intention of taking that, ever.

Lumber and Leather had been free of petty Masters after Ryellin had sent three of them after me, and they’d suffered because both were close to the city walls.

Grain it was.

The district hadn’t been hit badly in the attacks, but also wasn’t particularly close to Ink and Mage. This new property of mine was sprawling but also poor. Crops weren’t the money makers that enchanted weapons and armor were. Still, I could do worse than meet and greet farmers who lived in a loose ring outside the city walls, and figure out better ways to grow, harvest, and transport grain into the city.

My face fell with my spirits, realizing that of course Grain wasn’t prime territory to have; now I had to help repair all the farmsteads that had been damaged or destroyed by the gigantic beasts. And help till and sow the fields.

I sighed, but also smiled. Knowing nothing about farming or the species of grains in this world wasn’t going to get me down.

I’d just tripled the size of my little piece of paradise here, and all it had cost me was one eager, young, beautiful woman, and the possibility that it had split my group of eager, young, beautiful women into enemy camps, with me in the middle.

I checked over the map of the city in my user interface, and saw that grain sat just north of the city gates, and comprised a large section of town, full of warehouses and silos, mills and bakeries, along with a hefty new population.

Each of the districts had ratings for Population, Health, Wealth, Safety and Happiness. Oddly enough, the Happiness rating was far above where I thought it should be (into yellow-green), especially compared to the Wealth rating (straight up orange near the bottom).

Then again, a well fed army is an army far less likely to betray you. Grain District had to be one of the best fed in the whole city.

The last meter was Confidence, the people’s trust in me as a leader and administrator. With Mage, the Confidence was just above orange, probably because they’d seen how I was trying to lift the hedge mages of Ink out of squalor. Still, they were mages and were generally hated.

Grain wasn’t much different: orangey yellow. They didn’t know me, had only heard of me mucking around in a dungeon rather than combating raiders outside the city where I could see them. Well, they would soon.

Ink District had had starving wastrels when it entered my possession, which was both horrific and downright silly. How could the ‘Master’ of a district give so little thought to the well-being of the residents as to let them starve?

I could skim a little off the top of Grain as payment to those working in Ink and Mage under my direct supervision. This could work out after all.

Velleth suddenly gripped my arm tighter, while other Masters who had distinguished themselves were making their choices for Lumber, Leather and Grellek Districts.

“I can’t…” she muttered.

“Not long now,” I told her. “Hang in there.”

Her knees were shaking, and she had my arm in a death grip. It would’ve been amusing if it weren’t so arousing. Okay it was a bit amusing.

“May I remove them?” she asked.

“Have you been punished enough?”

She was silent. She and I both knew she would say no, and that Hellera would heartily agree.

The walk back to Ink was interminable, but eventually we reached the mansion. Velleth dashed inside, only to stop and turn.

“M-master?” she asked timidly.

“You haven’t seen her this week?”

She shook her head. No, she was done being the pawn of the Governor’s panther queen she-devil. That made two weeks in a row.

I gave her a sliver of a nod. “You can remove them.”

She gingerly lifted the bulky sweater off, and pulled the nipple clamps off her dark blue areolae. She let out an anguished sigh.

I stepped up and pulled the yoga pants down off her body. The panties, soaked with her juices, went with the pants. As soon as I laid a finger on her she collapsed with a loud, groaning orgasm.

“That’s a good slave,” I told her. “You have suffered today’s punishment well.”

The others had entered the house and found Velleth collapsed in a heap on the floor, naked and unable to move.

Hellera’s sneer morphed into a grin, but Quavallie and Dallinya regarded her impassively. Shennalil seemed uncomfortable with the scene, but where her discomfort came from was up in the air. It could’ve been from lust and shame, or disgust over Velleth being allowed to continue living, or fear and empathy that she might be next, or even pity over Velleth’s state. I didn’t much mind either way.

“Now, we’ll be heading out to help rebuild in an hour. All of us together. Make sure you’re ready, because this is going to take weeks.”

“And Velleth,” Quavallie asked. “Will she be the only one to dive into Master Evan’s special pool?”

“Uh…”

“And there’s no celebration?” Shennalil asked, pouting. She was ignoring the celebration that had gone on all night following our dungeon delve. At the time, she had begged me to stop, that she couldn’t take anymore.

And Dallinya was giving me serious side eye.

“What do you want?” I asked.

“Just one,” Quavallie stated, as if to say I’m not being greedy here!

“Just one?”

She nodded.

“And you?” I asked Shennalil.

“One! One is… is great.”

I sighed again. “Fine.” And motioned toward the nearest bedroom. Honestly though, I was already getting pretty damn hard.

“Hey, what about me?” Dallinya demanded.

“Oh, I didn’t hear you complaining,” I told her.

“Just you wait,” she said darkly, and started muttering threats under her breath. I thought I caught her say ‘slice your balls clean off’. 

I grinned. “Come on, then, and bring your tail with you.”

I noted Zati had slithered into the room. I gave her a conciliatory look and opened my hands in apology. “We won’t be long, I promise.”

“As you say, Master Evan.”

I had to get them to stop calling me Master.

[image: ]

Every floor of my house was equipped with multiple bedrooms, and at least one of those bedrooms needed to have a king size or larger bed, in case of emergencies involving my girls demanding to be satisfied.

I stepped up to Quavallie, and took her in a tender embrace before placing my hands on her neck, thumbs on her jaw and sliding slowly upward. We were close enough to kiss, with her staring into my face. The playfulness I’d dropped was replaced with a sultry intensity that caused Shennalil to gasp. She’d been fluttering just behind Quavallie and now flushed red in the cheeks.

If I did this right, I might just be able to… Activating Empath’s Mark, I gave Shennalil and Dallinya all the feelings I was currently experiencing. The pride, the lust, the admiration, for this blue-skinned beauty all radiated out into the others behind her.

“You were magnificent, and I couldn’t ask for a better spellcasting companion by my side.”

Shennalil cooed, while Dallinya’s eyelids drooped with oncoming lust.

I kissed Quavallie softly. Her tentacle hair glided over my hands and kissed them with tiny suckers.

“Thank you,” she said. “You made the right choices today.”

“I thought you might like to have Fish in our possession,” I said softly, and unzipped the hoodie. It was tough to peel off, but eventually it came, exposing her curvy bust and compact torso for me to enjoy. For just a moment, the glowing spots on her body were visible, before the light of the room overcame their glow-in-the-dark effect.

“Your endurance in this dry environment is admirable,” I told her, and began to lick over the skin that had begun to dry. In the meantime, I produced a bucket of water from my dimensional storage coin, drew back, and slowly poured it over her head.

Now the gorgeous cephellian glistened in the low light filtering in the windows, and the thin pants she’d been wearing were suctioned onto her body in a very pleasing way.

My lover tugged at the leather skirt, the only thing I wore save for the nimble shoes, and soon had it around my stiffening member, where it fell away. She didn’t wait for me to step out of it, but instead ran her hands up and down the hard length of me.

Dallinya had been trying to get into the room, around Shennalil, but the sensation of having her phantom cock stroked made her pause, then slump against the wall and shove one hand down her pants.

“You promise?” I asked with a smile.

“Hmm?”

“Just one?”

“Put it in her,” Dallinya urged, her voice husky and her other hand down the back of her pants. Her hand rotated around her clit and slid deeper down over her lower lips, while the back hand was busy touching the base of her tail. “Plow that field, Master. Fuck her.”

Shennalil made a startled noise, as if she didn’t approve of swearing, but the flush had deepened over the sides of her face. In the meantime she also had a hand down her pants, and I caught movement there at the junction of her thighs.

“Maybe two,” Quavallie joked.

“No more talk,” Dallinya said, her voice dripping with jealousy and lust. “She’s ready. We’re ready.”

I knelt and slipped the pants down Quavallie’s thighs, listening to Dallinya’s frustrated cry, and pressed my face between her legs.

Cephellians are very, very flexible. Able to squeeze through tiny openings type of flexible, just like octopuses. Pushing my tongue deep within her wasn’t enough, so I grabbed onto her hips and really pulled onto her body at the same time.

Dallinya and Shennalil grunted while I went to work. With my body tougher and more resilient than ever before, I could now hold my breath for much longer than any other time in my life, and it was an ability I used now.

“Now,” Dallinya hissed, frigging herself and pulling at her own tail. “Get that cock of yours inside her and fuck her until she cries out your name, and then fuck her more.”

Shennalil was coming now. I felt more than saw her eyes drift close and her head rest back against the wall.

I didn’t reply, but instead kept licking until Quavallie’s body began to shiver, and she held onto my head for balance.

“Make her your slave, Evan,” Dallinya panted, still working herself over and again. “Plow her field and sow the seed now. Now!”

Now I rose, laid back on the bed, and watched as Quavallie knelt over me.

“Yesss,” Dallinya hissed. “Almost there…”

Quavallie had a teasing smile on her face and froze just shy of stuffing me inside her. “I got my one,” she said. “I shouldn’t catch more fish than I can pull into the boat.”

“You…” Dallinya heaved. “You!”

As soon as the catgirl pulled her hands free of her pants and got to her feet, Quavallie grinned and pressed down onto my fully engorged cock, engulfing him in her pleasurably warm confines. I had no idea what sticking my dick in a jellyfish would feel like, but it was probably like this, minus the paralyzing stinging. All that feeling flowed into Shennalil and Dallinya, who jerked as though they’d just been zapped.

Dallinya shuddered, took another unsteady step, then fell to her knees while Quavallie started to ride me with gusto. The slap, slap, slap of flesh and our heavy breathing were the only sounds for a time.

“Oh, you little,” Dallinya said in a small voice, then forced her own imminent orgasm a second later, and said no more.

I grinned back up at my naughty cephellian and brought her down for a kiss before I too exploded inside her.


1- A Different Set of Neurons

“This will be part of your punishment,” I told Velleth, as we wound our way through the twisty streets of Mage District. The blue-skinned elf clutched onto my arm (always my left arm), breathing heavily, but only nodded into my shoulder. “Hellera will be with you any time you leave the house, and you will avoid that woman.”

The Governess. The black-skinned she panther of a felinian, with her powers and her position that made her untouchable. I wouldn’t have been even remotely comfortable leaving them here, but now that they all had six powers each, she and Hellera could at least cut and run any time the Governess came around. I told Velleth as much as we walked along.

All around us, the dust lying on the streets lifted a good three inches into the air and moved toward the gutters, where intermittent flashes took it downhill to collection bags. The plants here seemed greener, the buildings seemed more imposing or more welcoming, the people seemed more alive.

I wasn’t certain how the hedge mages of the district channeled magic here, but it had more effects. The blue in my hair was starting to come out, showing dark brown roots, and now that I’d shaved, I only had the blue eyebrows to worry about.

Still, I knew if I stayed in certain parts of the district, weirder things would happen to me. Some people sprouted long claws or tusks, a rash of iridescent fish scales or armored crocodilian scales, suddenly longer hair, suddenly differently colored eyes, shrinking or growing a full foot in height. They’d sprout whiskers, change skin color, and in a few instances, change species entirely.

The list went on. Mage District was certainly an odd place to call home.

People waved to us as we headed downhill towards Ink District. Shop workers darted inside and reappeared with the owners, who gave us a smile and a bow.

“You’d best wave,” I told Velleth quietly.

With some effort, Velleth raised a hand and waved, but as soon as the shopkeepers disappeared, she clamped onto my upper arm with both hands.

“Every… ev-every day?” she asked. Velleth was dressed in a Christmas sweater with a festive red skirt that fell nearly to her shaking knees. Her magical marks were hidden from eyesight, though I was beginning to get the impression that the hedge mages understood something was off about my elf slave girl.

“Until we get back, yes,” I told her.

“But… you said…” she trailed off, tried to slow me down by pulling on my arm, and stumbled a bit when I refused to be pulled back.

“That’s correct,” I replied. “You will have a lot of duties while we’re gone. Hellera has full command over the safety of the household, but I don’t want to have petty Masters until I know they’ll be on board with the program. I don’t see that happening any time soon, and that means we protect each other.”

Luckily, and inexplicably, each of them now had the magical tools to do exactly that. Velleth had six magical marks of power on her skin now, and they were becoming increasingly difficult to hide. Luckily for all of us, the power they granted meant she had the ability to cast an illusion over herself and make herself look like whatever she wanted. It would be difficult to manage though, given the punishment regimen I’d devised for her.

“You have full command over all the other duties,” I told her.

This time when Velleth faltered, I knew exactly why, and it really turned me on. This blue-skinned beauty was barely able to walk. She buried her head in my shoulder, breathing heavily with closed eyes. The rest of her was discomfort, and no small amount of pleasure.

“Remind me what duties I’ve given you,” I told her.

“Mornings,” she mumbled. “Mornings for cleaning and m-meeting the shop owners. Nnn… Ink District, Grain District, and… and Mage District. Ink Pot and Inkwell first. Collect the t-tax if, if it’s Monday. M-meet with the cleaners. Pay them.” There wasn’t much cleaning that needed doing here, but the larger litter wouldn’t be carted off by the magic imbued into the streets. In addition, the smaller alleys between the more crowded buildings didn’t have those enchantments. The worst of the filth needed to be extricated for health reasons.

The game user interface had a series of tabs and menus for the districts, showing me the levels of safety, health, wealth, population and happiness, including minor perks I could earn from having each one in the green. So while I was away, it was vital to have it continue to function as it had.

“M-midday,” she continued, and bit her lower lip before she did something in public she’d regret. “After lunch. M-midday head to the shop in the main m-market square. Receipts with Yann… and restock.”

“Meet the hedge mages first and take over new stock if they have any.”

She nodded absently.

“You have to repeat,” I told her gently, but I had a wide smile. Her discomfort was very exciting to me.

“M-meet the hedge mages first. Take n-new stock to the shop.” She took a deep, shuddering breath. “Training. Shennalil needs combat t-training. Hnn… Hellera runs the training.”

“Quavallie runs the magic training after two bells of martial training. Dinner first and magic training.”

With all the powers they’d gotten, they needed to feel out first how to use them, then how to use them as a team. Aquamancer’s Mark for me was a different set of powers for Velleth: Velleth had the ability to blanket an area with heavy mist, and animate shapes in the mist, where I had water attack and shield powers. Red Dragon’s Mark on Shennalil was different on Hellera. Shennalil’s power had manifested in a fiery aura that burned anyone attacking our allies, while Hellera became bigger, stronger, and radiated damaging flames.

Just two weeks prior, they hadn’t had a single magic power, and now they’d all gone from two to six each. Most difficult to deal with was the magic tattoos that popped up all around their bodies. Females weren’t supposed to have magic, let alone multiple instances of magic. They had to be covered. With Shennalil this wasn’t a simple task, due to her big dragonfly wings, so we spent a long and frustrating session with a tailor from the Weave District who hated that we couldn’t just present Shennalil for measuring and fitting.

All these were important to understand and integrate into their training so when threats arrived, they would have the best chance of combatting them. It wasn’t a question of if, but when. Vintra’s son had cloistered himself back in his district for the last two weeks, doubling and tripling security. There hadn’t been a peep from him until this ceremony.

Meanwhile we made money and had the hedge mages develop a large room in the mansion specifically for training, then unleashed our powerful special attacks and spells and auras there.

I called it the dojo, for Evan is genius.

Velleth nodded and repeated the bit about Quavallie being in charge of the magic training. The tentacle-haired cephellian girl had started out with magic, and knew it best. Once I got back, I’d send out some feelers to see if any of the hedge mages might be able to secretly take on a female learner.

“You get a punishment reprieve during training,” I told her.

“Thank you, M-master.” I bit back the urge to tell her not to call me that, but we were in public, so I had to be the Master in front of everyone except for my growing circle.

We crossed into Ink District, where the magic didn’t sweep away dirt and grime. Yet. Here it was people doing the work. Still, they brightened and waved at me. Children played in the streets. The hedge mages out on breaks, stretching their arms to the sky, saw us and called out in greeting. It had taken weeks, and the work still wasn’t done, but Ink District wasn’t a dingy, filth-ridden slum any longer.

“Evenings a-after dinner are for reports,” she told me, still leaning heavily on my arm. “Unh…”

Contacting me was out of the question, unfortunately. I needed to make this trip a quick one.

I needed to leave the city. There was urgent business that could no longer be avoided. The full moon was approaching. It had been another two weeks since the dungeon and the groffere. Zati was ready for the purification ritual.

More importantly, Auralla and Avya had been gone for three weeks. It was entirely possible something had happened to them, like the Domi had decided no, they couldn’t just leave Sunspire for some uppity Drifter. Or they’d been caught in the midst of the groffere raids, and snatched up by the raiders. There were other factions I wasn’t yet familiar with, and they could have enslaved Auralla.

Or they could be on their way back.

“I worry about Janovril,” Velleth whispered.

“That guy you definitely don’t have to worry about. Any one of you could take on that asshole.”

The girls were going to stay in Ink or Mage District, where people loved me. In the few weeks since I’d arrived, I’d showered them with coin, cleaned up their streets, gotten the hedge mages profitable, and put the regular folk to work in a skilled trade they could be proud of. If this new pissant or his people set foot in Ink District, the girls would know about it immediately, and they were prepared.

Velleth knew all this, but was simply being greedy. She’d asked me to punish her since her insane confession of betrayal. It wasn’t just that she was uncomfortable being around Hellera, who still had a grudge over the whole betrayal thing… she actually enjoyed the punishments.

We stepped into the house.

“Take a rest. Your punishment is over.”

She pouted because the punishment wasn’t going to go any further. I realized at that moment that it was possible I’d created a monster.

“For today,” I told her, but she was further bummed out because she knew I was leaving and wouldn’t be able to administer the punishments personally.

“What about… her?” she asked quietly.

I mentally groaned. The woman in question was the Governor’s unnamed and unranked companion, a gorgeous felinian with purple-black skin like a panther and wore golden garments that could be plainly seen through. I always felt like a total perv looking at any part of her: ears, eyes, hair, or all the other parts on display. She had a pair of cat ears and this tail… which was odd because I had a felinian in my house who was also incredible and sexy, but didn’t captivate me like the Governor’s woman did.

She was the one Velleth had been reporting to. She was the one who informed Velleth to lay out the whole deception, spying and betrayal at my feet minutes before we were supposed to head into the dungeon to fight evil.

I didn’t know her name, what her job title was, why she’d sought out Velleth as a spy, what she was doing with the information she’d gleaned, or lastly why she’d dropped Velleth’s actions in my lap at the worst possible moment.

“You haven’t seen her in two weeks,” I told her. “We asked around, put feelers out, tried to get spies into the palace. Nobody’s seen her come and go lately. If we’re lucky she’s done trying to mess with us. Just use the buddy system and stay in the district.”

Sure I had theories, but I needed evidence, and so far I had nothing.

Actually… the only thing I knew for sure was that the Governor had given her his mark of power, like I’d done with my girls. She always wore a series of metal rings around her neck, like they did in certain places in Africa back on earth, but these were specifically set up to hide the marks. Hell, they were almost certainly enchanted to hide the fact that marks were there.

This woman and the questions I had for her would all have to wait. My OG was radio silent, and that was unacceptable.

Velleth seemed relieved, at least a little.

“Go take a rest,” I told Velleth, and smiled as she slumped against the nearest wall and slid down to her knees.

A little child had gone running off the moment we entered the house, so in moments the remainder of the ladies arrived to greet me, or in Hellera’s case glower at me.

Shennalil fluttered up on her dragonfly wings and landed in my arms. The robin’s egg blue blotches of skin contrasted with the redness of having her blood up. She was breathing hard from the training.

“I’ll… I’ll miss you,” she whispered.

“I’ll miss you too, my little miracle worker,” I told her, and touched the center of her back where her wings protruded. She shivered and got a foggy look on her face, so I stopped. “You know what you’ll need to do while I’m gone,” I half-asked.

“Stab some… some cunts?” she asked.

I grinned. “That’s right.”

“You’re still not going to tell me what that means?”

“Nope, but I want you to say it every time.” In your adorable little voice, I thought.

“I’ll stab a lot of cunts!” she said, and I beamed at her.

Hellera stood with her arms folded, looking like a dragon had gotten freaky with a human and she was the result. She scowled, because that was in her job description.

“It’s training time, not cuddling time,” she said gruffly.

“You can have her back now.” I tossed Shennalil back toward my red dragon guardian, and she flew back towards the house’s huge new training dojo.

Hellera gave me a dude nod, the one where you raise your chin instead of lowering it, and I resisted the urge to snort laughter. I dude nodded back at her.

“Keep them safe,” I told her.

“Always,” she said, and turned to head back to the dojo.

Quavallie came next, her octopus tentacle hair curling and bunching with anxiousness. I had noted her doing this when she was in a bad mood. She also adopted Hellera’s exact posture and dude nodded at me, arms folded and one hip thrust out.

“You’re going to get in trouble doing that,” I told her, grinning. She came up and crushed me into a squishy hug. None of them wore much more than a few scraps of leather, but Quavallie needed to stay moist (she slept underwater) and usually went without clothing entirely if and when she could. Now was no exception, and it was difficult not to stare.

It was even more difficult to endure her hug without caving to my baser urges. This was extra true once her tentacle hair started caressing my face, and she pulled me in for a lengthy kiss. I returned it, squeezing her butt hard.

“Don’t stay out too long,” she told me in a husky voice. “And take extra good care of Zati. And Dallinya.”

“I’m sure they’ll take care of me,” I whispered back. “Keep them training. They need to be better than me by the time I get back.”

“You’ve got it, Master.”

“Ugh, stop doing that.”

She just walked away, butt swaying with every step, and turned to blow me a kiss.

Jeez, now I was going to be setting out on this trip with a hardon.

Dallinya was already packed when I came in, and I pressed the copper coin magic storage space against her rucksack to make it disappear. We could live like kings outside the city now, travel without needing to carry anything.

Hilariously, I couldn’t do that now, because the combined might of some fifty or sixty Masters would descend on me, along with the Governor. We were also due some Gleaming Silvers, roaming troubleshooters from the center of the empire with the power of many, many regular Bronze Masters like me. I wouldn’t dare take on the Governess, let alone the Governor, and that was saying nothing of the pair of them in tandem. With the full backing of the other district Masters, there was absolutely no way I’d even dream of climbing that ladder. I would’t last an hour.

I wouldn’t last an hour now. But I’d be doing some training of my own, and hopefully stabbing a lot of cunts to carry that training forward.

Zati appeared with Dallinya, and both of them stopped to check on Velleth. I waved a dismissive hand at them.

“She’ll be all right in a few minutes.”

“She’s crying,” Dallinya said, but didn’t seem perturbed. Zati watched in concern while I bent, picked up Velleth as though she weighed no more than a child, and informed them I’d be back in a few minutes.

“Good gravy,” I muttered to her. “What is it?”

“I… I…”

I waited.

“It’s all wrong,” she blubbered. “Everything is wrong. I don’t understand my emotions. I don’t know what I’ve done or why. My mind is all mixed up. I can’t…”

“You’re going to love this,” I whispered to her, and took the stairs two at a time. My Tough attribute was high enough now that carrying a full-grown person and heading up stairs was no great challenge. “Are you listening?”

“Yes.”

“Freedom is terrifying,” I told her. “People take it for granted after awhile, but you’re not there yet. I think what you’re seeing is how nice it could be, and now that I’ll be taking off, you’re worried one of the regular Masters is going to come back, and during the full moon, that guy is going to put you back into the cage where you’ve been living all these years. That’s not going to happen, okay? I’m here. And I’m also in here.” I tapped at her chest, then bonked her on the forehead as well. “And here.”

Wide eyes stared off into space. I kept going.

“How old are you?” I asked.

“Eighty… eighty-nine,” she managed.

“Years? You’re eighty-nine years old?” Why hadn’t I known this, or thought to ask.

She nodded into my shoulder.

“Good lord, woman, you’re much older than I am.”

“I’m a baby elf!” she bawled.

“That can’t be true,” I said. “When did you blossom?”

Her voice was quiet with consideration as she answered. “I started doing magic before I could walk, or at least that’s what my mother claimed… b-but the mark only showed up ten years ago.”

That was a bombshell that I skated right past. “Bingo. I just landed in your world, but you know better than I do, a lot of the different species of folks start to get ready for this magic stuff much earlier. I don’t know how old Quavallie is, but you’re basically a teenager now for an elf, aren’t you?”

She nodded again. “What is bingo?”

Waving off her question, I realized I hadn’t thought about her maturity level in these terms. She’d had a lot of experiences in her eighty-nine years, but her brain was an elf brain, and I had no idea what that meant in terms of decision making and maturity. I needed to think on this as well, and gather information. Velleth had been the spymaster for my predecessor, the douchebag Giskennen, but she was operating on a different set of neurons than I’d expected.

“Listen to me,” I told her, and deposited her on the bed. “I’m coming back, and after that happens, I’m going to remake this entire city so you can feel like you’ve felt for the last month, okay?”

I didn’t want to make promises I couldn’t keep, but so far it was working. Ink District people had largely shrugged off the caste system that told them only certain people could handle garbage. Young kids were now taking enchantment tests and making simple magic items with the grumbling, cantankerous hedge mages. Whoring and drunken murder were down. Creativity and cleanliness were up. I’d taken the time over the last two weeks to begin dismantling Ink Stain, the warren of interconnected shacks where the poorest of the poor lived. We had actual homes cleared out and furnished for them to live, warehouses that had been full of paper mostly, and we were working on jobs for them.

It would take time, and a lot of brainstorming and planning, but so far was so good. Keep your fingers crossed.

Her eyes grew frantic. “You have to come back. You have to come back.”

I kissed her gently on the forehead and laid her in the bed. “Take a rest. I’ll be back before you know it.”


2- Win Them Over

While I really wanted to comfort Velleth in my favorite way imaginable, we had to get going. I removed the vibrating, warming magical stone I’d had the hedge mages make from inside her ass. Her very red ass, full of handprints from the spankings.

I knew it wasn’t exactly an original idea, this vibrator thing, but for Surrek it was revolutionary. Velleth was in a constant state of agonized euphoria walking around the districts. Importantly, I hadn’t tied her up or whipped her. Instead every punishment was uncomfortable, intimate, painful, sensual, and let her know I cared enough to continue having her by my side.

Velleth’s kink wasn’t being viciously throat-fucked; she actually disliked giving head. Nor was her thing to take me anally, and have me rail her back end; she enjoyed the pressure of having me in her pussy, and rocking back and forth to stimulate her clit rather than the friction of hard thrusts.

But I couldn’t just give her what she wanted the way she wanted. Her betrayal might have cost the team a lot, and there was no way of telling whether we would have come out of the dungeon scot free if her betrayal hadn’t become common knowledge.

At the same time, she was coming to enjoy the punishments. This new punishment would be dissatisfying… she couldn’t have me spanking her and plundering her ass on a regular basis. Now she would go without.

She shuddered with the stone’s removal, and gave me big, welcoming doe eyes, but I couldn’t spend a few hours in bed with her like we both wanted. I had work to do.

She fell asleep not long after our conversation and the removal of the stone, exhausted by my peculiar form of punishment and the stress of ‘losing’ me on my little vacation I was about to take with Dallinya and Zati. I cleansed the stone, making sure to use a toothbrush on the grooves of the tiny runes carved into it. I left it on the bedside table, to let her know she should use it again for self-punishment once I was gone.

It was time. We made our way out of Ink District and out of the city without disguises. Zati had a hoodie on, but there was no covering up the lower half of her body, which was a snake tail in dusty desert sienna and ochre. It reminded me of a diamondback rattlesnake, but not exactly, and with no rattle. It was also next to impossible to hide her considerable assets, or her flowing wheat-colored hair. The hoodie seemed to accentuate rather than hide her huge breasts, but it could’ve been that she had her hands in the pockets and chose to squeeze her boobs together every time I looked in her direction. It was unzipped bit, and her cleavage was impressive. Most impressive.

She also had a forked tongue, and that was doing nasty things to my imagination.

Dallinya proudly marched with her arm looped around mine, wearing nothing but a furry leather bra and loincloth. You know, the type of thing that would reveal everything if she ran too fast or the wind picked up at all. The fellinian was also on the curvier side of absolutely stunning, and had a large pair of cat ears and a swishing tail. Her whole body was covered in a layer of very short fur, with leopard spots in various places: her forearms, upper arms, the sides of her torso, thighs, the sides of her neck, and of course the tail.

“What’s on your mind?” she asked.

“I haven’t seen any cats here,” I told her. That wasn’t entirely true: this world had a six-legged black cat style thing called a finnet.

“I don’t know what that word means,” she said.

“It’s not important… how are you hiding your marks?”

She just smiled.

“I mean, it is a bit of a life and death question… if this is a magic effect, we need to be ready for someone to cast an anti-magic effect.” My Trickster’s Mark from Velleth was an illusion spell. One of the other Masters, now dead, had used something called a Magekiller’s Mark, so dispel magic was possible. Other Masters around the city surely had it, since it was a prime tool for fighting the sorcerers who’d just raided us.

What was I thinking? I pulled up my cohort menu from the User Interface and spied on her abilities. She’d entered into an adventuring group with me voluntarily, so with the same menus I used to check on my own progress, I could see all her stat information.

Trickster’s Mark

*Passive ability*

*Bronze tier, zero stars*

Normal: Your Clever and Sly attributes are boosted significantly. You may make yourself appear as you like by making a simple Disguise (Sly) check. This is considered a magic effect, and costs minimal mana per minute.

Bronze: Three times per day, you may create three illusory clones of yourself that act independently and may manipulate simple objects. They must remain within 30 feet of you. You may make an Sense (Attuned) check to use your illusion’s senses and command it. These last 10 minutes, or until they are attacked and struck. This is considered a magic effect, and costs moderate mana per minute.

You gained this ability after joining with Velleth of Surrek. This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Velleth of Surrek.

There were so many wonderful uses for this ability that I couldn’t even grasp all of them. Dallinya could create clones of herself to prowl around and scout for us, or steal things while the main version of her distracted the mark. I immediately wondered if she could tailor her three illusion clones to look any way she liked, as with her Normal tier ability.

This was another in a long list of reasons why I needed to keep the group’s relationship with Velleth securely in the positive, and not let them cave to the custom of murdering betrayers.

It was a knife’s edge we had to walk together.

Come to think of it, the Governess almost certainly wanted Velleth to be killed off when she forced my elf to confess. I almost reconsidered and turned to take her along, but thought better of it. We’d been through two solid weeks of almost daily punishments for Velleth, with Hellera supervising most of them. Hellera didn’t know how much Velleth privately enjoyed and sought out those sessions, but she knew how I nearly drew blood during spankings, and she definitely knew how I handled the other, more invasive punishments.

“Master?” Zati asked quietly.

“Hm?”

“You seem to have a great deal on your mind,” she said.

“He’s thinking about Velleth,” Dallinya said.

“You didn’t get a mind-reading power, did you?”

Dallinya just smiled her sly smile. Even those smiles could radiate sexiness. “I know you.”

“I’m worried that Hellera might do something stupid while I’m gone.” I’d taken a lot of extra time in the last two weeks with Quavallie, explaining what I wanted, what I needed, and what to watch out for with respect to Hellera and Velleth. The dragonite and the blue-skinned elf had been so tightly woven together for so long that this being an informant to the Governess situation was not being handled well. Hellera had lost a hand and taken three arrows in the process of getting out of Vintra’s House and back to us to set up the rescue operation, and that sacrifice had turned into… this situation.

“I can’t worry about it,” I told myself. “It won’t do any good.”

“Yes, that will work well,” Dallinya said, and emphasized how not sarcastic she was by rolling her eyes several times in plain view. Then several more times.

We crossed through various different districts of the city on a main thoroughfare, now descending Surrek’s large hill and into places teeming with people and activity. Everyone had something to sell, some washing to put out, something to carry, or some beast to whip into doing what they wanted.

The math wasn’t easy to do on Surrek: I thought maybe as many as half a million people lived here, with something like sixty to seventy districts producing all the various goods the city needed, or doing the work the city needed done. Builders, fishermen, weavers, leatherworkers, and more were cloistered into these districts, taking jobs from other districts, or just sitting in theirs and waiting for customers to come in for work. Like the army of tattoo artists in the southern part of Ink District. 

Still, most of them saw my array of magical tattoos and parted. Even the cart driver stopped trying to get his six-legged lizard creature with all the feathers up the hill, froze and watched me pass.

I had to admit there was a certain machismo, a bravado that came from this deference. It was cool to walk down the street and see people cross it to avoid you. I was beginning to get the other nice reaction I was hoping for. See, normally the people here stared at me in wonder and trepidation. They knew I was from a different world and was therefore strange.

Now I was getting the looks of longing, from a lot of the younger ladies in the streets. These were young men and women just in the flowering of their lives, young and vibrant, just about to take on magic.

I’d since learned that many of the working class people feared for their children’s lives; once young men came of age they might be conscripted, given a female slave, and told they were now guardsmen for a more powerful Master. These petty Masters came in a lot of stripes. Most common were the ambitious ones trying to rise in the ranks, poach another few slaves, and take over a district for themselves. Less common were the rebels who looked to take out a Master by messing with how his district was run, basically by becoming a gang leader. Once a weak Master was dead, they could try and present their case to take it over to the Governor, though most times the Governor already had someone in mind.

The females had a different set of eventualities, and none of them were particularly great. First and simplest, a Master could take them, screw them, and remove their magic in the process. It would spring forth as a powerful magical mark for the Master only. They’d be left to mill around the harem, or be taken on as a warrior by the Master’s side.

Second, they could take a husband and start pumping out babies. Pregnancy would mess with their inherent magic to such a degree that a regular Master couldn’t take them and gain any power from mounting them. This might not stop a Master from doing it anyway, but there was no gain for Masters who did so. Also, wedded and pregnant females had legal recourse if Masters did anything awful.

Masters were generally against having the Governor coming down on them like a fist from the heavens. Even a mild rebuke in the grand council in front of all their peers would be humiliating and hard to come back from, politically speaking. The city needed babies, after all, to grow into artisans and guards and soldiers, magic power reservoirs and housekeepers and such.

I’d found far more politics going on here than I imagined I would. For a place that was like the magical version of Conan the Barbarian, my fellow Masters sure did care a lot about what their peers thought of them. It was kind of like high school, in an adorable way that could end up with a spear sticking out of your chest.

This was partly the reason for leaving Surrek now; the politics and rivalries were wearing on me, and I’d only been at it for like three weeks. First Vintra taking Velleth, then the Governess spying on me. Oh, and the Governor had been spying on me but in plain sight. The girls were also convinced my neighbor T’charrk, the hummingbird-headed Master, was going to make a move on me but be slick about it.

The other reason was Sunspire. Through brainstorming sessions, Velleth and Dallinya figured one of several things might be happening. One, the people in charge of Sunspire might have just said ‘nah, we’re not letting you go back to the city’ and took Auralla and Avya prisoner. Unlikely but not impossible. Two, the groffere and the raiders could’ve rolled through and taken them prisoner, or caused such major damage to the village that Auralla and Avya were helping to rebuild from.

And three, some other likely thing I didn’t know about because I wasn’t from this world. I don’t know, evil psychic butterflies taking over their minds. Fecking pumas ambushed them. Ninjas that were also fish. They’d been lured into a secretive gnome society that was way better than Surrek. They’d gotten sucked into a dungeon and been forced to fight for sport over the course of twenty levels in a mad winner-takes-all contest while trillions of intergalactic spectators watched and cheered.

Anything was possible. After all, weirder things had happened.

“What’s he thinking now?” Zati whispered.

“Some earth stuff,” Dallinya guessed with a shrug.

“Good guess,” I told them.

Near the walls of the city the damage became clearer and clearer. The groffere, those massive cow kaijus and their sorcerer raiding villages on their backs, had smashed through a portion of the walls and flattened buildings near the edge. Fires had ravaged areas of some districts as well, which required quick and sometimes brutal fire responses. Those responses could mean taking down perfectly good buildings in order to give the fire nowhere to spread. It extended the devastation out but prevented even more.

Work crews were still busy carting the rubble out, while in other places the slow process of rebuilding had begun.

“Lumber District was worse than this,” Dallinya said. It was on the other side of the city but had been hit hard. The Master in charge had died down in the dungeons next to me, one of the main reasons I could take Zati out in public like this.

Ferrok stepped out of the crowd and approached me. He was a green skinned orc of about seven feet, about as wide as I was tall and very tusky. Like me, he wore almost nothing, and flaunted the Bronze marks of magic power that crowded all the hectares of available skin. I was starting to recognize a few of them: the tiny dragon, the armband that appeared a little different than mine, the series of lines running up his traps and over the back of his skull, past the place where his neck ought to be.

“Headed out?” he asked.

I nodded.

“Lots of rebuilding that needs doing,” he commented lightly. His district, Iron District, sat near the wall. It had suffered a fair amount of damage, but was also churning out supplies from the remaining blacksmiths to keep pace with the city’s new needs. Nails and brackets and all sorts of gear I didn’t know were in short supply and high demand. Ferrok would make a lot of money in the coming months.

“Duty calls,” I told him, and hoped that would be enough. It wasn’t.

“You didn’t take Lumber District.”

“I know… I’m completely new here. I don’t know rebuilding. I can barely do magic, let alone figure out dovetail joints.”

He grinned. “You’re thinking of Carpenter’s District.”

“Also I don’t even know most of the districts around here. I need to plant my feet before I can help out a lot more. Consolidate power.”

He nodded. “I can’t spare any more of my little guys.” He called his petty Masters little guys, which was adorable. Most petty Masters were combat trained to take on a good dozen regular foot soldiers. The five I’d hired for the groffere attack had done their jobs well enough. Now they were carting rubble off, controlling demolitions, and generally doing the heavy lifting.

“I’ve got security covered,” I told him.

He raised an eyebrow, but didn’t press. I knew he was a decent enough Master, to me at least, and apparently to many of his underlings. He was also taking the rebuilding of Iron District seriously. He wouldn’t be a threat to me, hopefully ever, but definitely not right now.

“I don’t intend to be gone long,” I told him.

Out to Sunspire, retrieve Auralla and Avya if they wanted to come back, somewhere in there spend some quality time with Zati, and head back before anyone got any ideas.

“Best of luck then,” he said. We both knew it was a strange move to leave the city so soon after arriving and settling, and also after a raider attack.

“You’ll see me around town though,” I said. “I’ve got this teleport power.”

Another grin out of the big guy. “That’s great news. Vintra’s kid’s been stewing, hard. He might try something if he thought you’d left.”

“It’s a spicy stew,” I responded, shared a nice laugh with Ferrok. “And no worries, I’m not leaving. Hell, if you want to say you spent some time with me in a back room in Ink District, you’re welcome to have some grog with me over there. I’ll tell the people the first five mugs are on me.”

Another eyebrow raised. “I might just take you up on that offer, Drifter.”

“People will tell me when you’re in the district and come grab me.”

He nodded. “It’s a deal.”

It’d be Hellera wearing my face. Illusions were the best.

One fist bump later, we were headed out of town. The big guy and I exchanged waves, and then it was time to reunited with Mack. It felt good to have a possible ally in Ferrok, who was a big enough landowner and badass to sit on the Governor’s small council. Once I got back, it would behoove me to strengthen that tie.

I hugged the front fender of my big semi truck, then set about uncoupling the trailer. Some of the pieces were gone (I’d removed both of the side mirrors, but the big grille was history), but I’d hired a gang to protect the big girl and they were doing a good enough job of it. It only took about thirty minutes of fishing the wheels and lug nuts out of the dimensional storage, filling up the tanks from the containers in the storage unit, and then praying she’d start.

It would get way better gas mileage going bobtail, which I couldn’t believe I hadn’t thought of before now. I climbed aboard.

“Cut yourself some slack, Ev,” I told myself. “You were in a whole new world.”

“You’re so cute when you talk to yourself,” Dallinya said.

Still, I was at around a quarter of a tank and the fuel wasn’t going to last forever. I could (and did) nab little objects from earth for a serious mana cost, but one gallon of diesel would be more difficult than a gallon of ice cream. First, they didn’t sell it in friggin milk cartons like that, and second, the Mack had twin hundred and fifty gallon tanks; one gallon was a drop in that very large bucket.

Time was vital though. I wanted to see Auralla again, if for no other reason than to sort out why she wouldn’t be coming back to me. And if she did want to, I would make that happen with all available speed, diplomacy, convincing, and violence necessary. Mack was the best speed option available to me, at least until I gained the ability to fly.

With the trailer standing on the two feet, I invited the ladies into Mack and got behind the wheel.

As usual, I’d forgotten that one of my passengers had never even seen an automobile, let alone been inside one. Zati’s mouth dropped open and she stared around at everything. The vent adjusters, the huge glove compartment where my pistol usually lived, the array of buttons and knobs on the dash, the sun shades for cutting glare, everything was touched, exclaimed over, and moved until it produced coos of delight and curious questions.

Dallinya got in my ear. “All you have to do to win them over is show them your big, mighty, throbbing…”

“What?”

“Self-driving cart,” she finished. I could hear the grin in her voice, and a moment later her tongue ran up my ear.

Zati was looking at herself in the shade flap’s mirror, in stunned silence.

The moment I started up Mack and she flung herself back behind the bucket in the snakiest move I’d ever seen, using the seat’s back portion as a shield from whatever evil I’d just summoned below. She didn’t bowl Dallinya over, but had herself held behind the bucket, peering down at the rumbling monster beneath us in terror.

“What in the devils of the scorched sands—”

“It’s supposed to do that,” I told her. Dallinya moved to her side and calmed her with a couple of massaging hands on her shoulders. “Sit back… there’s plenty of room for tail back here.”

Zati’s snake tail was enormous. I’d been wrong before when thinking it was only about twelve or so feet long; it was closer to twenty. Most of it she kept coiled, and some she used to tower over us, but I’d asked her a few days ago to measure, and the tail alone was about three of me plus a little extra. That tail ended just below a cute inny belly button, so she was about three extra feet of dusky, curvy and sexy human on top.

I took Mack wide, forcing the stream of people on the road to stop while I wheeled around into yet another farmer’s field, then made everyone get off the road north, as Mack was just big enough to take up the whole thing. Like before, everyone stopped to stare. I had the perverse urge to give them a taste of the big ass horn, but I’d save it for the doluss, or one of those jiddaras that wanted to eat me.

“All right,” I told them. “Operation What the Fuck is Going on With Sunspire is a go.” Well, it was a terrible name, but we went with it anyway.


3- Lively Female Companions

The distance between Surrek’s foothills and the savannah called the Grass Sea was considerable, but I ran Mack faster than I’d ever gone before: a whopping twenty miles per hour. With late morning here, and and every rock and tree visible, I could slow and weave around actual obstacles, but the road running up out of the city was broad and the incline gentle, so I really poured on the speed.

At least, that’s how it seemed to Dallinya and Zati. Both of them went ‘ooh’ as the farmland really began to move, and the people getting off the road disappeared in an awful hurry. Eventually the road became a twin-wheel rut, and after that it got bumpy. The going got slow enough that I showed them another film on the DVD player. This time, instead of blue aliens going native on a faraway world, I put in one of the Indiana Jones films, the one where he ends up eating chilled monkey brains in India.

Zati’s eyes were practically dinner plates. Dallinya might’ve had other ideas for what sort of extracurricular activities we could get up to while I was driving, but I put a stop to that. I didn’t want to blow a tire or mash the suspension while in ecstasy over a bit of road head. Besides, that was one of those activities I’d actually done back on earth, and I’d nearly driven off the road one time.

“Maybe on the way back,” I breathed, while on screen Indy got into a firefight in a nightclub in Hong Kong.

Dallinya started sulking, only to be gripped in the frantic and startled coils of Zati’s tail when Indy went up in the airplane on their way out of Hong Kong. The gasping for breath led to an apology from the naga and then giggles over their reaction to a picture show on a screen.

As for me, I drove. I hadn’t been behind the wheel for a while, and the act felt both alien and instinctual. I’d had my feet on solid ground these last few weeks, almost a whole month, which was not normal.

Once we ran into the savannah I got her going faster again, aiming for the three massive boulders arrayed in a pyramid, floating a good ten feet off off the ground. They were easy to spot this far off.

“Break time!” Dallinya announced, once we broke out into the savannah and the movie ended.

“What?” I asked.

“I simply cannot sit for long hours in your cart while the grasses are waving and the day is bright. And look, you can see a storm brewing. We won’t have many hours before the rains turn this whole place into a field of mud. Let’s stretch our legs… and our tails, in the bright sunshine.”

I wanted to protest that Mack could get stuck in mud, but she was right.

“Do you have flying carriages in your world?” Zati asked, “Or is this all illusion for the sake of a story?”

“Just wait until you see a helicopter,” I said. “Yes, we have flying machines. Much bigger ones. We also have cities that float on water.”

Aircraft carriers were already friggin awesome enough, but when you described it like that, they seemed even cooler.

“Small cities,” I added. “A couple thousand people.”

“I need to know everything about your world, Drifter,” Zati said.

“Need to, eh?”

“I… am sorry. I hadn’t meant to overstep my bounds. It is simply… I descend from a long line of historians among my people, who chronicle the histories of all the peoples known to the world. It is… something I am highly interested in.”

I waved it off. “No need to apologize. I can probably start here…” There was a book I remembered from my short-lived stint at community college, and I plucked it out of the veil between worlds. I handed it to her, but she frowned.

“I cannot read these runes,” she told me.

I’d forgotten that my auto-translate ability only showed the scripts and runes of this world to me in English, not the other way around.

“I’ll teach you,” I told her. “It shouldn’t take forever.”

Then I remembered English had exceptions to literally all the rules.

“If you can read it to me, I will learn the symbols before long.” Then she seemed to realize something, and a mortified look came over her face. “I shouldn’t have been so forward. It’s not my place to demand of the Master’s time. Oh…” She looked to be on the verge of feinting.

I laughed. “No worries, okay? It’s not making demands anyway… more of a request. You already know I don’t do things the way others do.”

“That’s incorrect,” Dallinya said. “You may only make demands of Evan if they include sharing essence.”

“That’s not…” I started, but Dallinya was in the process of throwing off her clothes. I locked eyes with Zati. “Not true at all. Not even a little bit. In fact, I heartily encourage you to seek out knowledge and not be completely fixated on sharing essence. Not like some very horny people around here.”

Zati just looked on, bemused and beginning to flush.

“And you!” I turned to Dallinya. “Don’t fill her head with lies.”

“If I’m very horny, it’s because I finally have someone to share essence with that doesn’t also beat me with the lash, and plunder me while I’m dry. It’s because someone just happened to show me there was pleasure in sharing essence. And furthermore, why does this always work?” Dallinya asked smugly, and closed the gap between us with a seriously mischievous look on her face. It had been a long time since I saw lust like that on earth directed at me.

“I… that is… well I have no idea why it always works,” I lied. It worked because she had friggin cat ears, enjoyed having her tail stroked, and talked dirty to me any time we got off. It was like a sexy trifecta. It was the dream of many a slightly kinky man. It was my kink now, and I hadn’t even known I had it.

“Your discomfort is very amusing,” she told me.

Dallinya backed me up until I was against Mack’s fender, and ran her fingers teasingly over my upper thighs, hips, lower abs, and finally closed on my hardening cock.

My trouser snake had been waiting for this ever since this morning, when Velleth confirmed she had inserted the enchanted vibrator stone up her ass to begin the day’s punishment. It had been difficult not to push her down and tell her the punishment included a very rough and thorough throat fucking. I’d managed, but managing also meant being at half mast for well over an hour.

Now I was at full attention in a hurry.

Rather than getting me inside her right away, Dallinya chose to grind herself up and down the length of my erection. She lifted one leg and set it on the step. This opened her up and she settled her pussy directly on me, then dragged it down, and back up. Ever so slowly down, then just as slowly back up again.

“I’m going to get so much essence out of you today,” she purred.

It was immediately clear that she was very wet, and using herself to lubricate me from stem to stern.

“We don’t need to make Zati jealous of what she can’t have,” I told her through gritted teeth.

Dallinya went up on tip toes, just shy of having me inside her. Instead she rocked in a circle and ground her clit down against my cock’s flaring helmet, then slid slowly downwards again.

“What do you think she’s been feeling for the last three weeks?” she asked.

“Relief for being in a safe environment?” I groaned, as she again got to the precipice of getting me slotted in. When I started to move, she backed off. Oh, so today was going to be a teasing day. She then grabbed each of my wrists and held them over my head. This pressed her good size boobs against my chest, which was a nice bonus.

“Nooo,” Dallinya said, and started rubbing her way down again. She added little nips to my collar bone, the hollow of my throat, and then up my neck. The pleasure was driving me up a wall.

“Gratitude for having other lively female companions to talk to?” I couldn’t help but groan again as she dragged herself back up my length. There was enough lubrication. More than enough.

“Nooo,” she repeated, and slid downwards once more. She shuddered as she pressed her clit on my cock and went down, down, down.

“Excited to be able to join team Evan?” I guessed. This teasing thing was the best, and also the worst. My needful erect cock was not best pleased at being denied so many times in a row. He wanted plunder. He wanted plunging.

“You’re closer,” she said, and slid upwards yet again. “Excited, yes, but the reason why, no.”

“I can’t put my finger on what it could be then,” I lied.

“She’s been incredibly horny,” Dallinya hissed, “just like I am.” And moved the extra fraction of an inch to envelop the head and slide me up into her. Her pussy squeezed me while she bit her lip and let her eyes flutter with the flood of pleasure washing over her. She and I both shared identical loud groans.

Zati was making noises as well, and I turned to behold her massaging a circular opening near the top of her snake tail, similar enough to Hellera’s cloaca. She had the foggy look of someone totally enveloped by lust. With Empath’s Mark activated, I thrust out even more feeling of lust, and projected what I was feeling at the naga.

The results were predictable and spectacular. Zati fell back onto her own coiling snake tail and humped the air. She pressed in with her fingers and then around in a circular motion. Meanwhile I pressed up into Dallinya, drew slowly out, then hammered back home. She made delightfully sharp noises that cut short whenever I thrust all the way inside once more.

“This is… your fault, Drifter,” Dallinya accused, and let my hands go so I could grip her hips and aid in the thrusting. “All. Your. Fault.”

“Allow me…” I grunted, “…to apologize.”

“It’s a good start.”

Eventually the dirty talk started up.

“Pound me,” she hissed. “Dig down deep like you own me.”

When I grabbed the base of her tail and squeezed lightly, pulling to the left and right, she gasped and threw her head back in the first orgasm.

“That’s right,” she told me. “This, unh… angle. Just like this.”

Then her mouth sought out mine and she locked her tongue onto mine, furiously rubbing against it and licking the roof of my mouth before breaking free with another gasp.

“Don’t stop…” she commanded. “Deep and slow. Own me, Drifter. Own me ohhh…”

Now I pulled back on her hair and nibbled down over her exposed throat, then over the side of her neck with the leopard spots, all while squeezing her tail over and over again.

“Yes,” she told me breathlessly. “Yes! Just… like… this…”

And then there was no talking, only rutting. I pounded up into her until her body seemed to go loose, and shake with another orgasm. Not far off my naga was in the throes of ecstasy as well, big chest heaving and tail twitching.

“I want your seed,” Dallinya breathed. “I want it in me deep.”

I brought her one leg up, from Mack’s step until it was flat against my torso. She was definitely more than flexible enough to handle doing the splits, and strong enough to stand on her tip toes while I railed her over and over. This allowed me to drive in deeper than before, and my dick bumped the magic button far inside her, first once, and then I started brushing it again and again. Soon she was lost to the pleasure, and her hand slipped from around the back of my neck. She began to fall, but I caught her and pulled her up, limp like a rag doll and flowing right into a third orgasm.

There was no more dirty talk, and that filled me with confidence and pride. No man is more thrilled than when he’s with a partner so overcome with bliss that words and coherent thought are no longer possible. Just the idea of being that capable pushed me over the edge and I exploded inside her with a yell. Then I gently laid her next to Zati and had a sit down so I could stop my body from tingling.

The naga made a whimpering sound, to which Dallinya turned slowly to regard her, piled up on her own tail like she was.

“What’s the matter?” I asked stupidly. I knew the answer about the same moment I asked the question. Sometimes, especially after amazing sex, my mouth goes on ahead while my brain lags behind.

“She really wants what I just had,” Dallinya explained, like I was a child.

“They told me it’s delicious,” Zati said. “His seed.”

“I can’t move, or else I’d let you have a taste,” Dallinya said, unmoving. “I’ve never felt like that, Drifter.” And then she made a surprised and delighted noise a moment later, when Zati's forked tongue went all the way up inside her to scoop out some of my essence. The naga slurped a few more times and then made a delighted and satisfied noise, like she’d just had some ice cream from my world.

“How was it?” Dallinya asked lazily.

“Amazing! Like a hattindi fruit.”

Okay now I needed to try a hattindi fruit.

“Yeah,” Dallinya said, grinning like a fool in her post-orgasmic haze. “I don’t know what that is, but I believe you.”

The naga suddenly appeared bashful again. “I shouldn’t have done that… I haven’t gone through the ritual. I’m not yet clean.”

“That’s a lie,” Dallinya said. “You should have, and you should again later, after I’m able to walk again. How long is that tongue of yours?”
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The full moon was due that night, and we parked the truck near the stone pyramid so they could be close to the water to do the purification ritual.

Now, I still wasn’t clear on the purification ritual. I didn’t know anything about it; the girls were tight-lipped on how long it took, what it entailed, and what the ritual motions were. For all I knew, they went and dunked themselves in the river during the full moon, chanted ‘hey nani nani’ several times and were considered purified.

The only things I knew about it were: one, no males allowed, and two, they had a specific sky blue shirt they were supposed to wear. It was the only thing they were supposed to wear, and was cut so high it accentuated the ladies’… anatomy. Like someone put a large bowl in front of the women, cut in a large arc around their lady parts, and voila! Purification ‘gown’. On purpose.

It was awesome.

This was how, an hour after we’d had dinner and about fifteen minutes after the sun disappeared over the horizon, Zati and Dallinya reappeared under the full moon. I would’ve been thrilled with this arrangement save for the slight mist that was coming in from seemingly all sides.

Actually, scratch that. Enough moisture was clinging to both of them that the blue garments were sticking to their bodies. Their nipples were clearly visible through the material.

“Wet t-shirt contest,” I whispered.

“What’s that?” Dallinya asked.

“I’m thrilled to have you here, both of you.”

Zati was fucking glowing. She had her hands clasped in front of her, which pushed her enormous boobs together, and a serene smile flowed across her face. Her eyes roved up and down my body. Moreover, her tail was looped around in a tight spiral. She never looped her tail around like that.

Based on the time she’d been with me, she’d shown me that she was down with what was about to happen. Thrilled, even. She liked the way I treated the others, the atmosphere of the house, the freedom to sleep wherever she wanted and talk to whoever she wanted.

When she got back to Surrek, she would take the brand happily, then slither all over the city and show that bad boy off to every Master she came across. And at the end of the day, she’d coil up in my house and lay a hand on me. This was the future Zati showed me.

I couldn’t wait to join with her, share essences, and then get down to the business of calling for a do-over whenever the mood struck.

Which I really hoped would be often.

“I’m the luckiest male alive,” I said.

“You should inspect the female,” Dallinya lied. “Make very sure she’s been purified and is up to your standard of beauty.” She had this way of just making things up.

“Is this… how it is done?” Zati asked.

“The female should not speak, or she will be punished,” Dallinya responded, and gave me a look of unabashed horniness. Another lie.

Still, Zati didn’t know how it was done and Dallinya was pretending I didn’t either. The naga thrust her chest out in an effort to stand at attention, while I stood and inspected the female.

She was perhaps tied with Quavallie and Hellera for least human being I’d known in this world. The snake tail began shortly under her belly button, and just a few scales down was a pair of horizontal scales that weren’t like the others. Both had a divot in the middle facing one another, almost like a hole. These would open like Hellera’s cloaca, and accept my erection for conquest when the time was right.

Soon. Very soon now.

Her skin was sienna with a hint of umber. Medium brown. Which made her wheat-colored hair seem almost platinum blonde when you saw the contrast. She was blushing, which I found adorable and endearing, all the way up to the tops of her ears and down to the tops of her breasts.

They were magnificent. I didn’t consider myself a breast man, but these were the finest I’d ever seen in real life up to this point.

I had a lightning quick flash of the Governess and her perfect pair, then banished that mental image. Fuck that duplicitous cunt and how dare she intrude on my awesome essence sharing ritual. She had no place here and I put her out of my mind.

She had to be at least a double D, probably larger, with only the barest hint of sag, and capped with dark brown nipples the size of saucers, sticking out half an inch easy. They begged to be sucked.

I completed my circle of Zati, who stood absolutely still. Dallinya’s straight-faced lies had worked on Shennalil before, and now on Zati as well.

“Does she meet your standard of beauty?” Dallinya purred.

“She exceeds it, by a fair amount,” I responded, then met Zati’s eyes. “You told me before this is your wish. We are outside the city, and nearer to freedom than anytime since you were captured. You can make your way back to Dellendri unmarked, make your way back marked, or you can remain with me at Ink District.”

I took her hands, forced to lean over or risk stepping on her tail, and stared up into her eyes. I noticed for the first time a tiny cleft in her lower lip that led down her chin.

“Whatever your choice, know that I hold no grudge and there will be no retribution.”

“There may be a spirited, naughty spanking,” Dallinya interjected. “Administered by me.”

“Only if you ask for one,” I clarified.

Dallinya just grumbled an inaudible response, but it could’ve been ’never get to spank anyone.’

Zati’s breathing had grown shallow this whole time, and the flush had deepened.

“Yes,” she breathed.

“All I expect in return, if you decide to stay, is loyalty and protection. The others need us as we need them. They honor us as we honor them. They protect us as we protect them.” I had no idea where this was coming from, but I was into it.

“Yes,” she repeated. She looked thoroughly hypnotized, and the passion with which she said that single word had my cock awakening.

“Do you wish to share essence then?”

“Yes!” Her breasts were heaving with anticipation. I was now throbbing with anticipation, so we had something in common.

“And you wish to remain in Surrek with us?” I asked, wondering if she’d give up her chance at going home, and why.

“Yes, yes, yes! Everything yes.” She surged up on her tail and loomed over me, almost forehead to forehead. Her tawny hair fell around me like a curtain, our own little privacy screen. “I’m ready, Master Evan. I’m ready and I need your essence.”

“Then let’s begin.”


4- No Explanation Necessary

For a long moment I thought for sure she was going to unhinge her jaw and swallow me whole, the way she was hovering a foot overhead. It was a very different experience to deal with a woman taller than me. I’d scoffed at the idea of being intimidated with buddies, but now, it was a little overwhelming.

Her upper body swayed only a tiny fraction, but the coils of her snake tail were in motion. She was going to wrap me up, open up wide, and I’d go headfirst into a naga gullet.

We’d been living together for weeks, and I hadn’t noticed that cleft before now. It may have had something to do with the fact that my life was in danger almost constantly… or I had six gorgeous sex friends at any given time and Zati refused to let me touch her. Mostly column B, with a little of column A.

Zati’s expression was one of overwhelming hunger, and her snakey eyes were almost glowing under the curtain of mist-wetted hair.

“Master Evan,” she said, “you don’t understand what you have done to me. To us. I have catalogued the changes. I have known of Hellera and Velleth and the rest from before your arrival. I have known of Giskennen the Brutal, heard tales of his slaves and their deeds. I record everything, Master Evan.

“Believe me when I say, your influence has utterly changed them.”

“Hopefully for the better,” I said. Shennalil was at the forefront of my mind, and how I had terrorized her for days, mostly by accident. I’d lost my patience with her.

She reached out and took me by the face, and kissed me hungrily. Her tongue… it’s difficult to describe what someone with a footlong forked tongue can do inside your mouth, but Zati could do everything imaginable, and she did. I had never, ever in my life had anyone lick the inside of my mouth where Zati’s tongue danced.

“For the better,” she agreed quietly, then kissed me again.

She slowly lowered to my level while her tail wrapped around my legs and slipped into the leather skirt. I thought this might be a little foreplay, but her tail expertly glided over the length of me before pushing the skirt down and off me entirely.

It was like finding out your girlfriend can tie cherry stems in knots with just her tongue: first, obviously, very hot. But also you had to wonder where she’d gotten that skill.

Where her tail was thickest, her scales were mostly big, rough and knobbly like an alligator, but not the underbelly scales, which were smooth and supple. These slid over my legs and then my midsection. The end of her tail looped around my cock. I didn’t know where I should caress first, so I started with her head and neck, sliding my fingers into her hair and massaging her scalp. I took the opportunity to slide my other hand over one of her huge boobs, and play over the nipple.

“Master Evan,” she hissed.

“Hmm?” I asked, while kissing down her neck and into the hollow of her throat.

“I need you inside me now.”

“Now?” So soon? I hadn’t even done all the stuff to make her squeal and beg.

“Now,” she said, and in an instant a much larger portion of her tail had wrapped around my legs, trapping them. Meanwhile she’d pressed herself against me. Those breasts crushed into my chest, and she darted her tongue into my mouth yet again. Unfolding petals glided over the head and then down over the whole shaft, since I couldn’t see what was going on down there, but I knew she’d just forcefully penetrated herself with me.

“I have to… know,” she grunted, and another forceful push later I was fully buried in her.

It was heavenly, as were her silky belly scales grinding and rubbing over my balls, my upper legs, and everywhere she had coiled around me. Shudders ran all through the snake tail.

“I’m a big fan… of foreplay…” I groaned.

“We have had weeks of it,” she said, then darted her tongue out onto my neck. It looped around my ear and tickled my earlobe. “All the essence sharing. All the moans and shudders.”

“Cataloguing all your words and actions and emotions. Your offers to Sechelle, allowing your slaves to return to their home in Sunspire, caring for their well-being even after they rejected you… offering me the same. You can’t know what your kindness has done to me.”

I used Empath’s Mark to read into her emotions and surface thoughts, to know exactly what she was feeling.

Yes, as she’d suspected, I was just the right length and thickness. We were perfectly suited for this sharing of essences. She shouldn’t have been so forceful, it wasn’t befitting a slave girl to demand anything from a Master, especially a benevolent Master, a thing unheard of. She couldn’t help herself. Her hunger for me had grown ravenous over the last three weeks.

She squeezed down on me with strong inner walls, then rose up and slid back down my length. A rush of fluid soaked her from within, and trickled out down onto me. At the same time, Zati groaned deeply into our kiss.

Based on Velleth’s punishments, which Zati knew Velleth secretly enjoyed, I was a forgiving Master and wouldn’t punish her too much for this indiscretion. It was a test of my true intentions, and she was sure I would pass that test.

After all, my concern was great enough that I was spying on her emotions right now.

I snapped the ability off and she stopped kissing me.

“Don’t apologize,” she murmured, and kissed me several more times around the face. “Just give me your essence. Please.”

I sensed the ball of magic already growing within her. I don’t know how I hadn’t seen it before… oh. It was the moon ritual purification thing. Even though her old Master Ryellin was dead, she didn’t just get the ability to bestow her mark if she didn’t have any of her old magic.

She’d been ready for possibly weeks, the magic slowly welling up with each passing day. And it seemed, more and more, like arousal and emotion fed into it.

Zati laid me down on the mist-saturated grass, which shocked my whole body into not exploding inside her. I had to spread my legs so she could ride me. Muscles the other girls didn’t have pulsated and twisted to move her up and down. My throbbing erection was amazed at this. Utterly bewildered.

“But… I get… to have my fun,” I growled, and used every ounce of my strength to roll us over, onto her back. I couldn’t be sure if she let me, or I overpowered her, but soon I was on top, kneeling with leverage to really slam up into her opening. Seated, I could really get a handle on those breasts of hers, and tease at the nipples. They were as soft and squishy as I knew they would be, and so much larger than a simple handful.

This drove her wild, bucking up into me and staring up into the night sky with her mouth agape. Her chin actually began to separate as she gasped. She was only breathing heavily now, shuddering bodily with either one long, continuous, body-shattering orgasm, or a series of non-stop lesser ones. I was satisfied to see the fruits of my efforts either way.

I could also see the magic pulsating within her. The essence she was offering me now was huge. The light within made her body sort of transparent; I could literally see the channel I was invading. Like with the dungeon core. And every time I thrust in, half my cock was consumed in the ball of concentrated magic that made her abs glow with swirling light.

“Please!” she begged. “I need it!”

I bent down and got in her face this time. I planted another kiss softly on her lips, and said, “As you wish.”

Sure she wouldn’t get the reference, but I didn’t need her to.

A few thrusts later I felt the scales within me tip, and I began the inevitable drive toward climax. At the same moment the message appeared, asking if I wanted to do the unthinkable and betray her, or bless her with my power. For the first time in a long time, I hesitated. She probably had venom. She was capable of overpowering me physically. She could unhinge her jaw.

She also trusted me not to. I knew if I did, I would be forced to kill Dallinya before she got back to Surrek, or if she attacked me for this betrayal. It would undo everything I’d built so far.

I chose to share the power with her, and closed my eyes with a loud groan to explode within her.
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For a long time I lay on those wonderful breasts, but it wasn’t very long before Dallinya shoved my butt to the side and took my semi-hard member into her mouth. She popped off it with a lip smack that made me chuckle weakly.

“You two taste good,” she remarked idly. “A compatible couple. Utterly magical.”

This tugged at my brain. Auralla had said I was magical when we met. The magic of essence sharing… was literal magic.

“I hope you don’t mind,” she muttered. “Evan’s seed is… wonderful.”

She slid down to Zati’s cloaca and started licking there as well. After a startled noise, Zati cooed with pleasure and slowly wrapped Dallinya in her coils as an invitation to keep going. Soon enough Zati was writhing and moaning once again, though this time the ball of magic didn’t appear.

Then, amazing me even more, Zati soon picked Dallinya up bodily and awkwardly turned her around so Dallinya wouldn’t be the only one licking. Once the naga started in on Dallinya, the moaning really started.

“She enjoys having her tail stroked,” Zati muttered in between full, penetrating licks. She reached up and did just that.

From there Dallinya went wild. She couldn’t maintain her position any longer and arched her back.

“She’s so good at that,” she purred.

“Fuck is the word you want,” I told her.

“So… fuck… ing… good…”

It appeared as though Zati was just fucking her with her tongue, in and out, eight or nine inches deep, all while expertly stroking at the base of her tail. What the naga did with the forked parts of her tongue I didn’t know, but it was incredible to watch. Dallinya typically talked dirty, knew what she wanted, and told me to do exactly that. Instead here she was glassy eyed and just grinding herself against Zati’s face, mouth open in that glorious o-shape.

Then she came. Hard. The orgasm started after less than a minute, with Dallinya giving out a loud groan. She seemed to melt bonelessly into Zati’s care, unable to move.

“She deserved a special gift for the purification ritual, as a thank you,” Zati explained.

I held my hands up in surrender. “You have no need to explain anything to me.”

“Plus, I like her very much,” Zati said, and stroked over Dallinya’s butt to her leg, and caressed her calf. “She lies without harm. And her tail is so small and cute.”

Dallinya just made a purring, gurgling sound, like ‘vvrrrrrrggghhhh.’

“Still no explanation necessary. Glad you feel comfortable sharing though.”

We lapsed into silence for a time, with Zati gently stroking Dallinya.

“Evan,” she said, looking over Dallinya’s bare leg at where I was seated.

“Yes?”

“Will you consider teaching me the runes of your world, so that I may learn all I can?”

Eventually the felinian gently got up, turned around, and laid down with her body draped over the naga’s. Zati’s great long tail curled around her from behind, and made me smile with the wholesomeness of it.

So long as you never unhinge your jaw like an absolute nightmare and swallow me or any of our allies whole and alive, I thought. Instead, I said, “Pssh, of course. I’ll be happy to. I’m also glad you feel comfortable sharing your other passions and interests, not just the sexual ones.”

She smiled.

“I’m obviously happy to share the sexual ones as well, but they should come after your main passion.”

Zati made a contented noise.

From Zati I’d received the most intriguingly named magical sigil yet: the Archivist’s Mark.

Archivist’s Mark

*Aura, Magical*

*Bronze tier, one star*

Normal: Activate to bestow a significant mana regeneration effect on you and your allies within range. Whenever you or an ally are subjected to a magical attack, this effect is boosted by a small amount.

Bronze: The range for this effect is boosted significantly. Enemies within range have their mana regeneration lowered significantly. Spells cast by enemies are weakened within the aura, be it intensity, duration or range.

Lasts 10 minutes. Costs high mana to activate. Cooldown 11 minutes.

You gained this ability after joining with Zati Dellendri. This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Zati Dellendri.

It was easy to see how this would be extremely handy. If I could boost Quavallie’s mana regeneration, she would be nearly unstoppable as a spell caster. Fights usually went bad when mana started to run dry, so it was a huge boon.

Now that Dallinya had the four extra marks from Shennalil, Velleth, Hellera and Quavallie, she could also burn through a lot of mana in an awful hurry, so this was just an all-around bonus.

After a quick dinner of grilled stuff from Surrek, we spent the night in the cab, and I let Zati lay down with Dallinya. Fitting onto such a small bed wasn’t easy, but most of Zati’s tail ended up curled around the floor. Plus, I had blankets enough for an army now that I had a storage device capable of storing tons.

I listened to them mutter to one another for a while, me in the passenger’s seat. Before I fell asleep, I could hear them discussing whether or not I was really sleeping.

“I know you’re going to do each other,” I said. “It’s okay. Just don’t make a lot of noise.”

Not long after, maybe two minutes, I heard Dallinya moan in ecstasy.
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In the end I was able to get to sleep and then wake up feeling decently refreshed. It was a function of the Bronze tier Tough attribute that I needed less sleep, or less good sleep in order to feel ready to face the day.

The UI explained all the things Tough did for me, and this effect was one of those unsung heroes. Sure I could survive more damage before the sweet embrace of death, but I could also feel alive without coffee. No small thing.

Not only that, but I received several messages informing me that my relationship levels with Dallinya and Zati had improved. That wasn’t very surprising, given that Dallinya had really gotten everything she wanted the whole day through, and Zati had confided in me.

The messages themselves were a bit of a different story.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Dallinya of Surrek has progressed by a significant amount. You respecting her wishes has been viewed with great admiration. Your lack of jealousy over her choice to be with Zati has not gone unnoticed. Your abilities associated with Dallinya have also progressed.

Oh. Well.

On top of that, there was another one.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Zati Dellendri has progressed by a significant amount. You understanding Zati’s proclivities and encouragement to pursue them are highly valued. Your lack of jealousy over her choice to be with Dallinya has not gone unnoticed. Your abilities associated with Zati have also progressed.

These pushed Dallinya’s relationship with me to Bronze, with just about four stars, and two and a half with Zati. A full star and a half in a single night was unheard of.

This got me thinking about how to advance relationships with the others. Quavallie… I didn’t know much about her, and that was the first hurdle to tackle. The path with Velleth was clear: regain trust. There wouldn’t be too many stars until that happened. With Shennalil, gentleness and encouragement seemed to work, but she was also a blank slate. Hellera needed to prove herself worthy, I thought, of protecting the house. If I valued her efforts, that might push our relationship along.

One look at Dallinya caused me to chuckle. Her hair was frizzed up and her head had been squished against some of Zati’s scales for long enough that she had a red scale pattern imprint on her cheek. A blanket kept her looking cozy, but one leg was poking out. She looked like she’d been fucked silly. Zati was already up and about, getting a fire going for breakfast, while the cat girl snored away.

“I hate to rush you, Master Evan, but could we… start?” she asked in the midst of cooking.

“The reading project?” I asked. This earned a nod, so I got out the book. “First of all, I’m just Evan. In the city in public, Master. Outside the city, just Evan is fine.

“A Short History of Nearly Everything,” I told her.

“If you can point to each of the words, I can… oh yes, I see.”

We started reading through the book as we ate breakfast, me pointing to each word, and her following and listening along. Her lips started moving about ten minutes into the process, and she was saying words after about fifteen minutes of reading.

“You’re quite good at this,” I told her.

“I should be. I trained as an archivist since I was a hatchling.”

“You come from an egg?” I asked.

“That’s correct.”

“If you did the ritual to prepare yourself to mate… would it be possible to mate with a non-naga?”

She smiled. “If I did the mating ritual during the full mon, I could mate with Dallinya and produce eggs. Gender wouldn’t matter. Species wouldn’t matter. It would be an issue of intertwining magic, just like we did yesterday.”

This blew my mind, and Zati could see that. She laughed, which had a delightful sound to it. And while she did, I could see the tiny line running down her chin and all the way to where her head met her throat. I had been paying far too much attention to her boobs since we met.

Another bout of laughing later, she clarified. “It’s a good thing we don’t live with any true fae. They can produce offspring just by being around someone for too long. Gender will be irrelevant, as will species.”

“Oh… shit. Wait, what about Shennalil?”

“She possesses a great deal of fae blood, more than most of us, but she remains less than half fae. She likely has some nellwyn or gnomish blood, some human, and her slightly pointed ears means a bit of elf. Meaning she cannot simply become impregnated spontaneously. Only the old-fashioned way.”

I threw my head back and sighed heavily with relief, while Zati chuckled at my reaction. I couldn’t see any way that children in this world would be anything but a nonstop danger. I had always enjoyed the vague idea of having children and raising them, being a better father than my father was, that kind of thing. I just always pushed it further into the future.

Now, I was pushing it off a cliff and into the abyss. There was simply no way I would end up in a position safe enough to mean I could raise a child without turning them into an entitled whiner or an absolute sociopath. I had already murdered dozens of creatures and had only been here just over a month. 

Eventually Dallinya staggered out of the cab and devoured her portion of breakfast without a word, then went off to brush her teeth and bathe. When she returned, she slumped down next to Zati and rested her head on the naga’s shoulder. Their hands slipped together and fingers quickly intertwined.

“Everything all right?” I asked.

“So all right,” she muttered.

“I was about to go over our plans for the day. You already know the broad strokes, correct?”

She nodded.

Those broad strokes were to set up camp a little ways from Sunspire, have Dallinya and Zati approach without me, inform the village who they were and where I was, then tell Auralla and Avya if they wanted to see me again, I was right over there. Sure the strictures set in place by the four Domi were stupid to me, but they were necessary to them.

We set off from the pyramid of floating rocks, angling a little northwest. Mack had carved twin ruts in the savannah on the way out here and back, which hadn’t been erased by time and weather. That’s what you got squelching off road with the sheer tonnage I had been hauling.

We got most of the way there when Zati cried out and I jammed on the brakes.

Something far larger than Mack’s cab was snarling and exploding with magic. It raised itself up on two powerful legs maybe two of me high and slammed its two forelegs down onto a huge bubble of magical energy.

“There are people in there,” Zati said.

A whole village full of people.


5- On Pain of Death

“What in the nine hells is that?” I asked.

“You have nine hells on earth?” Zati asked, intrigued.

“Focus,” Dallinya said, and pulled a javelin out of the pouch at her waist.

“Says the catgirl who backed me up against my truck and took advantage of me when we should’ve been traveling.”

“I was incredibly focused at that time,” she replied. “And I still don’t know what a cat is.”

Outside, the great big beast was circling around the bubble of blue magical force. It was utterly fixed on the people inside, so it was possible to really have a good look at it before attempting the suicidal.

The rain pelting down and the darkness also helped hide us from the thing’s sense of smell, and as long as I didn’t start breathing fire at it, we’d stay hidden. How long the blue magic barrier around the Sunspire villagers would last was anybody’s guess. It also made me wish I’d brought Quavallie. I knew she would be strong enough to hold off Hellera in my absence from doing something stupid to Velleth, but she could turn this entire battlefield into one gigantic advantage with her water magic, and I missed that.

The beast. My Clever attribute and Knowledge: Ethetria skill identified it for me.

Greater Northern Rockplate Vedris

Elemental beast, massive, Silver tier

The Rockplate Vedris is a solitary hunter capable of firing out its massive spiky plates in attack, though it mainly uses its claws and teeth. Though quicker, it is less hardy than many other types of vedris, and employs sticky, twin tongues as another means of ranged attack. It enjoys the taste of most sentient beings, and grows smarter from absorbing the sentience from those it consumes. Most range farther north than the Great Grass Sea.

Your knowledge of the vedris and its alternate forms could be enhanced by further study.

First of all, it was clearly silver. My Attuned attribute told me that much. Where the spiky plates emerged from its rubbery, salamander-like body radiated with soft silvery energy. The same was true of its claws.

“I have no idea how much we can hurt this thing,” I told them. “The axe might stick in it, or it might take a leg off.”

“It will know when we use magic,” Zati said, without tearing her eyes away from the beast. “Exercise caution.”

That hadn’t been in the description I’d just read. Archivist indeed.

I was ready to try out my newer marks and spells, but none of them seemed to apply here. I hadn’t used the new spell tied to my Sly attribute, and now was not the time to go playing ‘find out the ability’ in a situation against a much better foe.

Instead, grabbing up a blue mana potion from the copper storage coin, I handed one to each of them, and took one for myself.

“Dallinya, hit and run?” I asked, and she gave me a decisive nod. “I’ll see if I can’t distract it. Try not to get too close.”

“Not a problem,” Dallinya said. She had a portal strike ability, abilities from Hellera, Quavallie and Shennalil, plus slightly enchanted javelins. They’d fly farther and hit harder, but nothing flashy like summon down bolts of lightning from the sky, or explode into fireballs.

My hedge mages in Ink District were busy making me money, not giving me a fully stocked strike force, and I’d barely figured out how things were done in Mage District.

It was Zati I was worried about. I stuck with her and produced two illusions with Trickster’s Mark, one of me and another of Dallinya. Immediately afterward, while the beast raised its head in my direction, I put on the new aura, Archivist’s Mark, to boost mana regeneration for Dallinya’s spells, and me throwing around a whole bunch of spells.

This took the form of ghostly sigils and symbols coalescing around my body in red and orange. The arcane patterns wrote themselves into existence around me, then also around Zati and Dallinya’s feet on the grass, matted by the rains.

“If you see an opportunity, take it,” I told Zati, then activated the third effect, the ice shields from Aquamancer’s Mark. The rain all around us began to condense into massive ice balls orbiting my body. I didn’t wait for it to stop, but instead threw a water ball at it with the other Aquamancer’s ability.

Now I definitely had the thing’s attention. It peered between me and the two illusionary figures, who also had reddish runic forms hovering around their ankles.

The vedris, like most of the creatures here, had six powerful legs. However, it bounded toward me like a bus-sized jungle cat shaped like a stegosaurus mixed with a blue salamander.

I wished the elemental hadn’t broken my shotgun, because I would’ve loved to stop its forward momentum with a face full of buckshot, but that wasn’t happening. Instead I produced Ryellin’s enormous maul and gave it a good chuck. The head of the maul was nearly the size of a watermelon, but looked tiny compared with this thing’s gigantic head.

Still, when the maul connected with its wide head, it skidded to halt. It almost looked reproachful, like ‘how could you do that to me?’ A health bar had appeared over its head, ninety-some percent full of red and only a sliver of black from getting hit in the face. A second later, it jumped to the side from a javelin suddenly appearing in its flank, courtesy of Dallinya. That HP bar dipped again, but only a tiny amount.

Then the HP bar began to refill.

“Shit. Okay, let’s do this,” I told just myself. It was regenerating, which meant we couldn’t just kill it, we had to kill it fast.

Jerry was also circling around it, snarling, looking like a chihuahua next to a Doberman. Jerry might be bigger than me, but this thing was huge.

Aquamancer’s Mark also provided me the ability to throw a gigantic ball of water at the beast’s face, and with any luck, inflict poison on it. Again, I had rain on my side, because the water ball came out about the size of a compact car, and battered it from one side while I had Jerry dart in from the other.

I pulled up the message and scanned it.

The water ball has dealt significant damage to the vedris, it read. Cephellian toxin is resisted and does not take effect.

“Damnit!”

Jerry landed on its back and clamped down, but the vedris bucked and threw him off. Then, a teleport later, I threw another water ball at it from yet another side.

The water ball has dealt significant damage to the vedris, it read. Cephellian toxin is resisted and does not take effect.

Its HP was still up above three quarters, and climbing whenever it wasn’t taking damage. That was okay as long as it wasn’t using its sharpened stone plates to cut me in half, or launching one of its multiple tongues out.

Then, while it was turning in circles and trying to decide which one of us to try to kill, I tried for a third water ball, but I made it come out of the illusion copy of me.

The water ball has dealt significant damage to the vedris, it read. Cephellian toxin is resisted and does not take effect.

Maybe it just wasn’t going to work.

I grabbed up the brutal axe from my inventory and did the correct shout. Then I swept the axe into a broad arc toward our enemy.

One of the things I’d definitely done in the last few weeks was get the big double-bladed battle axe attuned, and learned the correct shouts. The first one launched a hail of metal shrapnel in a wide arc, meaning I didn’t have to get close to this gigantic bastard to deal it more damage.

It was definitely down under 75% now, but it was hard to tell exactly. Under two thirds? Maybe.

The vedris had finally decided enough was enough. First, it hunched way down and flashed with silvery energy around its mottled salamander spots and the base of its stone plates. The first thing that happened was it healed itself back up to full health, and the second thing that happened was the plates shot up in the air, and quickly looped around directly toward all of us.

Jerry took it the hardest, losing an entire leg and getting pinned to the savannah ground before the plate exploded and shredded him to nothing but streamers of magic. The death seared me magically, for one injury. Dallinya managed to duck away, as did Zati, but I learned the hard way there was an explosion that came from the plates landing. The plate headed my way bashed into one of the ice shields and went through it, landed within about two feet of me, but threw me off my feet with the magic explosion.

Warning! You’ve taken damage from a Silver tier source. Typical damage reduction has diminished effect against the higher tier source. You have suffered seven injuries. You’re suffering from shock.

It was more damage than I’d taken from being impaled by a flame spear.

While the shock wore off, the creature took several jabs from Dallinya’s portal strike power. A tiny portal opened up near its head and her enchanted dagger darted through. It took some doing, but soon the vedris had her in its sights. Lucky for me, it had given me the time necessary to shrug off the shock and begin recovering.

I got to my feet and threw on the Mender’s Mark for healing. Leveling up my relationship with Shennalil had turned it into a formidable healing power, which I was glad I had. I sprinted across the field directly at the vedris and gave it a second blast of shrapnel from the brutal axe, causing it to flinch back like it had spotted a bee and didn’t want to get stung. Then I swung the axe upward and shouted again, giving me a mighty leap from the axe.

I soared over the beast just before twin pink tongues darted out and plastered into the ground where I’d been just a moment before. Zati first. I landed near her, rolled, and slapped another Mender’s Mark on her. The healing began to take effect on the naga much more slowly, because she was in critical injury range. Dallinya was a survivor and had gifted me the Survivor’s Mark, so I knew she could handle at least one more hit from the vedris, but Zati didn’t have that sort of protection.

“Back off and get clear,” I told her. “This thing is bigger than we can handle, okay?”

Another of my water balls careened into the vedris, and this time I got lucky. The water ball has dealt significant damage to the vedris. Water ball has inflicted Cephellian toxin on the Greater Rockplate Vedris.

It was time to see what Cephellian toxin meant exactly.

I knew that poisons usually needed time to get going, so this time I dashed away from Zati and yelled to grab its attention. I still had the pistol, so with it retrieved from the copper coin storage device and fired two shots directly into it. The one advantage of going up against something almost as big as my semi and trailer was that it was awfully easy to hit.

I was also pleased to see the mana regeneration effect had slowed my descent into powerlessness. In fact, since using the pistol, I’d stopped hacking chunks off my mana total and it was trickling back in. It helped that the vedris had attacked us with magic, and sped up the regeneration effect.

The HP bar hovering over the creature’s head had gone from red to purple, and increments were being shaved off slowly, but steadily. I wasn’t looking for a lot of damage; what I wanted out of it was paralysis, before this thing could murder all three of us.

One, and then another water ball crashed into the vedris from different directions, but now it was laser focused on me. One of the next two inflicted the cephellian toxin again, but it was barreling toward me. One ice shield bashed into its first tongue, another ice shield smashed into the second tongue, and then the rest of them zipped out to throw themselves at the giant beast.

It was on me.

I had just enough time to teleport aside before it snapped and crushed me to death in its powerful jaws.

One huge chameleon-like eye pivoted and landed on me again, and it continued its snapping, lunging chase. This time I swung the axe up and leaped into the air, giving me time to reinstate the ice shield, land another water ball on it, and get a look.

Dallinya was okay. She had just hurled another javelin at the vedris. This one was wreathed in flame. Zati was okay, and was doing something with her hands, and curlers of magic were dancing around between her fingers.

The blue bubble of force field still held. A lot of little figures crowded toward its edge, watching us from a little ways off. Some of them were flying.

One of them came through the bubble shield.

When I landed it was just in time to have a blobby tongue splat into my leg. Two of the ice shields came down hard and blasted it, and another swipe of the axe took it off completely. It wasn’t fast enough. I tried dodging aside only to have its head crash into me, take me off my feet, and throw me a good ten feet. When I landed and rolled over onto my back, it was looming over me. Two chameleon eyes were locked onto me.

Then they weren’t. A fog that looked like the teleportation power from Drifter’s Mark clouded its eyes. It blinked several times, confused, and I took advantage of that moment.

Before it could chomp me to death, I blasted right up its gullet with fire breath. In the past, the close range attack had worked in ambush, and it was a last ditch type attack, but in this case it worked. More attacks were still coming in from Dallinya and whoever had come through the bubble shield, probably the airy sylph Domi. The vedris reared up and flopped onto its back, and I could see now that the purple HP bar was almost gone. Maybe 20% remained.

I needed a lot of water balls. I called one after another after another into it, while the thing stumbled and flailed around, with the two swirling teleportation clouds in front of its eyes. One glance at Zati told me she was using my Drifter’s Mark ability, however it went.

It was only a matter of effort then to put the beast out of our misery. Above me floated the sylph, the First Domi, calling lightning strikes down from the heavens. I rained down axe blows despite great thunderclaps assaulting my ears one after another, and flaming javelins landing just inches away from where I was going to town.

Finally, it gave up on life.

You have slain a greater northern rockplate vedris! the message burbled. You’ve gained a tier in the melee (edged) skill. You’ve also gained experience toward your Quick, Fierce, Tough, and Attuned attributes.

This is a major victory against a much stronger foe.

You have looted greater northern rockplate vedris.

You have gained 7 gold, 86 silver, and 28 copper pieces.

You have gained 7 vedris meat.

You have gained 2 vedris claws, and 2 vedris teeth.

You have gained 4 armored plates.

The armored plates radiated magic clearly, that much I could tell right away. They’d be something I could have the hedge mages make into armored plating. I’d seen Auralla use magic to reshape leather, so I had to imagine artisans or crafters could make one into a buckler, mold two of them together and come out with a shield, or bend it into a chest plate perhaps. The claws and teeth were probably useful in potions or something. None of these took up any quantity of storage space, so there was no reason to leave them behind.

The meat was a different story. Each sizable chunk weighed around two hundred pounds and was the size of a hog, meaning I had over half a ton of meat sitting here. I figured Auralla could make something delicious with it, if we could get a fire started out here in the rain.

All issues for later. For now, I had a look at my stats.

Attuned— Bronze****

Clever— Bronze*****

Charming— Bronze****

Fierce— Bronze****

Sly— Bronze**

Quick— Bronze*****

Tough— Bronze****

The only changes were the tip over in Quick and Fierce. Quick had somehow gotten a fifth star, while Fierce had been sitting at the cusp of a fourth star for weeks. Sly seemed to be stuck.

I had known that progression would be slower, but the fifth star of Clever had hardly filled in any in the last two weeks. Attuned was about three quarters of the way toward a fifth star, and I couldn’t be sure where it had been before the fight started. Did I need to go into life and death situations every time I needed to get any slivers of xp towards my attributes now? I thought that might end up being the case. If I wanted to rival the Masters in Surrek, I had to really push myself harder than the bits of training I was getting in the dojo of the mansion. It might have helped me with my axe work here today…

No, that was it. It helped. Every little bit of the last month of training, fighting monsters and other Masters had helped me survive this fight right here. I was being greedy and impatient. The stars would come.

For now there was a lot to do.

The First Domi was able to fly. Lightning powers aside, the gray-skinned, floaty-haired woman drifted through the air toward us, glowering at me at first. This only lasted as long as she kept her attention fixed on me. The moment she glanced at Dallinya all that changed.

Now, Dallinya had been away from Sunspire for sixteen years, the vast majority of her life, so I have to imagine she was confused at first. The sylph lady peered down at the fellinian and saw her mother instead.

I clocked the moment she noted the multiple marks of power at about two seconds after she recognized Dallinya (or thought she was seeing a ghost).

She drifted down close to Dallinya then circled around her, peering at all the marks of power. All were now Bronze level; the four who had gained each others’ powers were fast friends, and spent a lot of time talking, laughing, training, gossiping, making fun of me, giving each other advice on how best to derive pleasure from their relentless assaults on my cock.

The First Domi whirled on me. “You were told not to return here, on pain of death.”

“It’s good to see you too,” I responded.


6- Teeming With Monsters

Iwas tackled by two very enthusiastic huggers before I could really lay into the First Domi for being an ungrateful cunt. As much as I hadn’t intended to be a hero and had really only come here to see Auralla and Avya, I couldn’t just let kids and old folks get eaten by a stego-salamander. Maybe the Domi I could see being eaten, but the leaders were usually the last to go. It was just the price of politics.

“You returned!” Avya bubbled.

“You didn’t, so I started getting worried,” I said.

We detangled from the pile of bodies on the wet grass. I was already soaked, and now they were too. The force field had protected them from the driving rain, and now I got all kinds of wet t-shirt action. Given that their clothes were already semi-transparent, I was treated to a delightful sight.

“I missed you,” I told them, and received a heart-melted expression from both the tiny giant and the original gangster of my coterie. We exchanged a couple of very long kisses, and a pair of soulful glances.

I knew then that nothing had really changed between us. They hadn’t fallen in love with their hometown again, drank the Domi kool-aid or whatever, and refused to ever talk to me again.

The affection and experiences we’d had together still lived inside them, just as they did me. I hadn’t gotten relationship status downgrades, so whatever had kept them out here was probably large and ready to eat them.

“You’ve been traveling… south?” I asked.

“We picked up and headed out west, but we ran into a pack of fellaerys.

Both Sunspire girls stood and greeted Zati, who they’d met just before leaving Surrek, and were about to greet Dallinya when they froze. The same realization came over them that the First Domi was currently going through: multiple marks of power on a female.

Auralla turned to me. “What… happened?”

“We lost Fayeen,” I told her quietly. “It was… me. My fault.”

She fell to her knees, next to Avya who’d just rocked back as if my words had been a roundhouse kick to the head. Both of them blinked several times in wonder, before Auralla took my face in her hands.

“Oh… ohhh, Evan,” she moaned miserably. “Oh I’m so sorry.”

She hugged me fiercely, and followed this up by clamping my cheeks in between her hands again, only to begin raining down kisses on my face, one after another.

I hadn’t been used to receiving this kind of treatment on earth. My parents were both very, very midwestern people. Touching was reserved for farewells and returns… from trips. I couldn’t remember the last time I’d given my dad a hug.

“Avya and Dallinya need this far more than I do. I’m so sorry Avi,” I told her.

Dallinya had drifted over to where I was on the grass, being rained on, and knelt before Avya. Fayeen had become very close to Avya in a short amount of time, and Dallinya had been her companion for more than five years under Giskennen. Waves of anguish came roiling out of Avya, which turned out to be an extremely lucky thing for me.

Tears slipped down all our faces from the power of an Empath grieving. Avya began to sob even as Dallinya wrapped her up in a hug. As for me, I had resisted the effect of Avya’s abilities, and had the presence of mind to check on the Domi. Still, her skill with projecting emotions was greater than my resistance. Tears threatened, making the four Domi dance in my vision.

All four of them now stood there, the three younger Domi behind their sylph leader. One was a dragonite with rusty scales, who could’ve been an older and dirtier version of Hellera, one was a nellwyn like Avya, but with soot black skin and kelly green hair, and the final one was an orc not super different from Ferrok, except, you know, boobs. They all had the look of being caught out, slightly guilty.

They’d been trying to sneak up on me.

“Un-fucking-believable,” I muttered, and wiped away the tears that were watering. I was completely cool with feeling shitty over the loss of Fayeen, would maybe welcome a good, cathartic, ugly cry. Snot and everything.

But not when I was about to be attacked.

I teleported, ending up behind the four Domi. “Is that what this has come to, then?” I asked. “You won’t even meet with me without attacking? Not when I’ve literally paid the price in blood to save your lives?”

The four of them whirled, and First Domi even sprang backwards into the air. She floated upwards easily, as though gravity just wasn’t her thing.

She shouted down. “We were clear, Drifter! Clearer than clear!”

“Then tell you what, you go back under your force dome and I’ll go find another gigantic monster to come attack you. Reset the board back to the way it was before I came along and saved all your little kids and old folks. And I’ll just be gone then.”

The orc Domi produced a long spear tipped with cerulean crystal. The dragonite’s breath began to ooze out the size of her mouth in a curious yellowish cloud. Even the nellwyn with the black skin pulled a miniature samurai sword equivalent.

“You have misunderstood the situation, and you will pay the cost, Drifter. It was decreed that you would not set eyes upon Sunspire again and live. We will do what should have been done weeks past.”

Zati was behind me then, and had risen up on her tail to maybe ten feet tall. Dallinya also stood, ruffled Avya’s hair, and walked over to stand beside me. Auralla wasn’t far behind.

The four Domi balked, probably because of the sight of Dallinya alone. It wasn’t every day you saw a female with five marks of power on top of her own. As far as I could tell it wasn’t every year, or every decade. None of them had ever seen anything like this.

I didn’t want to get into a dick measuring contest for obvious reasons, but I felt like maybe the First Domi had reached Silver tier. She seemed older, and her powers were quite strong. These other three were Bronze at best, maybe stronger than me, but possibly not. They certainly wouldn’t have the breadth of abilities I did. This might be a fight neither of us could win, and First Domi knew how much it would cost her side. She’d probably be down three Domi.

I hoped.

“Listen closely,” I told them. “Your rule was I could never lay eyes on the Sunspire ever again.” I turned dramatically back and forth. “I don’t see the big spire anywhere. You’re miles south of where the village was the last time.

“And I only came here because someone I care about hasn’t gotten word to me, so I feared they might be in danger. It appeared as though I was right, based on the cracks in the magic dome. I don’t want to have anything to do with you four, or the people of your village, I only came to talk with Auralla and Avya. So the four of you can go back there, I’ll talk to Auralla and Avya, and then fuck right off into the sunset. Unless you’d care to explain the situation in detail then, and how I’ve misunderstood it.”

Lightning flared in the First Domi’s eyes, but the other three could tell I was right. I sensed they could also tell I wasn’t the same person who’d been here just a month ago. I was bigger, wielding a big ass axe, I could leap 30 feet in the air, pummel my enemies with water magic, and survive Silver tier explosions.

Also I had Dallinya here, who looked like a Master all by herself.

“Dallinya came… she’s been away, and she returns to this. And I brought a warning for Sunspire.”

The dragonite with the rusty scales was the first to back down. She placed a hand on the orc’s shoulder and shook her head a fraction. The nellwyn snorted in fury, shook her head, and stomped off.

First Domi drifted back down to earth, and addressed Dallinya. “Sister… you look just like your mother.”

Dallinya said nothing.

“I am… I am sorry we had to meet under these circumstances, lost sister. It has been so many years. Might I beg your forgiveness?” She suddenly seemed vulnerable and small, and awkwardly held her arms out in an open invitation for Dallinya to join her in a hug.

“I’ll be in the truck,” I told them, and headed off. “Let me know if we can put aside the double standards and actually talk like people.”

Zati joined me on the walk back, but left me to my thoughts for a time. When we neared the truck, I suddenly had a thought.

“What did you do to that beast’s eyes?” I asked.

“The Mark of the Drifter you have bestowed upon me allows me to open a window to peer into other worlds. I can use it for far sight, to bridge space in our world, or simply look into another world. And I figured out a way to affix the effect to an enemy.”

“So that thing was…”

“Looking into your world.”

I almost stopped and stared at her, but the fight and the aftermath had both made me feel a deep weariness. I’d expected some conflict with the Domi, but for them to declare me anathema and get ready to kill me was something else entirely. I let out a long, low whistle.

“That’s an incredible power,” I told her, and meant it. “How did you manage it?”

“I can… alter the parameters of spells I know,” she said. “Those that are personal I can extend to allies or enemies, for example. I can take the range of touch and make it miles. I had nearly forgotten about the ability, but it came flooding back after…”

After the full moon had given her back her power, and we’d enjoyed each other as intimately as we could, short of telepathy. Zati again appeared bashful and slightly uncomfortable talking about sharing essence.

This was a good reminder that she’d been plucked out of her country of origin, wherever the devil she was from. Dellendri, she explained, was the city she’d grown up in, and one of the outlying city states of the desert. It was one that had suffered from raids by the Masters in recent years. I had no concept of how far she’d ended up traveling, but for her it seemed momentous.

“Let’s get out of this rain,” I told her.

“Um…” Auralla said from behind us. We turned. “Do you mind if I... had a word with Evan?”

“I don’t mind in the slightest,” Zati said, and climbed into the cab.

“I guess we head around back,” I told her.

We did, and she leapt on me with a crushing hug, burying her head in my shoulder and wrapping her legs around my back. I had to support her by grabbing her butt, a cheek in each hand, and I was glad to oblige.

“You’ve been through so much,” she said. “We have too.”

“I should have asked. There was a lot to go through. What’s happened?”

“Riverhall… is no more.”

She reluctantly climbed off me, though she remained within kissing distance. If only her news wasn’t the sort that killed the mood. Between Fayeen, the Domi and Riverhall, there wasn’t much room for intense sexy time.

“That was one of the two other villages nearby.” I vaguely recalled the other names, and my map function confirmed that. The other was Beacon Point. “What happened?”

“The northern reaches are teeming with monsters. Big ones.” I nodded. She’d told me Sunspire occupied a strip of land in between Surrek and the northern reaches. Sometimes big ass monsters came south to hunt other slightly smaller monsters.

“Bigger than the thing we just killed?” I asked.

She nodded, and I whistled.

“Bigger and stronger. And they’ve been ranging further south. The Domi aren’t sure why. We fled another larger creature, but the vedris appeared just as the storm struck.”

“Were they after those groffere things?” I asked. I hadn’t gotten to see one, doing all the work underground in the dungeon, but they couldn’t have been fun to try and deal with.

“The groffere… don’t have any predators that I’m aware of,” she said. “There’s a beast of legend. Terrak, we call it. No one has ever seen one.”

The name dinged a bell in my head, but I wasn’t sure where it had come from. I’d played some video games, but a thousand foot tall Godzilla monster I would’ve remembered, unless it was that one time I played Dungeons & Dragons with my dorky cousins when I was like ten.

I added Terrak to the bucket list. The way my life was going, I figured I’d see one before the year was out. I’d probably end up having to set up Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities in its large intestine and sell to fellow Masters who’d been swallowed whole with the rest of Surrek.

The way things were going.

“I’ve missed you, Evan Westfield,” she told me in a low voice, and I couldn’t help but again see that her shirt and pants were practically painted on, soaked with rain as they were. While normally I could see all her available charms through her clothes anyway, now those charms were front and center.

“I missed you too,” I told her. “I know you had to go, but I wish you hadn’t.”

Congratulations! Your relationship with Auralla of Sunspire has progressed by a significant amount. Auralla believes she means something to you, and to have you respected her wishes to return to her people.

“The Domi would have let us leave earlier but they required our help in protecting the people.”

I nodded. “Duty and personal freedom clash.”

With a quick thought, I pulled up the relationships menu, and noted that my Bronze ability with Auralla had gained an entire star all in one great leap. Coming back to her was serious business indeed.

The ability had changed.

Beastmaster’s Mark

*Passive ability*

*Bronze Rank, four 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 highly enhanced attributes compared to the typical beast of its type, but obeys you implicitly. You may experience the senses of this beast by concentrating, up to a range of 2 miles. 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 rank is tied to your Relationship with Auralla of Sunspire.

New as far as I could see: the highly enhanced attributes. That was awesome. I couldn’t wait to have Jerry reappear tomorrow. His attributes would be highly increased, and I wanted to know what that meant. Could we take on another vedris much more easily.

“We need to see about Avya,” I told her. “I missed her too, you know.”

She pouted a little. “I wanted a little Evan to myself…” she let me know exactly which part of me she wanted by running her hand down under the leather skirt she’d made me. “But now is not the time, is it?”

“You don’t know how badly I wanted to hear you say that, but you’re right. Not now.” Giving her a sweet kiss, I whispered, “Soon, I promise.”

I entwined my fingers in hers and rounded Mack, only to find Avya and Dallinya making their way towards us.

“There’s my giant Avi,” I said, and gave her a smile full of a complex bouquet of emotions.

She settled her hands on her hips and scowled up at me. “That’s right!” she declared. “And now I’m feeling neglected.”

“Come here, then.” I knelt down, and a moment later she melted into my outstretched arms. For a time I just held her. After a fashion, I felt the first sob wrack her body, followed by another. Soon she was hitching and crying, but it was quiet. The rain was letting up, and far off I saw the first rays of sunshine poking through angry clouds.

“I’m so sorry, Avi,” I murmured.

“Dallinya says Fayeen died doing what she loved,” Avya finally said, voice thick with tears.

I froze. Had she… just made a joke?

“Did you... just… what did you say?”

She had a hold of my nose in a vise grip before I knew she’d moved, and bright pain flared to life. Tears immediately watered.

“You idiot!” she shouted. Her voice was a wicked mix of real indignation and mischief. “You big. Dumb. Male!”

“Ow! I’m sorry! Stop!”

Instead she twisted my nose. Hard. “Keep it in your pants in the middle of battle, idiot! Yeesh, how randy are you? I bet you were this close to bending Aura over your giant cart and plundering her. You were, weren’t you? Tell the truth!”

“Ow ow ow! Quit it!” She had a really good grip on my nose. If I stood up, she’d be dangling, I knew it. And that would tear my nose off completely.

“You better answer me,” she warned, “before I take your nose all the way off.”

“Yesh!” I admitted. My nose was bleeding, and I was talking funny. “Yesh, okay? Ish that wut ju wanna hear?”

She released me, and a bright smile replaced the fury from a moment before. She even had the gall to look apologetic and bashful, putting her hands behind her back. “Yeah. I knew you couldn’t keep it in your skirt. What’s the word you used? Horn-dog? You horn-dog. You’re nothing but a horn-dog.”

“Ow! I’m sorry, okay? I can only say it so many times.”

“Oh I know,” she said. “This is just so you don’t forget it. And don’t forget about Avya. She needs some essence sharing too, probably more than Aura.”

“She might need the Velleth treatment,” Dallinya remarked idly, then looked away after winking at me when Avi whirled.

“What does that mean? Why did we miss everything? Aura, I won’t forgive you for making us come back here!”


7- Soaring in the Sky

First Domi floated down out of the air with a look of barely contained fury in her eyes. Her whole body was gray, including the entirety of her eyes, making her appear blind, but now jagged little arcs of lightning sparked onto her face and up into her hair.

Before she’d been a neutral gray, like the underside of puffy clouds, but now she was dark and bruised looking, like a thunderstorm. With the weather the way it was, she had great camouflage… as long as she remained furious.

And I didn’t think the anger was all on me, honestly.

I had sent Avya and Auralla, along with Dallinya, back to deliver a message on my behalf. I’d taken a good long look while they walked off, you know: hate to see you go, love to watch you leave sort of thing. Avya had even turned back to glower at me, and stick her tongue out when she noted me sitting on Mack’s scratched hood staring at their backsides in motion.

Whoops, busted.

Then she’d upped her sashay game and really waggled her hips.

Now Avya stared at me with a hint of a grin on her face. The three of them were headed back, but taking the long way around to Mack’s cab to give First Domi and I some space. I could swear she knew what I was thinking, so I gave her a pointed look and returned my attention to First Domi, who’d finally landed.

Zati was still in the cab, having complained about the rain. Really I think she was enjoying cataloguing every shelf, cupboard, nook and cranny inside the cab.

“What fresh nonsense is this, you making demands of me?” The First Domi hissed. “I am not some lackey at your beck and call, or some weak slave subject to your every whim.”

“I’m upping the limits of what I’m ready to tolerate from Sunspire folk,” I told her. “Based on how unreasonable you’ve been, I need to take security precautions. You know you have the ability to fly away, but if you and your three teammates have me surrounded, I can’t, so I don’t like my chances.”

She bristled at the word unreasonable, but a wave of calm washed over us from Avya. I turned to give her a ‘cut it out’ motion, but decided against it. Best to just get this over with as soon as possible. Rip the bandage off and be done with it.

“Surrek was just attacked, as you know. A lot of people were lost to the raiders, I’m told. The Governor asked for Gleaming Silvers to help defend the city but it wasn’t necessary. So he’s decided to sweep out with the two Gleaming Silvers and round up fresh slaves when they arrive. Which could be now for all I know.”

Her eyes widened, and the arcs of lightning became much larger and more random. Long moments passed where she absorbed all this information and fed it into calculations for herself and her villagers not far away.

“Why would you tell me this?” she demanded. “What is your angle?”

“I don’t believe in slavery,” I told her. Which was as hilarious as it was pitiful. I was in the midst of playing along with the slavery game right this very moment. If Auralla and Avya returned to Surrek with me for good, they’d have to take the brand that marked them as mine, which was exactly what it sounded like: a hot metal giving them a permanent burn scar. I hated it, but I had no choice but to play along. I was Master, they were subservient slaves, at least in the eyes of everyone outside my house.

Outside of Sunspire and Beacon Hall, so far as I understood it, the only place that didn’t go in for slavery was the inside of my house in Ink District. I had big plans, but they were slow moving plans. Glacially slow.

“You hope to take sister Auralla and sister Avya with you when you depart.”

“Sure, I’d like that. I’m not going to lie,” I said, “I really enjoy their company. I wanted to make sure they were okay and deliver the warning, especially if they choose to stay. You probably have a few days. And if they want to come back, I’m happy to have them.”

“You’ll mark them as you have marked the lost sister.”

I let out a hefty sigh. “It’s… complicated.” I couldn’t exactly be a benevolent Master if the other Masters ganged up on me and murdered me for my anti-slavery stance, now could I?

And honestly, from everything they’d said, I was the sole reason their lives had improved over the course of the last month. They were happy, and that was strange to them, and they let me know they were grateful by repeated hard boning sessions. However, now that I thought about it, it was possible they were just using me and my dick to satisfy an itch they never knew they’d had before. Or a combination of the two. I was okay in any case with the arrangements.

“How did our lost sister gain the marks from other sister slaves?”

I bristled at this. “Lady, they aren’t slaves, okay?”

“They bear your brand; they are slaves.”

“We’re done here,” I said, and turned. “Good luck staying off the radar of the Silvers, okay?”

“Wait!” she called out.

I whirled on her. “You don’t get to judge me. If anything, I should lay the blame at your feet. You and the other three Domi had the opportunity to show me the right path, or all available paths with a recommendation on one of them you liked best, and instead you talked for about ten minutes, then sent me on my way never to return. That’s not ally behavior, and it certainly isn’t the type of behavior that spawns goodwill.”

You’ll forgive me if I tell you to fuck right off, I thought to myself, but I was wise enough to keep that much to myself.

I noted that my Politicking skill had gained another level, and my Tough attribute had gained a sliver of experience. I smiled to myself, specifically so First Domi couldn’t see, and shook my head. What I needed was Sly. I just wasn’t a duplicitous person.

“I beg your pardon, Master Evan,” she said. “When first we met, I assumed you would not survive this world. Life is harsh here and you had nearly succumbed to a brood swarm.”

“What is it you want?” I asked. “I don’t know what caused Dallinya to take on the marks, not exactly. I won’t be a good source of information.”

“I would like one of the Domi to take the mark of your power.”

Well this was a twist and a half. “Explain.”

“It is the first time in many years we have encountered a male willing to share in essence rather than plunder power for himself. Like you, I would prefer to be illuminated as to the process and the result.”

“And you know that this requires… physical intimacy.” Of course she knew that. I rushed on, making shit up as I went, while I tried to decipher what actual motive she had for this suggestion. “Well for me, physical intimacy requires emotional intimacy.” This was a lie, but a white lie. I just had no wish to play along with this for a single magic power.

“Walk with me, if you will,” I told her. I needed time to piece this together.

The rain had faded to a drizzle, but the whole plain was a soggy mess, with most places an inch under water and some places flooded up to my knees.

First Domi knew I would be tempted just to say screw it and rip the power right out of one of her associates. This would give her the reason she needed to attack me with the full force of the Sunspire villagers. I had no illusions that they might be able to take me out.

Second, it might also be possible she was looking to stage my murder under the guise of this science experiment. Instead of waiting for me to finish, she would just stab me in the back. During our first encounter she’d been the most level-headed member of the Domi, but now she was angry.

She was angry… because her village was in danger. She and the village were desperate. Desperation could make for strange bedfellows. The power I offered could aid her in some small way. Teleporting like Auralla could do was no small thing. It would be very handy, especially if Sunspire had some magic items to boost it. They definitely had magic shielding aplenty.

“Your motives,” I told her.

“Can you see them?”

“I can if you allow it.”

She nodded. I activated the Empath’s Mark and began to comb over her surface thoughts.

Every year, at some different time of the year, the Surrek Masters appeared and made off with some of their people. They would look for people out herding, or picking berries, or teaching their little ones. Most of the time they took the children, who could be effectively shaped into magical vessels for the Masters.

Every year the Sunspire women met the occasional traveling merchant, or when they ventured out to the Nexus, they met with like minded villages from all over. Some of them had males specifically for breeding. Others had males who followed a different path of magic, and they could be bargained with for seed.

And if all else failed, there was magical insemination. Life partners of Sunspire could enact a ritual and simply procreate by impregnating one or both of them. The offspring would be a mix of the pair.

But the Nexus was not far from Beacon Point, which was not far from Riverhall, and a beast of Gold tier was out that way, ravaging the landscape, pushing other dangerous creatures out towards the other village. There would be no Nexus this year. In the other direction were the mountain strongholds of Kentir, up in the Teeth, no one who ventured out that way returned… unchanged. That way was full of dungeons, as were the northern reaches. Only tiny settlements of people lived up that way, and they were rumored to live in dungeons.

South meant Surrek, and that meant enslavement. Sunspire had no good options.

“All of this… and you think my one mark of power is going to help.”

“I will take any assistance I can get,” she said, and her surface thoughts echoed this sentiment.

“In my world, it’s not a good reason to bed someone.”

“Unfortunately we are not on your world.”

“If you want this, I have conditions.”

She eyed me warily. “Conditions.”

“I have conditions. The first of those: it has to be you.”
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The good news was, all this motive guessing really had pushed my Sly experience up, along with Politicking as a skill. I finally got the third star of Sly… although I was a seriously long way off seven Bronze stars.

The other good news was that my condition really had gotten through to First Domi.

“It will mean knowing your real name as well,” I told her.

”But—“

I raised a hand to forestall any bullshit. “No one but you. That’s my only unbreakable condition, take or leave. And listen, you already know Auralla and Avya won’t accept me dominating you and stealing out your power. They’ll dump me faster than I dumped my cheating ex. That won’t happen. You have nothing to fear, because I have everything to lose by doing this the wrong way.”

This was true: my power was built on a house of cards. For as long as I stayed true to my convictions to acquire power the right way, I had little plastic supports holding the card house together. As soon as I dominated just one new partner, all those little supports disappeared. The more cards in my house, the easier it would be to have the whole thing collapse on top of me.

“Dallinya won’t stand for it either,” I told her. “And she has almost as many abilities as I do.” While this wasn’t exactly true, I wouldn’t want Dallinya coming after me. She very nearly had the power to fuck me to death, and I had no doubt her violent side was more than capable of giving me a very tough fight… and that assumed it would be only her against me, which was a bad assumption.

“Besides,” I told her, “You’re a sylph. I have yet to lay my disgusting male paws on a sylph.”

“Disgusting,” she muttered.

“What’s your name?” I asked. “No more First Domi stuff.” I ignored the annoying little exclamation point that popped to life in my UI telling me I was earning relationship status with her already, despite not knowing her actual name.

“Zephellyn,” she said, with a dash of shyness. “And… you’ve never been with a sylph.” She seemed confused. “I mean to say that I know it’s true, but what makes you say that?”

I shrugged and gave a light chuckle. “Avya’s right: I’m a bit of a horn-dog. I’m willing to share essence with basically everyone. This world has me curious to know what a sylph feels like. I know how that sounds… I’m with a cephellian, too, and she’s ultra squishy. I have to say I very much enjoy the squishiness.” She could also perform a variety of sex acts while submerged underwater, which was incredibly hot. “I’m a naturally curious person, and that extends to you.”

She had paled from neutral gray to a lighter gray, especially in the cheeks and at the top of her chest, along the top of her boobs. And, I happened to notice, she got paler cotton puffy cloud white above her groin region.

She was blushing! If her bad mood turned her thunderstorm purple gray, then this meant I was putting her into a good mood. The UI notifications confirmed this.

“Are you sure this is really something you want to do?” I asked, gently this time.

“Your condition requires me to couple with you,” she responded firmly, without any of the usual bitterness. I was getting the impression she was psyching herself up for some unpleasantness that was to come, although her body was betraying her underlying feelings.

“Just so we’re clear, the one making the choice here is you. I’m thrilled to spend some time with you, learn about the real person behind the Domi mask, and then drive you wild.”

“All I require is your seed,” she said. “We can get this over with simply and efficiently.”

This put me in mind of Auralla’s original words to me, full of bemused skepticism, like I was a food: you put that in there. Insert Tab A into Slot B for efficient coupling.

Oh no no, that simply would not do. I wanted this to be something she’d never forget.

“Sorry, that’s not how I operate,” I told her. “I won’t be sharing with anyone less than a fully active and willing participant… What I’m hoping to do is stare deep into those blank gray eyes of yours and say things in this seductive tone of voice, and make your tummy quiver with anticipation.”

She eyed me with an expression borne of confusion… and there it was, a crack in the armor: amusement. “What are you doing right now? What is that ridiculous voice?”

With the over-the-top seductive voice still on, I said, “You’ll understand soon enough. Now… do you agree to my terms?”

“If you stop doing that thing with your voice,” she said. “It’s very silly. This is a serious matter.”

“Oh, now you have conditions, eh? It’s not going to be a very satisfying experience if we keep putting up all these walls. Can I suggest something?”

“What’s that?”

“Holding hands.”

When the whitening of her whole body only intensified and she didn’t respond, I took her hand in mine. It was… weird, to say the least. She wasn’t a warm-blooded creature. I didn’t know if she even had blood, or if she circulated tiny dust motes with teensy water droplets attached to them or something.

The overall sensation was slick, cool, but not wet. Well, maybe I could change that. I lowered my eyelids to half mast and put a whole lot of lust in my expression. It wasn’t hard, honestly, the very notion of winning over the Grand Poobah of Sunspire was pretty damn exciting.

The look I turned on her was smoldering with a pleasurable future, and her entire body went puffy cotton cloud white. Tiny bits of pure blue sky showed through.

“When you’re not in command, how do you spend your time?”

“What?”

“What takes the world off your shoulders when there’s free time to be had?”

She was always in command, never stopping to breathe. That seemed amazing for a creature of the air like her, but her silence spoke for her: she was number one, and that meant she micro-managed the whole village without rest, one hundred percent of the time.

Her voice dropped to a hush, as though she’d just unloaded a major kinky fetish and couldn’t bear to let anyone else hear. “Soaring in the sky. The higher the better.”

Now I turned and took her other hand. “I’ll wait right here. You take a minute and go as high as you want. Take ten. Take as many as you need… as long as you’re feeling as good as you normally feel for a while.”

“What if… the village—“

“Will be fine while Dallinya and I are here.”

Her eyes searched mine, honestly curious. “Why are you doing this?”

“After you land, I’m going to make you feel better than soaring in the sky. At least, I’m going to try, so get that feeling all in you, and then we’ll see if I can’t outdo that.”

She got that same clouded look on her face that told me she was getting turned on. Un-clouded actually, because the clouds were thinning from gray and becoming whiter and whiter. It was big talk, but like all the other girls I’d been with, nobody had ever tried it. Even bad lines were the best they’d ever heard.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Zephellyn of Sunspire has progressed. This challenge intrigues her, but not as much as the chance to experience some freedom.

“I see why the sisters speak so highly of you,” Zephellyn told me.

I grinned. “You ain’t seen nothin’ yet. Now get. Go. I’m curious to see how awesome flying is, and why you love it so much.”

She launched herself up into the air, and all the clouds of her stress fell out of her body as she ascended. A patch of cobalt blue sky the shape of a thin, curvaceous women rocketed up, and up, and up. She was breathtakingly beautiful, her commitment to her people was inspiring, and my cock was very, very ready to do his job.


8- My Insane Ambitions

Zephellyn stayed up there for quite a while. The storm clouds were on the way out. Occasionally I’d see her flying by, moving in a huge circle overhead. She twisted, looped the loop, dove, and spiraled up until she was nothing more than a speck.

It went on long enough that I headed back toward the truck and had a chat with Auralla and Avya. Both had met and talked with Zati, and found that they liked the naga woman. They enjoyed Zati’s curiosity and drive to know more. Neither had seen many naga in their sheltered Sunspire existence, and were fascinated by the huge tail.

Sheltered. They had female members of their village who were mantis people a good eight feet tall. And that was on top of dragonites, nellwyns, elves, their sylph leader, lots of people with fae blood, one member who looked just like a dryad, and others I hadn’t seen.

“Your Domi is worried you’ll abandon the village and come back to a life of filthy slavery,” I told them.

Auralla chuckled. “Yes, well, she needs all the help she can get, and you poaching two of the sisters away from her has put a strain on that.”

“But it’s all up to you,” I told them. “Both paths involve work, and responsibility, and both require you to give up some of your freedom. One of them involves the brand, which I’m sad to tell you can’t be avoided.”

Both sobered up at that.

“Your First Domi has agreed to take the mark,” I told them. Avya’s eyes went big and bright, and a wicked smile started spreading across her face. I knew she liked getting involved and interrupting whenever I was in the act with someone, but this felt more important, more delicate. I gave her a look. “No shenanigans, okay? She’s old, proud, powerful, and scared.”

“Scared? First Domi? That’s—“

“Totally understandable,” Auralla said.

“I might have a plan, too. How familiar are you with Kentir?”

All four of them stared at me.
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I was waiting for Zephellyn when she landed. The center of her chest was a deep blue I had only seen when coming to this world, although some winters in Michigan had a blue that was a close approximation to this one. The sylph’s coloration rich and untouched in the center, and a lighter afternoon sky blue out near her extremities, all the way to her hair. Her feet didn’t touch the ground, and her hair, whenever I spotted it, seemed to be movie-star-blown back by a person strategically positioning a fan.

I wondered if I’d be having sex with the sky in a few moments, and I wondered what that might feel like. Zephellyn had never worn clothes in the time I’d known her, and appeared like nothing more than an avatar of the sky.

At this point I wasn’t even sure if it was possible to fornicate with a sylph. That said, I was certainly up for the challenge.

“Well,” I said, grinning.

She made a contented sound.

“I’m certainly glad to see a happier side of you, if nothing else.”

“I could take you flying,” she said in a rush. “It’s so… so pure.”

“Next time. I have to head back to the city and quickly. I wish this was an extended vacation, but…” I spread my hands in apology, and shrugged. “You should take your people flying. Especially the children.”

This seemed to snap her back to reality. The people. She had to care for the people. The deep blue in her chest faded out to a lighter cerulean, and wisps of clouds appeared.

“I’m sorry to remind you,” I told her, “but I too have duties. If you still wish to take the mark…” I trailed off and left her with the unfortunate reality: it was now or not anytime soon.

“Drifter, you’ve given me something I haven’t had in quite some time: a carefree feeling of living without constraint. I have hundreds of children to shepherd, and often we feel buffeted about by the gales of forces larger than us. This respite of freedom was… transcendent.” She inched closer, and reached out a hand. I took it, and grinned at how warm she was. The opposite of what I suspected.

“My pleasure,” I told her.

She stepped into my personal space, this time running her hand over the length of my erection, covered as he was by the leather skirt. “I will have your essence, if you will share it,” she said quietly.

“I’m a sharer.”

She rested her forehead against my chest. “You know this, but I must say it aloud: the domination will mean the end of me as a Domi. One of us would die, and I suspect it would be me. And the village would lose a—”

I touched her chin gently, and raised her face to mine. I tried to pack as much sincerity as I could into the next words. Gentleness too. “I have no reason to dominate you. None. Bringing you low would mean a whole lot of consequences for me also… and you may not believe this, but I like you.”

“After how… we have treated you…” she muttered.

Her breath smelled like oncoming rain.

I pressed my lips against hers. “You had every reason to distrust me.” I kissed her again. “I hope I’ve swung your view over to trust.”

“Mmm,” she moaned, and the clouds melted out of her body. I was kissing the pure blue sky. That same sky had wrapped its arms around my neck.

I smiled and squeezed the sky’s bubble butt, and French kissed the sky. The whole experience felt very surreal.

My other hand slid down her front and pressed between her lower lips. She was growing wet, but we could do better.

With circular motions, I gently rubbed against her, and felt her moan all the more. She lifted one leg and looped it around my hip so I had better access. One finger went up into her. If we hadn’t been so close, I would’ve looked down to see if she was actually transparent. More circular motions followed, grinding lightly against her clit while pushing my finger against her inner walls.

When she broke the kiss to gasp, and the wind picked up behind me. It threw her hair back, so I went to work kissing over her neck. I kept up the circular movements down below, and felt her heat up, loosen up, and continue to moisten.

And when I curled my fingers inwards, I found the magic spot that sent her immediately over the edge. She began thrusting her pelvis up against my fingers and moaning loudly in between intermittent kisses full of tongue.

“Now, Drifter,” she groaned. Already the ball of magic in her womb was visible, shining like a tiny sun inside the sky, throwing out streamers of magic in all colors. “Now! I want it now!”

Not yet. I had to taste what a sylph had for essence nectar. I couldn’t pass up the opportunity, especially because I probably wouldn’t get the chance again any time soon. So when I bent down and slid my tongue over her slit, she made a confused squeal and the wind picked up again. 

“Oh no…” she gasped. “Oh, oh, oh!”

I stretched my tongue out and licked from front to back, then opened her up with two fingers and added my tongue in. When she began to fall, I reached out to catch her, but didn’t have to. She was floating in the air.

She tasted delightful, like a spring day. Her magic was the sky, so she tasted like a soft breeze carrying the fragrance of spring flowers. And finally, after another shuddering orgasm, I carefully extracted my fingers and stood.

She was still floating, head lolling, hair still blowing in a nonexistent breeze. This made it easy to lift up her very blue legs, line up the head, and push slowly inside her.

Now I don’t know about other people, but any time I imagine getting together with a woman who’s as old as my grandmother, I’m not envisioning a stunning blue woman with permanently breeze-blown hair, no visible eyes, who floats in the air without trying. Who is tight enough to make the first minute of sex painful.

I stopped this line of thought just the moment she let out a loud, primal groan of pleasure.

I leaned in and began licking over where her nipples ought to be, and mumbled, “I’ll only stop if you beg me.”

“More,” she whispered.

I gave her more. I pushed through the pain and reveled in the sounds she made, the look of bliss on her face, and the feel of her body beginning to accept me inside it. Slow, patient thrusts became faster, harder, and noisier.

She nearly fell the next time she had an orgasm, as her floaty power faltered, but I grabbed her wrists and kept her from disconnecting us. Her eyes shot open and she stared at me, but I didn’t stop. Her mouth moved but no sound came out. She may have been trying to tell me enough was enough, but couldn’t form the words.

Instead I enjoyed the feel of her body, the sounds of appreciation or the silence of being unable to make those sounds. All the while the little ball of essence inside her grew, and grew.

The growth was incremental, but measurable. I continued pounding into her, watching it expand. My smile slowly grew into a grimace… trying to hold back, but that wasn’t easy.

I pulled out before the point of no return.

Confusion fell over her. “Why…”

“I’m very close, but I don’t want to finish just yet.”

“Don’t want to… what?” She seemed incapable of coherent thought right this minute, and that made me happy. Honestly, to be the first person to ever please them was… amazing. Astonishing.

I would only get this one chance.

Exclamations had been building up in my UI, and I knew I was gaining relationship status with Zephellyn. It was a nice side effect… it wasn’t that I didn’t need the power, but the power was only a side effect of being the luckiest person from earth.

“Will this—“ I said, and flipped her over midair. It turned out it would work. She didn’t fall… but it was still costing her some concentration to remain aloft. This time when I speared into her, I hefted her by the thighs and pulled her bodily up against me.

It was one of those poses I’d seen in porn before but never thought I’d have the chance to pull off. Well, my partner was naturally lighter than air, and I was far stronger than I’d ever been, so I could lay her up against my chest, support all forty or fifty pounds she exerted on the world, and rail her from behind.

She looked up at me, and I gave her another kiss. Soft, a great contrast to the hard fucking going on down below.

“W-what…” she said. “What are you… doing?”

I spoke directly into her mouth. “I want to take you higher than flying,” I replied. “You don’t need to float. You don’t need to do anything.”

I realized she wasn’t breathing. Sylphs didn’t breathe. She nodded almost imperceptibly and sagged down into me, adding only another forty or fifty pounds. An unthinkable amount of weight for me to be lifting during sex a month ago… now not a problem.

Now every stroke was long, and involved her entire body weight. She fell heavily and deeply onto me.

“You can touch yourself,” I murmured.

Instead her head fell back onto my shoulder and one long continuous groan came out of her. Her complete surrender to an utterly relaxed state, and the feel of her insides pushed me over the edge.

You have joined in the flesh with Zephellyn, First Domi 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.

Once again, I chose to remain equals and intertwine our powers. I came, staring down, and watched as my own ball of magic went coursing into hers.

I had never watched the literal sharing of essences before. My light was a mishmash of colors, while the ball of light growing within her was mostly sky blue and light gray swirling against one another, breaking into tornado eddies.

My light poured up and over hers. It was intensely personal to literally see the efforts of my own orgasm, and very sexual to boot. The multicolored streamer of magic was visible through her body, spraying up out of me and melting into her sky and cloud ball.

I slowly fell to my butt on the wet grass, still inside her, and laid down to get a little rest.

A stylized gust of wind in abstracted symbols had appeared on the outside of my shoulder. Meanwhile, Zephellyn had gained a mark just above her belly button of a pair of hands flanking earth, only slightly darker than the blue of her body. She raised her head to look down at it while I checked the UI for information.

Sylph’s Mark

*Special Ability, Elemental*

*Normal tier, two stars*

Normal: Activate to transform yourself and carried equipment into air for moderate mana per second. Physical attacks pass through you, and your nonmagical attacks cause no damage. You appear as a faint mist and your Sly and Stealth are increased by a significant amount. You may pass through any barrier that admits air, though movement is slowed while moving through such barriers.

Costs minimal mana to activate. Cooldown 1 minute.

You gained this ability after joining with Zephellyn, First Domi of Sunspire. This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Zephellyn, First Domi of Sunspire.

She was still trembling a bit, while I considered how very useful the power could be for recon and stealth. It might just be the perfect addition to my powers to allow me to increase my Sly attribute, and work towards Silver tier. I still had weeks to go, if each star was going to take longer than the last. With nearly six stars in Clever, I wasn’t even fully there, and it was the one I had been using the most.

Fierce, Tough, and Quick were close runners up, and that was mostly a reflection on the world itself.

Slowly, my erection pulled out of the land of milk and honey, and the Domi shifted.

“I’m sorry I couldn’t have been more fun than soaring in the sky,” I told her lightly. “Although I’m glad you enjoyed a little time away from your raft of responsibilities over your village.”

She made a contented sound, and began to float up off me.

“That was… more than I expected.”

“Hopefully in a good way.”

She nodded, smiled, then stared off towards Auralla and Avya in the cab. Her smile slowly faded. A lot was going on inside her at that point: maybe jealousy over what Auralla had that she couldn’t, or resignation over Auralla’s choice to join my camp. Fear, maybe, over the possibility that others might seek me out for the same marking, and the chance that each of them might fall in step behind me and my insane ambitions.

“I really did mean it about the bad news though,” I told her. “The Surrek Masters are coming, and they’ll aim to take your people. Are you sure about this Gold tier monster?”

She nodded.

“I have an idea then. I’ll warn you right now, it’s not a good idea.”

She frowned, and the white clouds replaced her sky blue body in a way that was a little sad.

“If we move, we might be able to pave a path… but the question is how much you know about what’s out east.”

“Kentir?”

I nodded.

“Dungeons that spew out monsters. It is wilderness for a reason.”

“I’ve done a dungeon already. If that’s what’s stopping you, it might be possible for us to clear out the dungeon, pocket the dungeon core, and give you some free space.”

“Dungeons,” she said. “Multiple.”

I shrugged. “The way I see it, you only have a few options: you stay, which doesn’t sound like much fun, because your people become property of the Masters. Two, you go west and brave the thing out there.  Three, you convince the entire village to come with me, settle in Ink and Mage districts, and take the brand or find husbands among the city folk. No more Domis, no more Sunspire, just your people becoming Surrek folk with all the freedom I can grant them. Four, we strike out east and I stick my neck out to try and make a safe spot for you, where Surrek doesn’t know to look right now. So four options.”

Her gaze had fallen on me.

“Why?”

“Why what?”

“Why help Sunspire?”

I shrugged.

“You have no reason to help us. If the Governor or the other Masters discover you’re helping us, they will destroy you.”

“I have plenty of reasons for helping you. One, I happen to like Auralla very very much, Avya also, two, I know that dungeon cores offer me a lot of power if I can capture one, and three, I’d much rather have you free or in my care than in the hands of Masters like Vintra or T’charrk.” And now Vintra’s son. I’d been shrugging a lot, but I kept at it with one more right now. “I like helping people, especially people who let me seduce them for the best kind of power swap imaginable.”

She shook her head slowly. “The world has grown larger and more dangerous as of late. I cannot help but feel that events have been pinned to your coming, Drifter Evan.”

“Sorry about that.” I didn’t quite agree with that, but… Auralla and Avya.

The Masters couldn’t have these people. I’d have to deal with the threats I knew about one day, and other Masters who I considered allied with, like Ferrok. The plan was to free all of Surrek, and that couldn’t happen until some very big changes took place.

Those days weren’t far off… beginning with Vintra. This trip out here had given me plenty of time to think about how to handle the new Master of Spice District, and I couldn’t wait to get back to the city and really turn his world on its ear.

“Kentir it is, then,” she said, but the words came out in a very small sigh.


9- Wagons East!

Ifinalized the plans with First Domi, who informed me that she would go talk over the situation with the other three and get back to me. The plan was about to be this: the three Domi would help their populace pack up, then get their hundreds of civilians traveling east toward our position. Zephellyn would help with this, and also help with scouting dungeon locations.

“Wagons east!” I shouted.

I wish I’d had the movie on DVD so I could play the part where John Candy announced that they were turning around and heading back east.

It wasn’t to be. Instead I had a gaggle of ladies waiting for me in the cab. Avya pressed her face against the window and made silly faces at me while I toweled off the rain water and climbed into the cab nude. I got her into a quick headlock and gave her a nuggie when I got in. She responded with a quick sack slap, which hurt way more.

“Somebody take this horrible monster away from me,” I growled, and tossed her bodily back at Zati and Auralla.

“Nobody tosses Avya Dalewind!” she declared haughtily, but when she went to pounce on me, Auralla and Zati held her back.

“How are we doing?” I asked them.

It turned out the answer was great. Dallinya had spoken with several of the Sunspire people, who had goggled at her many marks. Auralla and Avya had been gossiping with Zati about what had gone on in the house after they’d left, the Velleth and Hellera situation with poor, dear, deceased Master Vintra, the rescue, the attack on the city, and what she knew of the dungeon delve.

I assumed she’d gotten all the details from Shennalil, Dallinya, and Quavallie after I returned, because Hellera had been in a snit, and Velleth had turned into a shrinking violet.

Avya had done what she always did, which was make friends with the newbies in record time, and Auralla had helped. They spoke with Zati about Dellendri, the desert realm farther south than it was possible to convey, and the various other cities in the Great Platinum Circle.

That was new.

With the map up, I now saw that a huge ring of cities extended much farther south than I had previously seen on the map. Surrek was the furthest city north, and there were big question marks over most of the twelve city-states ringing an even bigger question mark in the center, which was now labeled The Platinum Throne. Fascinating.

Assuming it was labeled by the tier system I was using, that meant the person sitting atop the Platinum Throne wasn’t just Gold tier, but one level even higher than that. The kind of power you could use to level entire neighborhoods, I assumed, maybe even the whole city.

The southernmost city in the Circle was called Lyrrek, followed by Tyvvian. Lyrrek was where Zati had first been captured, and further south were The Great Sands, including Dellendri and several other named cities in the deserts.

The map informed me that distances were approximated, because Zati had traveled quite a long way and hadn’t always been able to see out of her confinement. Also the fog of war obscured all of it.

Avya’s first ever conversation with Zati had just expanded my map by more than triple what it had been before. I resolved right then to ask the ladies more questions and have sex with them slightly less. Okay I’d have sex with all of them just as much, but ask more questions and keep the focus off myself so damn much.

I was glad the mood was good, because I had some news that stopped the revelry.

“We’re headed toward Kentir,” I told them.

You’d swear I’d just said ‘okay we’re cutting off all your heads, starting with Dallinya’ the way they stared at me.

“What?” Avya said bluntly, like it wasn’t even a question really. “Kentir is wild. Females don’t venture into the forests and return.”

“Well they do now,” I told them. “First Domi said it’s just a matter of clearing out a dungeon or three, and Dallinya here is a dungeon breaker. She’s a pro. We’ll have the place ready for the new Sunspire before they all get there.”

“What’s a pro?” Dallinya asked.

“The best in the business,” I responded, and this had an immediate effect on her posture.

“Merchants don’t come from out east. The Masters venture out that way and die,” Avya explained.

“We’ll see,” I said.

A half hour later, all four of the Domi approached, and I pulled on a pair of honest-to-goodness black slacks from the tiny cupboard space to get out and greet them. No underwear, mind you, and no shirt, but slacks. It was about as formal as you’d get in the new world.

Dia, the little nellwyn Domi, had a pinched and sour expression. The dragonite and orc stared at me impassively, but while on the walk over, Zephellyn’s body had gone from dark gray to a lighter shade, almost white by the time she reached the truck. I took it as a great compliment.

“I’ll take the truck out that way and find the first dungeon while you get your people corralled and in motion.

“If you feel as though the other three Domi can handle it, your ability to fly would give us a great advantage in scouting.” I immediately wished I had Shennalil along to get over the resistance I knew was coming. Sure the little fae couldn’t fly as fast as First Domi, but there weren’t any hang ups and agenda worries.

“This is a trap,” Second Domi grumped.

“If you want the mark too, just say the word and I’ll arrange a date.”

The little powerhouse bristled, and was about to protest when I held up a hand.

“I’ll see you out east then. Just remember, all this gets easier the more dungeons we plow through. And I’m on a schedule, so I can’t be doing this forever.”

Amazingly it was only the second day. If Velleth could pull off pretending to be me for a few days, I could be back in Surrek before anyone knew to be suspicious.

The Domis agreed, however reluctantly. I opened the door, climbed in, and got this adventure underway.

We saw Zephellyn zip by overhead about twenty minutes later.

“You must’ve really turned her world inside out,” Avya remarked.

“If I recall correctly, I’ve drilled you into a complete stupor,” I responded, which cracked the other girls up. They razzed her a little until she blasted them with fear, and painted herself as a tiny demon with her empathic power.

The ride was quite cramped on account of Zati’s huge snake tail. Avya didn’t have any trouble sitting on someone’s lap (or in the snake coils), but we were bound to make at least a hundred miles, and that would slowly turn into forested land. Mack wouldn’t be able to handle actual trees with no road, which would slow us considerably. Dallinya started out the trip in the passenger’s seat, but we quickly figured out it was Zati’s chair, with her tail all over the floor. The other three could sit in the sleeper bed well enough.

Not comfortably, but they made it work. Like, they really made it work. Once Auralla and Avya began napping, Dallinya got naughty. Quickly figuring out I could see what was going on in the rearview mirror, she locked eyes with me before quietly starting to play with herself.

She had one leg cocked and the other hanging off the sleeper bed, completely exposing herself and all the fingers she managed to use on herself at the same time. The magic number appeared to be seven. Either Zati couldn’t hear the squishing sounds behind her, or she was utterly absorbed in the landscape passing outside the passenger window.

This went on for a good fifteen minutes, until I nearly drove us into a tree, at which point the Sunspire girls were startled awake.

“Sorry,” I told them. Dallinya just laughed.

An hour later, Zephellyn reappeared and caused me to slam on the brakes. Not fun for the kids in the back, but we’d only been going about twenty miles an hour and they managed to stay in their seats.

Floating over to the driver’s side, First Domi pointed off in the distance.

“A good ten miles that way and you’ll come to the entrance.”

“Thanks!” I told her.

She floated in close and lowered her voice. It emerged as a husky rush. “What have you done to me?”

“Awoken a raging storm?” I asked. I tried to keep the mischievous delight out of my voice, and the stupid grin that comes from knowing you’ve rocked a girl’s world.

She nodded. “One might think you did that with the intent to drive us out this way. That way you’ll know exactly where we are when you venture out of the city to look for more females to ensnare with your wiles.” When I opened my mouth to protest, she held up a hand to forestall that. “You couldn’t know which choice we would make, of course.”

“No, I couldn’t.”

Second and Third Domi had argued for trying to find a way around the Gold tier monstrosity and toward the Nexus, but once Zephellyn completed a quick scout, she discovered the thing was a literal death slime. It was like a deadly blob of acidic jello with sense enough to go after living creatures. It was also larger than the whole village, and there was no fighting it. Zephellyn’s lightning bolts might’ve really done some damage to me, but wouldn’t do much more than tickle the tsunami of slime.

“But… I’m buzzing.” Her tone shifted from horny to slightly playful, which I was glad of. “You diabolical fiend.”

“I make no apologies,” I told her, and gave her an impish smile. “I’m happy to give you a repeat performance at any time.”

She whitened and some of the clouds cleared from her body. A second later she blinked some sense back into herself and flew off.

The plan would be to get within range of the first dungeon and set up camp, celebrate reuniting with Auralla and Avya, then get some decent sleep. The morning would find us deep in a warm hole, plunging headlong into danger, thrusting our pointy bits at the enemy and pounding them into submission, until they begged weakly for mercy.

I kept this entendre-filled foray to myself and instead slowly worked on a battle plan.

So far, Avya and Zati were both liabilities in a fight. Although the naga definitely had a physical edge, that didn’t make her a good fighter. Neither had combat abilities that I knew of.

Dallinya, Auralla and I needed to create a core to surround the Archivist and the Empath. I would keep my ice shield spinning at all times, keep up the replenishing mana aura, and hope both of those would allow the three fighters in a good position to keep the others safe. If Avya could use her empathy to throw fear at the enemy, and Zati had enough time to extend her spells as a distraction, we would be fine. Zati had had the same martial training I went through, courtesy of Hellera, so she hopefully wouldn’t be a hindrance. Avya was the main worry.

We knew we were headed in the right direction when something darted across the space I was using as a road, and Mack thudded over it, killing it instantly.

You have slain a dungeon frole! the message burbled. You have gained no experience as this was a happy accident. Touch the body to loot it.

“Any of you ever encountered a dungeon frole?” I asked.

All of them shuddered.

“That bad, huh?”

“Brace yourself, Drifter,” Auralla said.

That was a serious understatement, as it turned out.

The thing that I’d run over was like a pug that had grown about five extra bodies and become a centipug. It was adorable and I was the one to kill it. I was happy to make it disappear into a few copper coins because it was heartbreaking to see it dead under the wheels of my truck.

The air was thick with tension when I climbed back in the truck. All of them seemed to be holding their breath, awaiting my reaction. How could I tell them this dungeon was going to be an absolute terror for me to handle?

“They’re hideous, aren’t they?” Dallinya asked.

“That was one of the worst experiences of my life,” I agreed, equal parts ashamed and mystified.

Please, I thought. Please don’t let the dungeon be full of those things.

Mack took us all the way to the entrance, which was a blessing because from a short distance away we could monitor the opening from inside the cab. If it was crawling with froles, I would be scarred for eternity. Even if I had to watch my girls and their bouncing butts while they whirled through the dungeon and repeatedly murdered those things, I wouldn’t last another month in this world.

“We can get some rest and head in first thing in the morning. It’s already been a very full day. Dallinya, could you keep watch while Auralla and Zati get camp set up?”

Dallinya nodded, gave me a peck on the cheek, and slid out the passenger door.

“Auralla and Zati, is that all right? I’ll have Jerry scare up some food.” I had plenty of food in the magical storage devices, but didn’t want to dip into that unless we had to.

“Sure thing!” Auralla quickly agreed, and gave me more than just a peck. Zati had to clear her throat to get Auralla to break the kiss, and then clear her throat again so we’d stop staring into each other’s eyes.

“Avya and I will do some training,” I told them.
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We had wandered about a hundred feet out into the forest when we came upon another of the froles. It moved fast on its little legs, but ground to a halt and squealed in pure terror with Avya staring at it. Every one of its ten body segments was quivering in fear, until it flopped over on its side.

“Sword,” she said, her face a twisted mask of hate and determination. Meanwhile its stubby little legs flailed, and its head thrashed back and forth.

Aw jeez. She was going to murder an innocent little doggo and wanted to do it herself, to prove her worth to the team.

“Evvie, give me a sword,” she repeated, and held her hand out without taking her hateful gaze off the cute widdle poochie-woochie squealing in pain.

“I… can’t.”

“You’d better, because the magic will wear off.”

I finally got up the nerve, produced the lightly magical sword from the storage coin, and handed it to her.

Avya’s Short Sword

Melee slashing weapon, high quality, enchanted

Bronze rank

Qualities: light, swift, severing, never dulls or rusts

Attuned Abilities: glows in the presence of filthy males. This effect is automatic and doesn’t require activation.

Created by Iron District smiths for sharpness and balance, enchanted by Ink District hedge mages for a nellwyn of unusual ferocity.

Its head was off and blood spurted out everywhere a moment later.

“What’s the problem?” she demanded.

“There are… it’s… just that… well…”

She cocked her head. “I have never seen you like this.” She gestured toward the headless corpse now dissolving into invisibility, replaced by a handful of coins. “What is it about that thing that makes you hesitate?”

“You wouldn’t understand,” I told her.

“Help me then. We need to be ready to kill a lot of those tomorrow.”

I gestured toward the place where the thing had been. “I used to have a pet that looked like that. I mean, it was a lot shorter, but it was so cute! Both of them were adorable.”

“That’s how they kill you,” Avya said.

I couldn’t believe I was being schooled in bravery and willpower by a three foot girl with lavender hair. Still, she was now spattered in blood and holding a sword that, to her, looked like a longsword.

“How’s that?”

“How?” She asked. “How do they kill? Well, first, they try to appear as non-threatening as possible. If that doesn’t work, they transform for speed, so while you’re hesitating they can clamp their jaws on you and disable you. And then it gets worse.”

“How can it get worse than forcing me to kill Bruno over and over again tomorrow?”

“Every time you kill one, the rest of them absorb the knowledge of how they died. The next one will be a little more dangerous, a little more transformed.”

“You’re saying they learn?”

She shook her head. “It’s their magic. The magic shows them how to start dealing with the ways they’ve died before. They might suddenly fly, or spit venom, or leap.”

Oh lord. I couldn’t decide if the idea of putting down Bruno over and over was better or worse when he transformed into a monstrous version of himself.

I had to decide pretty quickly, because we ran into another one not long after. It still looked the same, but was faster than the last one, and this time I slammed it with a water ball. It crashed into a tree, squealing pitifully, but Avya stabbed it and it stopped.

“That’s better!” she chirped. “Now let’s loop around the dungeon entrance in a big circle.”

I nodded feebly.

Another two hours of this later, we turned in toward Mack. Avya and I had killed another fifteen of the froles, which were starting to look less like adorable centipugs and more bat-faced doggy centipedes. They had more legs, for one. Their legs were a lot longer now, and they came at us significantly faster.

Some of them we killed with the sword, others claws, then the dragon fire. Then the axe, with the cloud of projectiles or just the blade, and the water ball or the ice shields pummeling into them. I figured if we used the same attack every time, it would develop a means of armoring itself against that. Which was nice, because it allowed me to really use all the magical tools at my disposal.

I ended up gaining good amounts of experience in Quick, Attuned, Tough, and Fierce, along with a little more Sly by sneaking up on one of the froles. Whatever else this dungeon meant for us, experience was the main course.

Avya was drenched in frole blood by the time we were done, breathing hard and with this crazed look in her eye. She turned to look at me.

“That. That was incredible.”

“You were incredible,” I told her, and I meant it. “Never slain monsters before?”

She shook her head, but her eyes were absolutely alive. “Everyone thinks nellwyns are weak little prissy heads who can’t handle themselves,” she said. Her face was going red and she was staring at my midsection with hunger. “But you… you believed in me. You know I can do anything I set my mind to.”

“I know that very well.” My mind returned to that time in the truck where she’d been absolutely determined to take the length of my shaft into her tiny body.

My arousal had been awakened, and I was growing hard.

“Anything,” she breathed.

Her dress suddenly fell off and puddled at her feet. “Oh look,” she said, “I’m out here alone in the wilderness with my big, hard hero male. Whatever will I do if he decides to ravish my body with his powerful spear?”


10- All the Way

Grinning, I unlaced the leather skirt Auralla had made me. It decided it didn’t want to fall dramatically to the ground, but instead get hung up on my stiffy. Then I grimaced and looped the damn thing around my erection so it could drop to the forest floor.

“You’re what I’ve been missing,” she breathed, and closed the distance between us. Still covered in monster blood. It looked a bit like warpaint, and only turned me on further. My cock pulsed in her hand.

“He likes me.” The first of the licks felt amazing, as did the sight of having the full length of me reach from chin to forehead. One long, hot lick turned into another, then another.

“I’m up here,” I told her.

“He and I are having a private discussion,” she said, “You’re not invited.” Then popped the head into her mouth and began sucking.

I chose this moment to activate the Empath’s Mark and give her a taste of what she was doing to me. All the sensations in my body right now overlaid her own, and she felt herself sucking a phantom cock belonging to her.

Whatever my body was doing to become more Silver tier and less Bronze, it included the ability to be whatever size or shape my partner needed.

Right now, oddly enough, it hadn’t shrunk down to fit the whole thing in Avya’s hungry mouth. Not that I was complaining, she was lashing the underside with her tongue and caressing both sides with her hands. Because she was just over three feet tall, she didn’t have to get on her knees or bend over. This was comfy for her, and heavenly for me.

Just the situation was sexy and boner-inducing. Every man had dreams of seeing his cock so damn big that women swooned over it, and lose their minds trying to get it into them. This was that fantasy and I was lucky to be living it.

I let out a groan of pleasure when she hefted my balls in one hand and kept stroking me with the other. She’d gotten just a bit more than the head in her mouth, and was trying to force more, but it wouldn’t go. She started gagging, pulled back, went forward again, and choked a bit more.

After another few tries, she pulled off. “It’s not working,” she gasped. “I’ll have to try another way.”

“Avya…”

With both hands, she pulled me down by cock alone. I fell to my knees from the pain, and Avya climbed into my lap. Squishing my cock between us, she pulled a Dallinya and dragged her whole self down the entire length, all while staring into my face.

“Gooossshhhh that’s lovely,” she groaned, then rose up again. “I missed this.”

“You and me both,” I told her.

“You had the others,” she responded breathlessly, and rocked up and back down again. She was lubricating me well.

“They weren’t you.”

“Idiot,” she mumbled, blushing, while dragging herself down my length again. This time she didn’t wait, but centered the head where it truly wanted to be and pressed down.

“You’re… extra tight,” I told her through gritted teeth. My Bronze tier Tough attribute allowed me to sex up Hellera, whose cloaca was a literal furnace, so I could handle this pain as well. That didn’t mean I liked it.

“You’re… extra big,” she responded, and wiggled so she could force a little more into herself.

“I could be the size you need,” I told her.

“I need the size you are, unh.” Another forceful push and grunt later, she was two inches down, and breathing hard.

I decided it was time to cup her chin in my fingers and kiss her for whatever bizarre crusade she’d decided she was on. Far be it for me to stop her from trying to climb Everest for whatever reason she had.

She sucked on my tongue, hard. I could feel the entirety of her mouth, with her being that big. If I wanted, I could literally tickle her tonsils.

That thought made my cock flex, and just that inside Avya caused her to come. She spasmed and groaned, then shook, hanging onto my shoulders so she wouldn’t fall backwards.

Then she rose up and forced more inside herself. Then rose up, and crushed herself down again. The pain was exquisite, as was the pleasure of banging against her inner door. There was no way I hadn’t encountered her cervix by now. She was determined, as always, and today was no different.

With another series of shaking grunts and groans, she rose up and pushed herself downward.

“Fuck,” I murmured. “I don’t know… how long I can last like this.”

She grinned with gritted teeth, a rictus of pain and accomplishment that made her look like a crazy person, and shoved herself down again.

“You’re… rearranging my insides…” she grunted.

I threw my head back and clenched every muscle in my body, including the one inside her, in the effort not to come. This made her come again, holding her breath, whole body trembling. This one set her to squirting, and soon my midsection was flooded with her juices.

“All… all the way…” she hissed a few moments later. “Help me.”

A full inch still wasn’t inside her. “I don’t think it’s a good—“

“All!” she insisted, and looked up into my eyes. It was a completely different person looking at me right now.

I laid down, grabbed onto her hips, and looked her in the eye. “You sure?”

Three heaving breaths later, she managed a strained, “Y-yes.”

I lifted her with ease, and watched as her pussy clung to me. She was dark brown on the outside, but bubblegum pink on the inside. She even started protesting, thinking that I was pulling out. All that stopped a moment later.

Then, I slid her down and shoved up with my hips at the same time. Avya’s head lolled to the side, then back until I couldn’t see her face at all. Her hands fluttered. I thought she might be dying, but a loud groan of pleasure came out of her, that ended in, “Alllllll.”

The thought I had at that moment was: she was a fuck puppet. I envisioned myself standing and holding her by the waist, limbs flopping around unable to reach the ground, while I pushed her off and pulled her back onto the dick like a fleshlight. The thought was filthy and shameful and incredibly hot at the same time.

The mental image alone would’ve been enough to put me over the edge. At the same time though, I finally bottomed out by pushing and pulling at her center, and came inside her. My whole body went tingly with this orgasm, from holding back so long and the sudden giving in.

As for Avya, she shrieked and squirted again, this time with the angle a lot of it coated my torso and chest. Some of it landed on my face. The amount that landed in my mouth wasn’t much, but it was enough to taste all of her magic.

We lay like that until we were found by Auralla and Zati. The naga pulled up short and stared at us, while Auralla got down beside us and smiled a little.

“What?” I asked groggily.

“It’s all she’s been talking about, in private. Getting all of you inside her. The real you.” The full monty.

“And you didn’t try to talk her down?”

She shrugged. “It wouldn’t have done any good.”

“You could’ve warned me, at least,” I told her.

“You aren’t dead. Stop complaining. I’ll get the clothes, you bring her.”

Congratulations! Your relationship with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire has progressed by a significant amount. Your belief in her abilities when others would not is greatly appreciated. Your respect of her… unorthodox wishes is also greatly appreciated. Your abilities associated with Avya have also progressed.

I couldn’t help but chuckle a little at that. Unorthodox wishes indeed. The star rating for her relationship with me was now solidly four and a half Bronze stars, which was even a little further than Auralla. That by itself was pretty startling.

Although I had an idea why she really wanted me all up in her, the pain couldn’t have been easy to endure.

Then again, that might’ve been the point.

I mulled this over while gently picking up her semi-conscious body and making my way back to the camp. On the way one of the froles darted out of the gloom of dusk and went for me, but I blasted it with a water ball, slung Avya up like a child in one arm, then tore its throat open with my bare hand. All while naked.

This one looked more like a wolf centipede, with little spines instead of fur. Any resemblance to my adorable Bruno was long since evolved away.

I swore softly and headed back to camp.
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After a delightful dinner of roast whatever-Jerry-killed-and-brought-back, seasoned and spit roasted by Auralla and Zati, we reclined around the fire. All four of my beauties wanted to be near me, but Zati and Dallinya understood how long I’d gone without seeing the Sunspire girls. Zati and Dallinya also had a separate arrangement that could occupy them.

I had Auralla’s head in my lap, and Avya leaned up against my other side while we talked.

“I know it isn’t ideal,” I said, “but we should be okay to deal with the dungeon tomorrow. And, rather than try and sweep away everything, and explore every room, it might be a good idea to march straight for the boss. Once that’s dead and the dungeon core is in hand, I can just eliminate all the rest of the froles, and whatever else we find.”

The others nodded.

“Also, I need to make sure we’re in a cohort, so I can see all of us on the map and check out your abilities again.”

I invited them to join my group, and they agreed. I could now see all their abilities, most for the first time ever. It was a lot of reading and this wasn’t the time for that, because Dallinya was already moving on.

“What makes you hesitant to kill as many of them as we can?” she asked. “The experience and training would be very worthwhile.”

She wasn’t wrong. I could get close to Silver tier by the time this dungeon was done… but I could also get another team member killed. Fayeen was at the forefront of my planning here, along with practical matters. We wanted to clear dungeons fast, to give Sunspire a lot of room to pick and choose the best, safest and most secure place for their relocation.

Hopefully temporary relocation.

As for my reasoning… “They adapt. If we stab them over and over again, they’ll grow plate armor. If Avya uses empathic bolts against them constantly, they’ll figure out some psychic defense. We’ve only killed maybe twenty, and already they have longer legs, bigger mouths, sharper teeth, spiny things instead of fur… they’re way faster, and they’re slightly harder to kill.”

“They get much harder,” Auralla said.

“I thought they might. If the boss monster is one of them, I don’t want to give it all the tools it needs to kill us. Why do you ask, Dallinya?”

“You are a Drifter, without much dungeon experience… against the vorduks I thought clearing them wholly was a good idea. Raiders were down in the tunnels and liable to ambush us or sneak around behind.

“This is a different situation, requiring a different approach. I agree with your judgement and strategy. Further, I’m impressed you reached these conclusions so quickly. I think Hellera would be pleased.”

“You know he’s always trying to please Hellera,” Avya teased.

“That’s not true,” I protested, with a hand over my heart like I’d been struck to my very soul.

She put on a terrible impression of my voice. “Oh, please, Hellera, don’t glower at me. I want to share essence with you more often! I want that smoldering hole of yours. I want to stroke your big dragon tail, but you won’t let me.”

“What… is even happening right now?” I asked.

Dallinya joined in. “I’m not clambering for her attention and approval. I’m Evan, big man, no need help from woman.”

Now Auralla did a Hellera impression. “Rarrr! I’m too brooding for real emotion. Too busy protecting the others to enjoy myself. Go away, I’m on guard duty.”

Dallinya went on in her fake Evan, “I’m kidding! Please like me, Hellera.”

The others laughed.

“I will turn this whole expedition around and drive right home!”

“So you can suck up to Hellera some more?” Avya asked.

“What does that even mean?” Auralla asked, and pinched the inside of my leg, hard. I winced. “You can’t turn an expedition around.”

I huffed. “It’s… an earth thing. You wouldn’t… you wouldn’t get it.”

“You and your strange Drifter sayings.”

“I’m feeling very attacked right now, and I don’t like it,” I said, with mock affront.

Zati looked left and right, trying to gauge how best to react to all this ribbing and roasting. Finally she chuckled too, joining Dallinya, who was holding her sides and kicking her feet from laughter, and Avya, who laughed and then winced, laughed and winced.

Whatever I’d done, it seemed to have gotten all the way up to her diaphragm. I wasn’t sure whether to be proud or worried.

Auralla peered up at me from my lap, smiling contentedly. There it was again. I was back with her, and she was back with me, full stop. I didn’t need more.

I mean we were about to do something really fun together. This warmed me inside.
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The evening had gotten chilly, and very dark. A thin layer of clouds was obscuring the moon, and when we dumped dirt on the campfire, it was one of those types of nights where you can poke your own eyes out before you see them in front of your face.

Suddenly the hoots of bird creatures, and the creak of trees was a hundred times scarier than it had been. Lucky for us, Dallinya used her Red Dragon’s Mark to light a javelin tip aflame so we could find our way to the truck.

Because of the froles, we all stayed in the cab overnight. Truffy, Auralla’s big beast protector, climbed up onto the hood, curled up and went to sleep. Zati slept in the driver’s bucket and did so very comfortably. She had gently taken Avya and cradled the nellwyn’s head in her huge breasts. Avya fell asleep almost immediately. I thanked Zati with a silent kiss and gave her a blanket for the two of them. Then, taking care not to step on any of Zati’s tail, I climbed into the sleeper bed, followed by Auralla.

Dallinya entered last, laid the passenger seat down, and plopped herself in the passenger bucket with her feet up on the dash. I passed her a blanket and she also gave me a chaste kiss.

“I know you two are going to do it,” she said in a low voice. “Just don’t take two or three hours, okay? And keep it down.”

“None of the acrobatic stuff,” I told Dallinya. “Got it.”

“Wait… can you dose me with the feelings?” she asked, voice already thick with lust.

Empath’s Mark

*Special ability, magical*

*Bronze rank, four 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. You can sense the rough number of individuals within thirty feet of you. This ability is difficult to counter, even by those of higher rank 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. No cooldown.

Bronze: Activate this ability to broadcast a mood or your feelings to a single target, or over a large area (about fifty feet in all directions). Those affected may make a Clever check (with the Spot skill) to notice the effect, and a Tough check (with the Will skill) to resist the effect. Those who resist the effect take moderate psychic damage. This may inflict shock or stun.

Costs moderate mana to activate, and moderate mana over time. No cooldown.

This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire.

One dose of Empath’s Mark later, Dallinya sighed, spread her feet on the dash, and I turned my attention to Auralla.

She had already stripped her clothes off, such as they were, and had removed the blue protection pendant. The sleeper bed wasn’t big; she was inches from my face but the rest of her I could feel in the total darkness. One hand propped her head up, while the other rested lightly on my hip.

“I’ve missed you,” I breathed. “So much.”

She snorted the quietest laugh imaginable, little more than a snort of breath from her nose. “You have all these others to occupy your bed. So many in such a short time.”

“They don’t have your startling green eyes,” I said.

“They have what you need to take care of this,” she said, and grabbed onto my cock.

“They don’t have your laugh, your smile, your…” Willingness to do all the things in bed, I didn’t say. Instead I trailed off and tried to pluck up the courage.

When I opened my mouth to say the three words I desperately wanted her to hear and accept, but her lips found mine in the darkness.

Relief hit me. After all, I wasn’t ready to say the words, first of all. I wasn’t for her to reject me, and tell me she didn’t feel the same. If she hadn’t kissed me, I’m not sure those words would’ve come out at all.

The kiss was soul deep and lengthy, and involved her pressing her body into mine. That hand drifted up my torso and stroked down my body.

I broadcast all of this to Dallinya. I knew this because I heard her voice catch as soon as the kiss started, and the slow, shuddering exhale while it went on.

“You saved my life. You taught me a lot,” I told her.

“I took advantage of your ignorance,” she responded, and gave me several more kisses and licks down the side of my face, to my jaw, and down my jawline. “Just like I’m taking advantage of you now, to use for my own pleasure.”

“I took advantage of yours, and opened you up to a whole world of debauchery,” I countered. “Besides, it worked out well.”

“You got me addicted to this,” she said. Her ministrations had long since gotten me very aroused. I was more than ready.

In order to conserve space and try to be at least a tiny bit discreet, I showed her how to do the side position. Entry was only tricky until she guided my cock into her. The pleasure of her stroking and grinding intensified a thousandfold, and Auralla let out a satisfied sigh.

I heard a mirror sigh from our interloper Dallinya. She was feeling me enter Auralla thanks to the broadcast empathy. I found the idea of Dallinya spectating and getting off to be intensely arousing.

With her facing the back wall and braced against it, and one leg over mine, we achieved seriously deep penetration. It had been almost a month, and that meant slow and shallow strokes until her pussy could accommodate my size again without pain. Just like the first time, she was incredibly tight, but already very wet.

I started off slow, adjusting our position over and over again until I heard the sharp gasp I wanted.

Depth, and now I was hitting the perfect spot to drive Auralla wild. She bucked her hips back into me, hard enough that I had to reach back to steady myself against the back of Dallinya’s reclined chair.

Auralla made a strangled sound, trying to keep quiet. It wasn’t easy for her, and she let out several squeaks. I couldn’t have been happier to hear these reactions.

My one hand, not trapped by this position, roamed over her taut body: her inner thigh, over her hip, up onto the flat plain of her abs, finally to her gorgeous breasts. Her nipples were ready for the tweaking, so I obliged.

I want to be with you forever, I kept thinking. The others were great, but without Auralla, it had been… less.

She could also twist around and keep kissing me, which she did not long after. She was thrusting back at me in an undulating motion and was soon enveloped in sweat.

“You feel incredible,” she whispered. “I’m…”

An orgasm washed over her, left her trembling, and allowed me to pick up the thrusting.

“You… too,” I managed.

Then kissing, heat, thrusting, pleasure, sweat, and her fingertips brushing over me every time I withdrew before another slam forward. I lost myself in her scent, the taste of her magic, and…

…and some part of me realized she was glowing again. Her essence was gathering. It had been for some time.

The words came with it, familiar but now different.

You have joined in the flesh with Auralla of Sunspire. Will you take the power offered to you, advance your relationship to a higher level, or share further power with her?

What the hell?


11- Froles & Fracases

You have joined in the flesh with Auralla of Sunspire. Will you take the power offered to you, advance your relationship to a higher level, or share further power with her?

Three buttons now hovered in the air before me. The second option, Advance Your Relationship, was brand new and confusing. Just like the very first time we’d gone through this, there was no explanation.

I instinctively selected the second option, and not long after came intensely. Auralla had been keeping herself at the edge by frigging herself, and joined me in a dual climax that seemed to go on… and on. I was into it: eyes rolled back, trying to extra squeeze every spurt and over shudder every shake my body required of me.

Slumped back onto the bed, I almost didn’t notice until Dallinya’s breath fell onto my lips. She gave me a quick and very intense kiss, with all the tongue, then breathed, “That was so… wow. I want that every time, okay? Whenever you’re with anyone, does. Not. Matter. Who.”

I grinned into her lips.

“Goodnight,” she told me, and disappeared.

Auralla got a blanket and snuggled up, then promptly fell asleep. I could feel her sleep twitches against me, while I lay in stunned wonder over what the hell had happened.

The passion. She had missed me, I had missed her. That intensity had driven what happened now. Or her acceptance. Auralla was open-minded, which I knew because she’d done something forbidden, dangerous, and likely to backfire within minutes of me meeting her.

While she slept, I reviewed just what the hell had happened with the UI.

Auralla of Sunspire has given herself over to you, shared more of her soul. Your every action with her has been noble and well-intentioned, and she has realized this. This has enabled you to push your relationship into territories previously unknown.

I saw that we’d jumped to the final star of Bronze, if that was the magical hurdle one needed to jump in order to ‘give oneself over’ to another. I had no idea, honestly, though I was thrilled to have satisfied her. And apparently gain something very special.

So far, and I’d been watching closely, the Normal power hadn’t changed since I achieved Bronze. The Bronze power had been upgraded with each new star, which meant I’d just locked the Bronze ability in for good. I skipped over Normal and headed to Bronze.

Beastmaster’s Mark

*Passive ability*

*Silver tier, zero stars*

Bronze: Each morning, a beast you have befriended or personally killed will materialize as a magical summon. It has highly enhanced attributes compared to the typical beast of its type, but obeys you implicitly. You may experience the senses of this beast by concentrating, up to a range of 10 miles. If this beast is destroyed you will suffer one magical backlash injury, and may manifest another, different beast. Each one may be manifested only once per day.

Silver: You gain a unique skill: Call Forth. Once per day, all beasts of your tier or lower within a 500 yards of your location will flock toward you, attacking enemies and aiding allies for up to 10 minutes. Their attacks are enhanced by your tier. Should you personally kill any of these beasts, the effect ends immediately.

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

Okay, this would take a little time to process. My Relationship with Auralla had just jumped the final two plus stars in a heartbeat, and I could now create a sort of animal storm.

For a long time I just stared at the ceiling of the sleeper cabin, the wood grain of the shelving unit against the back wall, listening to Auralla’s soft snores. She had given herself over to me, wholly, again. She had risked powerlessness for a second time, trusting I wouldn’t betray that.

That show of deep faith was really something else. It made my chest ache to think she would go so far. It astonished me to consider that there was further to go. The tier list from the first meeting with the Domi went past gold to Platinum, Diamond, and then something like Legendary or Mythical… or both. And then further. Transcendent I thought.

What the hell would a Mythical relationship with Auralla even look like by then? Like… soulmates?

She felt so nice to be with all the time. Every glance, shifting movement, every laugh and grin. There wasn’t a single part of Auralla I thought could use any improvement.

This showed she either felt the same, or something similar. That brought with it reassurance, and no small amount of pride.

She was too trusting. I didn’t see myself as somebody worth idolizing like that. Shit, I’d slept with something like ten different women since coming to this world, in only a month. Up to like six in a twenty-four hour timespan.

But… for the millionth time, I had to reassure myself that exclusivity wasn’t a possibility. That path led to a quick and messy death for the both of us.

Also being exclusive wasn’t even something that was on Auralla’s radar. She had brought Avya to me, with the express intent of getting me laid. She had planned out exhibitionist activities to help win over Giskennen’s girls.

Okay. I’d probably lapse back into wondering what the hell Auralla saw in me again soon, but for now, I was okay with it. Now, back to the cool new powers.

So, the Bronze effect no longer stopped at a single creature per day. I could also grab out the shadow finnet once Jerry was felled in combat.

And that range!

I immediately called out to Jerry, who was seated outside, and told him to roam far afield, to see what he could learn about the territory further east. For a time I just closed my eyes and experienced the world through Jerry.

Soon though, I just fell asleep.
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When I woke, the first thing that happened was I had a choice of creatures to summon from the Beastmaster’s Mark. This usually meant me choosing Jerry over the shadow finnet, the lightning fast little cat looking thing that was real hard to find, let alone sneak up on.

Now I found a northern rockplate vedris and a hideous, mostly-adapted frole added to the list. Both were beasts, unlike the troll things I’d killed in the other dungeon, so that one hadn’t been added to the list.

And here was a thing: the actual Beastmaster’s Mark had a silvery sheen to it. It seemed to transform a little each time a new star was added, and now looked a bit like a snarling beast, only in tattoo form. I stared at it awhile, knowing that it was awesome… and also trouble.

The Governor was supposed to be the only one in the city who had the power of Silver tier. I didn’t know how the regular dominators ended up with silvery marks on their bodies, since they didn’t do it like I did with the sharing and the kind words and actions.

That mattered less than the perception of me once I returned to Surrek. So long as the people could see that mark and recognize silver tier, I would be a target by the Governor. He might just rule that I was too dangerous to allow to live, and order an all-out attack against me. I had to assume gifting women with powers was not allowed by their laws.

Shit. Well, I wasn’t in the city and that made it a problem for another day. For now I had to choose Jerry, the finnet, the hideous frole (never ever in a million years thanks), or the new stego-salamander with the explosive plates.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

The silver tier rockplate vedris was tempting. It was also surrounded by a thin silvery border, where the other three were bound in that reddish brown metallic color I was so familiar with.

Although I wanted to see the vedris and maybe ride that bastard of a beast, what we needed was stealth and speed. Stealth Jerry could do, but he was big and vulnerable. He wouldn’t do in tight dungeon confines. The shadow finnet was incredibly fast, and all black.

A moment later, for the first time ever, the shadow finnet leapt out of my chest, formed out of rainbow magic just for a moment before resolving into a sleek, black, six-legged little creature with huge ears and double tails. 

I bent down and scratched it under the chin. “You’re such a cutie,” I told it. Just like a cat, it rubbed the side of its face against me, and stared up at me with eyes more like an owl’s than a cat’s. It had that disk-shaped face that seemed to work like a satellite dish for sound waves. “You definitely need a name. I think… Janet. She was my favorite character on that heaven and hell show on Netflix. Janet the finnet.”

Two creatures, two J-names. Well, it was established. The next one would have to be Jason or Jim. Or Jehosephat.

Janet wasn’t covered in fur, but tiny spines angled backwards. I knew without knowing that these could be shot out a short distance if it was feeling threatened. They were lightly poisonous and caused dizziness.

I also knew without knowing that Janet’s Quick attribute was off the charts. It wasn’t an attacker, though it could claw the shit out of someone’s eyes if I ordered it to. It was almost totally Quick and Sly, with a bit more Clever and Attuned than its other, lower attributes. Fierce, Tough, and Charming were dump stats, sad to say. Nobody would be looking at this little patch of midnight and think ‘I should pet that!’

Except me.

“Evvie!” Avya trotted toward me. She skidded to a stop when she saw Janet. “Ooh, what’s that?”

“Avya, this is Janet.”

“Such a weird name.” But she shrugged and allowed Janet to headbutt her legs. Then Janet bounded off and disappeared into the dungeon at my mental command. “Bye Janet!” she called.

“Hopefully Janet can establish a map for us before a frole gets her.”

Avya nodded. “The faster we get this done the better.”

I’d now been away from Surrek for two whole days, and a vague sense of unease came with that. I hoped this would be the only dungeon necessary to clear before Sunspire set down roots right here and I could wash my hands of the whole deal forever.

I knew there was no chance of that happening, but here was me hoping.

We ate in silence, packed up gear, got out all the magical accoutrements from the last dungeon delve, and heroically cracked our knuckles. The magic items included goggles for dark sight, a circlet for a minor buff in Clever, boots of quietness, gloves for a minor buff in Quick, and a belt containing several very useful potions.

This time there was no chance a spear-wielding Vintra was down there to ambush me, so I confidently marched down into a friggin’ hole in the ground, weapon at the ready. And wonder of wonders, I didn’t get skewered through the back by a flaming spear, and have to face my number one rival in the whole damn city.

You have entered a low 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 and more powerful monsters will become.

I was still in the formulation-of-a-plan stage of thinking things through. The Sylph’s Mark was probably the last tool I might need to deal with the Spice harem, and take down Vintra’s surly son.

This dungeon was nothing like the one I’d encountered during the raids. First off, it had the feel of an ancient and abandoned cellar, with mossy brickwork forming barrel arches overhead. The passage was wide, more than ten feet, and lit by patches of glowing fungus. The stuff grew everywhere, turning the whole place into a spooky bluish tomb.

Lucky for me, I could now see through Janet’s eyes, to where several froles were trying to chase her around a large room containing an ancient fountain. It looked like a bathhouse for a long-dead civilization.

Auralla, Dallinya, Avya, and Zati came through at the same time, weapons at the ready. I wasted no time in getting the ice shields ready, a little sad this place didn’t have abundant water to make them triple-sized, and the aura for mana regeneration going.

The froles didn’t waste any time in attacking. Dallinya had one through the head with a fire spear before any of us could really react.

“Just like we talked about!” Auralla snarled.

We rotated out when possible, and took the beasts in turn. Avya went next, and while both Dallinya and Auralla seemed uncomfortable with this, Avya staggered a group of four of them with an empathy blast. All four shrank back against the weight of terror they felt, then had the rest of us spear them, or hack them apart with a huge friggin axe.

Next it was Zati’s turn to take point, and after that it was Auralla and Truffy. The problem so far, as I took point and slammed several ice shields into the next frole, was the overuse of spears. Zati, Dallinya and Auralla all had impalers, while Avya and I had slicers.

It was working, but the froles were adapting quickly. Already they sported thicker hides and much tougher face armor, for lack of a better term. Bony ridges were developing that made frontal spearing impossible. Their undersides were thicker as well, so when one of us shield-blocked and the other speared it from beneath, not even that killed it.

Several scratches and healing spells later, we took a little break and just sat against the dungeon walls, squishing luminescent mushrooms onto ourselves.

On my next round I used a water ball from Aquamancer’s Mark. I tried to slap the whole thing together around the creature’s head and hold it there. It didn’t work. I didn’t have great control and couldn’t figure out a way to stop the water ball from exploding on contact. On the other hand, the frole did end up poisoned, and quickly died of cephellian toxin.

We made our way through the rooms Janet had already explored. The little shadow finnet had managed to evade all the froles. The little black beauty was fast enough to run up the walls, leap distances, and had already blasted several froles with toxic spines before they got face plating. Several were half dead in the attempt to take out a teensy little cat creature.

She’d done a hell of a job drawing aggro by sprinting around, with over a dozen beasties on her tail.

“I have an idea,” I said. “Get ready for a bunch at once.”

“What?” Zati cried.

“Bring it on!” Avya shouted.

“More at once means they’ll adapt less,” I said hopefully, and threw on another instance of ice shields.

Janet appeared a minute later, followed by the snarling, long-legged, face-armored, toughened creatures with the long rasping tongues studded with little spines. The first one leapt forward and snapped at Janet, only to have Avya sidestep its sliding roll and cut it in half with a two handed swing.

Dallinya stepped up and her face went briefly dragon scaly. Her eyes flashed with that deep knowledge of millennia, and also blazing yellow. She was chanting something under her breath and waving her flaming javelin in the air in a circular motion, with her other hand swirling the other way. Red flames turned bright orange, and then bright yellow.

“Get back!” I shouted, and yanked Avya from beneath Dallinya. Already several of the ice shields were spraying droplets of water in every direction as they orbited my body, and the passageway erupted in baking heat. We retreated down the tunnel just before the fire tornado.

Yes, the fucking tornado made entirely of fire.

A blazing cone of flames erupted from the end of the javelin, with its bottom point fixed on Dallinya’s javelin and the big swirly part engulfing the froles. Two of the beasts managed to sprint past the effect, but the other twelve or more weren’t lucky.

It wasn’t possible to see them as my eyes were watering, and I had to spring into action against the last two, but I used every swear word at my disposal, and I’m a fucking. Trucker.

The other froles were quickly cut to ribbons, but not before one of them latched onto Zati’s tail and savaged it. Once it was dead, and once healing magic was applied, we took a short rest.

“How far are we into the dungeon?” Avya asked.

“And more importantly, were we able to locate the boss’s lair?” Auralla asked.

“Janet wasn’t able to map the whole thing, obviously. We followed her on the loop around to the left and back. Most of the rooms are the same, but there’s a sort of fountain room. Looks like a bathhouse main room, perhaps.”

“I say we head for that,” Dallinya suggested, and the Sunspire girls agreed. Zati peered at them, uncertain, and looked at me once I stood.

“Question for me?” I asked her.

“Is… are… what is your final word, Mm… Evan?”

I wasn’t sure what she meant at first, but realization dawned: she thought they all needed my permission. She had been about to call me Master. It was a fair question, honestly: she hadn’t been involved in many of the planning meetings with Hellera and the others. Secondly, I could usually be found shouting out obvious things the girls already knew how to do, like I’d just invented acting quickly in dangerous situations.

I shrugged and gestured over towards the other three. “Three out of five already voted, and that’s a majority. I don’t get extra votes.”

“He tried that before,” Avya said, “One extra for each of the balls.”

“That did not happen at all,” I stressed to Zati.

“We threatened to relieve him of his extra votes,” Dallinya said, perfectly serious. “He gave in. Now he only gets one vote, but he always tries to weasel extra votes by promising to share essence in new and interesting ways.”

“Why would we just make things up like that?” Avya asked, and fluttered her eyelashes. “What reason would we have?”

Zati appeared skeptical, at least. Thank fuck for that.

I did a little facepalm. “Don’t lie to the new girl!”

“He’s right… we didn’t threaten to cut it off. No, we countered with a plan to add each of the girls to the vote tally,” Dallinya said, and hefted each of her breasts.

“Oh yeah,” Avya said, and lifted her own breasts to peer down at them. She bounced one and then the other up and down. “I forgot about the girls. I wish they didn’t always vote against each other though.”


12- Limitless

Awhole lot of questioning glances passed between Zati and the others, until Auralla couldn’t help it anymore and burst out laughing, holding her sides. She was glowing in several places from smooshed fungus, and when she went to wipe the tears from her face, froze and gasped. Then she made a very un-silly noise that sounded very wrong, like dry heaving from the very bottom of her soul.

“Aura?” Avya asked tremulously.

All the good feeling between us fled the room. Several long moments passed with us staring at a startled Auralla. The blood was rapidly draining from her face, and her eye had gone a queer yellow color from the stuff smeared there.

“Is this part of the joke?” Zati asked curiously.

Her entire body jerked. Pure, freezing terror surged through my body.

“The acting is very good,” I heard Zati say, but everyone was already in motion.

A moment later, when Auralla convulsed again, half her face was swollen and red, starting from one eye that was totally swollen shut.

She was going to fucking die less than a day after giving her soul to me.

I slapped the Mender’s Mark on her, and cooling blue-white magic flowed down my arm from the actual mark and into Auralla’s body. It wasn’t dissimilar in color to the fungus itself, a macabre thought that wormed its way into my brain.

This happened just before she coughed up a load of whitish foam and jerked several more times. Her one visible eye rolled back in her skull and she shook, and shook.

Avya burst into tears, and her abject terror washed over us. I threw on the newest spell I’d gotten, Steel-Willed, and immediately the fear fled.

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: Activate to grant allies around you a moderate resistance to debuff effects targeting the mind or emotions, empathic manipulation, and mental attacks. 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.

“Dallinya, keep any of those things away from us. Zati, hold her hands and feet. And whatever you do, keep that fungus away from your eyes, nose and mouth. Avya, stop broadcasting!”

The swelling was receding a bit, but Auralla shuddered again. I drew up a short sword out of the storage coin, ripped it out of the leather scabbard, and shoved it into her mouth. The naga had already wound her hands into the long and powerful snake tail, and was holding Auralla’s feet, staring in horror at me.

“Come on, baby,” I told her, and threw on another healing spell. “Come on, come back to me, okay? We need you. I need you.”

Then I got under Auralla’s head and laid it on my legs, holding her head steady and pointed to the side in case she vomited.

I leaned in close. “You can’t die,” I breathed, barely audible. “I want you to be with me forever.”

“Give her another one,” Zati said, and I did.

More soothing magic went into her, and this time when she shuddered several times in a row, they were less severe. The swelling hadn’t worsened.

Then I remembered I had cleansing potions! To be fair I had fifteen tons of stuff embedded in the copper coin’s storage space, wherever that was, so it was a lot like peering into your computer’s Downloads folder and going… ‘shit.’

The last healing spell seemed to do it. She finally spit out the scabbard and groaned. Her face was blotchy, like so blotchy it seemed like an entirely new and horrible condition. Still, I got one of the cleansing potions out and popped the cork.

“Uuhhhhh,” she groaned miserably.

“Aura?”

Her face twitched into an awful smile, the kind you give people when you want to reassure them but you feel like absolute ass. I was about to bend close and give her a kiss, but thought better of it. She needed a thorough cleansing of whatever that fungus was.

She also turned and vomited so much she tore her feet free of Zati’s grasp and curled up into the fetal position.

Good thing I wasn’t kissing her at the time.
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Even after I tipped the cleansing potion into her mouth and she swallowed hopefully enough of it (choking and sputtering led some of it to leak onto my legs), she continued shuddering for almost ten minutes. During which time Avya and Dallinya had to kill another two super froles.

I hadn’t provided an antidote for whatever toxin she’d gotten into her eye until far too late, but I had healed her body from tearing itself apart, so she’d had the strength to combat the toxin. Now… I wasn’t sure how cleansing potions worked. My only experience was with Auralla mixing some foul antidote.

We got moving after another half hour. Auralla was quiet; the rest of us were shocked and horrified by just how fast the mushroom had messed her up, and no amount of spell effect from Steel-willed would dispel our actual emotions.

I stood. “I’m ending this, okay? Stay here.”

“What?” Zati asked.

“Evan!” Dallinya shouted.

I didn’t respond, boiling with fury. Instead I raked several of the shrooms off the walls and squeezed them into my hands. Then I grabbed several more, and set off to where the bathhouse room was.

“What are you doing?” I heard from far off, and possibly even a weak cry from Auralla, though I could’ve been imagining it. I was going at full speed, which was quite a lot faster than I’d ever run in my life. Even when I played soccer with my high school buddies, or football, I was never the fastest.

Well this was what multiple stars into Bronze tier got you. I still wasn’t the fastest being on the planet, but I had a significant head start over the rest of them. Dallinya and Avya would keep the froles off Auralla. And Zati, who was a badass.

I willed Janet the finnet to come with me, and she bolted to join me on my wild sprint. Hallways gave way to turns, frightened froles who were just chilling around the place. They barked in a decidedly not pug-like way and went to chase me, but I was faster.

On the way, I re-upped the Archivist’s Mark aura, then followed with a quick ice shield. Then I took the form of the Red Dragon, which added a good eight inches to my height, muscle mass, and a coating of red scales.

Finally I slid into the bathhouse room, and as expected the doors leading out began to slam closed, one after another. One frole was squished to death by the suddenly falling door, but none of the others made their way in. The same message as before popped up into view.

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!

And… silence.

Nothing.

Nothing and silence for over a full minute, and me heaving deep breaths. I was so tense that when Janet jumped onto the edge of the central fountain, I nearly jumped out of my friggin skin.

“What the f—“ I started.

The room was enormous, absolutely mammoth. It ran maybe eighty or a hundred feet in all directions, with a number of large pools set into the floor. They were ringed with bench spaces, but hadn’t seen water in centuries.

And then, out of the center of the fountain, came a tiny sound. I stalked toward the low, raised wall, ignoring the faded and somehow weathered relief sculpture that ran all along its length. In the middle of the fountain, an ancient, pitted, and broken blossoming flower looked like it would’ve made a very interesting water feature, if water had flowed through it in this millennium.

Down there, huddled against the base of this fountain, was the cutest little creature I’d ever seen.

“Got to be kidding me,” I mumbled to myself.
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It took identifying the creature for me to believe it.

Limitless Subterranean Frole

Adaptive beast, Silver tier

Stats and qualities are unknown. Increase your Monster Lore skill to learn more about monsters of Ethetria. 

That thing… which had to be eighty percent puppy dog eyes, was the final boss of this dungeon. The rest of it was lolling tongue and strokable fur. No razor sharp talons, no venom dripping from fangs because no fangs. No silvery magic emanating from within it.

I almost didn’t believe it, until like a very powerful and deadly rabbit from my childhood of watching old movies, it launched itself onto my face.

“It is the rabbit!” I screamed, and went to tear it off my face.

It wasn’t a rabbit.

It also wasn’t a joke. The thing started biting for three injuries, then bit again for three more. All my favorite parts of my face were under assault.

I hit up Sylph’s Mark for the first time ever, and suddenly the tiny nightmare dropped to the ground and whirled. Now its eyes were filled with rage, and it went to jump at me again, but I was now nothing more than mist. Its claws weren’t able to get at me… yet.

I knew it was going to adapt to zap me or claw at my ghostly form soon, and my mana was running dry, so I had to man the fuck up and kill the cutest creature I’d ever seen.

I drifted down and dodged aside when it flew by this time, humming with magic. I was correct.

This time when I came out of the mist form, I dove towards the thing and clamped my hands on its face.

“Eat this you little piece of sh—“ It did, chomping down on my hand and delivering three injuries plus a toxin.

You’ve been poisoned! White deathcap has inflicted deathcap’s instantaneous demise.

Shit. Shit shit shit.

I staggered away from the little bastard already feeling the effects. Injuries were coming in hot and fast. My spine felt as though it desperately needed to lash itself like a whip.

I touched off Mender’s Mark right away, then fished a cleansing potion out of the storage coin, but dropped it before the inventory could appear. Another Mender’s Mark then, while I cramped up and dropped to my knees after the storage coin. One more Mender’s Mark? Oh yes, yes I think so. My lungs felt as though they were filling with liquid.

My whole body bucked, and the icons for all my spells blurred out and began spinning. I focused on the copper coin, staring at only it, while my body shivered and shuddered.

My thumb touched it, and the inventory popped up. I thought the cleansing potions were transparent with a hint of pinkish, while the HP ones were red. Whatever, I got out the transparent pinkish one and drank it down while I still could. Then I fell down and my body whipped itself back and forth. I thought my stomach was going to come rocketing out of my mouth.

Then it calmed. A notification from the UI informed me that the cleansing potion had undone the effects of the deathcap’s instantaneous demise. Thank the gods for the ability of magic to counteract what would’ve been a quick and awful death.

What I saw when that happened was as bizarre as it was satisfying. The creature was dying, the same as I had been, it’s tiny little form writhing in agony, only it was also growing and changing.

All its fur fell off, and when it snapped around in a second convulsion, wings sprouted out of its body, complete with feathers in a multitude of colors. Its little fangs grew, its mouth elongated, and then they fell out to be replaced by serrated shark’s teeth. It grew in length, it grew extra arms, it became blobby and thick with heavy flesh, that flesh contracted into scales. Later it shrank again and writhed even faster than before with six legs, eight legs, ten legs. Meanwhile fish scales came into being and fell out. Noxious spines grew out of it, several fired in random directions, and then they too fell out.

It foamed at the mouth, stared in every possible direction with various numbers of eyes, and its health bar steadily declined the whole time. Green shrank down like a thermometer during a cold snap, only to have the red bar itself wither and fall away. The poison from the mushroom was relentless, and at long last, the little bastard died. By the time that happened, it was the size of a Volkswagen Beetle, had downward facing fangs like a sabertooth tiger, and eight thick stumpy legs, complete with turtle shell.

I had no idea how long I sat and stared at it like that, but I just about shit my pants when it gave a deep gurgle and lurched to its feet. It had adapted to the shroom toxin, and now it was going to squirt it directly into my eyes.

I whipped the last resort out of my inventory, my trusty pistol. It had traveled across the veil between worlds with me, and now I emptied the whole clip down its foam-filled throat. Then I breathed fire directly down its gullet for good measure, with my eyes squeezed shut so I was absolutely, totally, and completely safe from getting the deathcap toxin in me again.

As we all know, squeezing your eyes shut is just about as good as wearing a hazmat suit.

Congratulations! You have slain Limitless Subterranean Frole!

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 Clever attributes.

You have looted 80 silver coins, and 96 copper coins.

You have looted dungeon core.

The body began to vanish into magic, leaving behind a pile of silver and copper coins, along with a floating magic ball about the size of basketball.

Most importantly, before I went and stuck my dick into a magical sex toy bigger than a cantaloupe, was assigning myself a star. This was the number one bonus for overcoming the dungeon boss.

I was suddenly struck with the notion: had the girls who fought with me against the vurdok boss also gotten a free star in Bronze? None of them seemed aware of the game properties.

Yes, as I read through the descriptions attached to the little question mark, I came across the message explaining: if I didn’t assign the star, it would be automatically assigned for me.

My stats were looking pretty great right now. The non-stop combat with all the froles had gotten me even closer to Silver.

Attuned— Bronze*****

Clever— Bronze*****

Charming— Bronze****

Fierce— Bronze*****

Sly— Bronze***

Quick— Bronze*****

Tough— Bronze*****

The star went into Sly, giving me four. My earlier exuberance faded somewhat. I knew the last three stars of Sly and Charming wouldn’t come quickly.

On the other hand, Fierce, Tough, Quick and Attuned and shot up from all the fighting. Clever had also gained some experience and was nearing six stars.

I had to weigh the possibility that another dungeon would be fatal for one of the girls, or me, against grabbing a ton of XPs in my combat attributes and using the free star from killing the boss to shore up Sly and Charming.

In addition, Surrek hadn’t frozen in time. Whatever was happening there was happening without me. Had one of the Masters tried something incredibly stupid? Vintra’s kid seemed ready to jump headlong into the jaws of death to avenge his father. Had Hellera cracked and gone after Velleth? If that happened, people wouldn’t be seeing Evan and Velleth around town, because Velleth’s job was to project an illusion over Hellera or Quavallie and make the rounds, be seen, and ensure the other Masters didn’t get any funny ideas. Plus, I wasn’t on hand to restock Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities with my weird earth shit. No scoops of ice cream for ten silver coins a pop (or twenty for the Governor, hehe).

I was now in charge of three districts, and that also meant I needed to be a part of the Governor’s small council. This was only comprised of nine of us Bronze Masters, and took place shortly after the grand council meeting in roughly twelve days. Mostly, three districts meant a whole lot more chinks in the armor that other Masters could exploit.

There were so many moving parts. I needed solutions for at least some of these problems or I was going to get somebody killed. Right now, nobody was expendable to me.

For now though, the dungeon core. It dealt with the most immediate problem of dungeon safety.

“You fucking beaut, you,” I hissed, and grabbed onto it. This one hadn’t been nearly as bad as the vurdok dungeon. I knew that because dozens of raider mages had fed a stream of mana into the dungeon and forced it to grow to a rather huge size. By comparison, the frole dungeon was tiny.

Also, the description read ‘uncommon’ rather than ‘legendary’.

Dungeon Core: Adaptive Beast

Essence, uncommon, magical

Abilities: This core represents the magical potential to spread a dungeon with a random adaptive beast 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.

Just as before, a host of UI screens, tabs and interfaces popped up into my vision. Touching the core allowed me to take control of everything within it. I quickly snuffed out all the froles remaining, and their spawn points, and ignored the warning telling me that randomly generated loot and secret additions would likewise vanish if the difficulty was removed from the dungeon.

Not with what had happened to Auralla. I deleted the remaining creatures with extreme prejudice, raised the walls leading out of here, and made my wobbly way back to the girls.


13- We All Knew That, Right?

Ifound them still tending to Auralla.

“Well that was terrible,” I told them.

Avya shot up off the floor and started kicking me in the shins. “Don’t you ever! Ever! Do that again,” she snarled.

Zati peered up from a weak, sweaty and blotchy-faced Auralla, with Dallinya keeping watch. The naga appeared horrified to have misunderstood Auralla’s poisoning before. She held tight to my sweet OG, now completely serious again. A puddle of puke sat on the floor in front of Auralla’s face, and her lips were drained of color.

Once Avya settled down and just stared daggers at me from next to Auralla, we had ourselves a quick story swap. This involved Avya and Dallinya narrating the tale of massacring another couple of froles. The second chapter involved a half dozen more appearing, whereupon Dallinya prepared another cone of fire. Except all of them had just vanished all at once before she roasted the lot of them.

Auralla didn’t want to be carried, but I’d gotten that cleansing potion in her so late in the game that she could barely walk. The big romantic carry it was. While I held her under the legs and shoulders, she looped one arm around my neck and settled her head into the crook of my shoulder.

I let the girls go on ahead, enjoying the intimacy of it even while feeling guilty for not using the cleansing potion sooner.

“I could have lost you,” I murmured, and kissed her still-blotchy forehead.

“You didn’t,” she responded, looking up at me with a weary smile. “So… what’s that you said about wanting to be with me forever?”

I hadn’t been sure if she’d heard that. A big pit opened up in my guts. How did you tell a woman that you loved her but still needed to have sex with almost a dozen other women? I was suddenly sure I would fuck this up, but after a deep breath, it all came out in a rush.

“I love… talking… to you. And, I love… being with you. Just when you’re around, it’s the best. You tuck your hair back behind your ear, you look at me like… with your eyes. Ha! How else would you look at me? But your expression, when you… anyway. I love, uh, sharing essence with you. On earth we call it making love.”

We also called it fucking, and the horizontal mambo, and a slew of other less savory things.

And PS, Auralla, I love you, I couldn’t force my mouth to say. There was too much. Between the other women, and the fear of rejection, I could only ease right up to the edge of saying the words.

“So, yeah, I love making love to you. And your cooking. I mean I don’t love making love to your cooking, but your cooking is amazing and I’m still shit at it, so I love eating your cooking.” And eating you, I nearly said. Some men have filters, and mine is usually garbage, but I caught this one.

She reached a weak hand up and brought my face down to hers for a kiss that was half laughter, half passion.

“You had better not make love to my cooking,” she told me. “And burn your…”

“Dick,” I said.

She laughed again. “That’s not an attractive word. Just no dick in the stew.” More silent laughter, or her body was shuddering.

“I promise. I just… want to have you with me. By my side.”

So the first thing we needed to do was not have her die.

“I’d like that,” She said softly. Then a sharp edge came over her face and hardened into a stony expression. “I won’t take the brand. If you want me to stay in Surrek, it has to be without the brand.”

And based on the determination I saw plainly written in her eyes, I knew that there was no convincing her. My first thought was a mewling but the church can erase the brand any time I pay the money! Which I shoved aside. Win for the filter.

The finality in her voice and even the magic inside her told me no. She wouldn’t take the brand with the promise of having it removed in the future. She wouldn’t be anybody’s slave and that was final.

“You wouldn’t be able…” I trailed off. She wouldn’t be able to go anywhere outside my house (admittedly three big ass houses in three districts, but whatever) without being on my arm. I would have to escort her anywhere, and it wouldn’t take long before this was noticed, and other Masters started demanding I give her the brand.

Fuck it.

Courage I felt but couldn’t act on came flooding out of my fool mouth. “I’ll take the Governor down. I’ll take the city. Then there won’t be any branding when the city is mine.”

And that was a hell of a statement. I wanted to go right on saying there won’t be any slavery when the city is mine. I’ll just abolish it! But sense finally caught up and snapped my mouth closed. How in the hell could I accomplish that?

Auralla and I stared at each other for a long time, long enough that we reached the stairs leading out of the dungeon.

“I believe you,” she whispered, and kissed me again.

This one I poured all of my emotion into. I was holding her in my arms effortlessly, having just murdered a dungeon boss on my own and professed my love for her.

Nearly.

I kissed her like lovers do, deep and with all the longing I’d been feeling over the course of the last three weeks without her.

The dungeon collapsed while we were kissing, with her fingers in my hair and her tongue dancing together with mine. She moaned into my mouth, while behind us the glowing shrooms and the vaulted brick archways and the derelict bathhouse crumbled into nothing.

What didn’t happen was us falling into a new hole. What happened instead was the whole space filled in with plain old soil and whatnot.

Around our kiss, she murmured, “You want to share essence right now, don’t you?” After what had happened last night, um, yes!

“I don’t want to lie,” I told her. “You’re literally the most beautiful woman I’ve ever been with.”

I could not keep the Governess from entering my mind at that very moment, damn her and damn my brain. No real idea what made the black panther lady so alluring, but she occupied real estate in my brain and wasn’t paying rent.

“And yes, I literally always want to share essence. It’s a big part of my culture back on earth. With you, with them, hell, I could find a tree with a hole at the right height and think hrm. Could I bang that?”

Auralla laughed, but there was pain in it.

“It’s fine,” I told her. “You’ve had a lot to deal with. I understand you’re not… ready.”

More kissing followed, while she nodded sadly. “Do you want me to call Avya over here? It’s the only thing she’s been talking about since we left the city.”

“Seriously?”

“Yes and no. It’s like she had a whole chunk of her life missing before you got in her. Whenever we’re alone and nobody can overhear, she talks about essence sharing and makes this face.” She put her balled fists against the sides of her face, then made her eyes really huge and adopted a vacant expression. She reminded me of so many anime characters… or hentai characters. Aura’s impression though…

I laughed so hard I nearly dropped her.
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I was tempted to dismiss Janet and try to manifest the northern rock plate vedris just to see what would happen, but instead I had Janet blitz the hell out of there and go exploring for more monsters, or better yet, the next dungeon.

It was barely noon, and we had nothing to do until we had a new objective. Auralla took a nap in the truck, while the other three sat around the newly-made fire and watched the flames.

“Ugh,” I said.

“What’s on your mind, Evvie?” Avya asked. “Aura?”

“Yes and no. I think Aura’s going to recover soon. She’s a fighter.”

Avya nodded, troubled and defiant.

“There’s a lot going on in the city. We’ve been away for more than two days, and it’s just Shennalil, Quavallie, Hellera… and Velleth.”

“Do you wish to speak with them?” Zati asked.

All three of us stared at her. She blinked and sat up straight, like someone was about to give her a test she wasn’t prepared for.

Finally, she said, “What?”

“There’s… no way to speak with them. From here,” I said. “Which we all knew. We all knew that, right?”

Avya and Dallinya nodded.

“Oh!” Zati said. “Ah, yes, well. I believe it should be possible. Easy actually. Not simple, oh no, but feasible now that I have the way of it worked out.”

“How?” Dallinya asked.

Zati went into magic speak. It was like hearing someone attempt to explain blockchain and NFTs to me at the bar. Not only was I tipsy, they were speaking a completely other language. Sure some of the words sounded similar, and the syntax was mostly the same, but a whole lot was just… unintelligible. ‘Ley nexus’ and ‘quintessence bundles’ were just two of those that made zero sense coming out of Zati.

Avya waved her hands in front of her head. “Never mind! You can do it?”

“I believe so.”

“Now?”

Zati nodded, then regarded me. “Are you certain of the whereabouts of Velleth and the others at this moment? What might they be doing presently?”

I blinked several times. Without Surrek’s bell chiming out the hours, I had no real idea of what time it was. 

“They should be… at the market. I think. At least Velleth.”

“Keep the market fixed firmly in your mind,” Zati said, and began weaving her hands through the air.

This is going to sound silly: I’d never seen anyone do magic before. Oh, sure, I’d done magic through the multiple tattoo things. I’d seen other marks used to create all sorts of awesome effects. Manifest friggin dinosaurs, for one. I was holding magical items and oversaw the creation of magic items.

But too much had been on my mind to actually sit down and see the spell casting or manaweaving or whatever to make the magic items. I just left the hedge mages to their jobs. After all, they didn’t want to share their secrets and I didn’t want to push.

I also had a few other things to do: lift the district out of poverty for the lives of the people there, ensure the girls were safe, open a shop and make enough coin to pay people for the things I was asking them to do, make enough coin to feed everyone in my house, which included two entire families of six each.

Events kept pushing my focus away from learning magic: trying to handle the Governor spying on me, trying to win over a terrified Shennalil without breaking her mind completely, Velleth getting captured, getting accused of trying to murder a guy when he only suffered a slashed throat, a dungeon opening up in the streets, and then inheriting two new districts at once. Oh, and a house full of gorgeous women who had never felt sexual pleasure before in their lives and were now hooked on the feeling.

I had a couple of things on my plate, and while I knew learning magic should’ve been further up there, it just never came up.

Streamers of magic began coalescing around Zati’s hands while she worked, chanting in a language I should’ve understood. The process was lengthy, and involved sketching out a magical diagram in the air from the magic she was pulling in. Other magic was being drawn from the center of her body, right behind her belly button. That light, shifting in color and pulsing with her heartbeat, was flowing up into each hand, to where she was drawing a ritual circle.

Zati’s magic had a distinctive smell, like the others. I hadn’t gotten a chance to smell or taste Zati’s magic due to the wildly passionate circumstances of our first session, but now the air was thick with it. I don’t know how to describe wisdom as a smell. Fresh ink on old parchment? The dusty smell of a library, but coursing with life? Anyway Zati’s particular magic smelled like knowledge put to good use.

Attuned is such a strange attribute.

Oddly enough, my auto-translate ability didn’t work this time, although the UI was helpful.

Your cohort member Zati Dellendri is using her ability, Archivist’s Transfiguration, to alter the specifics of Drifter’s Mark. The following adjustments have been made to the Normal tier ability:

*Increased effect to scrying window [from personal]

*Bound effect to world: Ethetria [from world: Earth]

*Increased range to known location [from line of sight]

This effect will cost 6x the usual mana requirement, from minimal mana per minute to extremely high mana per minute.

“Give her a mana potion in a minute,” I told them, and brought one out of the copper coin storage. “This is going to drain her real fast.”

The window sprang into being quickly. One second I was looking at a swirling magic diagram, and the next I saw the startled face of Yann, the gnomish shopkeeper who ran the day to day operations of Evans Pawn & Curiosities Shop.

I didn’t like the name. It needed changing. Not now though.

“What in the devil—“

“Yann, have I already come into the shop today? Or any of the girls?”

“Uhh…”

“Focus, Yann, it’s me. Where am I aside from this floating hole?”

“The… office.”

“Go get me or whoever is in there, and be quick about it. Now!”

He scurried off, holding his hat against his head so it wouldn’t flutter off. In the meantime, I took stock of the stock. As I suspected, even with bringing items over from earth as fast as I could manage, we’d sold out of a lot. Comic books were a hit, no surprise there, even though no one could read them. They liked the pictures and speculating about the magic powers that superheroes had.

Those had sold out, and had been replaced by bracelets of different types: beautification bracelets, stamina bracelets, bracelets to keep your mind sharp, and more. Each one was just over a single gold coin. That was pretty good, though not cheap enough. Maybe the petty Masters could save up for them, but if they weren’t more affordable for the regular people, that wouldn’t do.

However, and this was not cool at all, there were empty shelves.

Velleth came rushing out of the office and up to Zati’s magic window. She goggled at it for a moment before reaching out. Instinctively, I also reached up to touch her hand.

A pale and sweating Zati hissed, literally hissed. “Don’t.”

“We don’t have a lot of time. This magic is difficult for Zati.”

“M-master!” she blurted. “When will you…? Where are you now?”

I skipped past the point where she called me Master. “I’m just calling from… the garden.” I told her. Yann could hear, and I couldn’t see if there were any customers. She’d almost slipped up and told everyone I wasn’t in the city.

“I need to know how things are going. Quickly.” Dallinya was already tipping a potion into Zati’s mouth, while she held the spell with glowing hands.

“There is a problem, Mm… Evan. Mage District reported an infestation. Mana gluttons.”

I checked over the UI for Mage District and saw that Happiness and Wealth had both fallen from a very healthy green down into yellow, just above halfway.

The little alert beside Wealth, when I clicked on it mentally, told me that mana gluttons were a scourge found in mana rich areas, which drained the overall level of magic. They sucked up free floating magic, which Mage District had plenty of, and transformed into these awful insects called Mageslayers. Which obviously were a danger to anywhere with Mage in the name.

This, finally, had to be T’charrk at work. The hummingbird-headed Master living right next door to me wasn’t thrilled that I’d risen up in the ranks so fast, wasn’t happy about me selling all my earth junk and cheap magic items. Obviously he’d congratulated me to my face two weeks ago when I took over Mage from the dead dwarf Master, but the girls had warned me about him as soon as we arrived. He wanted to even things out a bit, take me off at the knees.

There was also the issue of outstanding debts for magic items various other Masters had bought but never paid for, out of Ink District. There were two names left on that list, so it could’ve been either of them.

I swore in a long string of trucker filth, mentally, and pushed all of this aside.

“All the regular training is canceled,” I told her. “You need to visit Ferrok and hire those five petty Masters again to sweep through and kill all the mana gluttons. You and Hellera will deal with it. It looks like those things are impervious to a lot of spells, so Quavallie can’t help. Shennalil can still heal though.”

She was nodding.

“Next, I need you to look into—”

The window winked out of existence.

I leapt to my feet and roared in fury. I couldn’t influence what happened in Surrek now. There was nothing I could do, short of abandon the Sunspire villagers and deal with all of this personally.

The roar transformed into a screaming swearing rant. “Ass fucking cunt nugget mother fuckers think their slimy ass twat waffle assfuckery can derail my fucking plans?”

Avya leapt to her feet and echoed me, throwing her chest out, hands balled into fists, cursing to the sky. “Cunt nuggets! Twat waffles! Mother fuckers!” I stared at her, and she stared right back. Then she grinned. “That did feel good.”

I let out a strained laugh. Okay, fine, I was being ridiculous. I just couldn’t stand these setbacks. Now it was time to choose.

Anchor Sunspire here, or do battle with the Masters and their underhanded bullshit in Surrek.


14- To Study the Results

We had a bit of a sit down after the realization that Zati could open up scrying windows allowing us to see and talk with anyone anywhere. It just cost a lot of mana.

It was time to see what an Archivist really was all about. I pulled up the cohort menu, which gave me stats on each of the four lovely ladies in my company. Previously I’d been a bit reluctant to do this, because it felt like going through their diaries. It was proper to respect their privacy, even members of my team who were willing to have sex with me in front of others as a plan to win them over.

Twisted logic, I know, but it was what I was going from. My whole worldview was having to adapt lightning fast to constantly changing circumstances, and I was making everything up as I went along.

Zati Dellendri

Archivist

Bronze tier

Attuned— Bronze***

Clever— Bronze*****

Charming— Bronze (no stars)

Fierce— Bronze*****

Sly— Bronze*

Quick— Bronze**

Tough— Bronze***

Inherent Abilities: Envenomed, Slithering, Female, Archivist’s Training*

Special Abilities: Archivist’s Transfiguration, Archivist’s spellbook, Drifter’s Mark

I thought it was probably best to start with Archivist’s Training, because things with special asterisks, little crosses, and hashtags in books had always meant footnotes, and footnotes were my jam.

You have chosen to allow Archivist’s Training to override one of your inherent abilities. It grants the following abilities: Eidetic Memory, Spellcasting, All Knowledge, Archivist’s Lore.

Eidetic Memory: your recall is near perfection. You may make a Knowledge (Clever) check and sacrifice a specific memory for increased memory function for five minutes. The sacrificed memory is lost forever.

Spellcasting: You may channel the forces of mana through rigorous study and practice. Spells taught to you have double the chance of being retained forever.

All Knowledge: You are able to synthesize knowledge more completely, as an enmeshed weave. You have no need of specific knowledge skills.

Archivist’s Lore: The full mass of history and knowledge from the Archivists has been implanted within your mind. It can be accessed with a simple Knowledge (Clever) check.

Zati had given up one of her basic powers in order to get four new abilities specific to keeping history. None of the abilities seemed weak. I had several knowledge skills already, and would love to just level up a single one rather than all of them. I had no idea what the full extent of the Archivist’s Lore might be, but it was most likely the equivalent of all of Wikipedia uploaded into her head. And spellcasting. Wow!

From there, I checked over her Special Abilities, keen to get a look at the spellbook. I noted that she had eight spells already learned: Arcane Blast, Spellshield, Bladeshield, Scry, Reveal, True Sight, Easy Ascent, and Compel Truth.

I could’ve easily gone on there, and read through all the spells, but I was feeling the weight of Zati’s gaze on me. No stars of Charming suddenly felt intentional, like the fewer stars she had, the more intimidating she seemed. This wasn’t true, and I didn’t need to go further. The Transfiguration power allowed her to change up the Drifter’s Mark, and any of these eight spells, but it took time and increased the mana by a lot.

Zati was studying me in a way that told me she knew exactly what I was doing.

“I… I… sorry,” I told her.

“Why would you feel the need to apologize?” she asked.

Yeah, why would I feel the need to apologize for snooping around a person’s capabilities and limits without asking?

“Where I come from it’s impolite to go looking through someone’s personal effects. Which I shouldn’t have done, so, apologies. My curiosity got the better of me.”

She just smiled. “My curiosity often gets the better of me, Master Evan.”

“Do you have a way of finding the next nearest dungeon?” I asked. I knew she had a lot of spells for locating things, but I hadn’t been able to read through all of them.

“I will see what I can do. It may take some time, so…” Continue to enjoy our reunion, her raised eyebrow said.

“Do you need any help?” Dallinya asked.

Zati smiled an apology. “Your cute tail would only distract me, unfortunately.”
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We ended up all napping together in the cab, while Zati got to work. Auralla was still recovering from the effects of the mushroom. I was as well, because Avya sidled over to see about a rematch versus my mighty conquering tool, but I could barely sit up. Dallinya helped me to the truck, then guarded Zati while she produced paper and writing implements from the storage device to get to work.

I didn’t even take the time to show off the dungeon core or see what delusion I’d have if I took the time to stick my dick in it. The very idea of sharing essence with a magic orb was still laughable to me. However, there was a good chance if I did the other things, I could end up with an amazing magic item.

On the other hand… I’d forgotten about the crystal helm from the two-headed giant boss when suiting up for this dungeon.

I ended up sleeping with my feet propped up on the dash, Auralla in the bed, and Avya doing her sword forms outside.

I usually dreamed about sex, weirdly. Almost every vivid dream I had ended up with me soaring through the sky, tangled up with Shennalil. Laughing and thrusting, kissing and cooing. Mile high club, just without the plane.

Other ones involved walking out onto the savannah and finding Auralla there on a picnic blanket, ready to watch the sunset and enjoy some leisurely lovemaking. Or Quavallie inviting me down into the deep to have languid, flowing, underwater sex while surrounded by sharks and whales and laughing dolphins.

I had one where Avya and I forced me inside her while on top of one of those giant magic buffalos. Her loud cries would spook the thing, and then the humping wouldn’t be voluntary. I had another one where Dallinya repeatedly did the splits down onto my cock.

The last one involved stumbling into a forest clearing, giggling, with Fayeen. Her maroon hand in mine, her laughing yellow eyes with the strange goat-like pupils, the horns sweeping back from her head. Those horns in my hands, and her urging me on… only at the last moment, I looked down at her and discovered I was having sex with her corpse.

Thankfully there’d only been one of those.

Like I said, usually. This dream was very different. I was in Surrek, which was already a bad start. The alleyways seemed tighter and darker, and I was being chased. I was certain it was T’charrk, but I was also certain he’d had a secret meeting to meet with Vintra Junior. The pair of them had decided to team up and bring me down a few pegs.

They’d taken Velleth, Hellera, Quavallie, and Shennalil. The four of them had been taken unawares, tied up, and repeatedly abused. They were somewhere in the district, but if I didn’t get to them in time, my enemies were going to Two Face them and blow them up. I didn’t know which pair I was sprinting towards, but I knew I was leaving two others to die in a raging inferno. It was a literal death trap.

And here’s the best part: my legs wouldn’t work. Every time I lifted my foot, it was like I’d dipped it into a bucket of caramel topping, and I couldn’t tear it free to take the next step.

It would’ve been nice to have the four Domi show up and lead the charge to find my four captive girls, but of course that didn’t happen. My brain wasn’t about to validate the work I was doing on behalf of Sunspire.

Instead what happened was two of my trucker buddies showed up. Michael, big dumb idiot with his big dumb face and his thirteen chin whiskers, wearing a Rick & Morty t-shirt and looking like he was about to pick his nose. And Paul, who managed to look both stoned and weaselly at the same time. His hatchet nose and half-closed eyes gave him that impossible air.

“We’re here, Ev,” they said. “Don’t worry.”

“You have to save them,” I told them.

They nodded and dashed off in opposite directions.
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When I woke, it was obvious what I needed to do.

Also when I woke, I was alone. Or so I thought. I peered outside first, finding Auralla up and showing Avya how to thrust and pull back a spear, then thrust out again. Dallinya was speaking with First Domi. They had a folding table out, with a crude hand-drawn map on it.

Zati was suddenly beside me. Scared the hell out of me.

“What’s… what’s happening?”

“I have been attempting to bridge the gap into your dreamspace and access your innermost turmoils and desires.”

“Were you successful?”

“Unfortunately not. Altering the Reveal spell is difficult, time consuming, and mana intensive. I was late in having the notion, and even later to begin preparations.”

“I really do regret peeking into your capabilities without asking.”

A sly smile came over her face, and turned smoky. She was horny. “You could not have appeared more attractive to me than at that moment, where curiosity overcame your reason and you simply could not do anything but learn.”

“Ah.” I hadn’t considered just how essential learning was to her, or how it turned her on. Maybe I could arrange a teacher/student role-play. The thought of a white board and glasses, her behind a desk, was equal parts hilarious and arousing. A naga sitting at an earth school desk was just plain ludicrous. I’d be going over sex education, and that was was pretty hot. And funny. But also hot.

She slid around and in front of me. “You have yet to use the empathic projection on me. It is a curious effect with which I would like to become familiar and catalogue for future study.”

Oh. She was topless. Also, a dim part of me felt like she wasn’t telling the truth. I was pretty sure I’d done it when Velleth was getting punished. She’d been there under the influence.

Zati’s long tongue darted out and licked at her lower lip, then slid out further, curling under her chin. I no longer cared if she was telling a little lie.

“I assume you mean… now,” I told her. Ever the humble servant capable of fighting any fight, my cock began to stand at attention and clamor for combat.

Her arms came together and pressed those wondrous boobs together. Absolutely hypnotic the way they just went together in that perfect vertical line. I found myself drooling over them.

She knew what she was doing to me.

“I would like to feel the effect directly, so as to study the results.”

“Just for research purposes, of course,” I said, and she nodded sagely.

Whatever you need to tell yourself, I thought. I would’ve been just as okay with her coming into the truck and asking. Hell, I probably would’ve been completely okay with waking up to her lips wrapped around my entire length.

Then again, there was the possibility she just wanted to do a peer reviewed study on sex for a naga scientific journal. For all I knew, such things existed. Still, the pretense was adorable and made me hold back laughter.

She seemed to sense my reluctance to play while there was so much important work to be done, and the situation in Surrek on top of that. “First Domi has discovered the locations of one last dungeons. She discusses her findings and plans with Dallinya. For now there is nothing to be done, and that means time to learn.”

I smiled. “Okay. I’m game.” Then I activated Empath’s Mark and centered my feelings on Zati.

“Is it… yes, I believe it is working.”

I wrapped a hand around my erection and she gasped. “Oh, it’s working,” I said. “Let’s see what you experience without touching me at first.”

She should’ve already been familiar with this, but she nodded. Her dumbstruck expression was a sight to behold, staring down at her genital region and expecting to see a ghostly cock standing at attention with a ghostly hand wrapped around it.

I stroked up and then down, then reached down with my other hand and played with the sack. I knew all my most sensitive spots, and made sure to touch those.

“Yes,” she breathed. “The clearest results will be without you touching me. We should continue like this.”

I stifled a sigh and continued.

Thinking over how I hadn’t taken care of my own needs in the month plus I’d been here, I stroked up, and then down. This was a bit disappointing, as my one-eyed monster really liked being plunged into battle with another body. On the other hand I could stare at Zati’s lust-filled face and lovely melons while I did it. Plus I could see if it was possible to throw her off her research game, or if she’d be able to stay on task.

“Would you say this size is large for a human?” she asked.

“Average size… though I think magic is involved at times.”

Her face was adopting that foggy expression that told me she wasn’t focusing on the experiment.

“Yes,” she said. “It seemed much larger during our essence sharing experience. I rationalized that my organ was extremely small or the muscles tightly wound, but now I’m less certain.”

In response, my erection pulsed angrily and grew right before my eyes. I stared at it.

“That’s new,” I said, in wide-eyed wonder. To see it like that anyway. My newly-enhanced and upgraded cock was far more girthy, and now stretched at least eight inches.

“Has it ever done that before?” she asked, trying to sound clinical.

“It… my tier can accommodate the partner,” I explained, and continued slowly jerking. “I found this out the first time with Shennalil.”

She was reacting strongly to me jerking myself off, honestly. At first she’d been up close and personal, staring down at me and what I was doing. At the ten second mark though she slid back into the space between the two front seats, hand reaching for her own opening. Or for where her phantom cock should’ve been.

“Yes,” she breathed. “She would naturally be far too small to take you at this size. Even at regular size.”

She stopped herself from getting her fingers more involved. As I continued and the pleasure built, she pulled at the area, then pressed her hands around it. Her breathing had quickened.

“But at the same time, when it was necessary to punish Velleth, the size increased.”

“To be more uncomfortable. Mmm,” she moaned. “For the purposes of keeping the pain pleasure ratio where you required it. Yess, I see…”

The cloaca was similar to Hellera’s, a circular opening of pink flesh where two scales separated… next to another identical opening. Hang on. She had a double. As I continued, she pressed against both. Finally she slipped fingers into both holes and began to massage herself from the inside.

Turns out we were both in the middle of learning something important.

“I’d like to be the correct size to please you,” I told her, and that seemed to startle her.

She gasped, and I increased the speed and pressure.

“Do naga males have two?” I asked.

She nodded, fully into the passion and lust. She’d only withdrawn her fingers to the edge, but continued pressing in circles over the top of both openings.

Now, I’d been having sex daily for over thirty days now, up to five times a day but usually once or twice. I knew my Bronze tier Tough attribute had a lot to do with it, but also just practice. Or practice fed into Tough and let me last longer.

Suffice it to say I was nowhere near climax. I continued to work upwards, massaging my cock to mollify him for not being engaged in a true battle. I fell into a rhythm, and Zati followed along.

I edged out of the passenger bucket and straddled her midsection, and she responded by backing up. Not to get away, but instead to get in position to have me enter her.

“I wonder,” I muttered, my own voice thick with need. Bending to lick down the side of her neck, I focused on what I truly wanted. I didn’t have a specific magic power for this, so I couldn’t just press an icon in my UI, but experiences with Avya and Shennalil told me I could shrink down. Experiences with Zati and Velleth told me I could enlarge my boner.

But could I…?

It was time to find out. I concentrated, even while licking over the large expanse of her breasts, and down to each hard nipple. Zati meanwhile felt both sets of experiences, from her own body and what that felt like on my tongue. She could taste herself on that fabulous tongue of hers.

I needed to try this. Two holes. I could do this.

“Please,” she begged. “The experiment requires us… to keep… our distance.”

She had the strength to push me away. She could put me in my place easily. She wasn’t doing that. Not even a hand on my chest for plausible deniability. No, her fingers were very busy at the moment. On herself.

Continuing the sucking, I listened to Zati’s appreciative moans and focused on the new experiment. When I stroked downwards some time later, I encountered another base.

My cock had a brother. Side by side, each pointed out at a forty-five degree angle.

Zati’s eyes flew open and she nearly banged her head against mine trying to look. She’d felt what I was feeling, and could tell I now had a second champion. Both were unnaturally long, pulsing with larger veins than I’d ever had.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

Zati wasted no time. The experiment was over.

“Give it to me now,” she hissed in command, lost to the overwhelming need and  the shock. “I need them inside.”

I did, carefully lining up each flared helmet against her openings, and slowly pushing inwards. It was honestly, bizarrely, fucking incredible. Literally incredible fucking.

“Both at once,” she breathed. Those words were full of longing, like she’d heard about it, but never experienced it, or had had it once upon a time and had gone dry ever since.

Double the sensation drove me wild, and absolutely ruined Zati. She cried out in orgasm immediately, back arched and tits thrust forward while she cried out long and loud, until her voice just disappeared. I didn’t last much longer. The double pleasure sent me over the edge another dozen thrusts later, and I erupted up into her from both my cocks.

The door flew open, and Avya’s face appeared over top the driver’s side seat a moment later. I had to laugh weakly; she was always catching me in the act.

“Are you ever not shooting your seed in one of us?” she cried.


15- You’ll Kill Everything That’s Not Us

Zephellyn had already taken off by the time I got dressed and headed out the passenger side to avoid stepping on various parts of Zati’s tail. Also to avoid the smoldering look she was giving me. Part of me had put her out of contention because of her interest in Dallinya, but now I was very much beginning to rethink that assessment.

Apparently all I had to do was puzzle things together or be intrusive for the sake of learning to make her intensely horny. Then I could get all up in that gorgeous snake lady. She also seemed to genuinely love the dual wield capability I’d shown.

Dallinya informed me that First Domi had asked Zati to go distract me. The idea that Zephellyn had flown away in a rush to get away from the temptation of talking to me was another delight. Or that she’d feared looking at me. She was supposed to be the leader of an all-female village, not some horny teenager pining after the first guy she’d boned… in years? Ever?

I would ask the next time we spoke.

“The dungeon isn’t far,” Dallinya said. “About ten miles through the forest.”

She pointed, to where the trees were becoming much more crowded.

“Well, it’s going to have to be ten miles at a jog.”

We made good time, being in excellent physical shape, carrying tons and tons of adventuring gear in a single copper coin, and tons more in a nose ring. Janet ranged ahead, and came upon another jiddara that we were able to avoid, and some time later we were within range.

I’d largely stopped looking at my phone, which no longer connected to the internet. Keeping it in my storage space sort of froze it in time, so the internal clock wasn’t worth a hoot any longer. Time was just dawn, high sun, sun down, and ‘around the campfire’ now. Any time was sex o’clock because there was so little to distract us from getting the work done and then lazing about in very little clothing.

Wake up in the middle of the night to have a pee, and notice a certain nubile young woman staring at you in the darkness? Sex o’clock. Get done bathing by moonlight and have a significant glance with a certain goddess-level beauty while toweling off? Sex o’clock. Before breakfast? Sex o’clock. Finish a sweaty round of training exercises? Time for sexercise.

You get the idea.

Surrek had bells on the hour, which I realized I detested. They were a reminder that I needed to be somewhere and doing something I’d planned for. Out here, the idea of constantly reminding me about time felt like a punishment from the Governor.

The next dungeon showed itself before we found any of the inhabitants, which worried the ladies a little. At least with the froles we knew where we stood, even if we all hated the idea of fighting them for our own reasons.

“How many dungeons have you all been through?” I asked.

“Two,” Dallinya said.

“Just the one,” Avya replied. Auralla nodded as well.

All eyes turned to Zati.

“Seven,” she said after a moment. “Now eight, including the adaptive beast dungeon. Oh, did you mean different types of dungeons or the number I have entered, total?”

“Um… all information welcome.”

Before being captured by the empire’s Masters and trafficked hundreds of miles north, Zati had been a part of a series of expeditions for the Archivists to delve and document.

Zati explained, first, that she had been party to fifteen dungeon crawls, for the Archivist’s Society. She went on to explain that there were common, uncommon, rare, legendary, and mythical dungeons. The higher rarity usually meant higher difficulty, but not always. The dungeon of the vurdoks hadn’t been intensely difficult, and Zati explained it had been chosen as a relatively safe space for the raiders to use to infiltrate Surrek and cause chaos.

Quality of the dungeon and the time it had spread out varied, and both were likewise important. If it had plenty of time to spread, the corridors would be twisted, multiple levels might exist, secret passages could have popped up. The underwater section of the first dungeon under Surrek was one such.

What she meant by quality was interesting too. It seemed to mean the quality of the magic which brought the dungeon core into being, and that made no sense to me. Zati started up magic speech again, with ‘coalescent coefficients’ and ‘mana saturation’ but everyone’s eyes glazed over. What she seemed to mean was, the more magic, or the more concentrated magic in the dungeon core, the more dangerous the monsters and the higher quality the rewards.

“What can we learn about this one before we head inside?”

“If it was placed here, the quality would most likely be significantly higher, if not exponentially higher than a randomly occurring core,” she explained.

“Is that something we can know before entering?” Auralla asked.

Zati shook her head. “Unfortunately not without study… from within.”

We geared up again, and this time I remembered to don my stupid crystal helmet from the twin-headed vurdok.

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.

Actually, now that I thought about it… I removed the helm and slid it down onto Avya’s head. Whirling and staring up at me, her eyes soon glossed over while she did whatever people of this world did to understand the properties of the magic items they put on.

She punched me high in the thigh, just left of the family jewels. “Warn a girl before you go slipping weird magic items on her head, okay?”

I held up my hands in surrender, then wandered off and tried to massage the charley horse she’d just given me. She was way stronger than she looked.

When we all had on the boots, gloves, belts, goggles, and circlets to give us all sorts of slight increases in various abilities, it was time.

Janet flew down the stairs into the dungeon. After a few checks to see what was going on down there through her eyes and ears, I determined it was safe to enter.

“What did you see?” Dallinya asked.

“Wouldn’t you like to know?” I retorted, and began my descent.

“Yes? That’s why I asked.”

I disappeared into the dungeon. As I went, I heard her say, “That male is just infuriating sometimes!”
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There was a sort of membrane, or veil, I sensed with Attuned. One second I could hear Dallinya muttering some retort under her breath about what a jerk I was being, the next all sound from behind me vanished. When I looked back up into the outside world, the four ladies were very indistinct blurs.

You have entered a mid-level dungeon! Monsters here will periodically spawn unless their spawning points are destroyed. This dungeon’s monsters will be the highest tier of the adventurers who undertake it. The more adventurers who descend to take on this dungeon, the more frequently and more powerful monsters will become.

If they stayed out… would this be an easy experience for me?

I doubted it.

First of all, the floor was littered with bones. I noted human skulls, ribcages and pelvises, along with a full naga skeleton over near the guttering torchlight. Smaller people-shaped skeletons could’ve been gnomes or nellwyns, possibly dwarves or just young humans. I wasn’t a forensic expert.

The dungeon environs themselves were a natural cave that looked to have been milled to create a flat floor. In a few places near the cave walls, the stalagmites hadn’t been completely blasted away. A couple of skeletons were draped over these stubby rock stumps

Janet’s vision showed me a series of tunnels and dome-shaped rooms without much organization. This place screamed ‘mine’ in the way tunnels branched off in weird directions and opened into ‘rooms’ that were completely different in size.

The mine cart rails lent a little bit of evidence to this conclusion as well. Just a tad.

These weren’t your average steel rails and rickety mine carts. Instead we’re talking silvery metal with a thin line of bluish crystalline looking material running all the way through them in a single stripe each. The mine carts were gorgeous silvery constructions of the same kind of metal, which were little more than platforms with low walls on hinges. They could be lowered to serve as ramps, and when raised up could be locked into place with cleverly-made swinging latches.

Janet passed one of these mine carts off the rails, followed by several more in a central depot room. When she sped into one room, one of these carts whizzed by.

Nearby, Auralla and Dallinya were speaking with Zati “Can you tell what we’re going to be fighting now?”

“It could be any number of dungeons from the archives, though there are certainly undiscovered dungeons. This could be a trap dungeon, or from the looks of it, an undead dungeon.”

Undead. Vampires and zombies and… I actually didn’t know any other undead.

“What ya doing, Evvie?”

I turned towards the sound of Avya’s voice but kept the link open so I could have a Janet’s eye view. “I have a link with Janet so I can see through her eyes and figure out oh shit.”

“What?”

Janet skidded to a stop, scrabbling over a series of tiny bones and bone fragments, and changed direction abruptly. The bones had slithered up into a pile and lunged at her.

I really pushed Janet to get the hell out of there. Another series of bones came alive, then another, and another. Two of these were more or less full skeletons, but one of them was just a mass of bones that grew a bony pseudopod and reached out to grab at my plucky little sidekick.

“Evan what is it?”

Janet tore through the halls and the large rooms, a ball of black blazing speed, and everywhere she went, more and more bones began stirring and animating into moving things, both recognizable and very un.

“Shit shit shit,” I muttered, realizing the mistake. Janet wasn’t doing recon, she was pulling aggro, and doing it quite badly. I had her tear into a tight u-turn. A half dozen more bone creatures rose to life, while the half dozen that were already there snatched at her.

“Evvie, sweetheart, I’m gonna kick you right in your favorite place if you don’t talk to me.”

“I made a mistake and there are dozens of enemies,” I blurted, but in that moment control over Janet reverted to autopilot. I’d been zigging and zagging, and now there were entirely too many. They were too close.

Janet fired off a bunch of spines, which were useless. First, you couldn’t poison bones, and second, bones were thin and the spines missed almost universally. Janet wasn’t built for combat, and was soon seized by a bone thing with about twelve arms and zero heads. I felt the bone creature tearing apart my Janet, who dissolved into streamers of briefly colorful mana.

The magic blowback injury put me on my ass. It literally slammed into my chest, where the Beastmaster’s Mark sat, and knocked the wind out of me.

“What just happened?”

I nodded back behind her. “That.”

All around us the bones were stirring, vibrating up off the floor and together into clumps both alien and familiar. The creatures that came out of this were beginning to attack before they’d even been fully formed; even just a grasping hand or biting skull was enough to lunge forward and try to get some damage in. I shoved my foot against Avya’s feet and knocked her down into me to avoid her head getting chomped, and before she could even get out a ‘Hey!’ I blasted it with the water ball on my Aquamancer’s Mark. The force knocked it back, but not enough.

This was already serious. I tapped into Beastmaster’s Mark and called the Silver tier rockplate vedris to emerge.

The towering salamander took up a lot of the room, it was so big. It was attacking even before it was fully spooled out of magic, crushing several of the skeletons and bone monsters. It swiped up over Avya and I with its tail and cracked another two skeletons against the cave wall, shattering bone.

Mentally commanding the vedris to mash every skeleton and bone creature to dust, I took stock of the battle and got the support skills ready.

Meanwhile Avya was giving me a nasty look. Getting up off me, she unsheathed her sword and screamed out an inarticulate battle cry. Dallinya rushed off to help her, leaving Auralla and Zati to fight their own battles.

The naga was now twisting her hands this way and that, conjuring up magic in tiny multicolored streamers that coalesced into a ball of white pink force. This was Arcane Blast, and it burst apart the ribcage and skull of the naga skeleton first. Auralla’s spear didn’t work against the bony opponents, so she whipped it around in a circle and began bashing them with it like a quarterstaff. It might not have been made to be a quarterstaff, but it sure caved in a skull just fine.

Avya apparently didn’t need much help; she took the first skeleton off at the knees, took off its arms and sliced clean through the backbone on the second swipe, then took its head of on the third. Back and forth, and back and forth the swung, removing their various body parts.

Still, Dallinya was there and keeping monsters off Avya’s back. Her body began to hiss and steam, and I realized the steam was running the wrong way. It came together and covered her skin with frost, then a thin layer of snow, and finally a thick layer of ice. Her Aquamancer’s Mark grew spikes of ice at the shoulders, elbows, knees and around her fists.

Because this was sex world, and the rules of armor made zero sense, the ice only gave her boots, kneepads, bracers, elbow pads, and shoulder guards. The rest of her was clad only in the same leather bikini as before, and it looked especially sexy like this. She took to pummeling skeletal monsters with spiked balled ice fists.

She and Zati would both need mana, so I flipped on the Archivist’s Mark, throwing the sigil-filled aura of red orange onto the floor. It erupted beneath each of the gorgeous women fighting.

Then I, too, joined the fight, and blasted through skeletons with the brutal axe.

Although they were numerous, they seemed easy to put down. After a few minutes of blasting all these bone things to rubble, silence fell.

“What were you saying about undead dungeons?” I asked.

Zati laughed darkly. “Yes, this does indeed fit an archetype of low-level undead dungeon.”

“I got a notification that it was a mid-level dungeon,” I said.

“Interesting,” she said. “I would be interested in seeing this notification you speak of.”

I wasn’t sure it even was possible to show her what I saw, but I brought the notification up in front of me. She ended up modifying the Reveal spell, and once cast, her eyes glazed over. Her lips moved while she read.

It seemed she really had learned to read from me pointing to the words and reading to her for about a half hour. She wasn’t yet a fast reader, and I knew that English was notoriously difficult to read for beginners, but that eidetic memory was really something.

“You are correct,” she said.

“What does that mean?” Dallinya asked. “For us.”

“The skeletal abominations will not be all we face down here,” Zati said. She hadn’t meant it to sound ominous, but she was a large snake lady looming over us, and it was a dark dungeon.

Also, the entrance to the dungeon had suddenly blocked itself off.

[image: ]

“I want to know about that!” Avya said, and pointed up at Jim.

“That’s Jim,” I said.

“That,” Dallinya said, “is a stupid name.”

“Well Jim likes it, and he’s way bigger than you, so there nyah!”

Dallinya shook her head, locked eyes with Auralla, and both started laughing together.

We set the vedris (who I was calling Jim) at one of the room’s exits with instructions to murder anything that got too close. The gigantic salamander, and his plates, were going to have trouble fitting down the tunnel, which I hadn’t thought through properly in my panic to deal with the threat.

Now I appreciated his electric blue-ness, and his wobbly pattern of lighter blue squiggles tracing over his body. The skin glowed with silvery power around the rows of rocky stegosaurus plates, and I could feel the hum of that magic when I laid a hand on him.

“Who’s a good killer salamander? That’s right, you are!” I scratched behind his head, and imagined this magic beast actually liked it. “You’ll kill everything that’s not us, won’t you buddy?”

He made a strange electricity noise, and his eyes flashed with silvery power.

“That’s a good boy,” I said.

The girls were smiling at me from the center of the room, where they still had their weapons scattered around them. I returned to the battle planning area.

“Okay… any idea what else we might be up against? Ghosts?”

Zati shook her head. “An increased level typically means the bones will continue to reform into larger and larger creatures. The same bones could be used as many as a dozen times.”

We all peered around at the bones still littering the place with suspicion.

“However, if that is not the case, it may be possible we will be dealing with an animator, or a cult of animators.”

“Oh my God!” I shouted. “Will they be wielding their mighty Wacom tablets and drawing big boob-ed ladies while they lounge around their apartments like loser otakus?”

“You have no idea what an animator is, do you?” Avya accused.

“Eh… no.” And I had no idea how actual earth animators lived, for that matter. They probably made way more money than a lowly trucker. On the other hand, they almost certainly didn’t have a cohort of gorgeous human and non-human ladies to enjoy sleeping with on a regular basis.

Take that, loser animators, working on your special effects for hit Hollywood films. Eat my sexy magical ass.

“What is an otaku?” Zati asked.

“A pointless earth reference,” Avya countered, dismissively.

“An arrow straight into my soul with talk like that,” I grumbled, and Avya grinned.

“Okay then, what’s an animator?” I thought I knew the answer, but Zati seemed really into the idea of learning and teaching.

Ooh, I thought of another scenario where she was the teacher, and had some of those thick plastic glasses and a pantsuit on… only the top half of it, but her snake half poked out from under a button down shirt and navy suit jacket.

Hot.

Even hotter if Auralla and the other girls were all students with me, in earth garb. School uniforms, tartan skirts, knee socks…

What the heck was wrong with me? We had a dungeon to crawl.

Auralla turned her hands over, an indication for Zati to continue, and shot me a look that was equal parts deeply amused and a warning to shut up and get this done with.

“A sorcerer of death,” Zati said.

“Ah, a necromancer,” I said lightly.

Wait. Necromancers were very not cool to fight. They were always the very worst boss in any video game you ever played. Masters of life and death were never a joke.

All the jokes drained out of my brain and I started mentally cursing instead.


16- Grow Another Pair

“We stick together,” I said. “Necromancers are awful.”

Jim had already destroyed several more skeletons, while Dallinya was hearing a lot of click-clacking in the distance. I had them swap places.

Based on my map, there were only ever two entrance tunnels to any given room area. I proposed that we just had Jim keep an eye on our flanks while the five of us forged on ahead and met this bony menace head on. We would thrust deep into the source of danger, and not stop until our enemies were utterly vanquished by our vigorous action.

What a time to be horny.

The others agreed that this was a sound enough plan. Truffy would join Jim at the rearguard, while Dallinya and I would stick to the vanguard. Avya wanted to be right there in the thick of battle, but some of the skeletal abominations had been enormous, or included grossly extended arms. They could easily snake around her short reach. They also weren’t susceptible to any of her empathic abilities.

“What about your Drifter’s Mark?” I asked.

“What about it?” she grumped.

“Could you use it here?”

“I’ve never been able to use it!” she retorted testily. “It’s worthless!”

“What?”

“I can reach into another world and bring back objects I can carry in one hand? I can’t see what I’m doing. I have no idea what I should be trying to grab.”

I blinked. “Wait, but you can also deposit objects onto earth, right?”

“So?”

I picked up a bizarre looking skull from off the floor and it vanished with an audible pop. For a second it had turned into a sort of rainbow spaghetti that reminded me of what happened to my truck when I initially bridged the veil and came through into this world. Then it was gone.

Avya stared, then blinked up at me. She was clearly in the initial stages of excitement, but still showed signs of confusion.

“Our necromancer will have trouble animating skeletons if they don’t have heads.”

Her eyes widened and she grinned wildly. Then she too grabbed up a skull and deposited it somewhere on my home world.

Eat my sexy, magical ass, people of earth.

As we fought through rooms, we’d take a breather and take a few minutes to recover mana. Avya and I, meanwhile, would take the opportunity to squirrel away a few of the weirder looking skulls over to earth. It took a lot of mana, but my mana reservoir had broadened considerably now that I was most of the way to Silver tier.

“Don’t worry,” I whispered to her during this time. “I think Zati can open windows so you can see earth. Then you can steal anything you want.”

This perked her up.

“And I’ll show you the essence sharing toys as well.”

That definitely perked her up.

There were a lot more rooms down here than before but we went through them easily enough. Too easily for it to be a mid-level dungeon. Dallinya put on ice armor, Auralla bashed skulls with her spear as a staff, and Avya was a literal berserker. Zati stuck back and blasted anything that got through with Arcane Blasts, while I did my axe thing, along with the ice shields. It was methodical, brutal and nearly flawless. We had several mishaps where someone got chewed on the leg or arm, but Mender’s Mark was there to heal them up in a jiffy. No worries.

On the other hand, we noted one tunnel between two rooms was literally flooded with bones, ankle deep at least. With a sweep of my axe, I sent a lot of the bones tumbling backwards, before they could even gather together into whatever weird creature they decided to become this time.

The next room surprised us. There was not a single inch of visible floor space. Dallinya went to march in there, kick ass, and chew bubblegum, but instead I held her back.

“What?” she asked.

“This is different,” I told her.

“Evan is correct,” Zati said.

“Grow a pair!” Avya snorted, and pushed past us. Her trusty sword was over one shoulder, and nearly got me across the most important bits.

“I already have a pair?”

“Grow another pair!” she called over her shoulder, right before the floor of the room swallowed her up completely.

“Avya!” Auralla screamed, and dove in after her. The bones were like water, and she vanished without smashing face first into the floor.

And just like that, my Sunspire girls were gone. I shrieked out, commanding Jim to come and blast the fuck out of all the bones in here, while I dove onto the pile already hacking with the axe.

I splatted onto my knees.

Bones of all shapes and sizes were coming together. They were forming a gigantic t-rex shape, but with spider legs instead of stubby little arms and powerful legs. A bloodstained skull made up each eye. It had shards and splinters of femurs or ribs for teeth. The whole thing began to glow with a sickly purple light.

Truffy and Jim both entered the room and began thrashing the t-rex, while I screamed and flung bones this way and that. Dallinya had already blasted the thing across the face twice, and Zati focused fire on the spider leg joints threatening to spear me.

“Aaaaaaaaahhhhhhhhh!” I screamed, and did another wind slash with the axe. All that happened was a spray of bones flew off into the distance, and below those sat more and more layers of fucking bone.

Panicking, I had Jim fire out his silvery exploding rockplates, which blasted the head right off the goddamn t-rex bone monstrosity. When it immediately became a shark centipede monstrosity instead, the plates which hadn’t exploded, exploded. The second monstrosity died as quickly as the first.

One, two, then three water balls pelted random places in the floor, throwing up random bones here too. I had accomplished absolutely bupkis, and it was gnawing a great big hole in my stomach from the terror of losing my OG, fucking again.

A new bone creature of immense size was forming.

“Zati!” I shrieked. “A big ass portal! Right now!”

I tossed her a mana potion, and lamented that we were rapidly thinning out our stock.

“What is it you intend—”

I couldn’t handle long-winded tech speak right now. “I want all these bones somewhere fucking else, right fucking now!”

It took time, so much time. In combat time, a minute of concentrating and preparing an altered spell felt like an absolute eternity. She wove together an alternate Bronze tier Drifter’s Mark power, which allowed her to do the same thing Avya could do. She centered the spell anywhere else, somewhere with a great big field that seemed like America’s breadbasket.

I had Jim change tack, and rapidly doggy paddle bones into the thing. I wind slashed bones into it, and blasted them through the hole with every ice shield I had. Even though a centipede made of bones was forming out of the whole floor, we let Dallinya crash into it and murder it. Meanwhile I dug and dug, bailing out this insidious trap room one spell after another, after another.

Zati was looking feverish with the mana drain required to hold the spell open, but we were raking bones into the portal by the bucketful. Zati was doing the most work: she had the portal open below the floor level and was walking the portal forward. A clatter of bones was falling into the portal by the ton. Another bone creature rose up, but part of it passed into the portal, and it dissolved as most of the material went through and scattered.

Together with the mana regeneration of the potion and the Archivist’s Mark, meant she was refilling a shit ton of mana. We’d been attacked a lot ever since I put the aura on, and that equated to a serious ramp up in mana generation.

This allowed her to plow a huge furrow in the room, two feet deep and six feet wide, while I wind slashed my last charge from the brutal axe for the day and sent a spray of them sailing through the portal. Jim had stayed in front of the portal and kicked up everything he could, with four of his six legs. Given he was almost the size of a school bus, that was a lot of bones.

Zati collapsed the portal and went down not long after, having carved out a ton of material like a gigantic ice cream scoop. She collapsed onto the floor of bones, moaning out a nasty mana burn headache.

When I went around to see what had been cleared, I found one slim ankle poking through and seized it. Then I dug my heels in and pulled with all my might… er, my Fierce. Maybe all my Tough.

Auralla took a long, long time to emerge. At first, there was nothing, no movement. The bones seemed to have sucked her in like quicksand. This scene out of Princess Bride popped to mind.

“Come… on…” I threw on the form of the dragon from Red Dragon’s Mark, in the hope that I might eke out a drop more strength with the increased mass.

Finally she began to move, shifting just a bit at first and then a little more. Inch by inch she came out, with me throwing Mender’s Mark onto her just in case, while heaving and heaving. A slender leg was finally revealed, followed by the other, and then the bones seemed to give her up all at once. She came free a moment later, while I slumped back onto the amalgamated bone wall floor.

“Avya!” Auralla gasped. “Avya! She’s down there!”

“What’s down there?” I demanded.

“It’s another level!” She was frantic. “I could just see it. Something got her! Avya!”

“Dallinya?” I called.

“Already there,” she said, beginning to concentrate. With her Red Dragon’s Mark she swirled a great twisting cone of fire into being. The scent of brimstone thrust powerfully into my nostrils. Flames, first dull reddish in color and advancing to yellow, turned in tighter and tighter circles. Finally the whole thing began to blaze downwards like a beam of lava. The mass of white began to disintegrate in a larger and larger radius, and Dallinya seemed impervious to the effects. I sure hoped so, because I had no way of wrenching her back up, and there was a limit on how much Mender’s Mark could handle.

She sank through one, and then two feet of solid bone before a thin enough layer snapped and gave way beneath her, dumping her another six feet into a lower cavern.

Jim was able to claw the hole larger and then larger still, before he slipped through. This made it easy to leap down, land on the gigantic blue beast, and slide down his body the cavern floor. Auralla went first, followed by me, and then a groggy Zati followed slowly after.

“Which way did she go?” I asked.

Seeming on the verge of utter panic, Auralla whirled this way and that, but finally pointed in a direction and dashed off without a word.

Jim couldn’t fit down here, not without completely blasting apart the weird compressed stack of so many thousands of bones. Instead I had him flex, once we got past and down the hall.

He bowed his back upwards, and the nubs of his regrowing rock plates did a lot of the work. The magic coursing out of him blasted through all that compressed bone, until the whole thing shattered and collapsed down. The bones weren’t heavy. He shook them off and squeezed through the tunnel after us. The tunnel sloped downward, first gently and then steeper, until we’d dropped at least ten or twenty feet.

We emerged into a massive square chamber so large the darkness swallowed all light and made gauging its size impossible. Larger than my enhanced Bronze senses could handle, to each side. As for the length of the room, I saw that it was several hundred feet deep. The flagstones of the path ended at a bridge over lava. Actual glowing from below lava. The bridge extended out to an island that served, apparently, as a cultist ritual area. I didn’t need my nearly Silver tier Clever, because a circle of robed assholes had Avya in the center of that circle. Stripped, bound and gagged, she’d been placed on a huge slab of stone, which was now glowing with sickly purple power.

I wasn’t about to tell anybody this, but the sight of Avya spread naked and tied to the stone thing was very arousing, in a sick and twisted sort of way. I wisely kept that to myself.

Instead, like the non-pervert hero I was, I asked, “What in the actual fuck?”

I knew what it was, of course. The UI told me. There was a large clock-looking meter above the lead necromancer cultist. He was raising his hands directly toward it. It read RITUAL SACRIFICE TO AWAKEN THE LICH LORD in bold letters. On a less serious not, I was able to toggle between the clock and a flat out timer, which read 5 minutes 12 seconds.

“It is a blood sacrifice,” Zati said wearily. She looked like she’d just run several marathons, and that was something, because she had no legs and literally could not run even if someone held a gun to her head.

“Well let’s put an end to that utter horseshit right this second,” I said. I got about halfway to the bridge when a dragon made entirely out of gleaming black bones climbed out of the lava. I sighed and examined it.

Obsidian Dragon Skeleton

Undead, Silver tier

While the obsidian dragon is skilled in the use of magic, its animated corpse has no such skills. What it does have is volcanic glass for bones and an aura of flame.

Silver tier stats:

Attuned— Normal (no stars)

Clever— Normal (no stars)

Charming— Normal (no stars)

Fierce— Silver***

Sly— Normal (no stars)

Quick— Silver***

Tough— Silver***

You have used your cohort’s skills. Some stats and qualities are unknown. Increase your Monster Lore skill to learn more about monsters of Ethetria. 

I handed Zati another mana potion.

“You know,” she said quietly, “there is a limit on how much you can artificially enhance mana regeneration with items before mana burn becomes… literal.”

“Noted,” I told her.

Still in the form of the red dragon, I told them, “Get Avya. I’ll see about this dragon.”

“Are you sure?” Dallinya asked.

“He’s made of glass. How hard could he be?”

Dallinya only shook her head before sprinting to catch up with Auralla and Zati, with Truffy lumbering behind. Jim and I headed straight for the creature while they pulled a large loop around it.

The obsidian skeleton was… fucking enormous. It towered over the whole proceedings, its skull easily eight or ten feet long. Large enough to snap me up in its jaws and cut me in half, probably.

It was bigger, faster, and harder than me. It was also dumb, and couldn’t attract a bevy of gorgeous ladies to grant me magic via the refreshing power of sex. And… it had no knowledge of magic? That seemed weird.

However, I had my own Silver tier monster. I caught a ride on one of those, and swung aboard. It wasn’t easy riding on a stegosaurus-like creature, and I had to sort of surf on his back.

“You’re gonna have to pull me through this, buddy,” I told him.

Jim didn’t answer, and instead bounded forward. The rocky plates had almost reformed on Jim’s back by the time the obsidian skeleton reared back and dashed forward to snap at us.

I teleported away, and dropped several illusions to keep the bastard guessing, and rolled away.

Something niggled at me. I had Jim go for one of its back legs and chomp down, while I puzzled out what was wrong with this situation.

In the meantime, the girls were disrupting the hell out of the cult’s ritual. Dallinya had started the festivities off by impaling one of the robe-wearing fuckers with a flaming javelin before they even reached the bridge. As soon as she made it across the bridge several more versions of Dallinya sprang into being, all beginning to don the ice armor from Aquamancer’s Mark.

Zati threw one of them off his feet and into another one with Arcane Blast, followed by another. She paused in the middle of the bridge, allowing Auralla to leap over her tail, took a deep steadying breath, and cast Spellshield on herself.

Auralla shot like an arrow across the bridge, past the four copies of Dallinya who were spreading out to take on the circle of cultists, and launched herself off the nearest cultist to drive downwards with the crystal-tipped spear.

It slammed into a magical shield.


17- It Scrambled His Mind

Although Jim and the dragon were pretty evenly matched in terms of stars and tier, the dragon was about ten times bigger and had infinitely longer reach. While Jim snapped at one of its rear leg bones, claws came from behind to rake at him. I had Jim on alert, so he danced away deeper into the dragon’s reach to look for a better opportunity to strike.

Ice shields crashed into the dragon left and right, before I summoned another set. They didn’t seem to bother it in the slightest. Even though it was elementally related to fire, and had a sizzling heat haze aura around it, the ice shield was only mid Bronze, while this thing was Silver tier. It would be a miracle if it didn’t take a thousand ice balls.

Fire breath would be worse than useless. I didn’t even bother.

I splashed water balls into the dragon’s skull left and right, hoping my mana regeneration would hold up and give me enough to teleport away if absolutely necessary. No surprise, the poison failed to land. It had taken a bunch of tries against the first incarnation of Jim, and Jim hadn’t been animated by necromantic magic.

Wait.

“No Attuned attribute,” I breathed.

The magic creating and working this thing wasn’t internal. It wasn’t a real enemy, it was just a summoned being, like Jim but for necromancer douchebags.

I pulled out Suppressor’s Mark for the first time ever, an ability I’d gotten from the drow elf Sechelle. She’d been a gift from the Governor, and therefore highly suspect, but she’d left to go reunite with her people.

The look she’d given me when she realized I wasn’t going to kill her and dump her body in a river outside the city walls was heartbreaking. It was like she’d seen real evidence of alien life, and it was among us the whole time!

Then, after the cute drow darted in for a quick kiss on the cheek, she’d stared just a second longer before disappearing into the night.

And the reason Sechelle had been gifted to me? The Governor thought their mage fighting skills would be a good addition to my collection of magic tattoos in the fight against the raider mages.

Suppressor’s Mark

*Special ability, magical*

*Bronze tier, no 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.

Bronze: Activate to inflict a dampening effect for enemies using magic against you or allies. Targets within fifty feet have spells and effects cost moderate mana beyond the usual cost. Effects the target uses are lessened by a minor amount. This effect lasts 2 minutes, and does not stack when cast multiple times on the same target.

Costs high mana. 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.

I darted in and raked the bone dragon’s leg with my clawed hands. I got base claw damage from Beastmaster’s Mark, which manifested with reddish magic claws sprouting from my fingers. It allowed me to do a number of attacks in rapid succession.

A great roar came from the obsidian dragon skeleton, and a series of cries from not far off.

Absolutely freaking out, Auralla was stabbing and smashing at the globe of dark purple magic now surrounding the cult leader. Dallinya was in the midst of murdering robed cultists, while every once in a while an attack would land. She was bleeding from three places already. Zati was now choosing more carefully where to throw her mana around, and attacking with a pair of Dallinya’s javelins. She could sweep the leg with ease, though her tail was enormous and already had several cuts on it.

Only five of the twenty or so cultists lay unmoving on the huge ritual circle.

The timer for the ritual was at three minutes. More importantly, Avya’s head had begun to thrash back and forth, crying out, and she was floating up off the great slab of stone. Her body got about four inches off the surface before the ropes pulled taut.

It was an altar. For human sacrifices.

Auralla screamed out a barbaric war cry, her features twisted with hate, but again her spear bounced off the magic shield of the necromancer.

I didn’t feel like I was having any more luck than the others. The dragon wasn’t significantly damaged, and I was slowly taking injuries from the heat. However, as I watched, the magic shield surrounding the necromancer flickered and pulsed whenever I activated Suppressor’s Mark and dealt damage to the animated skeleton.

A thin line of purple magic became visible beyond the heat haze connected the dragon to the necromancer. I wasn’t draining mana out of the dragon, I was stealing it from the boss.

So I went crazy, raking the bone before me over and over, like I was a dog digging a spot for a bone. Just before the dragon leaned down and snapped me up into its jaws I heard a cry, then a crash of shattering glass.

The necromancer’s shield had faltered and broken. I had about a half second of joyous laughter before enormous teeth closed around my body.
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For a paralyzing moment my whole world went wonky. I couldn’t move one arm, and I’d been skewered in about seven different places where the teeth went in. Pain and confusion roared up into my body, while chanting continued and the timer ticked down.

You have suffered catastrophic injury from a higher tier source! the UI explained needlessly, although I did want to see the exact number. You have suffered fifteen injuries from a single attack. You are suffering from shock. You are suffering from bleeding.

Mender’s Mark was just in reach, but I couldn’t throw another one back on. I could barely do anything, let alone breathe, for My other arm was free, so I kept raking the shit out of the dragon’s skull, even while it lifted me into the air and made me into Swiss cheese.

Jim got directly beneath the dragon’s gigantic ribcage and fired off his explosive rockplates once again. Everything vibrated though, and the shuddering was like twisting five knives in my body at the same time.

Eventually though, the shock wore off, and Mender’s Mark was enough to at least stop me from bleeding out into a dozen more injuries. I threw it on again, then again, watching in dismay while the injuries were both healed and still bleeding.

And I raked, raked, raked the necromancer’s mana away. He raised a hand with a ball of swirling energy, only to have it fizzle and disappear.

I couldn’t see the ladies battling below, cutting the cultists down. Auralla had backed the necromancer away from the circle, but somehow the ritual timer continued on. A glow around Avya was intensifying.

Dallinya finally hurled a flaming javelin across the ritual circle, which took the necromancer high in the chest. He spun away and landed on the ground. At that point Auralla leapt on him and impaled the fucker through the back.

The bone dragon shuddered, froze, and its mouth fell open. I grabbed onto a handhold before I dropped to the ground. My body fell free of all the impaling teeth, horribly and thankfully.

A second later I was dropping anyway, when the magic animating the skeleton failed. Plunging to the ground, I was only saved more damage by Jim catching me on his wide salamander head.

I slid down, took a breath, then allowed Jim to help me get to my feet.

The timer was still ticking down.

Okay, I was down over a dozen injuries from being burned and then chewed, Mender’s Mark was taking its sweet time healing me up, and even though the necromancer looked to be dead, the magic floating Avya above the altar was still gathering.

Auralla, for her part, was making sure the necromancer was very dead. She had the spear in two hands, ripping it out of the prone body before skewering that bastard again. Then she skewered him again.

Zati and Dallinya were still tied up in their struggles against the cultists, who had bubbles of force to act as shields or were flinging spells of their own. In the heat of the lava all around the ritual circle, my ice shields came out pretty pathetic, but the water balls splashed into the cultists from behind.

“Come on, buddy,” I told Jim. “You got this.”

Jim bounded ahead of me, while I pelted cultists with water balls and ice shields from behind. Only seven were left, but Dallinya was fighting one-handed. Someone had hit her with a spell and her arm had withered to a shriveled gray husk. Half her hair had gone silver, along with one ear. 

The water balls weren’t the best spell for damage, but the hail of shards out of the brutal axe worked well enough, and gave me the ability to use Suppressor’s Mark. Meaning ranged attacks worked with the drow’s mark of power, while magic attacks didn’t. 

Three of the cultists all blasted Zati in unison, and her spellshield cracked, then shattered. She took several necromantic blasts to the shoulder and chest in unison.

The cultists then turned to me, only to find me right there, swinging through the one and burying the axe halfway into the second. I was roaring, casting spell after spell, watching my mana trickle down. A purple spell splashed against my chest, but I ignored it and breathed fire directly into the third cultist’s face. His hood went up in flames and the wild keening started, so I kicked him away and began pressing Mender’s Mark to Zati, myself, Dallinya, and Zati again.

The naga looked awful. Her body had begun to rapidly desiccate and shrivel.

“Evan,” she moaned.

“Don’t speak,” I told her.

“Dall?” she asked. Magic surged throughout her body, fighting the creeping dead gray that seemed to be mummifying her.

“Dallinya? She’s a badass. She’ll be fine.”

“Save… Avya…”

“Shut up and take more healing magic.” I used Mender’s Mark for a third time on her, then went into the storage device after a potion.

“Avya…” Zati said, but then the magic washed through her again and she convulsed.

Jim was on ritual breaking duty.

The gigantic salamander crashed into the big stone slab and cracked it. He chewed right through the ropes, even though they were enchanted with necromantic spells as well. Purple magic seeped into his snout and face, leeching out the color and turning him a dead gray, but he ripped through the ropes with ease. Avya sat up and ripped her gag off, then started at the ropes on her ankles.

Forty-five seconds left on the ritual timer.

Seriously, what would it take to break off the fucking ritual?

Then he reeled back, slammed his shoulder into the altar again, then again. He began to lift the tons and tons of solid stone off the floor as if it was just a heavy box, no biggie.

“Avya!” Zati shouted. “The ritual… will possess her!”

I sprang up and sprinted over to the altar, where Jim had broken the entire block of stone off the floor and shoved it sideways. I broke out the brutal axe and had both the ropes cut a second later. Then I lifted her bodily off the altar, ignoring the jolts of necromantic energy that hit me in the chest and face. Another Mender’s Mark would deal with the—

You have suffered catastrophic injury from a higher tier source! Duh, I wanted to say. You have suffered 21 injuries from a pair of simultaneous attacks. You are suffering from shock. You are suffering from withering.

Twenty-one?

I stumbled a few steps, got Avya outside the circle, and fell to my knees. Jim died then, and the magic blowback hit me for yet another injury, knocking me on my side. My chest felt cold, and it was painful to breathe. Difficult and painful to breathe. So hard to force air in. Too hard. I had this exhausted thought: maybe it would be okay if I just didn’t, you know, live for a while.

My vision blurred, and then went black.

An exclamation point appeared.

You have died!
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Wait. What?

Somewhere outside, dimly, sounds penetrated the teensy little death I’d suffered. Something liquid hit my tongue and slid down my throat, and fingers pressed my mouth closed. Then I could feel myself being lifted. This caused the liquid to slosh downward into my stomach and lungs.

Weirdly, I didn’t choke. Once upon a time I’d inhaled some coke, deep enough that the coughing just wouldn’t stop. It was so far down in my lungs that coughing just wouldn’t get it, but my body wouldn’t stop the coughing. I had to cough and sputter, and that was that.

So the still-alive part of my brain knew what was coming. I was going to spend the next half hour trying to hack up my own lungs, the next hour after that feebly coughing now and again, and the next four hours after that feeling like death warmed over.

So it came as quite a surprise when, instead, the liquid seeping down into my lungs didn’t cause me to cough all my internal organs out. It disappeared with a totally unexpected warmth. The bit that got into my stomach as well. It spread a reassuring hot feeling.

Another exclamation point. I groaned.

You have been brought back from the brink of death! The UI message told me next. Due to the quick thinking and action of your cohort, you have survived wounds that would have otherwise ended your life.

“He will live,” I heard. With my ears. Hey, they suddenly worked again. That was a good sign.

A chorus of other sound came, all of it full of relief and some with bonus tears.

Over the next few minutes, which felt like half an eternity, the liquid seemed to fill out my body. It pushed out to the very edges, and found that there was more of me to go, so it filled in the rest. Arms and legs, I hadn’t known I needed suddenly came back to me. My eyes and nose and lips reappeared. They… were gone before that? It didn’t make sense, but my eyes fluttered open.

Four gorgeous, concerned faces and a bear crossed with an anteater stared down at me. I mean three concerned faces, and one furious little face.

“Avya,” I muttered. Tears had streamed down her face, making twin channels over each adorable little cheek. Now that she was looking down at me, they were pooling at either side of her nose and dripping down. Probably onto me.

“You big, dumb, idiot, Drifter, male!”

“I’m sorry,” I told her.

Her face contorted with pain and rage, and more tears squirted out. “You don’t even know what you’re sorry for, you brainless, you, you dolt. Do you know what you did?”

“Avya,” Auralla said softly. “He did it for you. You know that.”

The nellwyn stood and stormed off.

“Don’t mind her,” Dallinya told me with extra gentleness.

“What… why?” I asked.

“She apparently does not wish to be indebted to you for the remainder of her life,” Zati explained.

“Well tell her to come back and kill me then,” I managed.

Dallinya rolled her eyes, signaling that I was going to be fine and it would be business as usual in about ten minutes. When Auralla wrapped me up in a fierce hug, I found Dallinya’s fingers running through my hair. Zati even rubbed my earlobe, almost absently.

“We thought perhaps that you had perished.”

“Oh, I died,” I told them. “What did you do to save me?”

“There was a glowing golden potion in the copper coin item,” Dallinya said. “Superior revitalizing potion, I want to say.”

“You were like a corpse,” she continued. “I didn’t think it would work.”

“Are you able to move?” Zati asked.

I chuckled weakly, and stroked Auralla’s back, tickling her and making her shiver. “There’s a tiny problem with that. I have this beautiful woman stuck to my body. I don’t think she’d let me walk even if I wanted to try.”

Auralla shook her head a fraction, and squeezed me tighter.

“I love you too,” I told her. She snuggled into my chest and squeezed even tighter.

“There is the matter of the dungeon core,” Zati said.

Over where the altar had been, a glowing ball now floated about three feet above the ground. It spun in a lazy circle, and weird organic patterns played over its surface.

“I think one of you should take it,” I told them.

Three faces peered down at me again.

“Are you sure the potion worked?” Dallinya asked. “I think it scrambled his mind.”

“All of you worked hard to defeat the necromancer. You did as much, or more, than I did.”

“You fought a dragon,” Dallinya said.

“And you fought like twenty cultists.”

“Dragon?” she repeated.

“I’m going to take Auralla and Avya and get out of here. Unless Aura wants the core.” I carefully stood, didn’t need help standing, so far so good, and began to totter out of the gigantic room. “Just don’t do anything with it until you’ve got it out of the dungeon.” Somehow we’d all just naturally given the dungeon core over to Dallinya, who sat there stunned.

Avya soon caught up with us, and held my pinky finger. I felt oddly like a father, with Auralla my wife on one arm, and the tiny Avya on the other. 

“You fought a dragon though?” Dallinya called after me.


18- This Isn’t What It Looks Like

Dallinya appeared out of the dungeon entrance a few minutes later, holding the glowing orb and looking utterly bewildered, like she’d just woken up to discover she hadn’t finished even one of the three term papers that were due today. Zati had come out ahead of her, and positively glowing.

“What’s with the face?” I asked tiredly.

“What face?” she asked.

“Your…” Your chin’s splitting open, I wanted to say. Instead I gestured around my own face and pointed to her.

“I wasn’t able to witness the consumption of a dungeon core during my time with the Archivists,” she bubbled. “I was always cataloguing monsters and items and layouts as a junior official. Higher ranking officials noted down the interplay between the dungeon core and the recipient. And now I have the opportunity!” Like a tween squealing over a pair of tickets to *current hottest pop icon*.

“Evan?” Dallinya called. “You left this back there?”

“Joke’s on you, it can’t be traded or given away.”

She froze. “What? What do you mean?”

“I thought that was pretty clear.”

“You’re giving this to me?” As if that hadn’t already happened. She wasn’t stupid, so this was just her brain catching up to what had happened because it was so fundamentally not part of her reality.

She deserved it. She’d been Giskennen’s whipping post for years, and it had fundamentally shifted how her magic manifested. She had layers and layers of scars on her back, which became her magic. Instead of sneaking or running really fast, or melting into shadows or something, she’d just given her former Master the ability to take a lot more punishment before dying. Like two shotgun blasts to the face type punishment.

“Dolly,” I told her, and the nickname felt right. “I didn’t give you anything. You earned it. I saw you fighting back there, and it was incredible. I took the last two, and if we do other dungeons I’m not going to be a selfish prick about it. I’m stronger for the company I keep.

“Now you have the choice… you can do a ritual and create your own dungeon lair thing, you can do a different ritual and make it into a magic item, or you can share essence with it and get magic powers. Cool, right?”

I put my hand in front of my mouth as if I was keeping a secret. “I’d fuck that thing if I were you. It was awesome the first time I did it.”

Her eyes searched over my face, then darted all around the forest for an answer. Finally she scrunched her face down, realization dawning, and went, “Share… share essence with this? How would I even—”

The glowing ball morphed into a glowing golden sex toy, far larger and longer than it should be possible to fit inside her.

Dallinya and the other three made appreciative noises. Dallinya’s eyes bugged out, but she also looked at that thing with raw hunger, and a little bit of fear.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Dallinya of Surrek has progressed significantly. Although she doesn’t understand why you have bequeathed this thing to her, she appreciates it. Your abilities associated with Dallinya have also progressed.

She held it out, but I literally couldn’t take it from her. Instead, I gave her the copper coin storage device. It had space enough to hold a glowing magic dildo. I kept Giskennen’s nose ring, which wasn’t nearly as good, but I didn’t want her carrying something belonging to the asshole who’d whipped her into changing a fundamental part of herself.

“Shall we be getting back?” I asked.

Once we were back at the truck, we could move quickly, have a mobile roof over our heads, and we would be easy to find if Zephellyn wanted to talk with us.

Except, they wanted to stay put, heal up, stretch out, build a campfire, and just relax for a while. I couldn’t argue with that, especially now with Zati casting a vote in favor of sticking around. She, like Dallinya, were rubbing life back into places that had been struck with death magic.

So we made camp here. Jerry still hadn’t come out today, so I summoned him (I promised myself never to summon the frole) and sent him off hunting.

In the meantime, I reviewed my stats. I’d earned a number of skill levels, Edged Weapons and Small Group Tactics. The little explanation window explained that Small Group Tactics typically supplied Clever experience, but as war was deception, often gave out Sly experience as well. Skulking around with Janet had given me more Sly experience than I usually accumulated just going about my business, but still not a ton.

Attuned— Bronze*****

Clever— Bronze******

Charming— Bronze****

Fierce— Bronze*****

Sly— Bronze****

Quick— Bronze******

Tough— Bronze*****

Stars up in Quick and Clever. I raised two fists to the sky and threw my head back. Silver wasn’t far now. I could begin tasting it.

I made a mental note to sneak around.

“Well,” I said. “We need to get back to Surrek and see about that Spice District plan.”

It just generally wasn’t easy to sneak around when I could make mighty leaps, breathe fire, and kill most of my problems with a combination of magic powers and an axe. All that would change in Surrek.

My Relationships with all the girls had gained stars as well. I hadn’t looked closely at the menu before, but it listed each one by name and their relationship to me just like an attribute.

Relationships:

Auralla of Sunspire- Silver (no stars)

Avya Dalewind of Sunspire- Bronze**** (!Action needed!)

Velleth of Surrek- Bronze***

Hellera of Surrek- Bronze***

Dallinya of Surrek- Bronze*****

Quavallie of Surrek- Bronze***

Shennalil of Surrek- Bronze**

Sechelle of Vrenian Gorge- Normal**

Zati Dellendri- Bronze**

Zephellyn, First Domi of Sunspire- Bronze (no stars)

The relationship with Dallinya had advanced further than with Avya, which wasn’t surprising, given that Dallinya had stuck with me while the Sunspire girls left, and I’d been able to see to her needs and keep her happy for several weeks.

However, I was shocked to find I’d reached Bronze tier with Zephellyn, until I considered further, and read the messages in my UI’s activity log. Mostly it was just damage dealt, damage taken, skills used successfully or failed, experience gained, loot looted, and every once in a while, a relationship bump.

There was one for Auralla for having sacrificed my life to save Avya, and there was a weird notification next to Avya’s name explaining that she and I needed to set some things straight before I could earn more relationship experience with her. Until then Avya and I were stuck.

Weird.

As for the First Domi of Sunspire… one notification was for clearing the dungeon with the froles. She might not have expected me to keep to my word (no idea why, since I’d only ever been a straight shooter with Sunspire), but we’d gone in there and ate that place alive, with only one near miss. By the time she’d returned, we’d crushed that dungeon.

If only I’d had the mental capacity to keep the dungeon open long enough to harvest a bunch of those deathcaps. On the other hand, Auralla wasn’t dead. I’d take a live lover over bucketfuls of death shrooms any day of the week, and not just because Jim was an amazing addition to my beast team.

Auralla was just the best, any way you sliced it. Your life was worse off without her in it, no matter who you were. If you saw her once a week at the grocery store, your life was better for that. If you were in my unenviable position instead, you worked as hard as possible to keep those naughty looks and radiant smiles coming your way.

I was turning myself on just thinking about her easy smile, and had to cut that shit out. The fraternizing would come in time.

I needed to check out the Sylph’s Mark now that I had myself a Bronze tier ability.

Sylph’s Mark

*Special Ability, Elemental*

*Bronze tier, no stars*

Normal: Activate to transform yourself and carried equipment into air for moderate mana per second. Physical attacks pass through you, and your nonmagical attacks cause no damage. You appear as a faint mist and your Sly and Stealth are increased by a significant amount. You may pass through any barrier that admits air, at normal movement speed.

You may transform one willing subject as per the Normal ability by touching the target and paying moderate mana per second.

Costs minimal mana to activate. Cooldown 1 minute.

Bronze: Activate to step on air as though it were a solid object. Each step costs minimal mana. No cooldown.

You gained this ability after joining with Zephellyn, First Domi of Sunspire. This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Zephellyn, First Domi of Sunspire.

Okay it wasn’t flight, but it was very close. And also, I could give other people the ability to turn into air. We could literally ghost people. This would make the Spice District situation even easier, and I couldn’t wait.

I would have to wait, sad as that was. I was looking to get back at that super cunt. In the meantime I’d have to settle for flexing this new air step power.

I took this new Bronze ability for a spin, getting up above the canopy after a short sprint, and running around the area in a wide circle. My whole body seemed very different when I activated Sylph’s Mark and started dumping mana into it, like the mana was turning me into air, or like I was becoming a lot lighter from the infusion of mana through the mark.

Attuned helped me to piece together what was happening as a result of magic flowing through me, and it was very… chakras and chi flow sort of thing. Difficult to describe unless you could feel it.

Whatever the revitalizing potion really consisted of, it left me feeling amazing. I ran around the camp once, took off towards the huge distant mountains of Kentir (both regular and floating), then came around in a wide circle to head back, when I found Zephellyn flying towards me in the distance.

I waved and almost lost my concentration, but managed not to fall to my death and meet up with her. She was a deep cobalt blue color, fresh out of whatever anxiety or worries that normally caused her to look like fog, though her hair was puffy cloud white and drifted around her head like a fan was always on her.

“What are you doing up here?” she asked, plainly in good spirits. If I had to guess the cause between flying or seeing me, I’d bet on the flying, though I’d accept a close second. Which was also last place, but I wasn’t counting.

“Would you believe I knew you would be coming?” I said, and jogged around her in a circle.

Astonishment colored her words “You look… like a sylph.”

I stopped to look down at myself, but immediately started plunging to earth. Apparently gravity wasn’t thrilled with me defying it for so long, and really wanted to punish me. For just one moment I hung in the air before air started rushing past me, and I was plummeting downwards.

Shouting, I caught sight of Zephellyn’s mortified face high above, before I rotated and was forced to watch the earth rushing up to snatch me back.

I managed to activate the other Sylph’s Mark effect just before I smashed into the ground. My air body splashed down instead, an extremely odd sensation, then coalesced back together into the form of me. Even weirder, I coalesced on my back, facing a very terrified sylph.

Zephellyn hovered just above me, staring in horror and steel-gray all over her body.

“Are you—”

I booped my nose against hers, and she blinked in confusion. “Aww, did you think you could come save me?” I teased. “That is very cute.”

“You… you male!”

“Avya says that too, a lot. It’s not nearly the curse you think it is. Anyway your concern is much appreciated. I could’ve died for the second time today.”

She blushed pure white, and stared at my face in confusion. “Second time?”

“Evan!” Auralla was calling. She froze, seeing the First Domi on her hands and knees above me. “Oh!”

“Hey Aura!” She was beginning to back off. “This isn’t what it looks like.” I laughed, because for once the tired old line was actually true.

“If you two… need to share… I’ll leave you to it.”

Zephellyn reacted as if gravity had just reversed, and flew up away from me. “I would never! Another coupling would not result in any further power.”

Auralla grinned. “I told him that after the first time too.”

This remark caused the high and mighty First Domi to regard me for a long time. I got up on my elbows and looked from Auralla to Zephellyn and back. Both were so gorgeous, but nothing could top the frank, open expression on Auralla’s face, so easy to smile.

“Did you want a status update?” I asked the First Domi. And a quick roll in the hay, I almost asked.

She seemed to snap back to reality here, turning back into a silvery fog color with hints of darker gray. I wondered if I could really influence the colors she showed off by pouring some empathic magic onto her, but decided not to. Mostly it was great for satisfying multiple partners when you only have a single dick, and for fucking with your enemies.

Another mental note for Spice District.

“When will you be taking on the second dungeon?” she asked.

“Pfff,” I said, and waved her off.

“We completed the second dungeon only a few minutes ago,” Auralla explained. “This magnificent fool nearly got himself killed.”

“Meh,” I said, and waved some more.

I got three quarters of my first star in Bronze with the First Domi all at once. Zephellyn turned an utterly bewildered look in my direction. “Is this so?” she asked.

“You bet,” I told her.

“Were you expecting me to share essence with you again upon my return?” she demanded.

“Are you kidding?” I asked. “Don’t take this the wrong way, First Domi, but I’ve been up to my eyeballs in absolutely breathtaking, beautiful women since I got here. They are more than one man can handle.

“I did this dungeon thing because it needed to be done. You’ve got several hundred people who need a new place to live, and Evan’s dungeon clearing service gets the job done right. Don’t get me wrong, I’m happy to churn your butter if you want, very happy since you’re gorgeous and all, but I never make demands like that.” Too much like slavery.

“Unless you tell him you want him to make demands,” Auralla clarified. And that… would not be at all like slavery, but would be very kinky.

I leered at her with mischief and waggled eyebrows. “I’m going to demand to tie you up later,” I told her matter-of-factly. “And make you beg for some essence.”

Her hands landed on her hips, while she cocked her head and offered up a playful smile. “And I’m going to enjoy it very much, and beg a lot.”

I peered down at the growing tent in my skirt, who was suddenly curious at the hot talk, and mentally commanded he take a break. He’d get his turn soon enough. Maybe very soon.

When I went to speak to Zephellyn again, I instead found her flinging herself at me and wrapping me in a tight hug.

“Thank you.” The words were spoken into my chest, and came out quite muffled. “Sunspire is in your debt.”

“You’d best thank the ladies,” I told her. “They did most of the work. And they can fill you in on what happened. Over some dinner.”

First Domi agreed and we headed back to the campsite together. Dallinya and Zati were genuinely a bit starstruck to have First Domi with us, sharing food and stories. I could see the admiration in Dallinya’s eyes.

Also, both Zati and Dallinya were astonished to see Zephellyn sitting next to me, looking bashful. The haughty death threat maker and supreme leader of the village was now sharing food with the guy she’d agreed to fuck just to know what sharing essence was like. The world was upside down if you looked at it that way.

The girls started telling stories about what they’d been through, fighting the froles, the skeletons, and finally the necromancer cultists. Several butter knives and forks were used as imaginary swords and javelins. Several jokes were made about slipping down through bone quicksand, and being tied naked to the altar. Avya threatened to skewer them on her mighty fork.

We had a lazy dinner around a blazing fire, reveling in how alive we felt. Dallinya and Zati had a quiet conversation on the other side of the fire pit, probably about the dungeon core, while the Sunspire girls stuck together. Auralla hadn’t let Avya get more than arm’s length away since the altar situation. Avya was pausing every once in a while to regard me seriously. I tried to put it out of mind, but I’d need to know soon, for better or worse.

I knew the jagged mountain peaks with the gigantic floating islands sat off to the east, even if we couldn’t see them for the forest surrounding us. Kentir was rumored to be one of those ‘places from which no one ever returns’. Which I knew from history books was some bullshit.

Still, this place had magic, and that had to alter a lot of dynamics when it came to countries and diplomacy and technological advancement and such. 

I asked the ladies what they thought about Kentir, still further off to the east. None of them knew much about it, except you’ll never guess who.

Zati began explaining that a completely different civilization of peoples lived out east in Kentir. They weren’t bothered by raiders or gigantic monsters like the empire and its ring of city states. They were reclusive, highly religious, and certain that the end was going to be right around the corner.

Whatever gods they listened to and whichever of those gods spoke to them had been telling them for over fifty years that the end times were approaching. It would sweep out of the north, where magic became a worrisome constant.

Zephellyn had heard something like that from the one or two merchants who managed to get into Kentir and then back out again. Kentir was a place of believers, or at least in the thrall of believers.

With news shared and dinner done, the sun decided it was time to set and Zephellyn stood.

“I actually… have an idea I’d like to run by you,” I said, and briefly sketched out the damn fool thing I’d gotten into my brain. All five of the ladies with me stared in shock, wonder, and a little worry, glancing at Zati for her take on this. I reiterated that she could say no, and anyone from Sunspire was also well within their rights to refuse when the time came.

See, I know what you’re thinking, and it’s not that. I wasn’t about to sign up the entire village of Sunspire to have me plunder their magical reserves.

But it also isn’t very far off either.


19- Blood Debtor

Amazingly enough, Zephellyn agreed to my wacky ass plan, while Zati’s eyes glazed over with the challenge of coming up with the correct spell, and how quickly it might deplete her mana reserves. She retrieved a journal from the storage device and began to scribble equations and nonsense words. ‘Coaxial variance levels’ were a thing, and I know this because I looked over the naga’s shoulder while she worked into the dusk hours.

We wouldn’t go through with my insane plan until morning, when Sunspire arrived and Zati could get a breather instead of burning herself out on mana again and again. That information caused Dallinya to stop glaring at me, for having sucked Zati into a world of math and thinking, and away from carnal fun like she had planned.

The catgirl had turned bisexual (or maybe it was just a revelation of something she hadn’t known about herself) in an awful hurry. Or was she pansexual, because Zati wasn’t even the same species as her? Those sorts of labels didn’t matter here, I realized.

I couldn’t say I was displeased either way. Watching two incredibly hot women make eyes at one another and go at it was one of my fantasies for a long time, and now I got to watch in real life.

I also found myself smiling like a village idiot, watching Dallinya idly play with Zati’s tail or seeing Dallinya get up to do something, only to have Zati stop her by curling her tail around an ankle. The smiles they gave each other, Zati shy but insistent, Dallinya cool and sultry, warmed up my chest. It wasn’t all the lewd stuff that gave me the warm fuzzies.

I also liked the way Auralla snuggled in next to me, and the way Avya sat in my lap and stared at the flames dancing.

Oh right.

After dinner, I took Avya out away from the clean up and pack up efforts, riding on my shoulders.

“How are you doing?” I asked, and rubbed a thumb up and down over both her calf muscles.

“You moron,” she sighed, fingers tightening into my hair.

“What?”

“You couldn’t have let Aura do the heroing?”

“I… don’t understand.”

“We have blood debts, Evvie,” she said.

“Oh. I don’t know what that means, but I don’t care. You’re not bound by any dumb shit to serve me or whatever. I saved you because you needed saving. That’s it.”

But something in the Male ability swam back from the depths of memory. The ability had been very long, and I’d only skimmed it, but her use of the words Blood Debt stirred up my recall. My Bronze tier Clever attribute really had my mind much clearer than before.

I located the portion of the ability in question and read through again, just to be sure.

Directly saving the life of a female with whom you have a relationship in a time of near certain or certain death incurs a Blood Debt. The individual saved becomes the Debtor, and the other becomes the Savior. The relationship becomes one of servitude, and relationship experience is boosted for the saved party’s submission to this. Disobeying the command of the Savior reduces relationship experience.

Acting in a way that assists the Savior boosts Relationship experience. Being parted from the Savior for more than six hours causes Relationship damage.

I stopped and stared out into the gloom of dusk. Shafts of sunlight pierced the trees and fell at extreme angles as the day died off.

As if this hadn’t been complicated enough, we now had to add this layer of bullshit. Anybody would’ve done what I did. Dallinya would’ve, if she hadn’t been taking care of Zati. Zati would’ve if her body hadn’t been withering and rotting in hyper fast sped up time. Auralla would’ve done it if she hadn’t been possessed by the devil to impale the lead necromancer four thousand times with her spear.

Oh, that wasn’t all.

A Blood Debtor loses one tier of shared abilities, if any. A Blood Savior gains one tier of shared abilities, if any.

The Blood Debt is canceled when either of the members dies, or the Debtor manages to save the life of the Savior in a situation of certain or near certain death.

Do you accept the Blood Debt?

The only option that appeared in the screen before me was one gigantic button: ‘Accept the hold over your Debtor.’

Well why ask me if I accept, if you aren’t going to give me a second option, I thought. Fucking Prick.

It’s totally not my fault, the message read. I don’t make the rules, I just enforce them.

Glumly, I pressed the Accept button.

“I’m sorry Avi,” I told her. “If I’d have known, I would’ve just let you become the avatar for an ancient evil god of death or whatever.”

“Yeah yeah,” she moped.

“Is there anything I can do for you?” I asked. I didn’t like seeing her defeated like this.

“You’re the one who gives the orders now,” she replied flatly.

I decided not to argue with her. She’d come around to the idea of being my awesome sidekick in time. Besides, she’d never really used the Drifter’s Mark I’d given her. I knew the blow had been hard to handle, but she would move to the acceptance phase soon.

In the meantime, my Empath’s Mark was now operating as if it was Silver with four stars, instead of Bronze with four stars. With only slight hesitation I opened up the ability and took a look.

Empath’s Mark

*Special ability, magical*

*Silver tier, four 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. You can sense the rough number of individuals within thirty feet of you. This ability is difficult to counter, even by those of higher rank 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). 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 moderate mana per minute.

Silver: Cool or heat the emotions of allies or enemies within a large area (up to fifty people) to a moderate or severe degree. Alternately, drive one subject insane with conflicting emotions. Target gains five emotional statuses at random. Those affected may make a Tough check (with the Will skill) to reduce the effect.

Costs high mana per minute. Cooldown: 5 minutes.

You gained this ability after joining with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire. *Your ability is currently artificially stronger. Avya Dalewind of Sunspire is indebted to you for saving her life.*

“You want a mustache ride?” I suggested.

“What?”

“A mustache ride.”

She sighed. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Your Drifter terms are weird. And dumb. And weird.”

I actually was growing out a bit of a mustache by now. I had four days’ worth of growth from being out here and in danger.

I also sighed. “Listen, I order you to continue being the incredible woman from before the stupid dungeon incident, okay? If you need to be told what to do, I’m telling you to continue doing whatever you were doing, and don’t ask me for more orders.”

This got a gasp of surprise out of her, so I continued. “If you thought it was going to change things between us, well it isn’t. I figured you knew already knew better, but let me reiterate for about the six millionth time: I’m not like other guys.”

Yeah yeah yeah, it sounds stupid on earth, but here it was actually true.

“Just enjoy your time, pinch my butt, call me stupid, tease me and for the love of the gods in this world, keep catching me in the middle of essence sharing with the others.”

She hitched a sob, so I put her down, fell to my knees, and kissed her gently. Her eyes were downcast and though she was sulking, she returned the kiss automatically.

“Okay?”

She nodded, and relieved tears slipped down her cheeks. “I’m sorry,” she muttered. “I didn’t… there are stories about the Blood Debt.” When I didn’t speak, she went on. “It’s… my mother would scare us with the stories so we would be quiet at bedtime. You don’t know the stories… the woman who got into a Blood Debt and had to kill her own children, and cook them up for dinner because the Savior ordered her to do it. The little girl who got saved and had to be bait for all the creatures on his hunts. She lost more and more body parts from getting attacked over and over.”

I stared at her.

“You wouldn’t… I-I know you wouldn’t, but you understand? It’s the worst nightmare for anyone from Sunspire. You understand, don’t you?”

I wiped her tears away, hugged her close, then looked into her eyes. “Now, I’m going to give you your next order.”

”What—”

“I want you to climb onto my face and use me to get yourself off.”

“Uhhh…” she replied, face reddening with confusion and arousal. “That isn’t how this works. You give orders and I have to obey. You could make me use my mouth on you and choke me as long as you want. Or, or, you could order me to act as a pillow for you while you share essence with Aura. You could use, um, the other place.”

She was talking about anal. “Have you been talking with Auralla?”

She nodded in misery, biting her lip anxiously while I just got harder and harder. 

“Nope,” I said. “You use me.”

“But—”

“Not optional. It’s an order. I lay down, and you do whatever you need. If you need to pull my hair, you can do that. If you need something else, I want you to tell me what it is so I can do it.”

We’d nip this right in the bud. The pleasure bud. I wouldn’t have this weird superstition come between us, not like what had happened with Velleth.

I went to kiss her, and her eyes automatically closed to receive it, but I stopped just a hair’s breadth away. I could taste her breath, from the toothpaste we’d used not long before, minty fresh.

She made an agonized, horny sound. “Ohhhh.”

“Take what you want, if you want it,” I breathed. “Do you want to kiss me?”

“Yesss,” she whispered, and kissed me. She was still hesitant, so I held back until her tongue was swirling in my mouth. I had to place her hands on my shoulders, but she seemed to get it then. She pushed against my shoulders, and I fell to the grass.

There’s something about having a woman crawl up and settle her pussy over my face that really drives me wild. Most of my past partners said the same thing: it’s varying degrees of awkward to settle the mound over my face. You’ve got to avoid kneeing me in the upper body, or the head. The placement of feet is a strange: on the shoulders, or under?

Then there’s pressure: how much does she press down on my head? Is she worried about suffocating me or is she into that?

Does she look down at the scene before her, and see me staring up the length of her body, towering above me? Once it starts, I know she’s likely to start shaking or shivering, and then the question becomes: does she lean forward against the headboard or wall, or lean back and prop herself up, one hand on each of my knees?

Something about all this gets to me. It’s my own weird kink, I guess. It maybe had a little to do with my first ever serious girlfriend, the summer after graduation, and how she claimed she didn’t want me to eat her out, but she was fine so long as she could hold onto the top of the headboard and rest her forehead against her bedroom wall. And of course, being a horny teenager, I obliged her. I obliged her over and over and over. Until one day I knocked and came into her bedroom before a date, and found her already kneeling on her bed, already bottomless in just her hoodie and socks, looking over her shoulder at me. Awkward and uncomfortable, but smoldering with need.

Avya still seemed uncomfortable doing this. Or at least she was hesitant. She lowered herself, hesitantly, until she was hovering just an inch over my mouth. She was hot, and smelled of her magic. Whatever kind of flower she smelled like in this world, I didn’t know, but her floral scent was intoxicating.

But I waited.

“Ughhh,” she moaned, aroused and needing me. “What are you doing?”

“I’m waiting for you to do what you want,” I replied, voice muffled just a tad.

I could just see her in my mind: biting her lip and looking up to the sky, then down at me, before finally she lowered herself onto me. And then, when I didn’t move my tongue any, she made another frustrated noise.

“You asshole,” she whimpered. “Are you really… gonna make me…”

I didn’t reply. Really I couldn’t. And while the temptation to grab her ass and thrust my tongue all the way up into her was heavy, this was a special situation.

It took time, with her just sitting on my face, making agonized horny noises, before she did it. Finally her ass rocked forward, and then back, dragging herself over my open mouth and my tongue. Back and then forth.

Her hands came to rest on my forehead, and her hands clenched my hair, while she fucked herself on my tongue. Back… and forth. Back again, clenching her abs, and forth over. I didn’t move

“Oh gods oh gods oh gods,” she breathed.

She gripped my hair and pulled my head upwards, grinding and riding against me. Moaning and writhing, she finally came. I loved the way her legs shuddered against the sides of my head, and the shivering breath she let out afterwards.

She backed up and snuggled down into my chest.

“Happy now?” she asked. “I fulfilled your dumb order.”

“Happier than you know,” I told her. “How about you? Feeling more like your old self?”

“Mayyyyybe,” she said.

“How do you feel about getting me all up in you, now that you got me worked up?”

“Mmmm.”
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I figured we had one more day to do this, and then a day to get back to Surrek, that’s what I was banking on. That was five days away from the city, and more than I wanted to risk, but if we could pull this off, it would be a huge boon to me continuing to operate in Surrek the way I wanted.

I just hoped everybody involved would play their parts and not freak the fuck out, like I expected most of them to do. Maybe all of them.

The people of Sunspire were on their way, and had nearly reached the spot Zephellyn had chosen to set up New Sunspire. However that would work.

Oh, duh. They had their lives packed up into storage devices.

The mood was festive into the night (though Avya was still a little surly), and I added to that by importing a few bottles of liquor into this world. I didn’t know a whole lot about the liquor scene, so I only got a bottle of Jameson, Absolut (peach flavored), and a fifth of Jack Daniel’s. I almost let them try, but then realized we needed at least some coke or tonic water, so with mana refilled I snatched out a six pack of coke.

Every one of these finds was met with wonder and light applause, which made me feel like a stage magician. Pretty soon I felt like a bartender, having to pluck a bag of ice out of the aether and pour out measures of Jack for Jack and Cokes into our earthenware cups.

The party really started to go a little insane after that. I put music on from my world on my smartphone, including another mana heavy nab, a Bluetooth speaker. At this point it literally became a backwoods rave, except I was the only guy in attendance, and there were no strobe lights. Just the campfire.

I wasn’t sure what the opposite of a sausage party was, but I was living it and lucky to do so. A clam bake?

At first drink, I was forced to have a sit down so I could stop my head from spinning. Plucking items from my world cost high mana each time, and I’d just done so five times in a row, without much rest.

It turned out that depleting my mana so far so fast made it really easy to get shitfaced. Whoops.

Dallinya, Auralla, and Avya danced their hearts out, while Zati swayed back and forth, first low to the ground and then high above us. They started singing the words once they got the hang of several choruses.

Once the drinks began to flow more and I tried for some party style music, the girls got really drunk. Clothes started coming off. The dances started to look much more like sex acts to the rhythm of the music. The laughter became sloppy, and all the ladies gravitated toward me more and more.

The party went from carefree and happy to electrically charged. Smoldering looks, come hither motions, and long, full body caresses included whispered desires.

Grinding against their naked bodies to the rhythm, we soon fell to long, passionate kisses in between sips. Dallinya and Zati met me for a kiss in triplicate, which mostly involved Zati winding her tongue around ours. After more grinding and groping, they staggered off to enjoy one another.

This left me with the Sunspire twins, dancing and drinking and getting bolder in the darkness. Apparently I had too much to drink, because my recollection got a little sketchy here.

I must’ve ordered Avya again, because I have a flash of her grinding down onto my pole while Auralla licked at her nipples, with Auralla grinding her mound onto my open mouth.

God, she was delicious.

And Auralla pouring booze down the length of her body to drip down off her pussy and into my open mouth. Then Avya’s. And Avya helping me eat Auralla out quite thoroughly. Avya seated on Auralla’s face while I repeatedly drove myself into Auralla’s slick center. Avya licking my seed off Auralla’s sweat-soaked neck and face. The two of them kissing around a glob of it, but mostly kissing one another.

Had I ordered Avya to do that? I can’t remember.

Whatever more might have happened, I knew beyond a shadow of a doubt one thing: I was definitely the luckiest person who had ever lived.


20- This Was a Bad Plan

Until the next morning, when I woke up with a pounding headache and a sensitivity to light. However, I woke in a tangle of bodies, and tried to enjoy that at least.

The trouble with hangovers is nothing feels good. Their bodies were too sweaty or stank of alcohol. Thank the gods we hadn’t been in a nightclub, because I detest the morning stink of smoke in a girl’s hair. It’s one of those weird hang ups. I can’t stand smoky clothes.

Now a campfire? I’m all about that. Woodsmoke smells incredible.

I was just about ready to gently push Auralla off me when Zephellyn’s head appeared over me.

“Drifter,” she said quietly. Then, “Evan.”

“We were celebrating the, uh, dungeon victory,” I explained, then realized I was an adult here in this world, and didn’t owe anyone an explanation.

She nodded.

“Are the people here?”

She nodded again. Shit.

“That’s great. I’ll just… get… dressed…”

“You were practicing the sharing of essences, weren’t you?” she asked. Was that wistfulness in her voice?

“You can’t really blame me, can you? Both of them are just incredible. Both of them at once makes me ready to die happy.

“Now, if you would be so kind, you will find Dallinya and Zati nearby. I hate to, uh, made requests of the First Domi and all, but Zati is crucial for the plan. Could you wake her and let her know we’ll start when she’s ready?”

Once Zati was roused and given some food to combat the hangover, and I was dressed, we cleared out a space near the camp for the ritual the naga had devised.

Sunspire people were everywhere. They’d begun to chop at trees and retrieve materials from storage devices to erect their tents and establish the camps they’d need. A stream wasn’t far off, and would serve them, at least until they found a better place.

I turned to Zephallyn. “I will need at least one of your people to attack me constantly.”

She cocked her head, but Second Domi was all over this one. She drew her nellwyn katana style sword and raised it, only to have me wave her off.

“Hold up. We need to have an understanding, all right?”

Second Domi, the nellwyn with the coal black skin and the forest green hair, eyed me with a half-smile half-frown. Clearly she was giddy with the prospect of cutting me to ribbons, and was annoyed at having to wait.

“Obviously you’re not allowed to kill me. Every time you attack, I will be helping Zati here regenerate more and more mana. The effect ends after ten minutes. I don’t know if it would still work with a practice sword, but… I’ll try to deflect your strikes. You just keep trying to hit me— hey! Once I say I’m ready!”

“You look exceptionally ready, male!” she said, and attacked.

I blocked her strike and activated the Archivist’s Mark at the same time. The familiar glowing red-orange ritual circle erupted beneath the feet of all the members of my cohort.

“Avya!” I called. She gave me a flat stare. “I would like it very much if you could not give me the death glare, and while you’re at it, I’d also love it so much if you could help Auralla assist with anything Zati might need, pretty please with a cherry on top.”

She stuck her tongue out at me and blew a raspberry in my direction. “I don’t know what a cherry is!”

“I love you too!” I called, and blocked another strike. Second Domi nicked me on the ankle somehow, even given her short reach and short weapon, but if there was one place a nellwyn could get me, it was on the friggin ankle.

“Ow!”

“This is what you desired, yes?” Second Domi asked gleefully, and drew back her blade before launching into a series of rapid strikes.

I gritted my teeth and forced a smile. “You’re doing great,” I told her just before taking another slice on the leg. At last, I tied her weapon up with the axe’s head. This gave me a moment to check on Zati—

No it didn’t. She head butted me right in the cock. On the upside, the glimpse of Zati I’d seen had her sparking with magic power, with the ritual circle all set up and things moving.

“Once,” I hissed, and blocked another strike. “Once the window opens… jeez give me a second. Once it opens, ow! I will need to, ugh… talk with the people on the other side.”

“This means,” she grunted in between slashes and the occasional thrust, “I must… stop attacking?” This was clearly not something she wanted. She positively relished attacking me, that much was clear. Her swordsmanship was also far better than mine.

“You want me to attack you back?” I growled.

She had no answer to this.

The mana regeneration level had spiked a lot. I knew this because in between blocking her attacks, I pulled a carton of ice cream from earth and tossed it to Dallinya. I watched my mana dip a fair amount, almost a quarter, but it filled back in quickly. I plucked out a plunger, followed by another bottle of Jameson, and rolled each of them away.

The Sunspire seemed to think this was hilarious good fun, and formed a circle around us, chanting and clapping. Every time my mana refilled enough, I could grab out a loaf of bread, a flashlight, or another bottle of mediocre quality liquor, then toss them away for one of the villagers to have.

“Those bottles!” I called, and sidestepped a slash, only to take the draw strike on the side of my leg. Second Domi was no joke. “Not for children, okay?”

Dallinya was serving ice cream, and drew a lot of them away, while Zati completed her calculations and opened the window.

Between the gifts, the snacks and the very public show of combat, this was turning into an actual circus.

“Mmm… Evan!” Zati called, biting off addressing me as Master by just a smidgen.

“Okay!” I shouted, then teleported away to where Zati had begun to open a huge window to earth. I distantly heard Second Domi cursing.

“Concentrate,” she told me, and I thought of Michael and Paul’s shared house in Ypsi, a dilapidated shithole of peeling gray green paint and a driveway in desperate need of a power wash. The inside was decorated in the collage student curbside collection. None of it matched, the TV was up on a pair of milk crates with a slab of plywood between them, and various gaming consoles sat on the floor beneath.

I didn’t want the TV, but instead a view of the seating space: the tattered brown couch and burnt orange recliner that had been clawed to shit by somebody’s cat once upon a time.

The door resolved into this living room, and in the periphery I caught movement.

“Michael!” I shouted. “Paul!”

Michael leaned back into view of the window, staring stupefied. A piece of leftover pizza hung limply in one hand.

“Go get Paul, right now, you have zero minutes if you want to have sex today!”

He ambled toward the window, staring in consternation. “Ev? Is that you Ev? Did I take some acid before I got up? Wait, I don’t take acid. You’ve been missing for like—”

“Shut up!” His mouth snapped closed. “Listen to me. We have two minutes before this door closes, and I’m not opening it again. I’ll give you about ten seconds to choose whether or not you come live in this world, and have all kinds of incredible sex.”

He started shuffling forward.

“Wait!” I shouted. “What about Paul?”

“Oh.”

Paul’s head popped out from behind a door, bleary-eyed. “The fuck? Evan?”

“Listen, there’s a lot to say and no time. There’s magic, and danger, but if you look behind me you’ll see tons of beautiful women, and you have thirty seconds to come through this door if you want to be a part of it. If not, I’m not coming back for you.”

“Let me put some pants on,” Paul mumbled.

“I have tons of pants,” I lied. “Get your asses over here.”

“Evan?” Zati asked, the strain obvious in her voice. Avya and Auralla had already fed her a mana potion.

“Get your asses over here now.”

Michael shrugged and headed through the portal. He had to duck into through and step over the bottom, and that was because Michael was six foot nine and towered over literally everyone. I grabbed his hand and he started to shake it automatically, because people are programmed to do things, but I pulled him out of the way so I could see about Paul.

Paul was wearing nothing but a pair of gimmick boxer shorts with a big red target on them, and one sock. The bullseye was centered right on his junk. He approached the window much more cautiously.

“Evan, what the fuck—“

“Five, four…” I called. “Three, two…”

He leapt through, and immediately Zati let the spell drop. The window shrank down to nothing, replacing a shoddy living room with forest and a smattering of Sunspire villagers staring in amazement. She also collapsed into Auralla and Avya’s arms, breathing heavily and covered in sweat.

The two of them stood there, surrounded by hundreds of women of all sizes, ages, colors, and species. Michael turned and waved to everybody. Paul peered about in shock for a few seconds before his eyes rolled back in his head and he fainted.
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Paul was a sharp guy, and had absorbed a whole lot in a very short time. His sense of disbelief had faded as soon as I’d slapped him across the face, then forced him to poke Auralla in the shoulder. She’d been smiling sweetly the whole time, staring at him with her unnaturally green eyes and tucking a lock of rainbow hair behind one ear. Paul had been a stuttering mess. He tried not to gape at her clothing, which left zero to the imagination.

It had been a half hour of intense disbelief, then acceptance, then more disbelief, then more acceptance. He’d watched me manifest magic in a bunch of different ways, morph into a different person, morph into a red dragonite, command a jiddara by speaking, and then teleport.

Meanwhile Michael had just accepted that this was the world, gave shoulder rides to a bunch of little human and mostly non-human kids. Afterwards, he tried to see how many he could lift one-handed, hanging off his forearm like a carnival ride. He’d gotten up to an elf, a dwarf, a tiny halfling child, a tiefling, and one of those mantis people. Either he was really friggin strong, or they were very light.

Michael had a bright smile on his deceptively dopey face. I knew Michael wasn’t stupid, but he’d always been much more light-hearted and cheery. He was a good guy to have on your team: he could think, he could intimidate, he could punch real hard, he could drink an absolute shit ton, and he always had kind words to say.

“But you could come home,” Paul argued, after he’d finished washing the disbelief out of his system with a shot of Jack.

I snorted. “Come home to what? My apartment still has my cheating ex living in it, and I haven’t paid the rent. Oh, and I haven’t shown up to work in over a month. Pff, earth can eat a whole bag of dicks.”

“Are bags of dicks for sale in your world?” Zati asked weakly.

“Evan’s being ridiculous again,” Dallinya explained, and gave Zati a peck on the forehead.

“Dolly’s correct,” I said.

Paul looked at her over his beaky axe blade of a nose, blinked several times, and raked Zati’s half-human half-very-not-human body up and down with his eyes. His gaze lingered on her huge boobs longer than was appropriate.

He opened and shut his mouth several times. “You just said you nearly died like four times.”

Shaking my head, I explained again that I’d gotten more pussy this month, had deeper connections to far more women, experienced more success, and climbed the social ladder more than I ever had in my other twenty-three years on earth. Not only were they okay with polygamy, but Auralla had practically dragged a second girl straight onto my dick. Fuck earth.

“Tomorrow, we’ll have the power and knowhow to send you back if you decide that’s what you want,” I told him. “But if you stay, the people of Sunspire have agreed to gift you with one magic power each.”

Paul seemed lost for a second, but, then his head snapped up. “Gift… you mean…” 

I nodded.

Michael threw a child up in the air and caught her, then set her down and went to throw the next. He tossed the next one, shrieking laughter, maybe five feet up. Then he effortlessly caught her, before realizing we were staring at him.

“I’m in,” he said simply.
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I took a deep breath and held up my hands to stop Avya, Auralla, First Domi and Dallinya from leaping forward to murder Paul where he stood.

“I asked the same questions when I got here,” I said, and turned to Paul. “If you steal their magic, you die. No other option. Listen, any and all of these people could casually murder you. You get that, right?”

Paul squinted at me, then nodded.

“So it would follow that if you do the thing we asked you not to do, they’ll cut your head off and shit down your neck?”

“And you… won’t stop them?” he asked.

“Why would I? If you want to be a prick, you suffer the consequences.”

“Bro, you’re telling me that it’s hoes before bros?”

I stared at him. He stared back. I blinked at him, and he blinked right back, with exaggerated slowness.

Long moments passed, where I honestly wondered if he was going to die on this hill, and if this really was him. I hadn’t seen the guys in a couple of months, with my truck schedule, and Paul had taken a position loading a warehouse at Trader Joes. I hadn’t seen them before that, because my ex was a bit of a controlling psycho who hated my friends. I figured the brainwashing hadn’t reached its tendrils that far into him, but…

He went pfffff. “I’m fucking with you, bruh. Of course I’m not going to steal a lady’s magic.”

“Me too neither,” Michael said, and smiled off at the distant Sunspire ladies. A bunch of them smiled in return. A few waved, including both Third and Fourth Domis, the dragonite and the orc.

I had no worries about Michael. Or maybe one worry. It was Paul I didn’t realize I had to concern myself with. 

I put a hand on each of their shoulders and leaned in. “Look, I’m taking a huge risk bringing you here. I had to learn everything the hard way, all right? I have the scars to prove. I’ve killed people.”

“You mentioned that already.”

“It doesn’t seem to be sinking in,” I told Paul. “Once we make for the city, everything gets a level higher in intensity. This was my genius plan, and I need you guys in on it. If not, earth is one very difficult portal away, okay?”

They both nodded.

“The ladies also get your magic in return. The better friends you make with them today, the stronger that magic power gets, okay? Treat it like a date. And if she says she’s not ready to take the D, there’s no forcing it. We find you someone else here, or wait to find someone in the city.”

More nodding.

“You really own parts of the city?” Paul asked. Yes, we’d been over it three fucking times, and the answer was still yes.

Instead I told him, “No. I made that part up. Everything else was true except for that one detail, which I chose to fabricate for absolutely no reason whatsoever.”

“You don’t have to be a dick about this,” Paul said.

My head was about to pop right off my neck and flutter around the area like a balloon someone had just let go.

“Evvie?” Avya asked from behind me.

“What?” I snapped, then immediately felt like a tool for doing so. “Fuck, I’m sorry, Avya. That was… I mean… you didn’t deserve that.”

“I know,” she said, and tossed it away like a champ. “Would you like to have Dallinya and I handle this?”

I stood and turned, fell to my knees, and gave her a quick kiss on the forehead. “I would like that very much. You’re the best and I love you so much right now.” She blushed and smiled, more than before, but still not the old Avi. “Just kill either of them if they give you any lip.”

“He didn’t mean that,” Paul told Michael, and Avya. “You didn’t mean that, right?” he called, while I walked away.

Gods, now that I’d brought them here, it seemed like an utterly idiotic plan and doomed to failure. I was a hundred percent stuck in that ‘I’m the only one who can do this right’ mentality. Only I could seduce the two ladies chosen to receive magic powers from my idiot friends. Only I could sex them properly. Which meant they wouldn’t get the marks of power, I would, and that wasn’t how this was supposed to go.

Right now my confidence level in both of them had drained away. Paul and Michael would undoubtedly both fuck this up, no matter how many times we went over it. It would only take one fuck up to turn the entire village against me. I was betting on Paul to do that, but Michael was still in the running.

Zephellyn approached while Dallinya and Avya started in on their version of the spiel. “You seem much more tense now.”

Was I far enough away from Michael and Paul? I checked. “This was a bad plan.” Nobody told me how bad it was.

“You said those exact words about twelve times now,” she said. “Come with me, will you? There’s nothing more you can do here.”

I nodded mutely, and cast one glance back at my two friends. Avya was already riding on Michael’s shoulders, while Dallinya held Paul’s hand. Her tail had fluffed out some, indicating she wasn’t really keen on actually touching my rail thin friend. Paul, meanwhile, was staring at her in utter stupefaction, rubbing the back of his neck, red-faced.

First Domi was up in the sky and almost out of sight by the time I started after her. I ran up an invisible staircase, crossed over the treetops, and ran after her.


21- Noises, Cries, and Begging

Zephellyn wasn’t wrong when she explained that soaring in the sky felt simply incredible. A deep pool of stress was bailed out by the bucketful while I ran, and ran, and ran on thin air. The worries fell away, and all was just running.

Zephellyn led me north, and then further north. For nearly two hours I ran, until my mana started to get low and I had to take several leaps down to earth.

First Domi landed not long after. Usually it wasn’t difficult to detect her mood through the color of her body, but this time she had kept carefully neutral, a light gray of fog like the first time I’d met her.

“Just a little further,” she said.

“We’ve been up there for hours,” I replied, panting. If there’s one thing that can be said for living in this world and getting constant sexercise, it was healthy cardio and better endurance.

The sun was now overhead, and I’d spotted rain on the horizon. I’d be running back down to the camp in the rain no matter what. Hopefully not dodging lightning strikes the whole way, however one did that when flying.

Together, we stared at the mountain range to the north that had come into view in the last fifteen minutes or so. We’d passed a wide river, and what looked to be a few weird bulges where the river didn’t snake so much as fill in odd circular spots. There’d also been some more of these craters not full of water nearby.

“What did you see?” she asked.

“The craters,” I said, and she nodded. “What’s with those?”

“I have speculated with the Domi, but I would value yours as well. Fresh eyes are known to see what clouded eyes cannot.”

I considered the shapes of the craters, and the angles of entry. “I can’t say I’m an expert on geology or meteors, but those looked too numerous to have come from a meteor shower. It looks more like a high-powered battle, blasting divots into the ground from above. Either a flyer with extreme power, or a bigger monster than I’ve ever seen. Bigger than the dragon skeleton. You ever seen anything big enough to do that?”

I thought about what the Governor might’ve been capable of. We hadn’t found any damage to the farms outside of Surrek, except the huge groffere prints.

She nodded. “We are not used to seeing monsters of this size so far south. They range for hundreds of miles, perhaps thousands, coming at random throughout the seasons. Never so many, or so far.”

“The river is a natural barrier to most of them, isn’t it?”

She nodded. “How did you know?”

“Lots more of those floating rocks up north. And a lot of loose rocks, but scattered in close patterning. Like floating rocks broken open on the ground, but no glitter, so the mana crystals were taken, or eaten. Plenty of trees bowled over. It’s a magically saturated area up there.

“If I had to guess, I’d say the bigger monsters get powerful enough to crack open the floating rocks like eggs and eat the mana crystals, and they grow bigger or become more dangerous.”

“Your time in the city has taught you much,” she said.

I shrugged, but the praise felt good, considering the source had threatened to kill me just a few days ago. “Ink District taught me a lot. And south of the river there aren’t as many of the floating boulders.”

The only way for monsters to get that big would be to find mana crystals to eat… or other monsters who’d already eaten the mana crystals. The north sounded incredibly dangerous now.

“Do people live up that way?” I asked.

She nodded. “Barbarians. Beastmasters and beast riders. Small tribes, most of them. Some arrive at the Nexus each year in the late fall to trade.”

“Pelts and mana crystals?” I asked, and she nodded.

I listened, and heard only the wind for a time. The vastness of the sky, the life all around us, and yet the stillness so far from people was calming.

“Did you bring me out here to share essence?” I asked lightly.

“I…” she made an affronted noise. “What kind of… I am insulted… do you consider me… ugh! Males! The very idea!”

After looking at her for a short time, I peered up into the north. She’d landed us on a rise overlooking more forest, the river, and the chewed up north beyond the river. She’d also landed us miles and miles away from any sign of civilization.

I hadn’t been away from civilization, even during scouts. We’d just gone to a camp, which looked like wilderness but was dirt roads, the occasional cleared spot for tents to be set up, and cabins everywhere.

Here, there was nothing.

“I didn’t hear you say the word no,” I told her, and tried to wipe a smile off my face.

“Did you know?” she asked quietly.

“Did I know… what?”

“Did you know sharing essence would be like flying?”

“For me it’s always like flying,” I told her. “I burst off the ground like a rocket before the first touch. I’m in the stratosphere until it’s time to complete the mission. For ladies it’s tougher. You have to get their engines running first, get rolling, and then finally take off.”

She turned to me, staring into my face. “I should not find you this agreeable, Drifter. I should not feel a tug toward you. You should not consume my thoughts. I have a responsibility to Sunspire. They depend upon me.”

“I won’t get in the way of that,” I said. “Just a bit of flying, and afterwards you go back to your responsibilities as Domi.”

The first step she took toward me seemed to take a lot of courage, but she soon took a second, and then a third until she was close enough to kiss. “I want you to make me fly again, Drifter.”

I didn’t hesitate. “I would be honored.”
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For the first few minutes, I simply looked her up and down. She had all the anatomy women of this world did, although it was a rough sketch rather than truly real. She was compact and slim, with barely anything resembling fat, high breasts that ended without nipples, and hair that never stopped moving.

When she set foot on the ground, she never left footprints, meaning she barely ever actually touched down. After studying her body thoroughly, I finished this off by walking around her while she went from eager to confused, to anxious.

“What?” she asked at last. “What is it?”

“I like to savor my prey before I strike,” I told her.

She blinked eyelids she didn’t strictly need and opened her mouth, then snapped it closed again.

“Are you planning to eat me?” she asked.

“Do you want me to?” I asked.

“Ohhh uhh,” this sound she made was half a moan and half realization. “The… tongue… thing.”

I smiled. “It’s called ’eating out’ where I come from.” I reached out and traced a line around her hip and over her mound, completing the circle around her.

“Oooh,” she gasped.

“Did you know you taste like a refreshing spring day?” I asked.

She shook her head and let me slide my fingers over her lower lips, just like last time. “You taste like everything that’s good about the end of winter and the beginning of a good warm spring.”

Her breathing had gotten shallow now, and her eyelids were drooping. I didn’t believe she actually needed to breathe, but I could’ve been wrong.

It wasn’t the time to treat her like a science project; it was time to drive her wild. She hissed a breath in, while I began to lick down her collar bone towards her neck, and caress her moistening lower lips.

“The other version, where the female attends the male, is called a blowjob.”

Zephellyn could fly, and she was so damn light that it was nothing for me to lift her bodily and wrap her legs around me. I kissed her fervently, tasting the same spring rains on her tongue and the flavor of sunshine and dew after a winter’s turned to warmth.

“Please,” she breathed into my mouth. “I want it once more. One last time.”

“Patience,” I told her. “Just… roll with me here okay?”

“Wha—“

I pulled her free of resting on my hips, still marveling at how she weighed nothing, and flipped her over in the air. In fact, I didn’t even have to hold her up, she just floated, upside down, for me to grab onto her hips and lean in to lick at her pussy.

As for the First Domi, she came face to face with the full might of my cock for the first time ever, and hesitated only a second to moan before sucking the head into her mouth.

Girl had no teeth and was basically made of condensed air (somehow), and it was the strangest head I’d gotten apart from Quavallie. Oddly it was almost exactly the same experience as plunging my length into her other orifice.

For now I tried to focus on the taste of her, remembering butterflies and blossoms and kites flying somehow all wrapped up in the taste of her magic. She put the squeeze on my head with her thighs, and meanwhile gave my cock the exercise it desperately needed.

Several minutes went by, with sucking noises being the only sounds, until I couldn’t bear it any longer and pulled her away from me. She spun in the air and drifted like a balloon, smiling at me.

“Close to sharing your essence with me?” she teased.

“Too close. You’re a natural at that.” I was assuming she’d never done it before, which was perhaps a bad assumption.

She drifted over toward me, wrapping her body around my shoulders and licking over my neck and back, while I stroked at a thigh. She slid down, fondling my abs and my cock, then circled around. I got a single butt squeeze in before she twirled around and slid up the length of me from behind, raking her fingers over first my legs, hips, sides, then up under my arms and over my pecs.

Into my ear, she breathed, “No one has made me feel like this.”

“Thank you for the honor,” I told her.

“Now I have to have you inside,” she said.

Her entire body curled over my shoulder, floating down, then she leveled out in front of me and flipped over midair.

“I wish we could make love while flying,” I told her.

“Maybe one day…” she said. “Now, give it to me.”

I pulled her in by the hips, and the head popped inside almost immediately. She gasped and cried out, arching her back, while I pulled again.

Whatever passed for her flesh parted, but reluctantly. It was trying to stay tight. She was wet, but the entry was still slow and bordering on painful. She squealed and thrashed, sometimes looking up at me. Her facial expression was pure disbelief, like she still couldn’t figure out how she’d gotten to this point in her life.

I pressed into her, loving the incredible fit. She wrapped around every bit of me.

“Gods in the stars,” she panted, and began to shudder. Her deep blue skin was going further, into indigo. I could’ve imagined the pinpricks of starlight coming from inside her, but I couldn’t take more.

“Receive my essence,” I grunted, and slammed hard into her once more. Then I came what felt like a bucketful of essence.
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I can honestly say I had no idea what I’d see when I returned to New Sunspire, but for some reason I hadn’t considered that I’d see Michael’s naked ass.

First off, a misty rain had started up after First Domi and I finished our little ‘discussion’ up in the lands north, near the river. Since the trip back took over two hours at a dead run, the mist had quickly turned into a driving rain, but the thunderstorm never came.

Up here, the world was almost a flat gray, and Zephellyn a lighter gray smudge over the mist-covered broccoli of the forest below. For a while, I entertained myself with staring at First Domi's shapely ass, but soon turned my brain back to Surrek.

Velleth needed me. She needed me much more than the other three.  Hellera would gladly rule Ink District without me, and Quavallie could deal with basically anybody who came knocking by blasting them with her spells. Shennalil was now under Hellera and Quavallie’s constant protection, and she was training. How well she’d take that training was an excellent question.

But Velleth, I could almost sense her desperation from her.

I knew at once we were close when Michael’s big white ass came into view.

Fourth Domi was on the grass, panting for breath, her rusty scales glittering in the rain as it fell. Michael was in the midst of servicing Third Domi when I arrived, greedily going to town between the orc woman’s splayed legs. The three of them had taken to a clearing a little ways away from the rest of the Sunspire villagers, thankfully, ignoring the weather completely. It was easy enough to speed past that particular scene.

Further on, the villagers had set up tents and most were out of the rain. We eventually landed (well I did… Zephellyn was now just showing off floating a foot or two above the ground) and found the tent where the girls were holing up.

This was something of a magic yurt, or a tiny circus tent, circular but with a pointed top, and self-erecting. All the decor and furniture sprouted out of special dimensional storage containers when the tent went up, meaning they could travel to the Nexus with relative ease… unless there was a giant death slime.

This was First Domi’s house, though she explained that she generally didn’t abide a roof over her head. She swooped away to check on the other villagers, so I blew her a kiss.

The warmth on her face hit me harder in the feels than I expected. First Domi was committed to her people, and ready to do anything keep Sunspire happy and safe. I was honored to have her show that to me, over the impenetrable facade I’d received before.

Entering the tent, we found three of the four girls howling with laughter. Auralla was kicking the floor, holding her sides, and wriggling back and forth while tears poured down her face. Dallinya was simply pointing at Auralla and laughing uproariously. Laughing at first, Avya’s face fell as soon as she laid eyes on me.

That hurt, but I tried not to let on. I gave the three of them my brightest slightly-fake smile. The ladies were doing great and told me so, except for Auralla, who tried to say something but only managed to snort laughter, which set her off again.

“It seems to be going all right with Michael,” I said. “I’m afraid to ask about Paul.”

“Oh, Paul’s fine,” Dallinya said, and dismissed that particular question with a careless wave. She broke into a fit of laughter then, and I stared long enough to set Auralla back off. Even Avya snorted, then laughed a few times.

“What—“

“Oh gods!” Auralla managed, then rolled onto her back again, kicking her feet once more.

“Okay I have to know. Zati?”

“The Second Domi claimed your friend’s time and attention,” she said, which sent Dallinya laughing so hard she honked. “I am uncertain why that remains so funny, but it is heartening to see my Dallinya so joyous.”

“Ohhh… kay… elaborate, if you could.”

“I have come to the conclusion that the noises, cries, and begging coming from the Second Domi’s tent were indeed very amusing.”

“And it was… Paul doing the begging?” I asked, only to receive a curt nod from Zati. Okay that was funny. Not many full-grown humans got put in their place by a being half their size.

Auralla was shaking her head back and forth, mouthing words, getting little sips of air in between silent laughter.

“I believe Avya declared your smaller friend to be—”

“Wait!” Avya shouted. “Don’t!”

“—a little bitch.”

Howls of laughter from Dallinya and Auralla.

”As I have come to understand,” Zati finished, “the term is very humorous indeed. Auralla has been paralyzed with laughter for the better part of half an hour. Dallinya has not fared much better.”

Auralla was trying to breathe, pounding on the floor with one fist, face blotchy. If I hadn’t seen her laughing, I might think she was being tortured.

Well, this was certainly an unexpected development.

“Avya,” I said seriously. She looked mortified. “May I see you outside please?”

She looked for all the world ready to receive a whipping. She’d ducked her little head into her little shoulders, but when she got out into the rain and spotted me hunkered down, it was confusion plastered across her face. I opened my arms and she shuffled into an embrace.

“Come here, sweetheart.”

“I th-thought you w-would be angry!” she muttered.

“You did so well!” I told her. “How could I be mad at you? You’re perfect and wonderful and every time I leave situations like this in your hands, you succeed beyond my wildest expectations.

“And you have nothing to worry about. You never did and you never will. We’re going to Surrek, where I’m sure you’ll kick even more ass than now.”

I leaned in close. “And if Paul is a little bitch, then Paul is a little bitch. I’m not going to make excuses for him, or shy away from the truth. Now, stop worrying over this Blood Debt thing.”

“But… uh…”

“What’s that?”

“What about the brand?” she asked, despondent.

“Do you want to take the brand? I can have it removed at a temple later. Any time you like. Or we can figure something out.”

She shook her head. “I want what you want. That’s the Blood Debt. I have to, I have to want anything you w-want. Even if you sell me to a brothel.”

“I have no idea where the brothel idea came from, but that’s never going to happen. I only want you to be happy, and make your own decisions. Would it make you happy to be with Aura and Dolly and Zati? If so, I don’t want you to ask, just do.”

She nodded.

“And if you don’t, I’ll be displeased, and I’ll be forced to punish you.”

“Oh.”

“You’ll have to ask Velleth about the punishments when we get to Surrek. For now, do as you please. I’m going to get dry and join you guys.”


22- Your News is Unwelcome

We were something like eighty miles north of Surrek, but with several difficult options.

One, we could hike the ten miles back toward the savannah and take the truck back to town. It would be maybe sundown on the fifth day after leaving.

Two, we could get Zati to open a portal, allowing us to travel to Surrek instantly. She was pretty sure she could accommodate sending me, Auralla, Michael, Paul, and Avya through. Then she and Dallinya would need to travel the eighty miles south by themselves. Zati couldn’t jump through her own portal, and Dallinya would stick with her for the return journey.

While it was tempting to jump back into the fray this very moment, the first option would give us a little more time to just be free out here. Auralla and Avya didn’t want the brand, and I’d promised Auralla she wouldn’t have to take it. That required some thought on my part.

We decided to bring Mack back, and set out as soon as Michael was finished giving Third Domi the full service treatment, and everyone said their goodbyes. Unfortunately the rain kept hammering down, and we were thoroughly soaked by the time we reached the truck cab. Sure we’d all worn oiled and enchanted cloaks, but there’s only so much a raincoat can do when it’s pouring and you’re walking almost three hours.

Paul was uncharacteristically silent the whole journey. I couldn’t be sure what was on his mind, trudging through alien landscape with Truffy the six-legged bear anteater porcupine beside him, and Zati the beautiful brown-skinned snake-tailed naga on the other side. His first sexual experience in this world had been to a nellwyn with a serious chip on her tiny shoulder.

“What the…” Paul said, even though I’d already told him we’d be seeing Mack soon.

Shit. I hadn’t accounted for the extra people, like a complete idiot.

“Either of you assholes know how to drive one of these?” I asked.

“No,” Paul said.

“Yup,” Michael answered.

“Seriously?” Paul asked.

“My pops taught me.”

“You’re going to have to stop being surprised at everything,” I told him. “When we get to the city you’re going to see a lot more weird shit, okay?”

It turned out we did need to use Zati’s portal magic, just to make the drive back one that could be taken in comfort. The arrangement was to have Michael drive, Avya and Auralla care for Zati in the cab, and Paul, Dallinya and I to head back through the portal.

That would give me time to shove Paul into the deep end and let him flail, but also time to find a solution for Auralla and Avya not taking the brand.

Paul protested that he’d be fine in the truck (like a little bitch), but I nixed that. Michael could seemingly handle anything. Paul was going to be a fucking project.

Zati wasn’t thrilled at the prospect of opening yet another portal, and I didn’t blame her. I told her this would be the last one until she was feeling a hundred percent. I also told her she could catalogue me dealing with the dungeon core from the frole dungeon. That got her attention and pushed her to accept.

Honestly, I was looking forward to knowing what she saw, and whether or not she’d be into sharing the experience. I was into her learning kink in a big way. I might even have to steal some school uniforms and desks from earth.

After deep kisses and more soulful looks, I reassured Aura and Avi they’d be fine for a few hours, and I’d come out to meet them at the trailer when they rolled up. I also told them they’d have to keep an eye on Michael.

Sure he seemed fine, but he had just arrived in a completely new world and had sex with a dragonite and an orc at the same time. Who knew when his brain would catch up to his actions and his mind would melt into a puddle of goo? I certainly didn’t.

One strained portal opening later, the three of us jumped through into the courtyard of my main house in Ink District. I was in the place I was beginning to consider my home.
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I believe Paul said the words ‘holy shit’ roughly nine million times over the course of the next two hours. It was still raining, and the two families of caretakers helped towel us off and supply us with some food for lunch before I headed out.

Hellera appeared, froze, and stared at Paul for a long time before finally looking a question at me.

“He’s going to be the first petty Master in Ink District,” I told her.

“Is he now?”

“Yes. He’s another Drifter, so we won’t have to deal with any of the issues you and I discussed in hiring on petty Masters.” Which began with petty Masters of Surrek not knowing the new Aceter House etiquette for respecting women and listening to them if they had good ideas.

“Another Drifter? Did one just happen to pop into our world while you were out?” She knew already without asking, and that’s part of the reason I liked Hellera.

Paul knew not to fuck with her right off the bat. He got up and gave her a deep bow at the waist, which caused the most unusual reaction: Hellera barked out a laugh. Then she laughed all the way back to the dojo, to grab Shennalil and make introductions.

“What was that about?” I asked him.

“I learned it in my year teaching in Korea,” he said. “Also holy shit. You and her?”

“Stop saying that, and yes. Literal fire crotch, and I will murder you if you ever say those words out loud and any of them hear it.”

Shennalil didn’t know what to make of Paul, but he gave her a deep bow as well, and she twinkled her adorable fae laughter at him. Quavallie just stared at him a moment, cast a skeptical glance at me, and headed back to training with a shrug.

“And you and her? And her? All three of them?”

I leaned in. “Sometimes, buddy, all three of them in one night. While all of them are in the room with the other two watching.” This was stretching the truth; I’d only taken Hellera less than five times total.

“Get the fuck out,” he breathed.

“True story,” I said.

“Holy shit.”

“Seriously stop saying that.”

“But they’re… they’re gorgeous. I mean weird, obviously they’re not human, but not too weird to kick out of bed.” This was Paul’s first real win in my book. He needed to be willing to be around all kinds of folks if he was going to make it here.

“Humans are a minority here,” I told him. “They’re all just people, and you need to be thinking like that if you want to fit in here and have any of them coming back for seconds.”

He nodded absently, but his eyes were fixed on Quavallie’s pert ass. She just never wore clothes if she could help it. “I bet Qua… Quav… what’s her name again?”

“Quavallie.”

He repeated her name several times to remember. “Quavallie. I bet she can do some interesting stuff with those hair tentacles.”

“You bet correctly, but you won’t be doing any of those things because she’s magically bound to me. Now listen. I need you to stay here, start training, while I go report to the Governor and find a companion lady for you. Hellera is going to whip your ass, but that’s a good thing.” He nodded, but the trepidation was unmistakable. I turned to Dallinya. “Fancy heading to the Governor’s house on the arm of a lowly Drifter?”

“You mean his palace?” she said with a raised eyebrow.

“I’m sure it’s not that nice.“
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It was way nicer than that.

Now that I had a silver mark on my chest, I too had to wear earth clothes to keep everyone from knowing I might possibly (but not really) rival the Governor for power. Wearing a shirt now felt odd, since I was used to just wearing the leather skirt, but I’d deal.

Oh and this was interesting, all the Large t-shirts in my stock of earth clothes barely fit me. I tried on the first one, but my rapidly expanding muscles made me look obscene.

Dallinya heartily disagreed with me when I showed her. She ran her hands over it, where it felt shrink-wrapped onto my new body, and purred low in her throat. She had the grace to look embarrassed when she finally caught herself just brazenly feeling me up. We had business to attend to.

Pleasure would have to wait until we found out of our heads would be on spikes on the palace walls.

For whatever reason, the guards didn’t stop us from entering the grounds, nobody stopped either of us from walking straight into the freaking enormous palace complex. The bottommost level was open-sided, meaning we passed marble columns threaded with that same multicolor veins amidst the white, carved into patterns resembling Celtic knots, but the resemblance was bare at best.

A seneschal met us, an elderly man in robes of white material trimmed in silver, with a sash. He didn’t respond to me telling him ‘nice sash you got there’, but instead bade us follow him to a bronze platform. He tapped a waist high panel in a complicated way, and fences rose up before we ascended several stories. It smoothly halted.

“Is that… artifice?” I asked. “Is there an Artifice District?”

“There is indeed, Master Evan,” the seneschal said.

“I need a better map. Thanks for letting me know at least.”

The floor plan was mostly open, so we headed down a red carpet and continued passing more marble columns. In between these now stood display cases and statuary. Most were gone too fast for me to see, but one contained a plastic puzzle cube I’d sold him for five gold, while others contained the magically frozen, decapitated heads of his former enemies or drinking buddies or whoever.

Finally, near the edge of the palace building, the seneschal gestured for us to sit in a sort of lounge space. It was just a circular recessed area, carpeted in red, with two plush, semicircular sofas facing one another. They were stacked with soft pillows in satin pillowcases, and I plopped unceremoniously down onto one of them.

“You all right?” I asked.

Dallinya was peering around. Several wall panels held tapestries and paintings, but in the gaps between them, I could see the roofs of far off non-palace buildings, and the rain blanketing them with shifting gray. They weren’t walls, just wall-like things stretching from floor to ceiling. Each not-exactly-wall held a flat decoration, like a tapestry or painting.

I wondered briefly about keeping this place heated in winter months, and then realized: magic. If there was a problem, you basically just whipped mages until they solved your problem with their eldritch spells.

The Governor didn’t make us wait long, only about fifteen minutes. It was long enough to talk with Dallinya, ask her how she felt things were going (all right, though she was a little worried about Paul) and discover that she’d never been to the palace before. I also asked her about Zati’s cute new obsession with her, and how that made her feel.

“I don’t think you understand quite what it means to live in your house,” she told me quietly. She’d curled up on the couch and was cuddling up to me, with her head on my shoulder. I lightly petted her, and touched her incredible cat ears until she swatted my hand away.

“What does it mean to live in my house?” I asked.

“I just… do… what I want. Obviously within reason. But if I say I don’t want to train today, or can I relax and not go out on patrol, somebody else does the job. I can skip dinner. I can take a shower early, or late. I can choose not to have you in me on any given night and you don’t chain me up and whip me. I can get up in the middle of the night and tease you until you… fuck me hard.”

“Sounds about right.” She was getting a hang of her earth words.

“It’s not!” she protested. “It’s not right at all. It’s all upside down. And you know, I thought you might have something to say about Zati and I sharing a bed, but you… didn’t. I went with her just as a test, you know: would you stop me? And then you didn’t. You just let us play together.”

“It’s not like I could’ve stopped you,” I told her. She looked up at me, and I met her confused gaze. “You’re a team now. I’m just one guy. I couldn’t force you to come to this meeting if you didn’t want to.”

“No, I guess you couldn’t. Now that I have all these marks of power.” The marks she was currently hiding with her Trickster’s Mark power, inexplicably gained from Velleth. “You couldn’t force me without one of us seriously injuring the other.” She chuckled. “Not that we would do that. You’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me, in my entire life.”

“Plus,” I said, “Girl on girl stuff is really hot. Like, I thought you were beautiful and sexy before, but you took it up several notches with Zati. Whew.”

A thought occurred to me, and it wasn’t a pleasant one.

“Dallinya.”

“You can call me Dolly.” The smile was pure and bright. “I like it.” Then she caught the change in tone, and narrowed her eyes in silent question.

“There’s going to come a time when you can overthrow me. You and the others. There’s… maybe soon, maybe in a year or two, but you’ll see the window of opportunity, and it’ll be open. You’ll have the choice to dive through it, and kill me, because I’m a man.”

Or all she’d have to do was step aside and let them come for me. A bucket of ice water replaced my guts and seeped into my junk, freezing my balls. I was feeling someone walk over my grave.

The future was, possibly, a bloodbath. Orchestrated and set in motion by me.

She laughed. “Why would I ever consider doing that? You’re the reason I have any freedom at all.”

“Look, just, don’t forget the time you’ve been having. Don’t forget this talk.”

She opened her mouth to object, but we heard the echoing footfalls of the Governor. At that moment, I activated Steel-Willed, the new power I’d gotten from the first dungeon core. I would only need the Normal effect, which I hadn’t ever tried before. I hoped it would work.

Steel-willed

*Aura, Inherent, Magical (psychic)*

*Bronze tier, five 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: Activate to grant allies around you a moderate resistance to debuff effects targeting the mind or emotions, empathic manipulation, and mental attacks. 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.

If it was one thing I didn’t want, it was to have my mind read for all the lies I was about to tell the most powerful man in the city.

We were getting to our feet when he entered the room, silver eyes locked on us, but he’d already raised a hand.

“Please, don’t get up on my account.” Although his tone was light, even jovial, I could sense sarcasm. Sarcasm from this man could be deadly.

Dallinya fell to her knees and pressed her forehead to the floor.

The Governor’s felinian strolled in a moment later. Whatever drew me to her was still alive and well: I couldn’t take my eyes off her. She was still dressed in that x-rated Slave Leia costume, with the thick gold band beneath her breasts and just over her mound, while her breasts and pussy were ‘covered’ in sheer sky blue fabric that obscured nothing.

She was still panther colored, with those familiar cat ears and swishing tail. She still had gold bangles on her wrists, ankles, and a pair around her tail. Gold piercings in her ears and eyebrow, and nipples, which somehow I hadn’t noticed before.

And, this was noteworthy, she still wore the full necklace of gold rings that obscured the mark of power the Governor had gifted her.

The Governor, still green of hair except the graying temples, still in a sort of toga and strappy sandals, motioned for me to sit before sitting in the couch across from Dallinya and I.

“Your supreme governor-ness,” I said, and sketched a slight bow. I could almost feel the disappointment and anxiousness from Dallinya, even though she couldn’t see what was going on.

“Evan of Mich-again… though I suppose I should address you as Evan of Ink, Mage, and Grain now that you have settled in. I’m told you expressed to the seneschal that this was an urgent call,” the Governor said. “I would ask about your life here, and any difficulties in running three districts so soon into your tenure with us, but the word ’urgent’ precludes the small talk.”

He motioned toward Dallinya, and I gave her mostly bare back a stroke before taking her under the arm and leading her back to the plush sofa. She sank into me and made eye contact with no one. One cat ear twitched anxiously.

I nodded. “As I understood it, the two Gleaming Silvers are due any moment now, and the plan is to raid Sunspire, Beacon Point and Riverbend.”

“Riverhall,” the Governor corrected.

“Right.”

The Governor’s woman motioned to two slave women, who brought in trays of drinks. A third slave, this one a male, brought up a cabinet of all things, and set about mixing drinks for us.

“I was ranging north in an effort to poach a few slaves before the official attack, you understand.”

The Governor nodded, and showed me an open palm. Continue, it said. I tried not to stare the Governor’s woman in her hypnotic yellow-green eyes, but it was only polite to glance.

“And if I couldn’t find any, the intention was to scout the defenses of the villages. I thought perhaps if I brought back some intelligence, it might curry me a few favor points. But I found Sunspire destroyed.”

All the slaves, and the Governor’s woman froze for just a moment. The Governess, because I still didn’t have her name and wasn’t sure how to ask it, then smoothly draped herself over the Governor’s lap and hugged him around the neck.

“Destroyed, you say.”

“Or so it seemed anyhow. Some of the Sunspire women must have survived, but I couldn’t get near the village itself. A monster with the glimmer of Gold has come down out of the north, a slime a third the size of Surrek. I only saw the spire poking up out of twelve feet of green ooze.”

My heart was now hammering in my chest, and I hoped to hell my Bronze-nearing-Silver attributes would be enough to keep us alive if this man and his woman decided we were lying and needed to be destroyed.

Please let this work, I thought frantically. It wasn’t a lie; the gigantic ooze was out there, it was dangerous, and it had already destroyed one of the three outlying villages.

The Governor turned to Dallinya. “Slave.” Then back to me. “What is her name?”

“Dallinya, your Eminent Domain-ness.”

“Dallinya.” The word sounded off in the Governor’s mouth, like he had just found out this shit on the bottom of his shoe actually had a name and an identity. “I would ask you.”

Dallinya’s eyes only got about to his waist. She was kneading her hands back and forth in her lap, looking absolutely wrecked.

“M-master Governor?” she asked in a tremulous voice.

“Did you set eyes upon this creature?”

She shook her head. “Master E-evan left us w-with his truck.”

“But you believe him?” She froze, and turned toward me, but the Governor clucked his tongue. “I am addressing you directly now. We will leave your Master out of this for the moment. Do you believe him?”

“Yes,” she whispered.

“Do you have any evidence?”

“Th-the v-vedris, sire.”

“Vedris.” He knew what they were; the word was half a question.

She nodded.

I took over here. “We fought a northern rockplate vedris, a beast of the silver, which had been driven even further south by a larger and more dangerous creature.” Another non-lie would surely slide under the radar. I couldn’t help but glance at the Governor’s woman, and the way she seemed to stare straight into my innermost thoughts.

The same woman who had turned Velleth into a spy against me, then forced her to confess her betrayal moments before we went into a crazy dangerous dungeon. I had every right to leap across the room and murder her, but that was out of the question for several reasons.

“And you survived?” the Governor asked.

“My slaves are trained for battle,” I replied, “relentlessly. And I will admit to having some very useful marks, thanks in no small part to your Governorship.”

His face twitched with annoyance. “It is no secret, of course; I had hoped to replenish some of the lost slaves from Sunspire or Beacon Point. If instead we need to wage war on a monster, this could be a very bad season indeed.”

“I was made to understand that the northern river was the natural boundary for whatever freakishly huge and dangerous monstrosities live up further north,” I said.

“Ordinarily I would say you are correct. The second order of business will be to discover what has changed up in the lands north.” The Governor stood, and Dallinya automatically stood. I followed suit, while Dallinya again dropped to the floor and bared her neck. “Although your news is unwelcome, and irritating, it is important and bears consideration. We will address it at the small council. Which convenes tomorrow.”

Not on schedule, which was over a week from now. Whew.

“The seneschal will see you out,” the Governor said.

I caught the Governor’s woman staring directly at me just before he swept out of the room, and she turned to follow him out.


23- Holding a Plunger Overhead Triumphantly

Grain District was close, and it belonged to me now, so I hurried Dallinya all the way there without speaking. As soon as we’d passed the boundary, I steered us into an alley and threw an illusion up of a shoddily built wall with Velleth’s Trickster’s Mark. Then I slumped against the alley wall and took a deep breath.

“Fuck me, that was tense as hell. Do you think they bought it?”

“I thought it went well.”

I grinned at her. “You were amazing. As usual.”

She smiled in return, but I could see the blush of arousal in her cheeks and creeping down the sides of her neck. It was like we’d just pulled off a multi-billion dollar heist, rather than had a quick chat with the Man in charge.

“Do you wish to reward me?” she purred.

“I was hoping you’d feel like a frantic session.”

“You know,” she said, with a raised eyebrow. “You’re allowed to take your slaves wherever and whenever you like.” She approached, and reached out to pet my stirring member. “There’s no need to hide it. You could show everyone in Grain District the power of your loins, Evan. You could bend me over against a wall and slide this into my wet, waiting, uh… what’s your earth word?”

“Pussy.”

“You could show everyone just how strong and virile you are by giving my pussy the hard fucking it wants.”

Her filthy talk turned me on, a lot. Hell, everything my women did turned me on, a lot.

She was working my leather skirt open, while subjecting my hard on to teasing strokes and caresses. “You could proclaim your ownership of your poor slave’s pussy right out in plain sight.”

“Mmm,” I moaned. “How is it you do that so well?”

She looked off and bit her lip, like What do you mean? I’m not doing anything.

“Do you want to display me and my naughty pussy before everyone in Grain District?” she teased. “Do you want to slide it into me for all the world to see, and talk about? Do you want the young men to see my slave’s body violated again, and again? They would hear me squeal with ecstasy and shudder as I climaxed on your big dick.”

No surprise, her filthy talk had succeeded in getting me incredibly hard.

She bent at the waist and took nearly the full length of me into her mouth. The sight combined with the feel of her was heavenly. She knew what I liked by now, and wasn’t afraid to go to town.

“Do you want to have all the other females jealous of what you’re getting?” I asked. “You will be the envy of every young woman. Every one of them will wonder how they could be as beautiful and lucky as you one day.”

Her tail was standing up straight, and quivering. I quickly reached down and grabbed both of her ass cheeks, making sure to tease around the base of her tail with both thumbs. Then I began massaging.

Taking me deep again and again, I can say my felinian knew what she was doing. She knew the signs by now. She was comfortable walking me straight up to the edge before letting go and straightening. I stifled a groan; I knew the best was yet to come.

“You did well, Evan of Mich-again," she purred, her voice naughty. “And you deserve a reward. Did I perform well also?”

Her need for praise was adorable.

“You were so good,” I told her, and pulled her in for a long, wet kiss. As it drew on, my fingers played over her already wet lips. I teased back and forth for a minute before pushing one, and then two fingers into her. She moaned into my mouth.

We were right out in public, even though I had an illusion on either side of the alleyway. I put her foot up onto a stack of crates while she told me how deep and hard she wanted to be fucked. She’d figured out that the dirty talk did it for me and was leaning into it.

Sliding my steel-hard cock into where he desperately wanted to be felt incredible, maybe more so because of the trembly adrenaline rush was still in effect.

“Ohh that’s right, nice and deep,” she whispered in my ear.

I plunged up into her, while she wrenched my t-shirt up and bent to lick at my nipples. God she felt incredible. With one hand on her tail, I looped the other under her arm and onto her shoulder, to give me better leverage to really thrust with all my might.

Soon the slapping of flesh was joined by my grunts of exertion and Dallinya’s loud cries of ecstasy. She got out a single word in between each thrust.

“Yes! Fuck! Left! A… little… to the… left… right! There! Ugh. I’m… ffugghhh.” Here she bit into my neck, hard, and a dozen strokes later shuddered in a hard climax.

I drew out of her orgasming body slowly, and pushed back inside her.

“Stop, fuck, Drifter. I’m still… oohhh… wait,” she moaned.

Instead I kept up an ultra slow, steady pace while she berated me, continued shuddering against me, and eventually started to orgasm a second time.

When I started to continue yet again, she pointed weakly at my chest.

“Don’t, make, me… use, magic… on you,” she panted.

“I’m almost there,” I told her.

“On my face,” she said. Did she have access to earth porn somehow?

She fell to her knees and opened her mouth wide, and I respected her request by jerking my angry, well-lubricated dick to finality. Dallinya locked eyes with me while I was pumping my seed out onto her face, and made sure I was watching while she swallowed it. She even purred while tasting it.

“Is it really that good?”

“I think it’s addictive,” she moaned, and scooped a bead off her nose before sucking her finger with a loud smack.
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We hurried out of the alley like a pair of teens who’d just been caught by a neighbor. A couple of people peered at us as we dashed up the hill toward the market, but I don’t think anyone had watched us have sex in the middle of a crowded city.

The silliness of it made me giggle, and Dallinya followed along. She must’ve understood how childish and immature the whole thing was.

After a few minutes, I asked her, “Does the Governor’s felinian give you a bad vibe?”

She considered this seriously, while we went hand in hand through the crowded streets.

“No,” she said.

“Not the answer I was expecting, considering Velleth.”

“Maybe she’s more like T’charrk and she prefers acting from behind the scenes. But you saw the way she started when you told her Sunspire was destroyed, I know you did.”

“She could’ve been hoping the Governor would be successful in grabbing up a whole bunch of new females to be slaves,” I said, but this didn’t feel true as soon as the words were out of my mouth.

Dallinya just smiled.

Whatever the issue with the Governess actually was, it was something for down the road. She didn’t seem actively malevolent, and the last interaction with her had only added another layer to the mystery onion that was the situation with her.

Maybe I’d get some answers from Velleth.

I realized that I was also missing my painslut. I pushed the pace up and hurried us to the market. Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities needed my attention as well.

Now five days away, finally seeing the shop gave me a good sense of the contrast between how it had been and how it was now. I’d contracted Pigment District for the materials and gotten a fresh coat of paint on the storefront. All three coats were now in place, giving the place a clean and unsullied look.

The shopkeeper and his wife in Pigment had been kind enough to sketch out my face to make into a huge, stupid billboard beside the big letters. I had originally wanted me giving the market a thumbs up, but plungers had been so popular with the people here that the sign version of me was now holding a plunger overhead triumphantly. Beside the figure with the too-big head were the words: Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities.

“That looks terrible,” Dallinya said, but I heard the mirth in her voice.

“The head is too big.”

“And the face is way too pale,” she said. “Pure white? And where are the blue accents on your eyebrows?”

“Shush, you,” I told her, and gave her a swat on the ass. “Let’s get in there and—”

The door flew open and Velleth bounded up before throwing herself into my arms. The blue-skinned elf buried her head in the crook of my shoulder and seemed to want to sniff me. Either that or she was sobbing.

Her voice was muffled. “I did not know if I could survive another day.”

“You’re just saying that,” I told her. “Let’s get inside.”

Yann the gnome looked pensive when we entered. So much to deal with. First, I surveyed the shelves.

Most of the shelves were stocked. My number one rule had been to make sure something went up on the shelves at all times. Empty rows at the bottom first, top next, working towards the middle. This was the most favorable look.

“You look well,” Velleth commented, with one hand squeezing my left elbow.

“You look hopelessly in need of a long, drawn out punishment session,” I commented lightly. This earned me a slight chuckle from Dallinya, a second hand on my elbow from Velleth, and a strong squeeze. Her breath hissed out, and I could’ve sworn I heard her breathe, “Yessss.”

If I didn’t have any other advantage over the people of this world, it was my esoteric bits of college learning in every dumb field. Here, marketing, from a girl I’d briefly dated and lived with, before it came out that she’d chased her sister around the house with a knife. 

Joke was on her, I now had a house full of knife-wielding girlfriends. Sex friends. Whatever.

“Tell me about sales,” I said, while using Adrift to reach into earth.

Before anything else, I drew out a couple of bottles of whiskey. I knew Glennfidditch, and Crown Royal, so I started there.

“These are ten gold each,” I told him. “Keep behind the counter in the high security area. I’ll talk with Mage District about a security system.”

Velleth told me that they’d started fanatically going after the mana gluttons before they multiplied or set up their webby cocoons that helped collect mana from the surrounding area. Output had dropped off sharply. Veteran enchanters didn’t want to be crawling around cellars, broom closets or attic crawlspaces after the little buggers, so they sent the adepts who only knew a single enchantment quality each.

I had mana enough for another pair of plungers, and I stared at them, bemused, a few seconds before handing them off to Yann. So amazingly, stupidly delicious to have these be the things everyone went wild over. I’d need to put Avya on earth wares detail, because her only Drifter ability was grabbing stuff from my world.

“Make every mana glutton corpse worth a silver piece,” I told Velleth. “We’ll have people from out of district crawling all over the place soon enough. And tell the mages I’ll give them a six month sabbatical away from production to do whatever they like if one of them can come up with a way to trap and kill them, or just trap is fine too. It might be worth having live ones.”

Now that I was in the city, I could check over the district control menus in my User Interface and get the full details. I could even, if I wanted to micromanage, pick out individuals and go over their Health, Wealth, Safety, and Happiness levels. There were filters I could use to get a clear view of their place in the district, and whether or not that fit them.

Each person sat on a square field of different parameters, in between Individualism and Sociable left to right, and Order to Freedom moving up and down. This created four quadrants I thought of as Lawful, Neutral or Chaotic Introvert, versus Lawful, Neutral or Chaotic Extrovert.

Not many of them swung too far outside of the middle region, but occasionally you’d get outliers. Many of the tattoo artists veered pretty far into the Freedom and Individualism, being Chaotic Introverts, or creative loners. The bartenders tended to be Chaotic Extroverts, while the owners and brewers of the bars were more centrist. Not all, of course.

Many of the hedge mages from Ink District and spellcasters out of Mage District were deeply unhappy Lawful Introverts. This was interesting, since they were makers, but their creations followed the laws of magic very strictly, and they had set routines that were sacrosanct. Deviating from these routines was incredibly stressful for them.

I’d managed to lift the overall happiness level of Ink District hedge mages a little, but I was starting to believe they just enjoyed being miserable.

The spellcasters out of Mage District were quite similar. Errum, the former Master of Mage, had been a big proponent of rule by random lashing. He would appear in a shop every so often, make up an infraction they’d made, and punish the mage. For real infractions, punishments were severe. And because Surrek had a love-hate relationship with magic, any punishment could just as easily turn deadly at a whim.

Sure the Masters loved magic items, but they hated the idea of a spellcaster standing up and trying to murder them with a lightning bolt.

I looked for citizens of Ink, Grain or Mage who were presently unemployed, old enough to work, but not incredibly unhappy. Filtering them this way, I quickly compiled a list of over fifty names. It was going to be ugly work to root out the mana gluttons, but I’d make it worth their while.

I wrote out the list and gave it to Velleth. “Can you find any of these people and offer them money to hunt down mana gluttons?”

She nodded.

To Dallinya, I said, “You’re welcome to stick around and help me stock the shelves, go over the lists of back stock, review the books—”

She rolled her eyes. “You could’ve just asked me to head back to the house and look after your… Paul.”

“Well, since you’re heading out that way, could you kindly?”

A tiny smile played over her face, and she headed out.

Velleth and Yann both helped me, over the course of the next few hours, reorient myself with the shop. I tinkered with everything, first moving some of the more popular items further back in the hopes that people would come in looking for them and stumble upon something else. Easy to steal items went right next to the sales counter. Big, bold items went high up on the back wall, where newcomers would stare at them on entering. That meant having a huge suit of full plate armor next to a yellow rain poncho with a gigantic rubber ducky graphic on it.

As one hour passed, my mana had recharged most of the way, so I pulled a bottle of window cleaner, another plunger, and a dust mop from earth. The mana drain left me a little dizzy, but I threw on Archivist’s Mark to bring me back up to speed soon.

The accounting books looked good, though naturally there’d been sagging sales in the past couple of days. We’d gone through more weatherproofed boots than boots of speed, which I noted down for the enchanters, and we’d sold an absolute ton of night vision goggles. As soon as I was able, I planned to offer a lot more of these enchanted items, and ask Yann about other possible items to put on the shelves.

Would that fact come back to bite us in the ass? Had we just sold a bunch of goggles to potential criminals looking to steal everything? I gave it a mental shrug. Time would tell, and I had more pressing business to deal with.

I placed the liquor behind the counter and we made up a sign that read ‘you’ve never tasted grog like this’ with a picture of a stumbling drunk idiot. Then I had Yann head over to Pigment District with the specs to get it made up.

That left me with just Velleth. And customers, but those didn’t exactly count.

“It was only five days,” I told her, elbows on the counter and smiling to the next customer to enter the shop.

Velleth trembled beside me. “You don’t understand,” she whispered.

“Giskennen took his entire coterie out when I met him? He had twelve of you?”

“The other six were chained up,” she said. “As soon as the news of Giskennen’s death came back, they were taken by the Governor.”

“How is it you know all this?”

“I… Mistress Tavayanni filled in a lot of the gaps when she first tried to recruit me to… report on your activities.”

I barked laughter, startling her. “You knew her name this whole time?”

She ducked as though I’d just swung a wild haymaker at her. We were interrupted by a customer coming to see about a pair of gloves that would keep her extra warm in the coming winter months.

I informed her that I’d let the enchanters know, and to wait a good week or so before visiting. If she wanted, I could take her address and name, and send along a message.

This was most welcome indeed, she said, so I took her name and address into a separate tome for orders like this. Flipping to the most recent page caused me to pause, and trace my finger upwards over the names of petty Masters and district Masters, along with others I didn’t recognize.

I swore and flipped to the previous page. “We have how many requests for plungers?”


24- Earning My Trust

As I pored over the account books and the numerous back orders for shit we’d sold out of, I slowly became aware of Velleth’s very unobtrusive attempts to get my attention. Either that or she was being very patient while having a magic buttplug stuffed inside her every day for the entire week.

She was shifting back and forth, from foot to foot, and leaning on the counter much more than was absolutely necessary. This meant her yoga pants-covered backside was swaying back and forth, back and forth, hypnotically like a metronome.

I set aside all the requests for weird earth stuff that would require vast amounts of mana, and turned toward her.

“How can I help you?” I asked.

She fell to her knees and stared at me with big doe eyes. I thought at first she was just going to wrench the flap up on the leather skirt and start blowing me, but she pressed her hands together in supplication and shuffled forward.

“Punish me,” she whispered. “Please. I need your firm hand to guide me forward.”

“The punishments, strictly speaking, aren’t supposed to be pleasurable. What you’ve gone through over the last five days has been more of an actual punishment than what you were getting before.”

She nodded, face hopeful and troubled. 

“Have you learned your lesson from it?”

Confusion now. I could see the thoughts running through her mind: she was supposed to learn something from this series of excruciating pleasures? Okay, her eyes frantically said, all she had to do was figure out what I wanted her to say, as fast as possible.

Then terror: she didn’t know. She’d been lost in a fog of indecision and robotically taking care of my business for the last five days, every step a mixture of pain and pleasure, until she had to take breaks and rub herself to orgasm because of the awful, wonderful vibrating stone in her ass.

Every morning, she spread her legs and pushed the magic stone into her rectum even though I wasn’t there. She could’ve done without it, said to hell with my planned ass torture, and I would be none the wiser. And why? Even if there was no possibility of getting caught, she had followed my directions to the letter.

“The lesson,” she said at last, “The lesson… was to do the right thing, even while you weren’t watching me directly. To build trust.”

I cupped her chin in my hand and leaned in. Two customers were looking over the wares. I would cannibalize the mirrors off Mack once Michael finished driving in, and I’d put them up in the corners as theft detection. 

Staring into her eyes, I asked her. “And did you follow my instructions? Did you activate the stones, insert it into your ass every morning, and only remove it when you needed to relieve yourself?”

She nodded somberly.

“And you cleansed the stone, and your ass, according to my instructions?”

Another nod.

“And you refrained from pleasuring yourself while out on your duties?”

She started, and the reaction itself almost made me burst out laughing. If her betrayal hadn’t been so serious and have so many repercussions, I would’ve laughed at her naive, wordless admission.

Tears immediately sprang to her eyes. “The stone was too much. I took breaks, Master. I-I had to relieve the p-pressure. On the f-first day I soaked through the p-pants. It was n-never more than a few m-minutes, I promise. I… I… please forgive me.”

I pulled her to her feet with just a fingertip under her chin. Then I leaned in toward her, close enough to kiss. She met the stony expression on my face with fearful tears.

“Master,” she whispered. “I’m sorry.”

“I know you are, sweet child,” I told her. Then I roughly spun her around, pressed down on her back, and shoved her down against the sales desk. I leaned over her. “Remove your pants and get on your toes. Remain on your toes until I clear the shop.”

She did, so I went around to meet the customers, and ask them if they’d like any information and help, as I was going to close for the day. The first customer simply paid me in coin for a pair of weatherproof boots, one of our last pairs in stock, but the second customer asked about the snow globe. How the glass had been baked, how the snow swirled around when you shook it.

I handled all the questions politely, until the petty Master decided he wasn’t ready to fork over two gold coins just for a weighty thing that proclaimed his wealth. If either of them noticed the gorgeous twin globes of Velleth’s bare ass, or her bent over the sales desk, neither made any sign.

I shrugged, strolled over to the door and locked it after me.

When I returned to Velleth, her beautiful blue pussy was open before me, as was her puckered asshole. Those toned, strong legs were trembling with the effort to remain on her tiptoes after these several minutes. She had her face buried in the ledger, and I spanked her before warning that if the ledger’s ink was smeared because of tears, she would get much worse than this.

“I hope you cleansed it well,” I told her, before removing the vibrating stone. It was an incredibly erotic scene, but I soon had the stone pressed against her mound and she orgasmed after only a good ten seconds of me working on her.

As for the stone, it was about an inch and a half thick, and just over two inches long, engraved with a magical rune now burning with internal power.

“M-master,” she mumbled, “thank you-ohhhhhh…”

“Stay on your toes,” I ordered, then pressed the stone into her pussy and watched as it disappeared inside her. In the bottom drawer of the desk, I found the bottle of lube I’d stashed weeks ago. Drizzling on the lube, I watched my beautiful, fragile elf orgasm yet again, falter in her duties to stay on her tip toes, and yelp as she realized what she’d done. She got back up on her toes with a strained expression, and waited.

I didn’t want to wait much longer. This was her punishment, not mine. I wanted to empty a load in her bowels and have her thank me for it.

With no warning, I pressed the head of my cock up against her sphincter and pushed, hard.

She groaned and came again, with a loud, “Ohhhhhh…”

“Are you going to thank me?” I asked.

“Th-thank you, Master,” she moaned. “This pathetic, w-worthless slave i-is not w-worth your time and… ohhh… your time a-and attention. Unh. Your kindness, uhhh… is bottomless.”

It took time, but I worked my cock stroke by measured stroke into her back end, and listened to her thank me for it breathlessly the whole time.

“Thank you, th-thank you…” she murmured.

Now I settled my hands on her back, just below her shoulder blades, and felt the stone vibrate against the underside of my cock. With long strokes, I fucked her ass relentlessly. I had no idea how many times she came like that, but eventually I realized she wasn’t up on her toes. Hell, her entire body had gone jelly loose, so I pulled her up by the armpits and held her by the throat while I plundered her anally. 

Then I had an idea, and reached down to press against the thatch of darker blue hair just above her pussy.

“Oh gods!” she shouted hoarsely, and flooded the whole area with juices. She too had squirted, from being penetrated both front and back, and shoving her g-spot against the stone.

“This is what rewards can be like for earning my trust back,” I whispered, and she just whimpered in reply.

So I pressed against the stone again while forcing myself into her ass once more.

“Unh!” she groaned, and came again. She fell completely limp, just hanging there impaled on the length of me. Her head slumped back against my chest, and lolled to the side. She’d actually passed out from the pleasure.

Well that wouldn’t do. Whatever sadism she inspired in me, it was moved to push her back down onto the desk, lift one leg, and ravage her ass while pressing my other hand against the stone from the outside.

Velleth shot awake and came again, then again, and on the third time, she squirted yet again. Her ass clenched down on me, hard, and I scrambled to get her head in the right position to take my seed in her mouth.

She swallowed it, with another half-ashamed, half in ecstasy, “Thank you, M-master.”
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Mana gluttons were wrecking Mage District, and the blowback was seriously affecting Ink District.

After Velleth and I headed back to Inkwell and handed off a short list of requested and high demand items, I told the hedge mages in no uncertain terms that the mana gluttons were a problem for everyone to deal with, not simply the young whipper snappers coming to take their jobs.

Their workshops had transformed into hives bustling with activity. Items were arriving from every other district with requests for simple enchantments. Everything from fishing nets to candle holders were stocked up in warehouses and the enchanters’ shop floors waiting to be given a minor boost. Bits of armor, weapons, gloves, boots, scarves, helmets, books and bookcases, leashes for grelleks, manacles, pipes for smoking, literally everything imaginable was stacked up in piles around the shops with work orders written on them.

Without the young apprentice enchanters to give items a single magic addition, work had slowed to a crawl. Some idiot had put all of them to work trying to handle the mana glutton infestation.

A block up north, Mage District looked like a shadow of its former self.

“Do me a favor if you would,” I told Velleth quietly.

“Anything,” she whispered fervently, gripping my left bicep. My cock lurched and jumped, and I knew without thinking that if I told her to suck me off in the middle of this busy street, she wouldn’t hesitate even a second. Gratifying and arousing, but not useful in this instance.

“We need the whole gang. Hellera, Quavallie, Shennalil, Dallinya, and the new guy, Paul.”

She stiffened with apprehension. “Another male?”

“Another Drifter male,” I told her. “I’ll be in Mage District.”

She nodded, and set off.

The first thing I noticed after walking the single block north to Mage District was the dirt. No enchanted streets automatically cleaning themselves. The second thing was the state of the buildings all around me. Before I left, they’d been shining, clean, painted and seemingly new. Now they seemed to sag and slump, looking and feeling darker and more unwelcome than a week ago when Velleth and I had made the rounds. If this really was caused by T’charrk I would rip his hummingbird beak right off his face.

People were milling in the streets in a way I hadn’t seen before. They seemed out of breath, with no way to know how to get it back.

The five stars of Bronze Attuned allowed me to see, or at least sense magic. Only, here and now, I couldn’t sense any. This itched at my reservoir of magic, and the UI reported something I’d never dealt with before.

Warning! You are in an area of very low magic concentration. Your mana will not recharge while in this area.

Another message came right on its heels.

Warning! You are subject to a mana drain effect from multiple mana gluttons. Mana will deplete at a moderate rate while in this area.

Fuck that. I threw on the Archivist’s Mark. Several nearby townsfolk perked up immediately and stared at the reddish circles slowly rotating beneath their feet.

I charged into the nearest shop, a tome scribe, and marched right up to the flagging gnome at the desk. He looked up blearily.

“Do you know who I am?”

A slow nod was his only response.

“Evacuate this building. Everyone out. Take any magic items with you. Head down to Ink Pot and tell them Evan sent you. Stay there until you feel refreshed.”

He stood, wavered as though he’d been spinning in circles for several minutes, then made his way up the stairs.

I did this for several more nearby buildings, until a steady stream of slumped and lifeless people trudged out of their homes, downhill toward Ink.

The girls (and Paul) were fighting past the rush of people a few minutes later. I sent Shennalil back to Ink Pot to inform the tavern keepers and pub owners that people from Mage would be coming. If they asked for ale and couldn’t pay for it, the pub could just keep tally of how much wasn’t paid for.

Dallinya and Velleth would go door to door, asking after all the apprentices who had been on mana glutton killing duty. Those were to report directly back to their posts to enchant items as they’d done before, but anyone who had seen and killed multiple mana gluttons was to find me and report.

Quavallie had the highest magic senses of any of us, so for the first of these, Hellera, Paul and I followed after.

In the first shop, the tome scribe’s, Paul stuck close while Quavallie extended her senses out, down, up and around. He had a short sword not too different from the one Avya had used, which was a good choice on Hellera’s part. He’d be less likely to chop himself or any of us by accident, and they were decent for thrusts as well as slices.

Hellera wouldn’t just wait while Quavallie used her mojo to suss out where the critters were. She jerked open cupboards and closets, bonked around upstairs, and generally just made herself angrier.

Quavallie meanwhile closed her eyes and held a hand out.

“Dispel the aura.” Her voice was calm but firm. I let go of the mana regeneration from Archivist’s Mark and felt the immediate scrabbling itch from my soul. It was like getting a sinus blockage where you want to itch your face from the inside, but this one had me buzzing in the guts.

“Extend your senses. Listen and feel where the mana is headed,” she said.

Like with the ladies and their orbs of essence coming into view during our, uh, furious fuck sessions, the scent and sight of flowing mana began to take shape. It was like your nose becoming used to a stink you’d rather not smell: normally the flow of mana wasn’t something I sensed. It was in everybody, it was in the air, it was under the cobblestones. If I had that sense on all the time, I’d barely be able to leave the house.

The fiery presence of Hellera flared into being, coming down the stairs. The cool liquid presence of Quavallie was much stronger, but more subdued. And behind me stood Paul, barely a blip on the magic radar.

But the air also had silent streamers of magic drifting… downward. Quavallie sensed this also, because she wrenched open a hidden door leading down into a cellar space, and descended a ladder.

Down in the cellar, several foundation stones had been wrenched out of the wall and lay broken on the floor. An echo of power, a high concentration of magic, had been hidden in the wall.

The cephellian was glowing from her various patterned spots, but that only told us where she was. It took a flashlight to get the lay of the room and note the hiding spot.

“They were here,” I whispered. “Not long ago. The mana residue is fresh.”

“They are here, now,” Quavallie responded, and quickly cast a spell. This sent a globe of water out away from her, splashing against Hellera, Paul and I harmlessly, but spewing drops against whatever was also down here.

“What in the fuck is that?” Paul asked.

I followed his gaze, and saw a… something, about the size of a terrier, hanging from the rafter. It would’ve been basically invisible except for the water droplets clinging to it like morning dew. It was bulbous and not really much of a shape, just like a slug.

It was slowly convulsing, too, dragging mana from the four of us up into it.

“That, my friend, is a mana glutton. I need you to kill that thing.”

Others were coming into view now, with the mist of Quavallie’s spell settling. Two, then three, then a total of six. Some were only as big as a shoe, but most were chihuahua sized.

“K-kill… kill that?” He went to dry heave, but choked it back and swallowed before hurling.

“Swing your sword, Paul.”

I took on the form of the dragon, growing in size. When I raked my claws over the first one, it burst open and drenched me with its inner goop. I immediately took 4 injuries, but the creature died just the same.

“They have acidic blood or something,” I said.

“No,” Quavallie said. “It’s a pool of stored mana.”

“Is that bad?”

She nodded. “Mana poisoning is worse than being bitten by a giant gilthender.”

“I’ll just… go outside then?” I asked.

“I don’t think that’s a good idea,” she said.

“Then what? What should I…”

Part of me exploded.


25- Mana Poisoning

Hellera had just speared one of the gross little monsters when my palm exploded into a mess, not of blood, but rubies, sapphires, emeralds, aquamarines, and other semi-precious stones. They clattered to the floor and sprouted eye stalks.

All of them were staring in my direction, enjoying the show.

The UI was busy throwing exclamation points at me one after another, huge exclamation points and little ones, but the big one was that I’d taken another eight injuries from losing my hand.

“Oh fuck!” Paul shouted, echoing what I couldn’t say. He then pitched forward and lost his lunch onto the damp cellar floor.

A weird feeling was coming over me. My mana indicator that I never paid much attention to was flashing and shaking.

Ordinarily it was shaped like a glass ball, with an ornate silvery bottom with clawed feet, while the top was stylized into a silvery dragon’s head.

Normally that glass ball was filled with cobalt blue liquid that rose and fell. When my mana was rapidly regenerating, rainbow-like pulses of color would radiate from the bottom, little bubbles would surge up, and the level would slosh little wavelets to and fro. 

Now though, spurts of bluish fluid were spraying out of the top of the bottle, and the colors were going wild. Streamers of bright light surged up through the bottle, and sparklers shot out of the silvery dragon’s mouth.

And the weirdest feelings and thoughts were shooting through my brain. I couldn’t make myself speak. My blood was peach soda. A rash of Kentucky Bluegrass sprouted from my forearm, and the pain itself roaring through my arm was rapidly shifting colors, between a sickly yellow, a horrid puke green, bruise purple, and a malevolent red of fury.

I tried to place Mender’s Mark on myself, but couldn’t make it happen. The mark wasn’t there, it had been replaced by a garter snake made of hempen rope, staring at me and judging me.

“Fucken snek,” I think I said, and swatted at it with the hand I did have.

Breathing was beyond my capabilities. I just couldn’t figure out how, because an army of tiny plungers was coursing through the veins of my arm and causing the bones still left in my arm to flow like the tentacles of a sea anemone.

Somehow, several of the injuries were healed, followed by several more. I drew breath, somehow convincing my lungs not to be ancient and crumbling cathedrals defiled by centuries and frog-faced worshippers of dark gods.

Even though I was only seeing in textures, and I was hearing a lot more scents than actual sounds, something was working to repair whatever had turned me into a field of poppies waving gently under an apocalyptic sky. The healing magic was lightning bolts, but good lightning bolts, if that makes sense.

Eventually, after the meaning of blue had evolved into the meaning of aqua, this condition seemed to recede. I started seeing the world as it was, though it was waving and warping as though it was being pushed at from behind. My vision was mostly the rafters of the cellar, bulging and writhing.

Speed varied. Hellera rushed by and whirled a spear in ultra fast motion, then sliced apart one of them in a series of glacial movements that took centuries.

Hellera and Quavallie, painted in alien colors, struck out at the mana gluttons with normal weapons. Paul stood there petrified, until Hellera shook him by the shoulders, pointed at one of the fat little fuckers, and told him she was going to cut off his manhood if he didn’t enter the fucking combat.

Paul rushed in, stumbled in really, and cleaved the creature in half with his sword. He even managed not to get any of its mana-rich blood on himself. Lucky Father Christmas.

“Evan!” someone was shouting in tones of extra spicy with a hint of sweet and sour.

I blinked ten ton eyelids and turned to face the minty voice. It was Shennalil. She had warped into the cellar using the same faster-than-light drive that punched a hole in reality (don’t ask me how I knew this) and brought back a pain demon from outside our understanding. Now the sky blue patches of her skin were radiating pure, holy light.

“You need to spend some mana,” her face told me, mintily.

“I have a rubber duck,” I told her.

She cast a glance at Quavallie, who was busy dancing away from a stabbed mana glutton so it didn’t end up showering her with its delicious mana juices.

“He doesn’t understand,” she moaned.

“Make him understand,” Quavallie urged.

Shennalil swallowed, hard, and shook me by the shoulders. I watched the mint ball travel down her throat and explode courage into her guts. With extra mint, she yelled, “You have to use the extra mana!”

This was funny, not because she was extremely small and I was the size of the Crab Nebula, but because I was presently made of pillows and everyone knows you can’t shake pillows.

This made sense at the time, trust me.

“I have a rubber… duck,” I repeated.

“I don’t know what a duck is,” Shennalil told me, and her eyes watered with frustration. Her cheeks began to rust as a result, and I choked on the flakes of oxidized metal drifting off her face. This was very un-minty and I frowned until it fell off my face.

Her eyes were terror tornadoes with cows and barns orbiting them, threatening to throw them at me at over two hundred miles an hour.

“Do it!” she choked. “Use your mana!”

“My rubber… duck.” This time I produced a rubber duck from earth using Adrift, and showed it to her.

“Good, that’s good!” she said. “Can you get another one?”

“Why would I? I already have one,” I told her. “It’s the size of the Empire State Building.”

“Bring me something else… ice cream!” she shouted in my face. Very uncool, I thought at the time, but not that big of a deal because I was made of pillows, and pillows don’t have ears. “Can you get me some ice cream from earth, Evan? Please!”

I got her some Purple Cow, and followed this up with Mint Chocolate Chip. She cried tears of relief, which sprang into flight as tiny butterflies made of rug burn.

The bulb containing my mana was only half full now, but the stuff inside it was still roiling out of control, burbling up toward the top like it was grabbing at the sides of the glass container. Bits of it were still leaking out the top, and that was… bad. I think bad was the correct word.

“I don’t know how to help him!” Shennalil told the others.

“Figure it out!” Hellera hissed.

“Umm… how about the punishment toys for Velleth,” she choked. “Can you get one of those… things?”

I had a ball gag in my hand before she finished her question, and the lowered mana was making me feel much better. I could vanilla without bitter ruining my flow, and that was a good sign.

“Good!” she said.

“Do you want it?” I asked.

She grinned and cried tears of Almond Joy and shook her head. “Not in a million years. You keep it.”

“What about this one?” I stole a large rubber dildo from earth and waggled it at her.

She embraced me. “I’ll think about it,” she admitted.

“You feel like gingerbread,” I told her.

She just sobbed into my shoulder.
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Paul, Hellera and Quavallie ended up killing a total of two dozen mana gluttons. Paul only managed three before they were all killed. Hellera did the dragon’s share of the work, obviously, but without Quavallie’s magic they wouldn’t have even started.

I slew a single mana glutton, and paid something of a teensy price for again rushing in to combat. The hand that had exploded wasn’t nearly as big a deal as the mental scarring Paul suffered watching me nearly die and then stammer nonsense while the extra rogue mana went and fucked me up big time.

I needed Paul to be okay with the life here. He needed to be a bulwark against the sixty-something other Masters who were down with torture and slavery, and he couldn’t be that if he was a sniveling coward.

Recollection of the time after the mana poisoning is sketchy, but I’m pretty sure Hellera, Quavallie, and Paul went on to search more of the buildings that were actively being drained of mana. Shennalil got me home somehow. Dallinya and Velleth may have helped, but I was very out of it.

What I do remember was Quavallie’s parents and the other house servants dragging me into the nearest bedroom, and lugging me onto the bed. Neither of Quavallie’s parents were physically imposing, and nor were the fae/nellwyn pairing, but their son was pretty strong. Between the five of them and Shennalil they managed my two hundred plus pounds.

I dozed, or continued hallucinating, or both. The dreams or visions were very messed up, involving tornadoes picking up the Mack and depositing it on the top of the great temple in the middle of Surrek, where I was repeatedly beaten by petty Masters. They were beating me with sex toys the size of long swords.

I don’t know how long these went on. Piping hot soup was fed to me, and Shennalil kept asking for things from earth even though I was beat.

Mana burn was mentally exhausting to handle, but mana poisoning was like being on acid, and mushrooms, and possibly ketamine. Maybe all three at the same time.

I woke up with my head on Shennalil’s lap, with her pressing a damp cloth against my forehead.

“Shennalil?” I asked, because man, I was confused. The last thing I’d remembered was seeing a nearly-invisible mana glutton.

“You’re awake!” she chirped. She looked terrible, like she’d been crying the whole time, with puffy cheeks and red eyes, and the white parts of her skin had gone blotchy.

In the meantime there were a bevy of system messages to check. The biggest one explained that I was suffered from mana poisoning. The exact wording was… interesting.

Warning! You have absorbed a great deal of mana from an unknown source. This mana is far beyond your capacity.

Warning! You’re suffering from mana poisoning. Mana that has been drained and stored for purposes of metamorphosis infected you. This affliction causes disorientation, shock, synesthesia, hallucination and severe injury if left untreated.

Others listed the fact that I was suffocating, that I was damaging myself (the hand explosion thing), that Hellera had used Mender’s Mark on me, then Shennalil had used Mender’s Mark on me several more times. I’d gotten a little bit of experience in Clever, although I felt anything but, and some in Fierce, which made more sense.

“Did I… do something to you?” I asked. “Did I hurt you?”

“Oh!” Relief and exhaustion had mixed into a bit of hysteria, and she cackled. “Oh, no.” She wiped her face and tried out a smile, though it looked depressingly horrific.

“How long?” I asked, then licked my lips. Shennalil did something I’d never considered she would do then: she reached up and snapped her fingers loudly. This tiny fae with the stuttering problem and the fear of fighting commanded the house staff to fetch me water, and they did so without question or hesitation.

I drank, staring at the changed fae before me. The snap of her fingers put me in mind of a certain purple-skinned alien, and that led me to think about what I’d said to Dallinya in the palace. Then the water came, and the relief that soothed my burning throat put this change out of mind.

“Only three hours.”

“You’ve had my head on your lap for three solid hours?”

She shrugged and brushed off the question. “How are you feeling?”

“Your lap feels great, but your legs are probably asleep.” I got to my feet, thought better of this, and fell back onto the bed.

Shennalil was fluttering in front of my face by the time I managed to get up again.

“Evan, no,” she said.

“I need to…” Jeez, I needed to sort out the mana glutton problem, I needed to check to see if Michael and the other three were outside the city by now, and if they were, I needed to figure out what to do with them. I had an idea but hadn’t had time to sort it out.

I needed to make sure production had started up in Ink District. If the mana glutton problem had spread to Ink, I was going to pull out a lot of stops and make sure it fucking died. If it had been taken care of, the people in Mage all needed to head back to their homes.

And then there was the situation over in Spice District. Several of the runners and scouts in Ink and Mage reported some of the new Spice Master’s people making the rounds. They were casing the joint, probing for weaknesses. After several times, Hellera and ‘Evan’ happened to be lounging wherever they showed up, and they stopped coming around.

I’d given the son of Vintra a couple of weeks to fret, but instead he’d grown bold. Anyway it was time to start moving on my plan… if only I could make my body do what I wanted. I didn’t have time for this.

Shennalil pushed me lightly and I fell back on my ass on the bed.

“What are you doing?”

She stared at her hand. “I… am in charge of your recovery. You need rest.”

“Three hours is already too much.”

“Evan, please.”

“I have to go… Zati is with Avya and Auralla and my old buddy Michael. The girls need a place to stay outside the city, Michael’s never been here before… and they’re still fighting the mana gluttons.” An utterly stupid name for something so weirdly dangerous.

“I’ll tell Velleth and Dallinya about it,” she said.

”But—”

“You stay here!” she declared, again very different than the Shennalil of just a month ago. “I’m in charge of your recovery, and that means you listen to me.”

Her eyes widened, and her mouth opened and closed.

“Oh!” she squawked. I watched the realization of what she’d been doing come over her face. “Oh, I, uh… M-master, I’m, I’m sorry! I don’t know what c-came over me. I should not have…” She trailed off.

I gave her a thin smile. “You’re changing. And if I recall correctly, I told you not to call me Master, correct?”

“Do you, will you, can you forgive me?”

I held my arms open and she fluttered down to settle into my embrace. “I’m sorry I didn’t comply with your orders, Doctor Shennalil. You’re the Mender, after all. TV shows are littered with the bodies of idiots who checked themselves out of hospital before they were allowed to leave.”

And the TV and movie heroes who had, against all odds, triumphed even while grievously injured. That wasn’t going to be me.

She was warm and soft in my arms, and somebody down below suddenly very much wanted to see her crying out in painful ecstasy.

“Please forgive me,” I said.

“Me? Forgive you?” She searched my face for the answer. “It is not the place of a slave to order around the Master.”

“You do understand we’re equals, right? No slave and no Master.”

After thinking this over for several moments, she suddenly lashed out and slapped my shoulder. “You’ve been a complete fool, Evan Westfield! You ignored my advice, you didn’t listen to me, and then… and then you left me all alone with Hellera and Quavallie and Velleth. Oh, Velleth… do you have any idea how much she needs you just to live now? She’s been losing her mind!”

“Sorr-OW!”

She’d gone ahead and slapped me again. “Quavallie is even worse than Hellera! Every day it’s ’Shen, why aren’t you faster? Shen, you should have your fire aura active any time there’s a fight. Shen, the water magic needs to come faster and hit more precisely, and you don’t need to touch the mark to make it work. Shen, why weren’t you healing Hellera?’ For five whole days!”

Now I covered my face with my forearms while she slapped me ineffectually over and over again. Eventually I seized her wrists, and held them while she struggled against me.

“Shen, I’m sorry. There won’t be a next time, okay?”

Gasping for breath, she stared at me wild-eyed before her face fell. I kissed the top of her head.

“I don’t know what’s happening,” she mumbled. “It’s… I was sleeping in a bed. On my own. For the first time in my entire life. I was thinking about you, and I was talking with Quavallie. We both have this big hole inside. We don’t know how it got there or what to do about it.”

I took her by the chin and kissed all over her face, down over the lines made by tears sliding over her cheeks, and ended off at her lips.

“We will talk about it all together. Now. As soon as all the other girls get back.”

This took another hour: Quavallie, Hellera, Paul, Dallinya and Velleth eventually trained about forty people in how to recognize when mana gluttons were near, what to look for, how to use powder or sand to find them, and how to kill them without your experience turning into an insane LSD trip like poor idiot Evan.

When they returned to the mansion, I was there to greet them, but all four of them ignored me and headed directly for the showers. To be fair they were covered in gross stuff, including mana glutton blood, which made no sense.

How had they gotten juiced but not gone batshit with mana poisoning?

A good half hour later, I had some snacks set out on the main dining table for the first floor, a big meeting room for guests.

I made sure to pull out the chairs for each of them before they sat, earning me a series of weird looks. I followed this by personally pouring them drinks.

“It has come to my attention that the four of you who stuck around might be feeling… wrong. Velleth and I reviewed the situation somewhat at the shop, but Shen here told me she had a similar feeling as Velleth, and that Quavallie mentioned it as well. And while I’m sure Hellera has feelings occasionally, and she might be feeling one of them right this moment, she hasn’t said anything to the others or me.”

A whole lot of eye contact and expressions passed around the table. A couple of chuckles that morphed into coughing fits.

“Dallinya also talked with me about this while out of town, and I’m pretty sure I know the cause,” I told them. “It’s freedom. It’s the ability to do what you want when you want without fear of punishment. In this house you can parade around wearing anything or nothing. You can dance, sing, draw things, write poetry, learn to read because there are so many amazing books, learn to play the sousaphone, learn cross stitch or the art of war.

“And that has to feel strange. I get that. It will get better eventually. You’ll get used to it. You might come to me and ask for help.” Here in blazing letters everyone knew about but couldn’t see, I meant Velleth’s punishment addiction.

“I don’t want to be misunderstood: I’m here for you, and you’re here for me. It’s fragile, only in this house for now, but I want to make it all of Ink and Mage and Grain Districts. I want to make it the norm everyone in the city has, but that’s going to take time. I can’t do this alone, I can’t do that without you… hell, we might not be able to do it at all.”

I left it there.

Quavallie was the first to break the silence. “I like freedom,” she said. “It feels… floaty.”

“It’s better than Giskennen’s house,” Dallinya agreed.

“So much better than the Governor’s harem,” Shennalil said wistfully. “That place was a cunt.”

I didn’t correct her.

Velleth’s mouth opened but no sound emerged. Eventually she managed, “It’s terrifying.”

“It’s weak. That’s what it is,” Hellera said. When we all stared at her, she went on. “But there are massages. And we can fight for it.” She folded her arms over her chest and leaned back, eyeing the others with a grumpier expression than usual.

Shennalil eventually opened her mouth. “I want to learn to read. Then I’ll know what ‘cunt’ means.”

“Nice!” I responded. “You and Zati both.”

“I want to learn the art of war,” Hellera said, and the others laughed. “What?” she demanded.

“Of course you do,” Dallinya said.

I produced a copy of the book from earth and tossed it onto the table before her. “That will also involve reading,” I told her, “unless you want me or Zati to read it to you.”

“Ugh, a tome?” she snarled. “Really?”

“I would… like to draw,” Velleth whispered.

“What’s a sousaphone?” Quavallie asked.

I smiled.

“What is that?” Paul asked, from where he’d been watching in the corner of the room. “It’s like a tuba, isn’t it?”

“Stupid earth things,” Dallinya said.

Finger guns for Dallinya.


26- Playing the Long Game

After agreeing that freedom and the lack of Evan to secure that freedom had them a trifle spooked, the five of them agreed that training was off the table for today, and instead we all took a little breather before Zati, Michael, and the Sunspire girls showed up outside of town.

I went over the excitement with Paul, which was still disappointing. He was proving to be underwhelming so far. I hoped against hope that Michael would balance him out; I really liked Michael, and mostly for the ability to just exist in a place when you needed him to. I know that sounded awful, but he really was a great person to have anywhere, at any time, for any reason.

Paul I’d thought would be into this and excited about it far more than Michael. He played RPGs constantly, had D&D with his buddies in the basement of the rental house twice a week, and watched every fantasy film ever created. Hell, he had a Lord of the Rings, Game of Thrones, or a Star Wars marathon every year on his birthday. Fucker designated March as Cyberpunk month.

He seemed downcast over his experience though.

“Look,” I said. “I have three districts here, and two of them are flush with people. There are girls, and we’ll line them up for you. You’ll get to choose one.”

“Dude… it sounds so, I don’t know, rapey when you put it like that.”

“Good!” I told him. “That’s good, trust me.” I needed him to be averse to just taking the women here. “I mean, rape isn’t good, but it’s good that you and I are on the same page.”

The look he gave me… I laugh thinking about it now.

“Yeah, well it’s going to feel weird until the hierarchy gets cut off at the knees and we run this place. Two things are gonna happen,” I told him. “One, we’re not gonna force any of these girls who don’t want to be a part of this.”

I gestured behind me toward the five who were chatting, and explained that all of them would rather die than go back into slavery under a different master. They chose their clothing here, decided things for themselves, didn’t have to worry about pissing me off and losing their heads over it. None of those things were possible before I’d showed up.

“Two, whoever you choose, the ladies will sit down with them and explain things, and you’ve gotta believe me here, your choice of companion is gonna be thrilled with the idea of A) having magic of their own, B) having your magic on top of it, and C) having fucking choices.”

He still seemed a bit skeptical, but had warmed to the idea of not bullying some poor girl into sex and a life of unwanted servitude. I just shook my head. The two servant families were thrilled with the way things were now, though they also had that undercurrent of fear over whether or not it would actually stay like this.

It was time for more ice cream.
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The raid on the city had taken its toll on the farms surrounding the city walls. Most of the two weeks after the attacks were spent moving earth, rebuilding houses, or contracting with Lumber or Carpentry Districts to do those things. I’d sat with the people who ran Grain District on the ground, listened to them explain things, and told them I wasn’t here to fuck with the way they ran things.

Instead, I would get out of their way, and focus my time on getting the things they wanted instead of telling them to do the things I wanted.

This was met with skepticism initially, but when I rolled up my sleeves and put my slaves to work in the fields, they started to believe.

The only thing I wanted for these houses was for them not to be shit. I wanted places for the farmers to hide if the groffere and raiders came back sooner than expected, like this time. That meant digging tunnels to little underground bunkers, and building bigger houses set into the dirt, which would double as traps if those huge kaiju set foot in one.

So we went through Stone District and Mine District for the tools and knowhow to dig, fast and safe. Mine personnel did the digging and shoring up, and indoor weatherproofing, Stone made sure the roof shingles were the right kind, and at least one structural support was a mana crystal reinforced monolith. These fuckers were five or ten tons each, had to be taken out in the storage coin one by one, and had to be placed exactly as specified because no one was moving them alone.

Stone District, and the District Master, were happy to have my business because ordinarily that district was one of the poorest.

Although I worked with the Stone Master, I didn’t like him. He was a surly dwarf without a lot of power named Heerund. He spent a lot of his time lazing off the district and their profits, and whipping them when they weren’t being profitable. For the time we worked together, he was agreeable, in good spirits. Every time the groffere raiders came around there was a lot for him to do. It seemed like a shitty time to be in good spirits, with thousands of people either dead, wounded, captured and whisked away to parts unknown, or homeless.

He also had a way of leering at the ladies I didn’t like, and slapping the asses of both his slave girls, and my Grain District citizens who weren’t his fuck dolls. I was glad to be done with him and take the five days outside the city.

By contrast the Mine District Master was a pleasure to do business with, and this was a hundred percent because he was never around. I heard about the lizard man who ran Mine, but only ever saw him in passing at the grand council meetings.

The miners were efficient, went to work with smiles on their faces (they weren’t delving deep into mines and possibly getting killed, so this was a treat), and kept about their work.

The engineer explained what they were doing and how much it would cost. I dickered with him. We reached agreements on pay. They did the work without delays. It was gorgeous. At that moment I would clearly have taken Mine over Grain in a heartbeat.

Sadly Mr. Mine hadn’t perished in the raids. On the other hand, the little Mage District sabotage was proving that you could really mess with somebody and keep it legal.

We shot the shit a little over mana crystals, cheaper ways to get them, and whether or not I could just order up a lot. It turned out I could, if I had stacks and stacks of gold pieces to throw their way.

I had stacks, but not stacks and stacks. This Grain project was eating away at my reserves of money from the shop.

In the end though, it turned out to be worth it. The Grain people fucking loved me for the work I’d done. Their Confidence level in me soared up from plain old yellow orange into the middle green. It was even higher than in Ink District. They saw me with mud up to my elbows, haggling prices and getting people from Mine and Stone to ensure their safety and their futures.

All this meant a few things that I’d hoped would prove true, once Avya and Auralla arrived. I realized I’d lucked out. Somehow I’d built exactly what was necessary to handle the issue of Auralla and Avya not taking the brand.

“They’re here,” Dallinya said.

The cab crested the rise, and Michael flashed the headlights at me. I waved them over to the farmhouse nearest the trailer.
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The people who’d settled into this farmhouse here were several of those who had been captured and taken down into the dungeon by the flame raiders.

I knocked and descended into the house.

“I come bearing gifts!” I told them, and produced a brick of ice cream.

The two kids flung themselves at me, and were wrapped around my legs. I stumped forward, into the house proper. We were soon joined by the mother, already showing signs of pregnancy, who informed me that her husband was out in the fields.

“Super,” I said. “May I have a word?”

She shooed the kids away and told them to have ice cream as long as they didn’t bother us. We retired to a large and spacious bedroom currently empty.

When we were secure, I spread my hands in apology.

“I hate to ask of you,” I told her, “but I have two, uh… female companions, and neither of them want to take the brand.”

The farmer’s wife smiled. “Whatever you need.”

“I haven’t asked anything yet.”

“You gave us life, and now you’ve given us a house. Whatever we can provide we will.”

“Have a seat,” I told her. When she’d done so, I also sat. “This is… not easy. What I’m going to tell you is all going to sound wrong. Ehhh…”

I pursed my lips with frustration.

“What I’m asking is the first step in something dangerous. I know you were in the dungeon, and that was dangerous, but this is different. I want to change everything,” I told her. “No slaves. No Masters.”

The smile fell off her face like I’d just given her a cancer diagnosis. “I don’t… how? That seems impossible.”

“It doesn’t matter yet. I’m working on a plan, but the plan is to have no slaves, no Masters. I want your kids to grow up not worrying about that. I want you to be free of worry for their future. I wouldn’t be asking except… Auralla and Avya won’t take the brand. Hell, I don’t want to give it to them, but the law says I have to. They won’t stay with me any other way.”

She nodded in silence, digesting all this.

“They’re lovely, both of them. Won’t cause you any trouble Beautiful personalities and gorgeous people, but they’re women of Sunspire. They’re strong and powerful and good. And hey, since Grain is mine, none of the other Masters should come out here and stir up any shit.”

Even as I said this, I remembered the stricture that Masters wouldn’t attack one another or pilfer slaves from one another while in city limits. And even that was bullshit, because Zati had been stolen out from under Ryellin’s nose. Also, and this was crucial, these farms weren’t a part of the city limits.

I’d be asking about this at tomorrow’s emergency small council meeting.

“You are perfectly within your rights to say no,” I told her.

She considered this. “No, actually I’m not. Under the Governor’s law, I can’t tell you no.”

“Have you been listening?” I asked.

“I understand,” she replied, “but we’re not living in your Surrek now. I follow the Governor’s law, so if you choose to place these two unbranded females in my care, I couldn’t say no to you if I wanted to.”

She was saying she would throw herself on the mercy of the Governor and beg forgiveness, saying I had held a gun to her head and forced her. I chewed on this, then nodded and accepted.

“I also forced you to keep quiet about them,” I said, “in case you headed into town and had conversations with anyone from out of District.”

She nodded. I thought about challenging her, telling her I was also legally allowed to fuck any female in my districts if I wanted, but I decided threatening her wasn’t in my wheelhouse. Besides, with her being pregnant, she actually had legal recourse to bring a complaint to the Governor.

“I’ll bring them down in a few minutes.”

Thank fuck, I wouldn’t have to rig up a makeshift apartment in the trailer. Right now, it still held literal tons of paper.

Auralla and Avya were quick to win over the children, and were also quick to devour most of the ice cream before Michael or Zati had any.

“How was the trip?” I asked Michael while the two ladies played with the kids.

He just shrugged. “Hit one of those six-legged panthers.”

“Jiddara?”

He nodded. “Running from somethin’ even bigger. We outran it.”

“And the ladies?”

“Good. The little one’s funny.”

He would say no more, in typical Michael fashion. I was kind of amazed I was getting more than grunts and single syllable words out of him.

“I didn’t get to ask about you and… the Third and Fourth Domis. How did that go?”

He smiled, and nodded in a knowing way at me. Then he waggled his eyebrows a bit. I waited, but nothing else was forthcoming.

“I’m going to see about who in the districts we can pair you up with,” I told him.

He smiled.

“You have a preference? Big, small, certain species? Any species out of the running?”

A shrug was his only answer.

“Great. Good talk.”
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We were all hugs and hellos after that. Auralla and Avya got a tour of the house and returned not long after.

“This is where you can stay at the end of any given day,” I told her. “Other Masters and slaves know this is part of Grain District and won’t be able to harass you in here. You’re also welcome to stay in any of my three luxurious houses while in the city, but outside those houses you’ll have to be with me.”

Both of them nodded.

“For now, this is the best we can do.”

Auralla’s very green eyes sparkled. “For now.”

“I’ll overthrow the city government and take on all the Masters tomorrow,” I told her.

A flash of heat passed across her face. “All this, and all that, just for me?”

I couldn’t help but begin to show my arousal. “Your face could launch a thousand ships, my dear.”

This very much pleased her, and she rose up on her tip toes to kiss me while purring with contentment.

I love you, I thought again, while our tongues snaked around each other. My lower brain really wanted to be a part of the events going on right now. It could sense what was going on with my upper brain.

A half hour later, we’d found our way back up to Ink District, to where a line of young women stood and chattered outside the mansion. They were all shapes, sizes, and colors. One seemed to be a half fae, half orc with pinkish skin and teensy little tusks, along with magenta hair in a mohawk.

None of them wore very much in the way of clothing.

“Already?” I asked.

They’d spotted me, and a lot of whispers started up. They wanted to catch a glimpse of the Drifter. They’d seen me in passing but had never said a word to me. They’d been by the house but had never been inside. Was it true that the inside of his house was actually just another world?

There were about twenty, which was far more than I thought we’d get. Some of them weren’t yet into their blossoming. I considered sending them off, but reconsidered. If they wanted to see the inside of the Master’s mansion, let them come.

I addressed all of them. “Ladies, you were brought here to know if you’re ready to grant a mark of power. Some of you might not be ready for that, and you won’t be chosen, but you’re welcome to step inside anyway.”

Only two of them reluctantly peeled away from the line and headed off, staring at me the whole time and talking and snickering. The rest eventually filed into the main room on the first floor.

The serving staff had decorated the house with paintings and statues I hadn’t bothered to redecorate. Too much had happened too fast. Well, whatever impression these ladies were about to get of me was not completely under my control. I was under no illusions: image mattered. They saw me dressed in my Red Wings t-shirt, Auralla, Avya, and Zati, with Michael towering over all of us at six nine. Then they found Quavallie, Shennalil, Velleth, Dallinya and Hellera inside. And Paul, now, lounging against the wall closest to the open windows.

Eighteen young ladies filed in before us, were led into the courtyard, and down the stairs toward the open area with the trees.

Ice cream worked wonders on loosening them up. They chatted and peered around, while Avya worked her empathy magic, and got to know the women who were classed as my ‘slaves’. As for me, I stood apart and turned my attention instead to Michael and Paul.

As always, Michael regarded the gathering impassively. He smiled when a game of tag started by Avya, and watched the play happen. Paul’s face twitched, and his attention flickered everywhere, between me and my ladies to all these potential mates. I turned on Empath’s Mark, and he jolted as if I’d goosed him. He’d passed the check to detect the mark in action.

“What’s that?”

“Sorry, I’ll turn it off,” I said. “It’s a spell to calm you down.”

“Calm me down? You just told me I’m about to get laid.”

“Then you misunderstood. You got laid this morning. Now we’re going to see if any of these fine young ladies is ready to become a fellow warrior with your power on them.”

His brow creased into a frown. “Huh?”

“You need to meet them first,” I told him. “Find out if you’re compatible. Find out if they’re warrior material. They need to say yes.”

“Then… what happened earlier?”

“The Domi already consented to have you. Look, all this has to go the right way. All the other assholes in this city have slave harems. I don’t have that, and you’re not going to either. I’d rather send you back to earth than have you be my enemy too.”

“Enemy?”

“Every single district in this city is run by someone who doesn’t give the gift back to their women, they just take. And that doesn’t sit well with me, so I’m taking them all down.”

“Hang on… all of them? Did I hear wrong that there are like seventy Masters in this city?”

“You heard right.”

“And you’re gonna take on all of them. All.”

“Not… exactly. I have some plans. I’m playing the long game.”

“And all of them can do the same sort of magic shit you can do?” Paul asked.

“A lot of them have more powers than I do.”

Michael had climbed down off the open porch area and into the courtyard, where he quickly lifted a young elf up into the biggest tree. She waved down and thanked him, blew a raspberry down at another girl, then cried out when he boosted a human girl up into the tree after her.

They were playing an ass pinching game, which Michael got in on. He formed his thumb and forefinger into crab claws and stomped around, sending all the girls shrieking with laughter. They cried that it wasn’t fair he was wearing jeans and they were mostly wearing see-through skirts or fur thong like things.

“Jeez, Ev, I don’t know if I can do this,” he said.

I nodded with understanding. “We can send you back tomorrow.”

Then he yelped as a gnomish girl pinched his ass and darted away. He looked at me, met my shrug, and dashed off after the little ass pincher.


27- The Tug of Conflict Within Her

The girls all met with me up on the fourth floor, while Michael and Paul went about interviewing nubile women they’d like to fuck for power. Shennalil oversaw their progress, while they taught the girls card games and just generally got to know them. I was already sure that Michael wouldn’t mind, so I told Shen to pick a girl for him. We needed someone who could also stand guard while Michael helped keep Mage, Grain and Ink secure. Her serious face and pumped fist told me she would take the job of selection very seriously.

Velleth, Dallinya, Quavallie, Zati, Auralla and Avya all lounged on the bed while I paced back and forth, explaining the plans I had. Tomorrow would mean meeting the small council for only the second time, and whatever the Governor found up north.

“So for tonight, we’re just going to go over our project for Spice District.”

“We can’t just take his head off,” Dallinya said.

“I know, but we can begin a revolution,” I told them. “First I have to know: if Vintra’s replacement, his son I guess… if he suddenly turns up dead, what happens with the women who served under him?”

Velleth answered this one. “If he hasn’t named a successor, all the slaves will be auctioned off at the next event in Slave District.”

I breathed in deep. Everyone in the room remembered the explosion I’d done over the last time I was compared with Giskennen the fuckface. They were consciously avoiding saying the S-word around me. A lot of eye contact passed around the room, but I brushed it off.

“Okay, not what we want, but that’s what that is anyhow,” I said. “What happens if he has appointed a successor? Does he have a favored petty Master?”

It turned out he did not, and that was its own tangled knot. I already knew the new Master of Spice inherited all sorts of petty Masters under him acting as guards and enforcers for district affairs. Now they would be working hard, jockeying to become the heir in case the new boss went and got himself killed before having an heir. He certainly had enough slaves in his harem that he didn’t need all of them for marks of power, and could instead just breed a bunch of them.

“All present slaves revert to the successor,” Velleth answered.

“The new guy… he can’t have children, right? He’s just a kid. Does he have children?” He’d seemed young, but this was also a world out of the past, and marriage happened young.

“That is a closely guarded secret,” Hellera reported. “I have asked, but his harem is secure. None of the members have permission to go out of the compound, and his guards could not be turned for information. In fact, messengers and merchants are only allowed to meet outside the secure harem area.”

“He has been looking to make inroads here, disrupt our interests, but we’ve stopped him. Meanwhile the death of his father at your hand has bred some paranoia.”

Another Master might have gotten into his complex easily and stolen perhaps a single slave, but it hadn’t just been me doing the slave-taking. Instead I’d had four battle-ready ladies with me, all empowered with multiple magic powers, and now those women had grown even more powerful and capable. There was no single opponent we couldn’t handle in the whole city, if we kept the fight on our terms, and it wasn’t the Governor.

Or the Governess.

Surprised, outnumbered, or facing the Governor was a different story. The vedris had been bad enough. Silver tier was a serious step up in endurance, strength, speed, and power level, without factoring how many silver marks the Governor might have. There was just no telling how big his harem was. He certainly had a power for masking which marks he had.

“Why ask us all this?” Hellera asked. “Assume he has a successor chosen. Why is this preferable to the no successor?”

“The art of war,” I said. “The enemy you know is better than the enemy you don’t. Besides, we don’t want the harem to be separated.”

“We… want to take them and press them into service here,” Dallinya guessed.

I just grinned. “Incorrect.”

“I’m so confused,” Avya said. “And I think I like it?”
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“What are you planning?” Hellera asked. She alone had remained behind, while the others went to check on Michael and Paul, to see how they were getting on.

“Never you mind. I didn’t get a report from you about the last five days. How was everything? Did you have any trouble?”

“Shennalil is unused to the stresses of battle,” she commented, overcoming her nervousness. She feared my wrath because it was ingrained in her, and deep. She was beginning to overcome that training, but it would take a long time.

“She told me as much,” I replied, harmless and smiling.

“Quavallie and I were harsh with her, but she made a great deal of progress. Does she hate us?”

Talk about an unexpected question. Who would have thought Hellera of all people would need her self-esteem bolstered. “Hate you? No, I don’t think so. She fears you, perhaps, and respects you. She knows what is needed to become a warrior.”

She grunted.

“And Quavallie? I haven’t met with her personally either.”

“Who knew the fucking cephellian serving girl was a mage?” She threw her hands up in the air. “Can you blame us for being unused to flinging mana around like filthy fucking sorcerers?” she cried. “Every day it’s ‘Hellera you should feel the mana welling within you. Again!’ and ‘Hellera your command of your abilities should be complete, immediate, like instinct. Again!’ and ‘Oh, Hellera, your illusions need serious work. Again!’”

“Come and lay down,” I told her.

“We have work to do!” She seemed to immediately regret the outburst. I didn’t react, and kept my tone gentle, even.

I patted the bed. “Massage time.”

Hellera’s jaw worked, and I could feel the tug of conflict within her at the prospect of having a bit of time to herself versus what she saw as her duty. Finally she relented, and knelt on the bed. It was the closest our faces had ever been, I thought, and her unnerving draconic eyes bored into mine.

“If I lay for your massage, will you explain your battle plan?” she asked quietly.

I grinned and put the extra buttery flavor in my tone. “There’s not going to be a battle at all. If the plan works, it’s going to be a slaughter. Now, on your front.”

I took my time on her shoulders first, and her back next. Hellera had stubby spines down the center of her back that made the massage difficult, but not impossible.

“What does that mean? And why do you want the harem to fall to a successor?”

It was even more difficult to straddle her back and not get one of those spines up the poop chute, but here a yoga mat pulled from earth worked nicely. I sliced that bad boy down to about a foot and repositioned it every time I needed to scoot.

“I want them to remain together. Separate they’re weak. Together they’re strong.”

I applied what I imagined was deep tissue massage, pressing and grinding each muscle down until she was groaning.

In the meantime, it was my first long-distance telepathy adventure. Auralla had only smiled at me when I asked for permission, and nodded, and now I could see through her eyes in a play by play of her surface thoughts.

Your friend Paul has become more comfortable, Auralla thought. He sits in the midst of three of the new ones playing a dice game, along with the adorable fairy.

Yahtzee with Shennalil, okay.

“They aren’t strong,” Hellera replied, and moaned. “They do not defy him.”

I moved to Hellera’s lower back, and loosened it bit by bit while she tried to keep herself from burning the shit out of my bed.

“Not yet they aren’t,” I said. “They don’t have the tools or the confidence. They think that a new Master will be worse than the Master they know. Both of those beliefs need to be broken by the time we hand them the tools.”

They laugh at their luck, Auralla sent me. He asks them about their parentage, how life has been in the district, about the price of goods and the size of their apartments.

Astonishing, I thought. Paul might not end up being a very good petty Master for security’s sake, but he was sharp. Every word I’d told him had been taken and processed, and now acted upon.

I wondered about Michael, and wasn’t disappointed. Auralla threw more thoughts at me while I began to work over Hellera’s hips, her hamstrings, and her calves.

Your giant of a friend plays the seeking game. Each girl he finds, he blows a silly sound onto their skin. A leg, a back, a stomach. He makes them all laugh.

Hellera’s legs and ass were very tight indeed, and required a lot of kneading.

Evan, he is a wonderful friend. All the girls like him. He will make a delightful Master, though I’m worried about their ability to take his essence without serious pain. We were perhaps lucky that Third and Fourth Domi were larger than your average person.

“Drifter,” Hellera was grunting and groaning. Her tail waved back and forth in a way that meant she was becoming aroused. I ignored her and moved on to her feet. She growled in frustration.

I think all of these females would have your giant right now, if he were to ask them. Of course, they have no idea what permission means. They will surrender to him happily if he demands it, or if you do. Do they know that living in your house will be a huge improvement over their current lives?

Hellera’s feet were clawed, with three in the front and one rear claw, but the skin and scales were soft on the undersides. We’d gotten her specially made boots, which she didn’t often wear.

I think they suspect that the pleasure of a Drifter inside them is only the beginning, Auralla sent me, naughty and teasing.

“Drifter!” Hellera barked. I’m ready, her tone said. Get over here and fuck me.

I ignored her, grinning to myself, and went on to work her the meat of her shoulders, and her upper arms. Honestly, I was aroused already.

The interview was going well, and Auralla’s words were working magic on me. I just wasn’t sure if I wanted to have Michael end up with more powers than me on his first day in this world. For some reason I thought it would be better to ease him into the situation, but it seemed for all the world like he could just pull a train on them and things would be fine.

My cock was already straining, forcing me to adjust it beneath my skirt, which Hellera certainly noticed.

Taking your giant would be difficult for me, Auralla said. I imagine it would be like trying to work your tool into my rear end. You expressed interest in plundering me there, but it seemed painful.

“Drifter,” Hellera begged.

Perhaps once we complete your Spice District plan, Auralla told me, and then instead of words, she started to send a series of images up to me: holding her legs open and hunching up, so she could watch as my head first popped past her sphincter. Gritting her teeth and holding Avya’s hand while I forced an endless amount of shaft deep into her guts. My fingers dancing over her pussy while several inches of my cock remained, not yet pushed into her vise-like ass.

“You don’t need this as often as the others, do you?” I whispered. Jeez, Auralla was ready for me. Very ready. Her thoughts were greased up and inviting me to come downstairs, and ravish her wherever I found her.

“No,” she admitted. “I feel the need keenly, but when I push past the need, I hone myself. I become sharper.”

“And are you ready for me to soften you up?” I teased.

“I am ready,” she breathed, her voice syrupy with need.

Your friend Paul will require a gentler touch, Auralla thought at me. Or are you already deep within your dragonite general? This thought was equal parts lusty and amused.

Auralla’s mental image was what Hellera might look like with me inside her, with the dragonite holding me by the throat and repeatedly thrusting her midsection down onto me. I was nothing but a living dildo for Hellera in my OG’s imagination, and I nearly laughed. If only she knew how Hellera liked to be treated.

Hellera rose up on her knees and I got into position behind her. Her tail stood straight up and her opening was bared to me. No more teasing, I grabbed hold, lined up the mighty head of my swollen member, and slowly worked it into her.

“Yesss,” Hellera gasped.

“You know you can have me any night,” I told her, and squeezed the base of her alligator tail. She shivered from the pressure and the cock filling her up.

She shook her head, but couldn’t say anything. Instead she just grunted over and over again as I thrust into her.

And heated up.

I could tell I was doing a good job with Hellera every time by the way she went molten on the inside. Humans weren’t meant to meddle in such things, but I couldn’t help myself. With every hard thrust, Hellera grew hotter and hotter, until I was sweating and taking injuries.

This time I swept one leg out and put her on her side. This allowed me to lean down and not poke myself against the ridge of spikes on her back, while staying inside her volcanic confines, and get up in her face.

“Are you ready?” I asked, panting from the pain and the heat.

“What?”

Instead of answering, I called upon the form of the Red Dragon while buried deep in her. My fire resistance increased, I sprouted scales and claws, and by the sounds Hellera was making, I grew at least a little.

“Oh!” she cried out. “Fires of the dragons!”

Now I got into missionary and grabbed onto her shoulders so I could really ram my cock home over and over again, with no fear of taking damage. Now I could lick up and down her throat with a lengthened tongue. Now I could rake my claws down her shoulder blades while pounding her mercilessly.

She heated up further, arching her back into me.

“More?” I asked, though I feared she might drip fire out onto my bed and light my whole house on fire.

“More,” she moaned, and spoke after each thrust. “More, I want more!”

She finally opened her eyes and found me staring at her. I opened what were now my jaws and ran my tongue over my dragon’s teeth.

“Your claws,” she moaned. Tongues of fire appeared at either side of her face with each breath now, and she bucked up against me. The pressure and heat were incredible, as was her passion. I raked down her back again, and she made a keening sound with every ragged breath.

“More?” I asked, and she could only nod before I snaked my tongue into her mouth and licked her thoroughly. The roof of her mouth, her tongue, and her dragon’s teeth all got explored. She returned this treatment, twining her own tongue around mine in a sort of battle, while I clawed at her ass cheeks, and pressed in at either side of her tail. She came roaring out like a real fucking dragon. Her climax came with a serious, house-shaking roar.

That triggered my own climax, and I played firefighter, trying in vain to douse her molten core.

This was how Dallinya, Avya, Velleth, Quavallie and Zati found us only a handful of moments later, staring at the tangle of red scales and the badly scorched bed.

Auralla sauntered in a few moments later with a knowing smile on her face. However, seeing me in dragon form, she merely said, “What in the names of all the gods…”

I rubbed my scaly face against Hellera’s. “You are precious to me,” I murmured. “Your service to me has been exemplary, and I am prepared to reward that. When you need this, don’t hesitate to approach me.”

“Yes… Master…” she breathed.

Amusement warred with an internal groan. Not her too, I thought.


28- Firebreak

Ispent a few hours in the shop the next morning, enjoying the mindless and repetitive feel of removing items from one place, putting them in another, unpacking boxes, and laying things out where they were supposed to go. I greeted customers from my place seated on the floor, criss-cross applesauce, and answered their questions when they asked, and placed items on the shelves with care.

“What are Cheesy Poofs?” they asked, and, “Why do these shine like metal when they are only ribbons?”

The shop was attracting more and more merchants and craftspeople who could afford to spend some silver, but not gold coins. For those people, we had a variety of lightly enchanted goods. For the smiths, we had a necklace that cooled you off. For craftsmen we had enchanted glasses, basically magnifying glasses. We also just had big convex magnifying glasses set into bases.

Glasses hadn’t existed before I came to town.

For the laborers we had belts that made you stronger, or able to endure more. I mean, I was giving them out to laborers in Grain first, and while the hedge mages in Inkwell or Mage District felt ready to grumble, I threw the profits from the shop back into their dumb grumpy faces.

Now craftsmen were able to work smaller, laborers were able to work harder and longer, and the smiths were able to deal with more metal. It was slow in the building, but the city was picking up its ability to do more and even innovate.

There was more I had yet to do, and the stocking of the shelves gave me time to meditate on how to do that.

After Spice District. I had priorities, and taking down that asshole had made it to the top of the list. He’d had a month to bite his nails down to nubs and double his security, a month to send men to harass my districts and fail utterly. Other Masters employed half a dozen petty Masters, or more… I had two now, and they were green. Why were his incursions into my territory such dismal failures?

If he’d been smart, he would’ve put great big steel bars over the windows leading into his harem. But he wasn’t, and it wouldn’t matter if he did. I had taken the First Domi’s power, and now Janovril was going to go down.

Avya smacked the back of my head. “What’re you laughing about?”

I turned an absolutely maniacal look on her, and she jerked back. “Oh, I was thinking about what I might do to you if you got uppity with me.”

Her mouth worked open and closed before suspicion overcame her. “You’re messing with me.”

“Damn right I am.”

“I will rip your dick right off!” she hissed. “You gave Shen one of those fake ones, I’ve seen it. Well now I don’t know if I need yours anymore!”

I threw back my head and laughed. Laughed and laughed and laughed, until a spray of water smashed into the side of my head.

“Hey! Careful with the merchandise.” I gestured to the shelves full of dumb earth junk.

“Don’t torment the girl,” Quavallie said.

“You give her a pass because she’s small.” Gesturing toward an adorable frowning Avya. “She’s like a demon!”

“I do no such thing,” Quavallie said, and swept back a stray tentacle from her forehead. “And she is no such thing.”

Avya had drifted over behind the cephellian, peeked out, and stuck out her tongue at me. Then she started making lewd gestures, including miming giving me a blowjob before biting down on it.

“What are you doing here so early?” Quavallie asked.

Behind her, Avya mimed spitting it out, then pointing to the nonexistent thing on the floor before stomping on it, and grinding it into the floor with one foot. Then she pointed at my crotch, then back at the floor where she’d just stomped. Then my crotch again, and the floor again.

I tried to ignore the horror. “Needed to think. It’s peaceful here without a million females trying to figure out how to get in my pants. Or terrorize me relentlessly.”

Some of the interviewees hadn’t quite figured out that I wasn’t the Master they’d be serving, and that they were there for Michael and Paul instead. Many of them had stayed the night and were now enjoying a nice breakfast on the house.

“Zati worked a spell in an attempt to reveal what mark of power the candidates might bestow upon your friends. She’s spent all of low tide on it.”

“Please tell me they’re not useless.” Most of the marks I’d gotten were job-specific, but none of these girls was a mage killer or an assassin. I was worried about Michael getting Washerwoman’s Mark or something like that.

“Have any of your marks turned out to be useless?” Quavallie asked.

I had no idea what Dallinya would’ve granted me if she hadn’t been repeatedly whipped for months and months. But so far, none.

“There is this one that only lets me juggle balls made of water — ow! That was uncalled for.”

“You deserved way more than that,” Avya said. Quavallie seemed ready to pelt me with another ice ball.

“Would you two go away and let me be a shopkeeper in peace? Or tell me actual, useful information.”

“Zati determined that many of them were what she called ‘standard marks of power,’ which tied to speed, strength or endurance, although the actual mark is randomized. You are aware that the Drifter’s Mark manifests in several different ways. She believes the mark could also be focused around racial properties, such as the Red Dragon’s Mark.”

Fayeen had gifted me with incredible speed, which I missed, though not as much as I missed the camaraderie she and Avya had shared. A deep part of me ached to have Fayeen back.

“Also you have a small council meeting to attend in roughly thirty minutes.”

I swore, jumped up, and ran back to Ink with Avya laughing behind me.
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Although I wasn’t sure what small council meeting etiquette was, I decided to overdress. I’d brought my only suit from Mack and now had it on. This was partially because I wanted to give the impression that I was an ignorant Drifter, and mostly because the Empath’s Mark and the Beastmaster’s Mark were both gleaming with a silvery metallic sheen as opposed to the bronze of all the other marks. I had to concentrate on the way to the Governor’s palace on projecting an illusion of me with the mark on the back of my neck as bronze colored instead, and Velleth still wasn’t pleased with the result when we arrived nearly late.

And by not pleased I mean she quietly approved of it while holding my left forearm in both hands. Dallinya glided along beside me on my right, back straight and head up.

The seneschal come to greet us was the same one Dallinya and I had met just yesterday, and he conducted us to the same ascending clockwork platform. Once up a level though, we headed right instead of left, and beyond countless columns, found ourselves in the small council chamber.

The small council table was v-shaped, with the eight of us ‘big landholders’ sitting on either side of that, and the Governor inside the open part, where he could sit at an elevated position, be seen by all of us, and see all of us.

The only two I knew out of the other seven small council members were T’charrk and Ferrok. Sadly Janovril controlled only two districts and therefore wasn’t invited. I imagined him standing at a balcony looking out at the palace, teeth grinding in frustration. He would backhand whichever slave or servant came over to try to tell him something or comfort them, and his cruelty would leave him alone to his fuming.

The hummingbird-headed and winged man had picked up another district after the battles (Tome, which also made me uneasy), and now owned four. He drifted over to greet me.

“Drifter Evan,” he said, and his beady hummingbird eyes gave away no emotion.

“T’charrk, it’s a pleasure to see you again,” I lied. The mana gluttons situation still wasn’t completely resolved, but Mage District was functional again, in most places. And we had no definitive proof pointing to the perpetrator responsible for importing the little fuckers. “You have met Velleth and Dallinya, I believe.”

He nodded to the ladies, who bowed all the way to the floor in response. We’re talking hands making a diamond where they could place their foreheads. T’charrk then motioned for his bird-headed slaves to join us, one an owl and the other a different hummingbird. They in turn bowed completely, showing me their wings and the clever way their diagonal strap clothing covered their fronts while not interfering with their wings.

Velleth and Dallinya headed off with T’charrk’s slaves and began chatting.

“Are you acclimating to city life well enough?” he asked.

“I’m much more comfortable in the country, honestly. But I’m trying to make do.”

“Terrible shame about what’s happening in Mage,” he said.

“Terrible,” I repeated. “Seems amazing that those things could get all the way to the center of the city without anyone noticing, and right to where the concentration of magic is very high from all the spellcasters.”

“You don’t mean to imply sabotage,” T’charrk said, scandalized. He even pressed a hand up to his chest like a Southern Gentleman who’s simply aghast. Aghast, I say!

I shrugged and kept it light. “I’ll find evidence, and then I’ll find a culprit, and then the Governor will give me leave to kill whoever that is. Then I’ll pry their district from their cold, dead, spiced hands.”

“Ahh,” T’charrk said. I let him know Janovril was on my mind for a variety of reasons. To be fair, Vintra’s whelp was on my mind. “Your rivalry with Spice is known. I wouldn’t jump to the accusation stage without sufficient evidence.”

This little tidbit told me T’charrk knew. He knew there wouldn’t be evidence enough to pin the mana gluttons situation on him. This world didn’t have forensic investigators, or surveillance cameras.

Ferrok joined us by clapping a hand on my shoulder, which almost sent me sprawling.

“Why do both of you insist on bringing slaves to the small council?” he asked. Everything with Ferrok was light-hearted. “It’s a council of Masters, not powerless fuck dolls. Leave them to the dungeons and the harems, boys.”

Not far off, Dallinya stiffened, and I felt a rush of pride over her reaction. Also a flare of concern.

I grinned. “Such a shame they go around clothed at all.”

Ferrok laughed. “After the council is concluded, the Governor usually trots out a dozen or so for us to amuse ourselves with.”

“That can’t be much of a thrill,” I told him. “You have, what, twenty-five marks here? What can the Governor possibly offer you that you haven’t already torn in two with that maul hanging between your legs?”

Ferrok threw back his head and roared laughter. “I like you more and more every time I talk with you, Drifter.”

The council got underway with an apology from the Governor over the hold up. He was just returning from the lands north. The eight small council members drifted to their seats, and I found mine at the very outside of the left table. Ferrok had the seat at the bottom right, telling me there was a left-hand right-hand disconnect, I was the newcomer and this seat was the shittiest at the table. To my amusement, T’charrk sat just to my right.

“Evan, the Drifter who now sits at this council table, provided a report that a great monster of the golden shimmer had come south of the river.” A lot of mute shock met this, and eyes turned my way. “That creature decimated Beacon Point and Sunspire, wiped them from the land entirely.”

“The creature is a slime, larger than I have ever before seen. It also drove a number of bronze and silver creatures before it, and they have caused destruction as they fled as well.

“In order to understand the situation, I ventured even further north, and discovered that someone had altered the flow of the river. Tons and tons of rock had been dumped at a narrow area of the river. This broadened the river out to a great lake out further west but a shallow delta east, and this disruption has given the monsters out of the north an easy place to cross toward us.”

The Governor briefly appeared tired, before he straightened and put on his ruler’s face again.

“The weaker monsters are nothing any of our Masters could not handle in ranging north, and we will have to do so. The Drifter Evan has spent considerable resources in rebuilding and sowing the fields beyond the walls, and the grain is necessary to feed Surrek. That cannot be disrupted again, not with harvest growing near.

“This great monster with the strength of gold moves slowly, but it moves south. Toward us. That cannot be allowed to continue. I will announce a general conscription, and all Masters will see if we can drive it off west. There it will find the great impenetrable woods of the elves. Let them combat the creature.”

My map now expanded to include a massive forest off to the west of this ring-looking empire, and I labeled it Elfwood for now. It faded off into the distance, impossible to know where the forest ended.

“What will we be able to accomplish?” Ferrok asked. “I could barely touch one of the Gleaming Silvers in sparring, let alone deal damage.”

“The other option is to do nothing, which is unacceptable,” the Governor replied.

I raised my hand. The Governor stared at it.

“This is how it’s done in my world,” I told him, and felt like a complete moron. Ah well, “To show I have something to offer.”

“What do you have to offer?”

I explained about how we had wildfires on earth, and one way to combat a wildfire was to deny it food. You’d go out ahead of the fire and cut down or pre-burn areas where the fire would go, then it would die.

“I think it’s called a firebreak. Those of us who can create fire or acid could scorch and bleach the soil, cut down all trees, create an area where this monster would hate to cross. A desert. It would be the same as driving it off, but without trying to pepper it with a bunch of powers that won’t even tickle it.”

The Governor nodded. “It will be done.”

“The other option is to go have a talk with the mages in my district and ask them if they can come up with a spell badass enough to murder this thing.”

“And have them use it against us?” Ferrok asked.

“I assume there’s no us at all if the monster gets to the city,” I retorted. “The mages will understand the stakes. And if they try anything, we’ll have knives to their throats.”

Ferrok’s sneer told me what he thought about this plan, but the Governor wasn’t looking at the big orc.

“I motion to remove the blockage in the river,” another council member said.

“As a secondary plan once the slime is dealt with, yes,” the Governor said. “Evan of Mich-again, we will ask the mages how long such a spell would take to craft, and whether you or another Master could cast it.”

“We should bait it as well,” Ferrok suggested. “Have the Gleaming Silvers attack it from the north or the west, to keep it from Surrek.”

From there it became a logistical undertaking: how many shovels, saws, axes would it take from Iron, how many woodcutters from Lumber, what could be offered from districts like Clay or Grain, with high populations. We would convene again each day for three more days, assemble a firebreak army, and march out to scour the land free before the behemoth of a slime could get further.

That meant I had three days to get events in motion.

When I returned home, I assembled the ladies and told them it would be starting tonight, and that if we could resolve the situation with Michael and Paul, great. I wasn’t thrilled about the idea of having fifteen young women in the house with Michael, who might end up screwing all of them, or Paul, who might have a fucking embolism from the very idea of being with multiple women.

So I asked Hellera, Avya, Quavallie and Auralla how they felt about the situation, and got their recommendations with sincere and appreciative kisses. I took these downstairs.

Michael first. “Have you figured out who you’d prefer to have first?”

He told me her name was Nazira, and she was a half-dwarf, half-orc. She was like a wall of flesh, standing nearly six feet, and a dusky color, like Zati, with black hair chopped close.

“That’s great news,” I told him. She was first on Hellera’s list of recommendations. Nazira had grown up on a farm and could shoot a bow, spit a wild boar on a spear, and work a scythe tirelessly. She would make a good warrior with training.

I peered at the dopey look on his face. “Did you… already… last night?”

He showed me what I would later identify as the Huntress’s Mark. Thankfully it wasn’t already gleaming with bronze, but instead had the dark tattoo color that told me it was still Normal tier.

“Dude!” I leaned in. “Okay listen, please, we can’t just jump whole hog into the sex for power thing.”

“Why not?”

“This place is dangerous. You need to be a petty Master under me for a while. Until we all know how things stand. I want them to underestimate you and Paul, and that’s not going to be possible if you’re covered in marks of power.”

He mulled this over, then nodded.

“What did Nazira say about joining on as a warrior? Did you talk with her about keeping the mark covered up?”

“Uh… no.”

“Dude, okay, listen. I’m going to leave you here… okay, who’s best at this? Velleth? No, I need her for tonight. Shit, dude. You jumped the gun on this one.”

“Sorry,” he said, and I’ll be damned but I had a hard time being upset with him.

It ended up being Avya and Zati who stayed behind with Hellera. I put Avya in charge of explaining how everything needed to work to both Nazira and Michael, with Zati to make sure Hellera didn’t train them both to death in the meantime. Then I headed over to find Paul.

He was in the middle of a pack of prospective warrior women, going over the plot of Pirates of the Caribbean with elaborate hand gestures. He’d gotten to the part where all the pirates turned out to be undead, and the curse of the stolen gold, or in other words, the good part.

“Sorry ladies,” I told them. “I’ll have Paul back to you as soon as possible.”

A chorus of disappointment followed me out, and I quickly sat him down and asked the same questions. Luckily, he went glossy-eyed and blushing when I turned the talk to who he might want to bang.

“Wait…” I said. My stomach had frozen, all the way down to my balls. “Pull your shirt up.”

“Dude, what the fuck?” he responded.

“Which one did you have sex with?”

“That’s none of your business!” He cried. “A guy doesn’t kiss—“

I pressed my thumb against the copper coin, and produced the brutal axe. This was going badly and I couldn’t have that. “Who did you fuck… and how many?”

Paul backpedaled away on his ass. “Where did you get that?”

“Do I need to force you to tell me?” I could not believe… both of them.

“It was only two, okay?”

Only two, he says. I only had my dick all up in two of them, that’s all! Fuck.

Their names were Nerunna and Altherrin, and he’d snuck into their room last night. They had wanted it, he claimed, they’d begged him to take them away from their shitty houses. They wanted to live in the mansion and serve him bits of bread and cheese and wine in bed. He told me they wanted to please him every day if he commanded it. Oh, of course, they were best friends and couldn’t bear to be parted.

I suddenly felt as though I’d opened up a yawning chasm of darkness under my own feet, and I was just now realizing gravity was about to take effect.

The fear was replaced with boiling crimson anger.

I stomped into the room with the girls, seething, and demanded Nerunna and Altherrin attend me. A fae girl with green grass hair and a slight human girl sprang to their feet in terror.

“Come with me.”


29- Watchful, Hungry, Laser Focused

Auralla was the one to bring me back to myself, because of course she was. It was she who’d steered me into a nearby bedroom. It was she who’d disarmed me, and placed the axe against the wall. It was she who steered me to the bed, sat me upon it, and now kneaded my shoulders.

“I can’t handle this, Aura,” I told her. “They’re doing everything wrong.” This was a problem I couldn’t hack with an axe or magic my way through.

“Just because it’s different than the way you want… are you sure it’s wrong?”

I gritted my teeth. “Possibly no. Michael might be okay. Paul… did everything I asked him not to do.

“Aura… they’re supposed to serve under me. Represent me. They’ll be the face of Mage and Ink and Grain whenever I’m not there. The other Masters need to see that they’re my petty Masters. There’s a role they have to play, and they can’t play it.

“And… and this is key. If the girls aren’t ready to have marks of power on them, there’s nothing I can do about that. You knew, or thought you knew. Avya knew. Hellera and Velleth and Dallinya knew.”

“Fayeen knew,” she said softly.

I nodded, sober and feeling hollow. “The others came to me. They saw the house, they knew the atmosphere we have here, and how different it is. And they’d seen me share essence with the ones I’d inducted. But these girls have no idea what they’re getting into.”

Her hands continued to relieve the tension in my shoulders, and I leaned back into her warmth. Her arms looped around my neck and I tried to enjoy the feel of her cheek against my ear, or the scent of her, or the way she hummed a melody I didn’t know.

Fayeen had known and it killed her anyway. But Michael, and Paul, and their new fuck buddies, they didn’t even know yet.

“You need to trust that Avya and Zati will inform them.”

They could miss something. Michael and Paul could take it upon themselves to go gallivanting around the city tonight, and end up in some other asshole’s district, and the consequences would ricochet back and hit me in the face.

“Trust,” she whispered, and squeezed.

A shaking sigh escaped me. I could trust the coterie of women I’d assembled, and my own abilities. But there was no telling with Michael or Paul.

“As you wish,” I told her. I love you, I thought.

What was stopping me from saying the words? I shook those thoughts free. Change of topic, to matters we had planned and under a semblance of control.

“Do you want to come with us tonight?” I asked.

“If you believe I would be of assistance.”

“I don’t want to be separated from you ever again,” I told her, and meant this. She lifted me, emotionally, and that was most welcome.

When I emerged from the room with Auralla, the expedition was set: Velleth, Dallinya, Shennalil, and Quavallie stood waiting for me. Without me even asking, Velleth informed me that all three of the new ones, and the two boys were in the dojo, getting a thorough talking to. Avya’s fierce little voice could be heard shouting at them from within. Waves of disappointment and harsh intimidation wafted through the walls. Hopefully Zati and Hellera were looming over the new girls menacingly. A snake girl with a twenty foot tail could loom, and loom well.

With a nod, we left.

The early evening light slanted in from the west and turned the sky blush pink. We made for the market and took our time, though no one spoke. I had really soured the mood of the house, and now the guilt of that was settling on my shoulders.

“Sorry,” I told them, after shooing Yann out.

“You have nothing to be sorry for,” Dallinya said. “You laid out a reasonable plan and they failed to follow your orders.”

“They are people, with their own wills,” Quavallie said. “Is this not what you have fostered in us this whole time you’ve been here? Is this not your plan for Spice District?”

All of us stared at her. I hated to admit it, but she had one excellent argument there. I wish she’d said it before I went and opened a portal to earth. Jeez, I couldn’t just slap a collar on Michael and Paul, and march them around on their hands and knees like dogs—

“We should stay on task,” Velleth suggested.

Agreed.

We went over the plan once more, which took a surprising amount of time. It involved a cleverly built model of Vintra’s mansion Shennalil had created of paper, after frequent reconnaissance passes.

We then left the market and disappeared into Surrek’s labyrinthine streets. We wound this way and that, taking in the sights as day disappeared and the cloak of night fell.

My blood was pumping hard, and my palms were slick with sweat by now. The fear over this, and over my two new Drifters, was really working its magic on me.

This time we snuck around through the Spice District alleys. Janovril’s new residence was still friggin enormous, easily three of my four floor mansions stacked next to one another. It reminded me of the Haggia Sophia out of Istanbul, with its curved dome, and the Taj Mahal with its four corner towers.

This mansion had sturdy twelve foot walls but rose over forty feet across a large courtyard. Now, with the increased security, guards strolled along the tops of the walls and stood at attention in the towers. He’d had a lot of guards before, but now it was obscene.

And it wouldn’t matter.

I pulled out the new ability from Empath’s Mark, the lines coursing up my shoulders, over my neck, and into my scalp. I needed silver.

Empath’s Mark

*Special ability, magical*

*Silver tier, four stars*

Silver: Cool or heat the emotions of allies or enemies within a large area (up to fifty people) to a moderate or severe degree. Alternately, drive one subject insane with conflicting emotions. Target gains five emotional statuses at random. Those affected may make a Tough check (with the Will skill) to reduce the effect.

Costs high mana per minute. Cooldown: 5 minutes.

You gained this ability after joining with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire. *Your ability is currently artificially stronger. Avya Dalewind of Sunspire is indebted to you for saving her life.*

The place tingled with the exertion of putting it to use, and Shennalil informed me later that the area glowed intensely with silver light for a moment. A deep breath later, I blanketed the whole area with deep serenity.

The effect was instantaneous: waiters at the nearby hookah joints suddenly yawned. The patrons all felt their eyelids droop. They lost interest in their conversations and their food. Boredom and lethargy swept over them. The people in their apartments above ceased in their muted conversations, their lovemaking, or their stories to their children, and yawned while I pressed the thick honey of exhaustion over them.

This went for the guards as well. Why would the guards need to perform their duties, day after day, when they’d only ever had a situation once? I lulled them into a sense of security, then pressed down on them with boredom and drowsiness. They were soon asleep.

Magic flowed out of me in a mad, exhaustive rush from the Silver tier power, so I put on Archivist’s Mark as well. The others donned their illusions: Vintra’s guardsmen wore specific uniforms and Velleth had them memorized. The helmets, sashes, capes and strappy sandals made us look like Roman legionnaires. The illusion magic also made them into men.

We strolled in the front door. 

Once we approached the building and rounded the corner toward the harem section of the mansion, I let the effect fade. Mana regeneration would be fairly quick with Zati’s gift to me, though the runic circle glowing at our feet was rather conspicuous. I let that effect dissipate as well, and we simply snuck our way through. 

Shennalil had no trouble flying up to the high windows, towering over twenty feet above us, and Shen reported that he’d installed bars every so often to keep intruders from doing what we were about to do.

Thanks to First Domi, it was no longer an issue.

Sylph’s Mark

*Special Ability, Elemental*

*Bronze tier, no stars*

Normal: Activate to transform yourself and carried equipment into air for moderate mana per second. Physical attacks pass through you, and your nonmagical attacks cause no damage. You appear as a faint mist and your Sly and Stealth are increased by a significant amount. You may pass through any barrier that admits air, at normal movement speed.

You may transform one willing subject as per the Normal ability by touching the target and paying moderate mana per second.

Costs minimal mana to activate. Cooldown 1 minute.

You gained this ability after joining with Zephellyn, First Domi of Sunspire. This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Zephellyn, First Domi of Sunspire.

I tapped Dallinya first, activated Sylph’s Mark. Once transformed into mist, she drifted upwards and through the bars, then down through the window and into the harem. While we waited, Velleth erected an illusion in a facsimile of the stone wall we huddled against. She then accepted a kiss on the knuckles for her improvisation. I’d forgotten about the one minute cooldown.

Auralla went next, followed by Velleth and then Quavallie. Shennalil smiled at me in the darkness, and I returned it while we waited for the cooldown to end. ‘Thank you’ I mouthed. Her smile only broadened. She breathed, “You’re welcome, you cunt,” and she kissed the tip of my nose before she used her Drifter gift and transformed herself.

“I’ve created a monster,” I told myself. I went last.

Transformation into mist felt… odd. I was in pieces, but each piece was Evan. I was also light, much lighter than my normal two hundred plus pounds of newfound muscle. My eyes were made of mist and didn’t work, so instead I was forced to rely on my Attuned sense.

I had never before shut off all my senses and just concentrated on how to view the world with that third eye, that sixth sense. So when I went misty, I suddenly saw my surroundings woven with thin ropes of magic. Everything was saturated in mana, including the rocks, and the variance of the texture, or the grain, made it possible to differentiate stone from open window with intermittent metal bars. Now below me, the bodies of Vintra’s harem slaves shone with brilliant inner light. Even the ones he had plundered for their marks of power still hummed with mana, though it was anemic compared with the shining stars that were my companions. Quavallie, Shen and Dallinya all flared with the potential to go red supergiant and swallow up the nearest orbiting bodies.

Shit, if anyone with serious magic senses was looking my way, I probably looked like a fucking supernova slipping into a window. I descended rapidly, transformed back into myself, and dropped to the floor in a superhero crouch.

All told I’d earned some Sly experience over two different stealth attempts outside the city gates. Then, employing Empath’s Mark to allow us to get in undetected supplied me with more Sly experience, and finally we’d gone ahead sneaking again. Last, I’d gotten some Attuned experience for throwing mana points all over the place.

“Captain Manumission, at your service,” I muttered. I knew exactly how stupid that sounded, and it was just as stupid as Manumission Man. ‘Look, flying in the sky, it’s Man Man!’

I dismissed this line of thinking and spread my arms wide, painting a broad smile on my face. It was time to start the show.
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Janovril’s harem, the huge building set apart from the rest of his complex, was the size of my old church. You could fit three hundred people in here, comfortably. And just like my old church, there were alcoves and halls off the main room, including one set of doors leading directly towards Vintra’s personal residence.

Another striking similarity was the amount of red velvet and stained glass. The windows we’d just entered through were stained glass, while the room was carpeted with red velvet in various places. Around the numerous sumptuous beds of all shapes was a thick layer of the carpeting.

Over near the door leading toward the Master’s bedroom was a wall and raised stone platform untouched by decoration. No wall hangings, no gauzy curtain over the bed, no carpeting, no ornate rugs. Instead several females had been chained to the wall, naked and miserable. It was early in the evening, so most were standing, but one had fallen asleep with her arms above her head. She and the others had lash marks across their bodies in every conceivable place. What kind of sick fuck whipped a woman across her breasts, her belly, her thighs?

Janovril. Or, thinking it over, the vast majority of slaveholding Masters in this city.

The room held over twenty women, most of whom turned to look at me. Most were humans, elves, dwarves, nellwyns and gnomish, but he had a green-scaled dragonite, a tiefling. The highlight was a fae with pure white skin and a wintry bush of hair in a huge arc coming off the back of her head. Leaves and pale pink blossoms branched out from her thick, twiggy hair. And to be clear, she was white white. We’re not talking pale human color, but the white of freshly fallen snow. Like Zephellyn, she had eyes of the same color, as if they weren’t real eyes but just approximations.

I was striding across the room, arms spread wide, big welcoming smile on my face. When I reached the door leading out, I ran Empath’s Mark at normal to see if someone was on the other side of that door, then when I found the two guards, gave them both a heavy dose of boredom and sleepiness with the Bronze tier effect. Just like the guards outside, they slumped in their chairs and were soon snoozing away.

Just down a hallway, probably whipping some slave or holding some party while these females in here were left to rot. On the other hand, they didn’t have to put up with his face or his insufferable presence constantly making them want to murder him, so there was that.

When I returned, the girls were walking amongst the silent and watchful harem slaves, giving out reassuring smiles, water, and earth snacks. I also produced several bottles of wine and some hunks of creamy cheese, and set them up on a wooden board I just so happened to have in my copper coin storage device. Fucker could store fifteen tons of materials, and I had packed everything but the kitchen sink in there.

“You are free to take what you wish,” Dallinya told them, “at no cost.”

I made my way to the five who were chained up against the wall. “If you like, the ladies will feed you. If you like, I will heal you. Simply say the word and I will take the worst of the pain away.”

They regarded me with silent suspicion. Shrugging, I used Mender’s Mark on the worst of them, and the rest watched as her wounds healed in a few moments of blue-white magic.

Still no replies.

“We have come tonight to fulfill a promise,” Dallinya said.

“When we came last time, it was to free our sister,” Shennalil told them. “Now, the plan is to free all of you cunts.”

This was met with murmurs between the various slaves.

“Shennalil, may I have a word?” She smiled brightly and fluttered over to me. I made sure to keep it down so the others couldn’t overhear. “Okay first of all, you’re doing great. But, uh… you should only be using that word for people you don’t like.”

“What?” she asked. “Cunt?”

I nodded.

“Then why did you tell me to say it so much?” she demanded angrily.

“Uh… you’re adorable and it was really funny?”

She slapped me on the arm, staring at me. Although she seemed on the verge of saying something nasty, she clamped it closed, and slapped me one last time on my much larger arm. “Cunt,” she muttered.

All the ladies were staring at us in confusion. Hell, not only had they probably never seen a slave shout at her Master, but they’d probably never seen a slave slap her Master without severe repercussions.

“Your master is a monster, and a coward,” I said, “His father stole from me, has abused my people, and attempted to kill me. The son is the same, making moves against me and my districts. I know of his cruelty well.

“I’m also bound by the laws of this city,” I told them. For now, I thought. “Meaning I can’t take you into my house. I won’t press you into my service.”

“But you said you would free us,” the healed one said. She was a human, thin and sharply angled from hunger and thirst. Her eyes were hollow from all the mistreatment, her face haggard.

“If you agree to the plan,” I told them. “It will take all of you, as sisters, working together. My only involvement will be arming and training you. I cannot raise a hand against Janovril or face the Governor.”

“And you say our Master is the coward,” the healed human spat. The venom in her tone was disheartening, and I had Michael and Paul back home to deal with, but we had expected resistance.

I kept up my smile, difficult as it was to muster. “I have much larger ambitions than one asshole’s downfall. I can’t have interruptions.”

I produced a sword from the storage device. All eyes in the room tracked it, until I conjured another. Then a pair of long-bladed daggers. Then a huge axe.

“You can do anything you like, with training and the freedom to act.”

“Why?” another asked.

There, this was the moment. I had them.

“Why come here?” I shrugged. “Revenge is one motivation, but I’m a Drifter, and that means slavery is off the table. There is no slavery in my world.” The words came with conviction I didn’t feel. There were arguments that slavery still existed, and in different forms all over earth, but that wasn’t for now. Ethetria had the kind of slavery I could act against. “I won’t see you suffering under your Master’s lash.”

It was an elf speaking, this one with muted purple skin. “You have women. These and more. We hear the rumors. What do you need us for?”

“The rumors are lies,” I told them. “When last I was here, you all saw.” I was getting hard thinking about what they’d seen: me servicing Auralla before Fayeen demanded to be taken, hard.

“We saw,” one of the girls said. This was the green-skinned elf who had shown us where Vintra was hiding. I turned and surveyed the room, and realized that only two or three were speaking out against me. The rest were watchful, hungry, laser focused on me.

“And I don’t want you to misunderstand. I’m not here to take you. You’re not going to be added to Ink. I have better plans.”

What they’d seen weeks ago had stuck with them. And this was the important part: none of them had screamed and sounded the alarm. They feared Master’s attention more than they feared whatever danger they faced right now.

It could also have been boredom. They were stuck here, doing nothing.

“Eat,” I told them. “Speak with the women of Ink District and Sunspire. It was they who came up with this plan, after all. You are free to come speak with me. Or hold your silence.”

With that, I pulled a chair out of my dimensional storage coin and set it up against the back wall, where I had a clear view of the entrance toward Janovril’s quarters.
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The spell holding them in place seemed to break with the green-skinned elf taking a goblet of wine. The rest of them crowded around the food and, after the first of them didn’t grow sick from poison, they all grabbed their fill and began talking about the otherworldly tastes and textures. It wouldn’t be long before the talk of mutiny began.

They were dressed in scraps of clothing or nothing at all. Some of them must have unraveled the edges of the rugs and woven a bikini for themselves, while others had cut up tube tops or loincloths out of discarded cloth.

The green-skinned elf approached me, so I gave her what I hoped was a reassuring smile, and created a chair out of thin air for her. I motioned toward it, and she stared at it in dumb fascination before finally sitting.

I waited.

While I did, I noticed she was one of those without a complete aura. Janovril had taken her magic. Where Auralla was vibrant with magic, this elf didn’t shine. It made her seem dull, and sad.

I also noted a thin ribbon of magic leading through the air, back towards the Master’s quarters. My Attuned senses were still improving, slowly, but this was the first time I’d seen domination in action.

Now that I concentrated, hard, it was possible to detect the same thread of magic coming from me and connecting to each of the ladies who had come with me.

My women, if I could safely say such a thing.

The string connecting us was stronger though. From the elf, the magic pulsed in one direction: away. Into the asshole who had raped her. The magic thread between Auralla and I was twine-thick, braided with her aura and mine, and pulsed strongly in both directions.

The elf had spoken.

“Hm?” I asked. “I’m sorry, I was deep in thought there.”

“Is it truly good? The essence sharing?”

I nodded. “Amazing.”

“The marks are plain on you, and on them. It’s clear you have shared the power… but.”

“What’s that?”

“Your slaves…”

I shook my head. “They aren’t slaves. We’re partners. We work together. I save them, they save me. I don’t restrict them, and they don’t restrict me.” Unless they decide to beg me to tie them up, or shove them down into the bed and just plow them mercilessly, I thought, and shifted to hide the stirring under my skirt.

“What proof can you offer?” she asked.

“You saw, when we came last time.”

She nodded.

“You require more proof then?” I asked. “You want firsthand knowledge?”

She shivered. It was an odd thought, to try and seduce a different Master’s slave, one who had been forcibly robbed of what made her complete. My Attuned senses told me I wouldn’t be able to do it. Or… that wasn’t right. I would be able to screw her brains out, but Janovril would immediately know. He would know who, if his Attuned senses were as good as mine.

I couldn’t just fuck around, because he would find out.

A demonstration was certainly possible, though. With Auralla, Dallinya, Shennalil, Velleth… not Velleth, not here. Her situation was too complicated to display here and now. Quavallie hadn’t pressed me for sex since I’d been back, though Dallinya or Auralla would probably give a better performance. For women who hadn’t known what pleasure was, Auralla and Dallinya both seemed to be made out of pure, concentrated pleasure.

“Can you show me what it’s like?” she repeated. “I was chained before, too far away to get a proper look.”

I smiled at her. “I would be thrilled, if any of them are in the mood. What’s your name?”

“Illeri, I’m called.” It felt strange to begin a relationship with the slave of my enemy, but there it was.

“Let me see what I can do for you, Illeri.”

It was Quavallie who caught my eye. She peered over at the elf and I, and made her excuses before walking over. She smiled knowingly at the flare in my aura and the tent in my skirt.

“You insatiable male,” she teased. “Have you never had your fill?”

“You will have your fill of me,” I told her.

“And what makes you think I will allow you inside me?”

I replaced the chair with a thick cushion from the storage, and reclined on it. “Because I was outside the city for nearly a week and we’ve barely made love since I returned. And for that I am sorry.”

Empath’s Mark once more allowed me to project my feelings into Illerri, so I started this off by flipping the skirt up and lazily stroking my half-hard cock. A sharp gasp told me the magic was working.

Quavallie peeling off her clothing always turned me on more than the others. With Quavallie it was always sticky, with strings of mucus-like substance that coated her body. It took a lot more time and wiggling her slim hips too, which set a sultry tone.

Her marks of power came into view, all five of them, which caused the green-skinned elf to gasp. A moment of magic later, and she had doused herself in a thin film of mist, then climbed up my body and positioned her pussy directly over my mouth.

“I have missed you and your expert tongue, Drifter,” she murmured.

For the first time ever, she put her full weight down, and wiggled her hips. I parted the folds of her with my tongue and grabbed onto her hips to get my tongue in just as deep as possible. I know Illeri could taste Quavallie on her tongue just as I could, could feel the pressure and the sensation of being smothered by the cephellian’s smooth, hairless and very wet pussy.

“Mmm,” Quavallie moaned, and gently began to rock herself backwards and forwards on my face. “Yes, use that tentacle on me. Your moisture mixing with mine.”

The dirty sounds of slurping and moaning quickly drowned out all the chatter going on throughout the rest of the room. Quavallie’s bioluminescent patches began glowing with the pleasure she felt.

Eyes were on us, but this was for Illeri first. I slowly stroked the length of my shaft while eating out Quavallie and having her relentlessly smother me. I was thankful for near-silver tier Tough attribute, because I was able to tongue her for much longer than the old me would’ve even dreamed.

It went on long enough that her glowing patches went bright, then flickered with her climax. Quavallie slowly fell backwards with her orgasm cascading through her body. She laid herself full on my body, ending up with her face dangerously close to my erection. Now I could breathe, but I didn’t let up on the attack. She was jelly flexible, and I pulled at her hips until my mouth once again latched onto her swollen mound.

Tentacles from her hair wrapped around my shaft and began kissing it with tiny suction cups, then jacking me off. So many contact points… I groaned in unison with Illeri, who had begun to press a hand between her legs and clamp her thighs together.

Quavallie turned her head and popped my cock into her mouth while I continued to give her gentle licks from back to front, then one wiggling thrust of the tongue as deep as I could manage.

“Me too,” Dallinya demanded in a sultry half whisper. “I want it too.”

Empath’s Mark once again projected my feelings out. A moment later, Dallinya hunched forward and thrust her hand into her pants too. Then she was moaning too. Shennalil didn’t need the mark, but was instead already horny. She whipped the pants off and ran fingers over herself

“What magic is this?” the snow white fae asked.

“Ask him,” Auralla suggested lightly. “He will gift you the feelings.”

She hesitated, until Illeri thrust her hips forward and cried out. The fae gulped, and hesitantly said, “Drifter, I would like your magic.”

Quavallie had rolled off me and was now hovering over my cock.

“Experience what I feel,” I told her, and threw Empath’s Mark onto her as well. A few moments later, Quavallie sank down onto me and enveloped my entire cock in one painfully tight shove. Several moans of pleasure echoed mine. Illeri and the white-skinned fae both clamped a hand over their mouths when Quavallie began riding me, hard and fast. Her flesh slapped against my thighs with each thrust.

“So long I waited,” she moaned. “A week without you.”

I couldn’t help but stare into her eyes and watch the pleasure spread throughout her. She went from a light blue color to a more aquamarine, filled with greener tones, while the glowing spots flickered and brightened. She was also growing transparent, and I could see myself invading her.

“Now I need a week’s worth of pleasure all at once,” Quavallie demanded. 

She rode me, and rode me further, until the pleasure was too much. Several hands were working over their own sweet spots furiously, and Auralla knelt next to Illeri, who was slack-faced and humping the air.

“His seed is delicious,” she breathed.

“I want it!” Shennalil declared, clapped a hand over her mouth and looked towards the door, then sighed with relief when it didn’t bang open. A moment later she fluttered over to land between my legs.

“Now,” I told them. “It’s coming now.”

Quavallie pulled up off me, but kept rubbing her mound against my abs. I grabbed her extra squishy ass and pulled her in even tighter. The juices she was smearing onto my body were incredibly erotic. 

In the meantime Shennalil immediately popped my cock into her mouth and with both hands coaxed me to climax. Into her waiting mouth. I shuddered and blasted off, and she shuddered at the same time, eyes rolling back with ecstasy.
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Afterwards Quavallie snuggled against me, and Illeri stared at us. The pure white fae did as well, on her knees not far away from where Dallinya had likewise fallen on the rugs.

“I love that you’re slippery,” I said.

Quavallie laughed, a short bark that felt like it was less amused and more embittered. That was slightly worrisome.

“What?”

“You know,” Quavallie told me, “I have to make sure not to poison you when we couple.”

“I knew cephellian toxin was a real thing,” I told her, “I just didn’t know it was always a threat.”

“Anyone who touches us runs the risk,” she said. “We become adept at regulating our fluids. We can secrete a fluid that will wash the toxin away, but… it becomes difficult to retain control during the coupling. When emotions veer toward a boil.”

“We have healing magic,” I told her. “I want you to lose all control next time. You don’t have to worry.”

“You do not know what you ask for,” she told me softly.

Illeri was watching this exchange, as were most of the other slaves.

“The essence sharing is for release,” I told her. “Complete release. I dealt with Hellera’s inner fire. I suffered the damage.”

“You two cunts nearly burned the house down,” Shennalil said, eyes boring into mine. Shocked glances and some muttering followed, from the assembled slave girls.

“Next time I want to see you completely relaxed,” I told Quavallie. “I can handle your poison.”

“We shall see,” Quavallie told me.

A soft clearing of throat brought me back out of the post-coital haze of satisfaction and to the current situation. We were intruding on someone’s inner sanctum and could be caught at any moment.

“I will come again tomorrow night,” I told them. “And bring the swords. My promise is to train you, and answer all the questions you can think to ask. If you’ve told your Master, I will be killed and my companions here will die as well. Freedom will die with us.” I leaned in closer, and looked into each rapt face one after another. “If you haven’t, we will train you how to throw off your Master, and then your next Master. And if you like, you will become your own masters.”

I didn’t look at the human woman I’d healed, but my thoughts turned to her while we readied ourselves to leave.

As I turned them into mist and we escaped back the way we’d come, I thought over how to tell if Vintra knew. Shennalil would spot any ambush they set.

When it was time to turn to mist, I surveyed them all with a warm smile. Then I bid them, “Farewell.”
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When we returned to Ink it was by a circuitous route, so it was late. The city had little in the way of a guard contingent; petty Masters and guardsmen without a mark of power did all the night guarding for the individual districts.

I found a welcome home party laid out on the third floor of the mansion. On a row of low tables Avya, Zati and Hellera had set up a feast of earth beers, along with dishes full of beer nuts, peanuts, pretzels and potato chips.

“What—” I started, but Avya flung herself at me.

“You were gone so long,” she whispered. “I could feel it through the fucking Blood Debt.”

I bent and stroked some assurance back into her face. “Sorry, Avi.” Then I thought it over. “I didn’t bring this over from earth. Was this all you?”

She nodded and grinned. “Zati showed me earth. Now I can reach over and grab things.” She held up a wallet. “Look at what your earth people keep on their butts! It has a tiny person drawn on this little card.”

She held up the driver’s license of some hapless woman named Kayla MacDougal from Michigan. I could only imagine Ms MacDougal freaking out right now, having had her pocket picked by someone in another reality.

“She’s pretty,” Avya remarked, then threw the thing away and showed me the next card; a bright blue MasterCard with a security hologram. “See the silvery image here? There’s even a little gold square. Zati said it’s a MasterCard. What’s a MasterCard? It sounds like something you should have, Master.”

I laughed. “We should return this. It’s useless here.”

She leaned in. “I’m going to grab so many earth butts… unless you order me not to. You wouldn’t do that, would you, Evvie?” Savior Evan, her tone said, light and dangerous at the same time, a scorpion tone.

“I wouldn’t dream of it.” Then I turned her attention to the party. “What’s all this?”

It was Paul who answered, while the three marked girls fell to their knees and bowed until their foreheads touched the floor. “We uh… felt bad for not listening. So we thought it would be a good idea to have a little party.”

I really wanted to get into it. Start yelling about how dumb they were. Slap Paul across the room and show him how close to death he’d get on a regular basis if he didn’t start listening to me. Punish the girls with a fucking whip until he begged me, promised me he would never do it again.

It was Avya who persuaded me not to do any of that, and to leave my anger behind. She tugged on my skirt and looked up at me with puppy dog eyes. Mischievous, horny puppy dog eyes.

“In the morning we have to meet with the quartermaster of the Governor’s army,” I told him. “I mean I have to do that. You two are going to learn how to hunt mana gluttons.”

Michael frowned. “So… no party?”

“Oh no, we’re gonna party, and I’m already horny, so I might have a tumble with one of these beautiful ladies here. That’s another thing we need to talk about. Did you guys get ice?”

A minute later, we had two metal basins filled with ice, and the beers chilling in them. Then I realized these would keep in the storage devices, and disappeared everything in the copper coin. A general chorus of disappointment flared up, but I held up a hand.

“This is my district,” I told them. “We’re going to one of my bars.” My bars. Fuck yeah, it was good to be king.

But only, I thought, if the two of you can behave yourselves and not pull anymore tail.

It wasn’t a long walk to Ink Pot, and once we got there I shook out a handful of coins for the bar owner to begin passing rounds of drinks out to all the ladies, and the patrons already sitting hunched over their conversations or card games.

Paul immediately got a deck of cards and started playing rounds of hold ‘em poker with his two new conquests. Zati and Dallinya joined him. They began by betting pretzels, but it was soon impossible with the way Avya would shove handfuls in front of players at random, or eat bits of the pot whenever she felt like it.

We got liquored up on cheap beer, and drunk on hushed conversation. Shennalil told me what some of Janovril’s slaves had asked her away from where I could hear, and the signs were good. They’d wanted to know if it was true, how she’d gotten the marks, and why the weird Drifter was putting on shows instead of marching into Master’s bedroom and killing his punk ass.

Velleth told me much the same, except she’d spent time next to the girls who’d been chained up. They couldn’t believe she would come here again. She really wasn’t constantly in chains? It was unthinkable that a female could sport a mark of power at all. How did she have five?

I had my phone, and a Bluetooth speaker, so it was possible to start playing tunes I’d downloaded on my phone back in the days when people weren’t streaming everything all the time. Out in the boonies in the truck, we got shit cell reception, so I had a nice collection amassed.

The bar turned into a nightclub, with the women dancing and singing along. Auralla and Quavallie were the danciest, with Avya joining in between messing up the poker game. I joined in the dance, and after that, Michael did with his new girl.

“Where’s the blue one?” Michael asked me eventually.

“Velleth?” I asked.

He nodded. “The timid one. The one with the stick up her ass.”

If only he knew. “She’s out on patrol.”

“Shame,” he said. “With the dragon lady?”

“Yeah.”

I hate to admit it, but Michael was a far better dancer than me. For a dude so big, he was oddly graceful. He drew the women into dances and they playfully smacked his ass when he twerked it.

Some of the neighbors complained about the noise, but stopped and stared when they saw it was the weird Drifter Master with two new Drifters dancing it up to otherworldly music. Some of them joined in, just to be near us maybe. Probably to get an eyeful of Dallinya, Quavallie or Auralla. And free beer. Everyone already in the bar was getting unlimited drinks on the Master.

By the time the place was getting packed, the bartender stopped giving me the stinkeye and made easy conversation with all the patrons instead. I put coin in his hands and he dropped his surly act. Soon he was loose and giddy.

Dallinya danced up next to me and twirled her moves around my body. “Shame Hellera couldn’t be here. I don’t know why she talked Shen into switching up patrol duties.”

“Yeah,” I said. Hellera and Velleth. On patrol.

Just the two of them.

My blood froze. The map function in my brain flashed with a red warning sign. One of the members of my cohort was in danger.

“She could really use a good loosening up,” Dallinya remarked, but then her wits overcame the alcohol and she saw what was on my face. Her voice trembled. “Ev?”

“Party’s over,” I told her. “Get Auralla and Avya back to the mansion safe.” They were unbranded, and they weren’t in my house, or with me.

I sprinted out the door.


31- Hellera and Velleth

It wasn’t even something I considered when I sprinted out the door and up onto the air itself, courtesy of the First Domi’s mark of power. My Bronze Clever helped me pick out the sounds of the deep night, and my enhanced eyes were quick to find the gout of flame a few blocks west of the house. Even better, the map told me exactly where both of them were, since Velleth was currently part of my six person party, and Hellera was right in her personal space.

I angled toward it immediately, readying myself to pour mana into the Silver tier ability given to me by Avya, something she herself couldn’t even manage.

Then the Archivist’s Mark exploded outwards from my feet, and I readied the use of the Suppressor’s Mark. Mana for me, but not for thee.

The only sounds in the night were insects and the far-off revelry happening in Ink Pot, until I got closer to where I’d seen the flame. The bar noises fell off, and instead I could only hear the ringing in my ears. Until I roared, from deep inside, a primal scream.

My feet lit back onto the cobbles only twenty feet away from where Hellera was standing over Velleth. My blue beauty lay prone in the gloom of an alley. Hellera’d been wound up to throw another punch down when my battle cry came, and she turned just in time to take it on the scaled chin.

The Suppressor’s Mark stole a tiny sliver of her mana, but the force of the blow rocked her back several steps.

In that moment I got a chance to survey what she’d done to Velleth. One arm had been broken, and the bone punched through her forearm. Her ankle had been likewise broken. Most of the damage was to her face though, with a sheet of blood covering most of it, and one eye swollen shut. Her nose had an elbow, and the side of her face told me she might also have a broken jaw.

And that was only what I could see. What else? Broken ribs, shoulder out of socket, or worse? Would she have a punctured lung from the likely broken rib? Had Hellera broken her back first?

“What in the ever-loving fuck?” I snarled.

“E-evan! Y-you just missed the petty Masters out of Spice District!”

“Don’t,” I warned her, and launched into a series of punches and kicks to drive her back. Most of them she blocked, but I got a good one in on the meat of her thigh. System messages were cascading by, showing me that I was dealing damage, stealing mana, breaking through her defenses.

“They came out of nowhere,” Hellera insisted.

“This is the lie you cooked up for when you came back tonight?” I snarled. 

I knelt and pushed Mender’s Mark into effect, to heal Velleth. She was blackened with blood and bruises already.

“Don’t,” Velleth whispered through split lips.

“Not you too,” I said down to my immature young elf maiden with the depression. The break in my focus cost me, because Hellera’s fist crashed into my face a second later.

“She doesn’t deserve healing!”

We traded blows again, crashing into the walls at either side of the alley. 

“It’s not up to you to decide what she deserves,” I hissed back, and this time we went back and forth, punching and kicking. Every connection tipped the balance my way, whether it was her hitting me and driving up the effect of my mana regeneration, or me landing a punch and knocking off more of her pool.

Hellera had gained the Trickster, Aquamancer, Mender and Survivor after losing Fayeen, and she was using Survivor’s Mark in some way to bolster the damage from her punches that I didn’t have access to. Every time I hit her, she became stronger, and was channeling that mana to strike out at me.

“Evan, please,” Velleth croaked.

“I told you what would happen,” I growled at Hellera, and forced her guard wide before landing a blow in the center of her solar plexus. “You disregarded my judgement, then you lied to my face.”

A new look came over the dragonite’s face, an understanding of how badly she’d fucked up. She breathed fire at me just a moment after I got the ice shields moving from Aquamancer’s Mark. One of them slammed into her like an uppercut a moment after she began. I pelted her with another, then a third ice shield while my body healed and I overcame the flash of blindness.

She got back into position a good ten feet from me, and we stared one another down. Lights were coming on in houses.

“She wants to die!” Hellera snarled. “She knows what she wants and you won’t give it to her. Death is what she deserves. Death is what she asks for.”

“Oh, and when someone wrongs you, you just give them what they want in return, huh?” I did an impression of Velleth. “Kill me, Evan!” Then switched to a caricature impression of myself. “Your wish is my command, betrayer. Are you naturally stupid or did you leave your mind back in the house?”

I pushed another burst of healing magic into Velleth and listened to her agonized moaning.

“And you shut the fuck up,” I snarled.

She did.

Now I manifested fake ice shields out of the Trickster’s Mark and sent several of them at Hellera, who went to block them. When she recovered from attacking nothing, she found my fist crashing into the side of her head. I raked her with the Beastmaster’s claws and stole her mana, slammed her head into the nearby house and stole more of her mana, and smashed her chin into my knee while stealing even more of her mana.

Hellera blasted me back with a gigantic bubble of water, but I grabbed out the brutal axe and raked across her entire body with a hail of metal shards. She healed herself, but then stared in incomprehension at how little power she had left.

“You were supposed to protect them,” I hissed, and knocked her in the head with the haft of the brutal axe. She staggered and took a knee. “You remember what you told me?”

When she got up to face me again I swept the brutal axe down and lopped off one foot. She tumbled to her side, screaming in pain. The bleeding stopped almost immediately, and a new foot was slow in regenerating from her Mender’s Mark. Whether she was low on mana or not, regenerating lost body parts with Shennalil’s mark of power wasn’t a quick thing.

“You told me that I wouldn’t be up to the task,” I told her. “You told me that you would protect them, that they wouldn’t suffer so long as you were here to keep them safe.”

She stared up at me, and I was certain she saw her own death written on my face. When I saw a hint of flame at her jaws, each one of the ice shields came down and pummeled her, in the face, in the chest, in the guts. Then I manifested another series of ice shields and seethed down at her.

“Try that again, I fucking dare you,” I said.

She didn’t.

“I worked so hard with you,” I told her quietly. “So hard. I included you, listened to your advice and your ideas, trained with you. Shit, I made love to you. I served you. And this is what we get in return.” It might’ve been my imagination, but it seemed like the bitter disappointment in my voice caused her to flinch worse than getting raked by the claws or smacked in the head with an ice ball the size of a watermelon.

Manifesting a series of items out of the copper coin storage, I fastened manacles around her wrists and bound her hands behind her back, then placed another manacle around her snout. I looped a length of chain around her throat, and another under her armpits, so I could drag her along the streets and wake basically everyone in the district.

Pissed off as I was, I didn’t give a fuck. I was the Master of this place. This series of buildings belonged to me. The people in them lived and died at my whims.

We were already in Inkwell, and it was only a short walk to the lead enchanter’s shop. On the way, I gave Velleth another dose of the Mender’s Mark. The worst of her external wounds had already healed, but I couldn’t be sure if anything internal had been damaged that I couldn’t heal.

Like an angel, Shennalil appeared.

“Mas… uh, Evan?” she asked. “Oh! Oh! Hellera!”

“Leave her. I need you to see to Velleth.”

Shennalil was quick to comprehend what was happening here, and quick to tears as well. She was soon sobbing before even beginning to work on Velleth, then coaxing her to her feet to get moving back towards the house. Velleth’s troubled face turned to look at me once. Her lip quivered.

“Please… don’t kill her,” she said.

And what would she do if I did? What would any of them do if their Red Dragon’s Marks suddenly winked out? I sneered, and found two of my Bronze relationship stars with Hellera had fallen away in a hail of messages. There was probably no salvaging this clusterfuck.

My lip curled, and Velleth shrank away as if I’d just cut one of her arms clean off. Relationship status fell away there as well. Instead of answering, I dragged Hellera over the few buildings toward my ultimate goal.

The house was unassuming; the other Masters before me had made sure none of the hedge mages got uppity. No one could handle a mage with ideas above his station.

I knocked on the door, then grabbed the mana lamp from the nearest lamppost, and slid the door open when a bleary-eyed dwarf answered it.

“What?” he asked irritably, but that fell away when he spotted me, the look on my face, and the thoroughly beaten and manacled dragonite behind me.

“I need a set of irons that will stop an unruly slave from getting ideas about killing me with her magic. I would have waited until morning, but the situation is pressing.”

His quick mind worked over the situation faster than I would’ve. A slave… with magic. Well, that was a reality the dwarf soon took in, accepted as fact, and he took it in stride. “Come in.”

I wasn’t gentle in dragging Hellera by the chain around her neck up two stairs and into the enchanter’s house. When she cried out, I whirled.

“It’s this or remove your head from your traitor’s body, so I’d keep silent if you want to have your head come morning.”

She quieted, and I was grateful for that at least. My mind was whirling.

They might understand if I just killed her now. I had made my judgement clear after the dungeon. They had watched me slap Velleth’s ass cheeks red day in and day out. They had watched me fuck Velleth painfully over and again, and throatfuck her until she nearly passed out. They all saw Velleth’s contrition daily. 

So why now?

Was it just that she’d spotted her opportunity? I’d taken Velleth over to Spice but not Hellera?

Spinning back to face Hellera, I commanded, “Give over to me.”

“What?” she asked, confused.

“Resist and die. Accept and live.”

I threw on Empath’s Mark and raked over her surface thoughts.

“Now,” I told her, low and venomous, “you’ll explain yourself.”

“I saw… I saw the opportunity.”

This was a lie. Her thoughts told me as much.

She was working for the Governess, Tavayanni. Velleth had gone back to the Governess each day to report what was going on in my house. She’d lied to me about doing so. The mental compulsion was strong. Hellera knew as much because she was under the mental compulsion as well.

The scheming bitch at the Governor’s side wasn’t satisfied with the damage she’d done before the dungeon.

“Lie,” I told her, but that wasn’t entirely right.

The day I left, the felinian cunt had approached Velleth and commanded her to bring Hellera to their secret meeting spot.

Velleth had collapsed from the guilt and the pain of it, and spilled all of it to Hellera. Tavayanni’s twisted mind control had allowed that much.

Velleth explained it now that the Governess instructed it: Evan had commanded her to steer clear of the Governess, except she couldn’t. The Governess was of the Silver, and she wasn’t strong enough. Even after the dungeon run, during the reconstruction and rebuilding, Velleth had been visiting and reporting to the Governess, and lying directly to me at the felinian’s order.

So Velleth had spilled: we were planning to scout Sunspire girls and wanted to bring back a few before the other Masters went out. I was lucky enough to have my three districts more or less in order, and was going to poach Sunspire or Beacon Point or Riverhall girls for my harem. Whether the Governess was strong enough to learn the truth, Hellera didn’t know. She’d learned all this during Velleth’s miserable confession.

Hellera decided she was going to go meet with this bitch and tell her to back the hell off messing with Velleth. Both Hellera and Velleth had marks of power, almost as many as many of the Masters in the city. They could stand up to the Governess.

I learned all this just by listening in on Hellera’s internal dialogue. In reality she hadn’t spoken. So it was my turn.

“What did she do to you?” I demanded.

“Who?”

“The Governess.”

She moaned in agony. “Ohh… I can’t.”

“Tell me,” I hissed.

Hellera hadn’t been able to stand up to the Governess even a little. The panther felinian was Silver tier and had some magic that bent the will. Hellera had no defense. She found herself confessing everything, including the true purpose of my trip to Sunspire.

“More,” I told her.

Pain was coursing through Hellera’s mind. She opened her mouth and began to scream in pain. The Governess had made sure Hellera couldn’t explain this to anyone, especially me. The magic mind control was hurting her.

Yesterday when I returned to the city and delivered the news about Sunspire’s destruction, Velleth and Hellera had gone to meet with the scheming, beautiful cunt. They had spilled everything. Sunspire wasn’t destroyed but moved. The new earth men. The plan for Spice District.

So the Governess had told Hellera that Velleth’s use to her was at an end. She had betrayed Evan, and deserved to die. That was Ethetrian culture. That was the right way to do things here in this world. What I had decreed was an affront to this world.

Besides, she explained and commanded, Hellera could stage an attack. Evan had enemies and they could take the blame for Velleth’s demise. A dozen archers had filled her with arrows. They’d been surrounded in an alley and Velleth had taken a dozen spears to the face.

Hellera had no mental defenses against this woman and the power she used. Instead she just walked away from the meeting with the Governess looking for an excuse to get Velleth alone.

The manacles took about two hours to complete, and when I asked the enchanter how much I owed him, he told me it was free. I decided that twenty gold pieces was as much as I could spare, causing his eyes to bug out and his mouth to go all fishlike.

Mage Bane Manacles

Manacles, unsurpassed quality, enchanted

Bronze tier

Qualities: Never dulls or rusts, unbreakable, heightened effect

Abilities: These manacles drain the wearer’s mana, and break the connection between the wearer and the flow of mana through the wider world. Magic abilities of the wearer are nullified, as is the ability to collect mana.

When they wrapped around Hellera’s wrists, all her marks of power faded out, and finally disappeared. She sagged, like someone had just stolen the bones out of her body, and a rasping moan escaped her. I hefted her over my shoulder, a relatively easy job now that my Fierce was getting up near Silver.

“I need another pair in the morning, first thing,” I told him, and gave him a piece of parchment with the specs. I went to explain what the symbols meant, but he nodded and waved me off. He had lenses that allowed him to translate my writing into something he could read.

He stared at the specs, then at me, but nodded when I produced another thirty gold pieces. For the new manacles, and his silence. He nodded once more and disappeared inside.

When I returned to the house, all the good-natured drunkenness was gone. Everyone was waiting in the hall just like at the beginning of the night. The spread of snacks and drinks had vanished.

“Take her to the dungeon and chain her against the wall.” I indicated the new manacles. “Those stay on. And no one heals her.”

No one spoke; Dallinya and Auralla hefted Hellera up and took her down to the basement levels, which I’d never used and never expected to.

“What happened?” Paul asked.

“That one,” I pointed to Hellera, “tried to kill this one.” I pointed at Velleth, who was huddled beneath several thick blankets. “Then that one tried to kill me when I told her to stop.”

“Ohhh,” Avya moaned miserably. She began shaking her head slowly, as if that couldn’t possibly be the truth, or she couldn’t accept the truth.

“So I had to whoop that one’s ass. Fuck. I never thought I’d have to chain any of them up. This is a disaster.”

Quavallie hugged me from behind, as did Zati. Michael’s girl drifted over and attached herself to his arm, while Paul’s girls got behind him and peeked out from behind him. Soon Avya attached herself to my leg wordlessly.

I probably looked pretty bad right now, spattered in blood and still bearing the big axe.

“Both of them were meeting with the Governor’s concubine, who’s immensely powerful, and she made them both betray me. This one told me she was spying on me just before we had the hardest battle of our lives. Now that one was commanded to make up an excuse to murder this one.”

Auralla and Dallinya returned, and approached me to press their faces against my shoulders. Only Shennalil didn’t come touch me; she was seeing to Velleth, whose eyes peeked out of a gap in one blanket.

“Fuck,” Michael muttered.

“Yeah. Fuck,” I responded.

I turned to the rest of them. “I need to be with Velleth.” Big sigh, hanging my head. “Auralla, can you stand the sight of me enough to help me… handle the situation?”

“Of course,” she told me, and rose up to kiss me.

“The rest of you are free to sleep anywhere except my room. I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” Quavallie whispered, and Dallinya echoed this, then Zati. They left.


32- Say The Words

Icarried Velleth up the stairs, still wrapped in blankets. Beneath she was shivering, head tucked into her arms and unable to face me. When I laid her on the bed, she curled into a ball and hugged her knees. Empath’s Mark calmed her a bit, but for obvious reasons I didn’t like using mind influencing magic on the woman who’d been under the sway of my enemy.

Auralla and I gave her time.

As for me, I slumped into one of the large sofas, and Auralla immediately curled up into me, so I looped an arm around her and stroked her back.

“I was stupid,” I told her.

She didn’t respond, but instead just traced her fingers over the thickening muscles in my chest and trunk. Aside from the six pack that was coming in, I now had the beginnings of those knife blade-looking muscles at the sides of my torso, over my ribcage and back along those lateral muscles that made bodybuilders look very wide.

The floodgates came open, and all of it poured out of my mouth in a rush: I had spent so much time worrying over the wrong things. Spice District, the boys from earth, the mana gluttons, the shop, the people of all three of my districts. Hell, even getting the Sunspire girls back had happened while Velleth was under attack by this woman.

As soon as the words left my lips, I immediately felt guilty for giving the impression that she and Avya (and the survival of Sunspire) were less important than Velleth and the insidious plan of the very hot but evil Governess.

Seriously, fuck that evil cat woman for having imprinted herself as a sexy goddess figure in my brain.

“That came out wrong,” I told her. In my mind, I kept repeating the same thing I always did: say the words, Evan. Say the words.

“You have responsibilities,” Auralla replied, though the disappointment was clear in her voice and in her expression. “You cannot be everywhere at once. I know your priorities must lie with the place you call home, and that Avya and myself aren’t—”

“No,” I blurted. “I love you.”

Finally. God, the burst of feeling was good, but terror rushed in at its heels. She would frown and flee the room. She would go back to the safe house outside the city, live with the farmers for a few days, and return to Sunspire.

Auralla stiffened momentarily, then slid her hand up to the side of my face to get me to look directly at her. Her eyes searched over what she saw there, perhaps looking for any crack or lie in the gleam of my eyes or the shape of my mouth.

“Evan,” she said. Her voice was a whole host of emotions.

“I just… you needed to know…”

“Tell me again.”

“I love you,” I told her, stronger than before. Since before the raiders attacked, I wanted to tell her. There was always more I wanted to say.

She kissed me then, and it was the warmest, most gentle, most incredible kiss I had ever felt in my life. Breaking the kiss but not eye contact, she tore off the shirt she’d been wearing, and sent the yoga pants flying a moment later, leaving her fully naked.

Then, holding my face, she melted into me so that every available part of her that could slide against me was pressed into me. This caused her to straddle me, pressing herself against my chest and kissing me while I craned my neck.

Every part of her: her feet were on my thighs, melding her calf muscles against the sides of my legs, her knees pressed into my hips, thighs gliding up and down my torso, her elbows against my shoulders, crushing her breasts into my collarbone and neck. Oh, and she kept pressing forward with her hips, driving her mound into the space above my belly button.

I was overwhelmed, honestly. With all the regrets and guilt over what had just happened, warring with the deep welling of relief over having finally spoken the words. I’d finally had the courage to say the words.

She broke the kiss only long enough to breathe into my mouth, “Again.”

“I love you.” They were easier to say this time, and came out without trembling.

She was smiling into the kiss now, humming delightedly. Her eyes were drifting closed. In the meantime, I was fully fixated on her face and the changes taking place.

“Tell me again,” she whispered, and began peppering my face with kisses.

“I love you,” I said. For my part, I was gripping her back, and sliding my hands up and down her body, down to her ass, over her powerful thighs.

“I want you right now,” she told me. “Inside.” Kissing behind my ear while spreading her hands over my pecs and the new muscles in my shoulders.

“I want you too.”

“Velleth—” she said.

“Velleth will be fine.” 

With a single move she had the flap of the skirt out of the way and length of me curled in one hand. Shifting to get me in the right place, the head immediately entered her. The talk and the kissing (and the grinding) had made her slick with wetness, but she was still drum tight. When she sank down onto me and enveloped my cock into her, she let out a sigh of delight, and relief, and pleasure all rolled into one.

Then she rose up and came slowly back down once, then again. In the meantime her breasts were just at the right height, and I took one in each hand to begin licking over her nipples. One and then the other. Her hands trembled on my shoulders, then snaked up into my hair and wouldn’t let me get away from her chest.

“Oh, Evan,” she sighed.

For a long time she made love to me like that, slowly rising and falling, and sighing and moaning. She called my name again and again, occasionally pulling back on my hair so she could kiss me deeply once more, and grind her pelvis against mine in lazy, wonderful circles.

“You feel amazing,” I breathed. “You are amazing.“ After one more soulful kiss ended, I told her once again. “I love you.”

“I love you too,” she breathed.

I felt some great glacial part of me shift, break off, and careen down into a pool of satisfaction. She had said the words. More than that, I had felt them.

Although I heard Velleth moving, I paid attention only to my golden goddess with her rainbow hair and emerald eyes. She continued to ride me, or grind herself against me, kiss me or clutch my face against her breasts.

It wasn’t until Velleth took my ankle in both hands (my left ankle, always the left), and pressed her forehead to the top of my foot did I break concentration away from Auralla.

“Velleth,” I said. “Speak.”

“Master,” she mumbled. “This worthless slave loves you too.”

Auralla didn’t stop grinding against me, but reached down and put a hand on Velleth’s blue green hair.

“The Governess wronged you,” Auralla said. “Your actions were not your own.” Then turning back to me, she said. “You must forgive her, my love.”

“This pathetic worm is not worthy of forgiveness, or attention, or even a name,” Velleth protested miserably.

“That is untrue,” Auralla said.

“You would be best served to kill this slave and remove the burden it has caused you forever.”

I placed a hand on Velleth’s face and drew her up onto the sofa. “Come.”

Auralla ground herself against me again, flexing her inner muscles and tightening against me. These were the feelings I gave to Velleth when I pushed the Empath’s Mark to work again.

The elf’s eyes went wide and a flush immediately sprang to her cheeks at the feeling of having sex with Auralla. I drew her to me and kissed her lightly.

“The situation with the Governess is clear to me now. You won’t be punished any longer,” I told her. Unless you ask for it, I thought. “I love you, and I have failed you, and I beg your forgiveness.”

Velleth seemed to melt, to lose all her bones.

I returned my attention to Auralla, and stood with her in my arms, her hot pussy still enveloping my entire length. Wrapping her legs around me, she didn’t stop the motion of her hips. I turned and lowered her onto her back, so I could do the work now.

“I love you,” I told her once more, and felt her smile into our kiss. “I will never stop loving you.”

She began to moan in time with the thrusts, and those grew in pitch as she approached the precipice. Velleth was making a lot of noise too, conflicted as it was.

“I will take this entire city and transform it for you.”

This finally tipped her over the edge and threw her head back in a soundless cry, beginning to shudder with the orgasm. With several more hard thrusts, I was there, and exploded with ecstasy inside her.

The cuddling afterwards was almost as important as my ability to say the words. I picked Velleth up and deposited her on the bed once again, where she curled into a ball. Auralla spooned her from the front when I picked her up and placed her on the bed, while I crawled in and spooned Velleth from behind.

We grabbed up all the blankets for eight or more to sleep comfortably on this mammoth edifice, and draped all of them over Velleth. The result was a heavy cocoon, with Auralla and I staring at one another with the sliver of moonlight coming in through the shuttered windows. I reached out a hand to play with her hair, and she snuggled her cheek into it.

With my other hand, I stroked Velleth’s face. Occasionally my hand ran into Auralla’s; she was doing the same.

“Love you,” I said in the quiet dark of maybe three in the morning.

“I love you,” Auralla said, while in unison Velleth said, “This slave loves you.”

“I love you both,” I breathed, and finally Velleth reached back behind her to clutch my body, to keep me tight against her.

This is how sleep took us.
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Velleth and I met with the Governess the next day just shy of high sun. I had spent much of the morning meeting with the quartermaster, who told me in no uncertain terms that food was going to be very necessary if an army of guards, petty Masters, district Masters and three Gleaming Silvers was going to clear every bit of living material for acres and acres. Grain District needed to be ready for that.

If the Governor was ready to pay, I told him. He stared at me, then quoted a price that was far too low for grain in general. With the ever-present Empath’s Mark working to dull his anger, I told him he’d be getting a fraction of what he needed unless the gold could end up in the hands of Grain citizens.

He would see about getting dispensation from the Governor, he said, fearful that the Governor would lop off his head, come down to Ink, and push me around until I agreed. I would see how my people enjoyed possibly starving for the next few months, I responded, ignoring his surface fears.

I went immediately to Mage and contracted several teams of hedge mages to figure out how we could reap more grain faster, then sow seeds and get those yields coming in at higher speeds. They told me it would be a project, and I hand-waved that. They needed to get to work.

Then I swung by Ink and picked up my special project, and told them they also needed to put together a spell scroll with incredible magical capabilities. The sort of rail gun of a spell that would level a Gold tier monster. Shock was the response I got, but I impressed upon them that it was crucial this work be done only once, and that if they liked the way Ink District was going, they’d hand the magic nuke over only to me. The implication was clear: I would wipe out every single hedge mage in the district and work using just the apprentices for making market goods. I had other projects on my mind.

The Governess.

Velleth’s regular meeting time was just prior to lunch, when she would work her way toward the market and see about the shop. I put on Hellera’s face using the Trickster’s Mark and went along beside her. When she tried to grab onto my left arm, teeth chattering and body shuddering with dread, I stopped her.

“This is the last time,” I said. “I promise.”

Either we would both be dead trying to fight off the Governor’s pet felinian, or she would get the fucking message to leave us alone.

The place in question was a strange alcove, a notch in one of the buildings at the corner of Ink District. Once a tree had grown there, and the residents just constructed the building around it. Sometime later, lightning had murdered the tree, and somehow the entire stump had been removed.

The Governess Tavayanni seemed to appear out of nowhere, but it was a shadow trick. I caught the swell of mana at the last moment. In the future, I might be able to sense the magic in action and figure out whether someone was watching from concealment, but I’d have to concentrate, hard, and look literally everywhere.

The felinian with her panther skin and her green cat eyes stared in confusion at the two of us just before I dropped the illusion and pelted her with the Silver tier effect from Empath’s Mark.

You know, the one where I could drive someone bananas.

Alternately, drive one subject insane with conflicting emotions. Target gains five emotional statuses at random. Those affected may make a Tough check (with the Will skill) to reduce the effect.

Costs high mana per minute. Cooldown: 5 minutes.

Tavayanni had enough time for her eyes to widen before the UI informed me that she was struck blind, she was in shock (she couldn’t use any of her abilities), and she was terrified (she would lose resistances on further emotional attacks).

Three out of five? She had resisted with her Tough and Will check.

For the first time, also, I threw on Steel-Willed, the aura that gave both Velleth and I strong defenses against mental manipulation and emotional effects.

That wouldn’t do. Before she could move I snapped the manacles around her first flailing wrist. The effect was immediate: she began bleeding mana out by the bucketful.

Velleth in the meantime created an illusion of the flat wall of the building to hide us. Then she sprang at the Governess and wrapped her entire body around the arm I hadn’t manacled.

The Governess didn’t disappoint though. Before Velleth landed, she struck out and clawed clumsily at me for seven injuries, and inflicted a poison.

Warning! Venom’s Mark has delivered naga hemotoxin.

A glancing blow by someone Silver tier was more than enough to put the hurt on.

She also kicked at where I’d been when she raked me with her claws, lightning fast, but I’d already anticipated this and gotten my leg up to block. Still, I took 4 more injuries just from the kick.

In response I head butted her, threw on the form of the dragon, and jerked her arm down to put her off balance. This bitch danced over my body, skittered off the wall like a parkour expert, and threw Velleth off me.

Fine. I started raining down water balls, and immediately throwing all the ice shields at her. In rapid succession she took five water balls and all five ice shields, battering her. I slammed her up against the wall by the throat, down to the ground, and when Velleth landed on her free hand, we finally snapped the second manacle around her other wrist.

“Listen to me,” I hissed, “and listen good, you manipulating bitch. Either you stop this right now, or I will cut your head right off your body, and the Governor will spend the next six months finding pieces of you hidden all over the fucking city.”

She gasped. For the first time, I heard her utter words. Her voice was sultry, sensuous, even in her rage. I imagined scented oils being dropped into a bath. 

“You would not dare.”

“For the women you fucked over, I would burn this entire city to the ground, follow whoever fled to the next city, and nuke that one as well. Don’t test me.”

She went to struggle again, but I clawed at her torso, then over her legs.

“You feel the mana leaving you. Soon you won’t have a single ability. No healing, no teleporting out of here, and no way for you to command my people to do things.”

She simply breathed heavily under my weight, while Velleth pinned her hands to the ground with all her strength.

“You’re worse than the Masters,” I told her.

“I would not say such things if I were you,” she replied.

“You enslave the will. At least the Masters only take a woman’s power and chain her up. She’s still herself. You made these two believe they were doing something of their own free will. You enslaved even their minds.”

I thew the Bronze tier Empath ability at her, slamming her with guilt and regret. It didn’t work well… her high tier resistances meant only a trickle of the effect actually got through. Still, it was enough to get her talking.

“You wanted them dead, huh? And why?”

“You destroyed Sunspire. You had to pay,” she hissed.

“What are you talking about?” I demanded.

She was silent for a long time. I began to imagine all the consequences that would fall on me if I tried something stupid like chaining her up in my dungeon. Could I have the hedge mages make a place where the Governor couldn’t find her?

No, conspiracies always leaked. One of the mages surely hated me and wanted to see me replaced. He would go to the Governor and tell. One bit of information would be the end of me and the whole project.

So… what? I had to kill her, then. I had to kill her and scatter all her body parts to the winds. No one would be able to say what happened to her. The trouble was, the Governor would immediately know she’d died. We would have to act fast.

Finally the Governess let out a shaky breath. “I send girls out to Sunspire and the villages beyond every season. I scour the districts for girls about to blossom and see them safely north.”

“Even if I believed you, which I don’t, why mess with me?”

“You polluted Sunspire by bringing the sisters here. I know you have corrupted the Domi; your slave has told me as much. Whether they relocate or not, they are stained by the Drifter’s influence. Sunspire is lost. They worship the male.”

I dropped the insanity effect so she could look at me.

“I reached Silver with Auralla,” I told her, and ripped my shirt up so she could see the Beastmaster’s Mark flash with silvery power. “And you’ll find the Silver Drifter’s Mark on her neck.” I love her, I almost told this psychopath. “The power is mutual. The way it was intended.”

The shock in her eyes wasn’t a game effect, this was incomprehension slathered in utter disbelief.

“It cannot be,” she whispered.


33- Consider the Debt Paid

“Velleth, my love, can you ask Auralla, Quavallie and Shen to join us, please?”

Velleth made a noise in her throat. “As you wish.” Before she left, she bent forward and kissed me delicately. I like to believe it was that kiss that changed Tavayanni’s mind over me, because her slack features twitched again with some more emotion. Soon though she had guarded her feelings and was glaring up at me.

Velleth wasn’t gone ten minutes, but that was a lot of time for me to worry. The Governor was going to find us. She was going to limp back to the Governor instead of my house, and the Governor would show up demanding my head. Or  all our heads. Or demand that he burn Ink District to the ground and start over.

I needed a plan.

“What have you done?” she asked at last.

“Don’t say anything,” I told her. “You’ll see when the others arrive.”

“And how does this go for you?” she asked lightly, teasing. The situation had me by the balls; her tone told me she knew that. “After you show me whatever it is you intend to show me?”

“I’m thinking about it.”

“How do you think it will feel to have your head torn from your body?” she asked quietly. “He won’t use a weapon. No, he has the power in his arms. He will simply pull it off like pulling lettuce from the garden soil.”

“How about shut the fuck up, or I make sure you never have the chance to see it?”

“Such insolence,” she remarked. There was admiration there, and a sensuous lilt that told me this was a quality she found pleasing. Maybe she would consent to take my seed if I kept up the insolence.

“Shut up.”

“Such passion,” she all but purred.

“Not another word,” I warned, and she shrugged.

But she wasn’t wrong. She was starting to see all the power she held over the situation, and how badly it was going to go for me, a lowly Master. She knew I couldn’t just kill her. Somehow the Governor would learn it was me, and he would come down on me like a hammer out of the heavens.

I resisted the urge to swear.

She lapsed into smug silence, staring up at me with those eyes. She had on a Mona Lisa smile. You start to think Leonardo was only painting her because if he didn’t, the Governor was going to appear and tear his head off, and she knew it well. I wondered if Da Vinci hated painting her like I hated this situation.

A few minutes passed before she started speaking again. “What mind magic did you work on the Domi? Hm? Did you erase their minds and take them? Or did you push and pull on their emotions?”

I didn’t know enough about mind magic to know whether those were the only two options or not.

“We destroyed two dungeons to make a new place for them,” I said. “And that was after laying out all the options available. I know you won’t believe it, but they came to me and requested that I bed one of theirs. They wanted the confirmation. They begged for my essence.”

“Lies,” she snarled, but I knew her voice was lacking in conviction. Unsure.

Eventually Auralla appeared, followed by Quavallie and Shennalil. Last came Velleth, who sealed up the space with the illusion wall as before.

“My love?” I said, and both Quavallie and Shennalil looked to Auralla.

The Governess sneered, but I could also see her falter. She understood in that moment. She understood before Auralla confirmed that Michael and Paul had shared essence instead of subjugating the other three Domi. She knew before Auralla explained how she took my essence just last night, not for the transfer of magic powers or from being whipped, but just for the fun of it. And how we’d bumped uglies many more times besides, and she made sure to mention just how enjoyable it was, how good my seed tasted, how she would be willing to give the Governess a demonstration right here, right now if it would make a believer out of her.

Auralla’s eyelids drooped and her face flushed in the telling, but the Governess understood everything just by the way Shennalil and Quavallie had turned to Auralla first.

And then Auralla was finished, she too dipped down and kissed me lightly, almost identical to the way Velleth had.

“Thank you, my love,” I told her.

“What is to be done?”

In between the insufferable conversations with the Governess, I had brainstormed another solution.
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We were still blocks away from the destination when Tavayanni squirmed in our grip and required a fist to the guts to take the wind out of her. Plain old manacles had been necessary to chain up her feet, along with a band of iron about her neck, attached to a chain. I smirked, since the Governor had been the one to put those items into the copper coin dimensional storage device he’d given me.

Now as a Silver tier individual, she could leap high in to the air, only to be yanked back down to earth and smash herself into the cobbles. She could dart backwards and deal hellacious damage with just her claws to one of us, but Shennalil and I could heal them while prying her claws out of them.

And every time she tried any of this bullshit, I’d grab out the enchanted maul I’d taken off one of the many dead Masters, and punish her until she cried for mercy.

I thought perhaps the townsfolk would think this was strange, but I’d seen some displays by Masters in my month here that were far stranger, or far worse. Daylight rapes, casual murder over breakfast, and one duel to the death that nearly started in my shop before I kicked the two of them out and told them they were breaking the Governor’s law. The argument had been over a tube of Pringles.

At one point she started screaming, telling no one that she was the Governess, so while she was gasping for breath, we gagged her.

At the palace, the seneschal gaped at us for a few moments before relaying us back toward the floating platform. We were directed back toward the same place where Dallinya and I had delivered the news about Sunspire.

Of course, by the time the Governor appeared, looking frustrated, we had healed up the worst of her injuries. She was in pristine condition.

“I have an army offensive to plan and a massive logistical knot to pick out,” he said. “This could have been saved for the grand council.”

He showed no recognition that the person in chains was the Governess, because of course we’d given her another face.

“Another Master has made moves against my branded slaves and my property, pitting them with mind magic to betray me and murder one another,” I said.

He gestured. “And?”

“I caught her in the act of betraying me. Then the slave confessed her crimes against me and mine,” I said.

“Drifter…” he warned.

“This is expressly forbidden by the laws of Surrek, is it not?”

“I don’t see the point of this. Bring this matter up at the next grand council.”

“It is illegal, is it not?” I demanded.

“Of course it is. Now are we—”

I dropped the illusion off the Governess.

“I have questions,” I told him. At the same time, I activated the Archivist’s Mark, the Steel-Willed aura, threw on the ice shields, took the form of the dragon, and prepared to blast him with a dose of insanity.

I fully expected him to leap across the room and murder me where I stood. The shock bled quickly into fury, then the questions started moving across his face.

“I want to know why this one has used her powers against me, and whether it was at your direct order.”

“You dare to shackle my consort!” he roared.

“It was that or let her claw my head off my body,” I responded. “Now, I can return with the slave and discuss this matter at the next grand council—”

“No!” he barked, and power rolled off him. It bounced off the Steel-Willed aura, but gave me a headache.

Warning! You have resisted a psychic attack! The UI warned me. All but one of the injuries has been mitigated by ability: Steel-Willed.

“Keep that shit up and I’ll reconsider my peaceful approach,” I told him.

“You will die for this insult,” he snarled, and purple energy began swirling in his palms.

“Your consort first,” I said, and brought the axe up to her neck.

The Governor is a significant foe. You have gained a level of Negotiation and Intimidation, the UI remarked. Your plan has resulted in a significant boost to Sly experience. You gain Clever, Fierce, and Tough gain experience as well.

He froze.

“I want something to be perfectly clear,” I told him quietly. “I have the cards here. Normally you hold all of them, and you’re used to that, but I brought your consort here, to speak with you in private, because I want a peaceful resolution that involves this woman leaving my people the fuck alone, and us going back to having a slightly strained relationship rather than all out war. You know, where we jest about how much money you have and I slightly overcharge you for goods when you pop into the store.”

A thousand calculations rolled through his mind.

“Can we do that, or do we pursue this stupidity further?”

“We can deal,” he said suddenly.

“Good, these scales are itchy.” My body deflated a bit, and the scales receded. Weirdest of all, the wings melted back into my body.

“Now,” I told her. “You’re going to tell the unvarnished truth to your Governor, or a lot of us are going to die right now.”

The only thing I had going for me was that Shen and Quavallie had five marks apiece and had been training hard for a solid month, and neither of them knew that. Sure, the consort to the Governor now understood that all my ladies had power given to them by me, and their own powers they naturally grew into, but it wasn’t the same as having gone through hell, losing a teammate, and forging a bond over the body of that teammate.

Tavayanni glared at me.

“It’s truth or death. I’m a huge fan of staying alive, but it’s your call. Choose carefully.”

Auralla removed the gag and, wonder of wonders, the Governor’s consort talked. She admitted to getting Velleth to report to her every day, using the magic of a mark from the Governor to enforce truth to her, and silence to me. Then later, after forcing Velleth to confess this betrayal before the dungeon crawl, she’d roped Hellera into it. And with Hellera’s natural anger over Velleth’s betrayal, it wasn’t hard to amp that up into homicidal fury. That came to a head last night.

I kept my attention securely fixed on the Governor at this time. His guarded features gave away very little. I thought he was an Empath like Avya, which would prove very useful in dealing with Masters of Surrek’s many districts. He wasn’t bad at controlling his face, as he was a politician, but he wasn’t a politician like on earth, where there were no magic abilities for such things. A tic here, a slight frown there, a narrowing of the eyes here began to give away his thoughts.

I believed he hadn’t known what his consort was up to. The flattening of his face told me he hadn’t orchestrated this.

He turned to me and stretched out his hand. I was about to shake his hand when I realized he wanted the chain connecting to the iron leash. When I handed that over, he yanked on it and sent the felinian straight to the floor.

“I cannot bequeath another district to you so soon as recompense for this transgression,” he said. “It is too soon after your arrival. Already the other established Masters grumble. One more and they would choose lots to take the fall, then kill you and suffer my punishment.”

“I don’t want more land.”

“I can offer you more flesh,” he said. “The palace harem has some rarities that might benefit you.”

Although Michael and Paul could use more of the ladies, I wasn’t ready to hand them over to they could steamroll what I thought was a good safe schedule for them to accumulate power. Neither of them deserved a rarity, and I couldn’t handle more women right this moment. Although Zati had stuck around, there was every reason to believe this new flesh would spy for the Governor, as Shennalil had.

Also, I didn’t much care for the way he spoke of the slaves up in his harem. He didn’t even make them seem like individuals. Instead they were just a mass of putty and he could pluck off some portion of that big old ball of flesh to hand over. Not an individual, not a woman, not a slave, just flesh. A rarity. A hole in which to stick my dick.

I shook my head. “Thank you, but not now.”

“She will not die today,” he said, apparently thinking that was the last option. “She is favored… was favored among all my slaves.”

“I have no wish to see her dead.”

“What is it I can give you? My own blood?” He was growing angry.

“Six months?” I asked. At his raised eyebrows, I said, “Keep her locked away from Ink, Mage and Grain for at least six months? I could care less where else she goes, but I’d like the right to kill her on sight for the next two seasons, if by some quirk of fate she sets foot in a place that belongs to me.”

His jaw worked. Who was I to dictate terms to him? Lock his favored slave out of parts the city that he considered his to rule as he saw fit? Maybe I was being paranoid.

He nodded once, sharply. “You will have six months free of this foolish whore, and you will have the extra gold necessary to replenish your grain stores. I spoke with the quartermaster, and he explained your hesitance. Consider the debt paid.”

“Thank you.”

With the chain wrapped around his fist, he jerked it and she slid bodily across the floor by the iron band on her neck. He then planted a foot in the center of her back and began to press down.

“Mindless slut,” he hissed down at her. “Do you know the mountain of gold you have cost me? I will take it out of your hide, one lash for every coin.”

She made a strangled sound, before a loud pop announced a broken rib. The first broken rib, I thought.

“My lord?” I said.

“You are free to go. I will begin her punishment before getting to pressing business that actually matters. This could not have come at a worse time,” he snarled, and I thought of Velleth weeping, pressing her face to my feet and confessing.

“The manacles at her wrists have cut her off from the flow of mana. She won’t heal until they are removed.” Do with that knowledge what you will, I thought, and tossed him the key. Both he and I knew she had magic, where other slaves did not. Both he and I now knew I had the power to shut off that magic on a being as powerful as her.

He peered at me, then flipped her over with his foot to get a closer look at the manacles. Blood had leaked out of her mouth onto the marble flooring, and her breathing was coming in ragged, liquid gasps.

I turned to go, and the ladies fell in step beside and behind me.
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Making my numb way back, I got as far as the first drinking establishment in Mage district before collapsing into a chair and letting out an explosive breath. I felt myself deflate, my head rocking back until I could see not just the ceiling, but the people sitting in the far corner, upside down to me.

We had come inches from death. Not for the first time, of course, but the consequences of getting it wrong were only just beginning. If I’d done it badly, the Governor would find a way to murder me. However, if I really did have six months as a buffer, a constant reminder of what his woman had done to wrong me, I could possibly get strong enough to deal with whatever repercussions were coming my way.

If he decided to go against his word, I had a few days at most. We’d be out in the field, away from the city, where anything could happen.

Quavallie oozed into her chair, tentacle hair limp, and seemed ready to melt into a puddle on the floor, followed closely by Shennalil and Velleth. Only Auralla stood tall.

Mentally, I went over the series of messages announcing that I’d gained ranks in Etiquette (Surrek), Negotiation, Persuasion, and Deception. Experience in Tough, Attuned, Clever, and a little bit of Charming.

And I had gained an entire star in Sly. Going up against someone a tier above you was not a small thing.

“Holy shit,” I muttered.

“You performed admirably,” Auralla said, and marched off to grab us up some beers. The other three echoed this.

“We nearly died, didn’t we?” Shennalil asked, awed.

“We’ve never been so close,” Quavallie answered quietly.

“Even in the—”

“Yes,” Quavallie answered. “Even then.”

“Thank you, Master,” Velleth said, sounding exhausted.

“Don’t call me Master anymore,” I told her, “and you’re welcome.”

The Velleth situation had taken on a whole new dimension. If the Governess was controlling or influencing her emotions and thoughts, then all the punishments I’d done weren’t really aimed at Velleth but at trying to stop the Governess. With luck, the days free of her influence would return Velleth to the way she’d been.

And Hellera too. I groaned inwardly at that whole sack of cats.

The Governess, too, was something to think about. If I believed her, she’d been underground railroading females out of Surrek and up to Sunspire. Meaning she had power and influence enough to get people out in secret. It also meant she wasn’t exactly the villain I thought. And again, if I believed her. Big if there. She’d been using mind bending magic, and that made her every action suspect.

We still had a battle to prepare for, and I had to make the tough announcement that basically all the stored grain was being purchased by the Governor. People liked gold, sure, but they also liked full bellies, and coin wasn’t something they could put in their mouths.

Luckily I could take the money from the Governor and push it on the hedge mages, who would hopefully figure out how to give us an extra sowing season. It was time to get back to work.

Auralla set a tankard of beer in front of me, followed by a bowl of stew and half a loaf of bread.

Maybe the work could wait until after I had a full belly.


34- This is My Evil Scheme

Hashing out the details with the hedge mages for this grain project wasn’t complicated as much as it was aggravating to spend so much time with people who complained so relentlessly. They made it seven thousand times harder than it needed to be, as a matter of course. Every time I told them it needed to be done a certain way and they’d huff, or any time one of them threw up their hands and went for a walk, muttering to himself, I felt like launching myself across the table and cleaving him clear in two.

I just stood my ground against the Governor, I wanted to tell them. You have no concept of the word stress. This is nothing. It’s like taking a child’s toy away and telling then to use a different one, and they throw a tantrum. Over a toy. When they have twenty better ones just over there.

But in the end, after a good three hours of questions, answers, counter proposals, hands thrown in the air, deliberations, darkly muttered responses, critiques, huffs of annoyance, and refinements, we had finally done it. We had a plan that involved the mages needed for the job, hours that needed to be spent doing the job, materials to purchase for the job, and the timeline to get it done.

I stabbed the table with a finger and stared each of them in the eye in turn. “Look, my father was in heavy equipment and roadwork. Every timeline they made up got pushed back and pushed back. He complained about time so much I thought about telling him he was wasting time complaining.

“I want this done on time. Without major budget overruns, okay? The Governor is being gracious in supplying the coin, and that river of gold is flowing your way. Show me you can handle this.”

There’ll be more opportunities, was the message I hope they got from that.

I briefly considered another pair of the shackles, Silver tier, then thought better of it. If the Governor came snooping and found them, he would drop the pretense of good will and murder me. I could put them in the copper coin and have them at the ready… but the hedge mages had enough on their plates without extra secret projects.

“What do you think?” I asked. I’d brought along Avya, who hadn’t taken the brand and couldn’t go around the city without me, and Zati. She had a good head for these complicated stratagems.

“You should’ve just pulled up your skirt and showed them how you deal with rudeness,” Avya remarked idly from her place on my shoulders. Since I was getting close to six Fierce stars, her forty pound frame was nothing to carry around.

Zati made a choked sound.

“By… slapping it across the face with my cock?” I asked, genuinely curious where she was going with this. “I don’t recall that being my usual mode of handling rudeness.”

Avya snorted laughter. “Can you imagine the look on that dwarf’s face when you slapped him with that hammer of yours?”

“I truthfully cannot,” I said. “I’m not even sure why I asked. How about you?”

Zati took her time answering, a trait I admired more and more being in the company of unruly little tricksters like Avya. How was she the Empath and Velleth the Trickster?

“It is done right,” Zati said at last.

“But?”

“You have become mired in the details,” Zati responded. “As I understand it, you have yet to learn magic from the hedge mages, nor have you worked with the dungeon core. Your goals have become secondary or tertiary to the problems you face today. You are the Master. Your word carries the weight of law. You speak and others obey.”

“Way to ruin the mood!” Avya said, and blew a raspberry at Zati, but the snake woman only pulled a face at the nellwyn in return, squishing and pulling her face between both hands. The naga had always been frank and serious, until Avya came around. I silently hoped Zati wouldn’t start pinching my ass and setting up pranks all over the house. That tail was the worst kind of tripwire.

“Did Dallinya access the dungeon core?” I asked.

Zati nodded. “Of course.”

I needed to ask about that: what kind of power she got, and how that could be used for the good of the team. Add it to the endless list.

“And how do you know I didn’t?”

“I would have known,” she said. “I’m keen to catalogue your experience and the power you receive. You have not taken the opportunity; I have kept watch.”

A voyeur, eh? Well, the house was full of sex-addled girls with their various kinks, and this was one of the lesser ones. I chuckled at the idea. ‘Oh, I’m only cataloguing this for science. Never mind that my hands are massaging my holes.’

“What is it?” Zati asked.

“I’ll tell you later.”
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Shennalil was waiting to greet me at the door, but instead of allowing me in, she fluttered up into my face and kissed the tip of my nose.

I became instantly suspicious. “What’s going on?”

Her sing-song voice betrayed everything, especially when she said, “Noooo-thing.” In a much smaller voice, she muttered, “Cunt.” And she did that thing, I shit you not, where she clasped her hands together in front of her and wiggled her whole body back and forth. Cute as fuck.

“Then I can go in the house,” I said.

“Nooooo,” she responded. “There is an eating house up in Mage District where we will have dinner. Avya and I have made all the preparations.”

I stared at her. “Oh, have you?”

She nodded adorably. “Mm-hmm mm-hmm!”

“I feel as though someone is very deliberately and badly hiding things from me,” I told her, with mock anger.

“Not at all,” she said. “Avya and I will escort you to Mage, and serve you.”

“I’m so confused.”

Avya rapped on my skull with a knuckle. “We’re trying to make you feel better after a rough few days. Just go with it, you pea-brained behemoth.”

With my strength rising rapidly from stars in Fierce, it was no trouble to pick Avya up by the waist, flip her over, and stare at her in her lavender eyes while she shouted and panicked about being dropped on her head.

“If this is some trick and I end up being dunked in a tank full of cold spaghetti noodles, you will suffer my wrath, tiny titan.”

She grabbed onto my face and pulled my cheeks out to either side, laughing. “You look so horrible like this!”

I decided to follow them. After all, theoretically the logistics were working: people in Grain and Mage were doing the jobs I’d contracted them to do for the assault and the aftermath. Michael, Paul, and work crews were assaulting anywhere that held mana gluttons, hopefully netting them the sort of experience they needed to increase to Bronze tier, and show them a few relatively safe dangers. Yann, Velleth and Dallinya had the care of the shop for now. Hellera… was hopefully leaking out mind control effects and getting ready to apologize for trying to kill Velleth and myself. And the Spice District harem project had borne fruit last night.

Wheels were in motion. I had hours to kill before we needed to be back at the harem for day two of Operation Spice Girls. Maybe a really could enjoy a nice dinner at a restaurant in Mage District.

Right.

I replaced Avya on my shoulders and swept a hand out in invitation for Shennalil to lead the way.

One of the delightful aspects of Mage is the sudden steep rise over to one side of the district, and how many buildings are crowded together around twisting, narrow streets. In most other parts of the city, this would be squalor, a trap for gangs to corner you and demand your money. Instead it was like an offshoot of Diagon Alley: plate glass showing quaint little shops that sold rare materials, magic stones, tomes of magic, enchanted snack foods, weird little creatures, and some of the magic items in between the cheap shit we sold at my shop and the unique items ordered by rich Masters. Ever-burning torches that wouldn’t hurt you if you touched them, a book that told children’s stories of old by forming a mouth with its pages, that sort of thing.

I had only heard the word ‘consignment’ once or twice in my life, and read it a few more times, but I wondered if I could grab up some of this stuff and try selling it at the Pawn & Curiosities Shop in the large market square, showcasing little back alley shops to drive commerce back here.

Shennalil pointed at and went ‘ooh’ and ‘aah’ at various things in the windows, fluttering back and forth, this way and that. Her high-cut special dress flapped with her wings, and showed me she wasn’t wearing panties.

Avya had made this plan. It was bound to include temptations to arouse me.  No complaints here.

My tiny titan also pointed out different places, trying to steer me by pulling my hair. I obliged her up to a point, after which I flat out told them we needed to get down to dinner so we could head back and get ready for Spice District Strikes Back, the Sequel, Special Edition.

But we had reached it: a little restaurant that spilled out the front door in a suddenly-open area where five little streets came together around a small fountain.

It was magical. Magic torches floated about the outdoor tables, bathing the scene in soft blue and orange and green. Scents drifted out that instantly made my mouth water and my stomach grumble, and those scents were visual, straight out of a cartoon. The yellow one was spices like curry, and the blue one was fruity, but not a fruit I knew.

Several wealthy shop owners and merchants were eating, talking with one another, but they were all men.

“This is my evil scheme,” Avya told me archly. I could sense her rubbing her hands together.

“I can’t wait until the food turns me into a jellyfish or the drinks shrink me down to the size of a flea.”

Her lack of reply told me… something.

“Come on, you cunts!” Shennalil said, and waved us over. The casual way she shouted the word in public melted my heart.

“We’re not eating outside on the street?” I asked. “It’s gorgeous out here.”

“Don’t whine,” Avya told me softly. “There’s a good reason for going inside.”

There was a private booth, circular and made up of one large sofa. It came complete with curtains for complete privacy.

Oh, it was going to be that kind of dinner.

Several waitstaff hovered around it, ready to handle our every need. The interior of the restaurant was just as plush and weird as the outside. All the booths and tables were different in some way. Each one told a story of some art movement or historical period I didn’t know. Each was similar to some earth styles I’d seen on TV, but not exactly: great leafy designs for chair backs, animal claws for the table legs, gentle curves running headlong into sharp diagonals, or stories played out in carved wood under a glass tabletop.

I could’ve looked around this place for a whole week. All the shit that needed doing was far from my mind, and later I would think to get down on my knees and apologize to Avya for being so suspicious.

The women serving were young, smooth, and beautiful. The men too. I had never considered men beautiful, but these were like the stark and powdered faces of those K-Pop bands, like vampires, almost feminine.

“How did you find this place?” I asked.

“I talk with everybody,” Avya said. “Now sit your butt down, Master.”

A few of the serving staff shared discreet glances with one another, but said nothing. I slid into the booth, while Shennalil flew over and sat beside me on the left, while Avya just scrambled beneath the table and clambered up onto the seat on my right.

Booster chairs were brought for both of them, and almost immediately one of the servers set down a tall drink before me. The contents were bluish, grayish, and opaque. Also my Attuned senses immediately identified it as magic. I looked a question at Avya, who was beaming, then at Shennalil, who was giddy with excitement.

“What—“

“Drink!” Avya nearly shouted.

“Master,” one of the servers said. “If you would like to know the contents of the phial or its effects, we would be pleased to inform you. Also, if you need anything in order to punish unruly slaves, please don’t hesitate to let us know.”

I shot a pointed look at Avya, trying to communicate that we were outside the house, and she couldn’t just act this way in public. Slaves didn’t command their Masters, ever, or if they did it wasn’t outside the harem.

“Thank you for your concern,” I told them. “I assume this privacy screen is magically noiseproofed?”

The color began to drain from the server’s face. She had misunderstood the dynamic here and blinked rapidly to try to get past the obvious strangeness. She curtseyed deeply, mumbled her apologies, and drew the curtains closed.

Then I narrowed my eyes at these two little miscreants, and smiled at them. “Did Avya transform you into a troublemaker too?” I thought of the normally stoic Zati pulling that face.

It never took Avya long to infiltrate people’s hearts and minds. A gut punch of a jolt hit me, remembering how quickly she had won over Fayeen, riding on her shoulders. 

Shennalil just blinked at me, blameless and naive. That expression lasted about a half second, before she burst out laughing. Then she curled her little hands around my upper arm and drew close. “I promise Master will enjoy his meal very much.”

Shrug. I cast one last suspicious look at both of them before tossing the contents back. The liquid tried its very best not to slide down my throat, and I had to swallow several times. Some bit of the drink coated every tiny part of my throat, my teeth, my tongue, the roof of my mouth… by the time it reached my stomach, I thought it was Pepto, because I felt it curl around all the surfaces of my guts.

You have been affected by a potion of shrinking! You have shrunk to half your size, and suffer one lost star of Fierce and Tough for the next two hours. You gain a star of Quick and Charming during this time as well.

I laughed, having guessed it in one.

The feeling of being coated spread out into my extremities, drawing them back in. My arms and legs were pulled up short.

In short order the whole booth around me swelled. The glass before me seemed like a gigantic vase, the table filled out until it was monumental in proportion, rising up to my chest. Both Avya and Shennalil, my littlest lovers, grew until they were Auralla or Dallinya-sized.

Avya’s tiny, compact figure now seemed lithe and strong, her breasts large, while Shennalil appeared tall and willowy. She was about four feet tall, while Avya only topped three foot six.

This wasn’t necessary, of course. My Bronze tier body responded to the size and needs of the lady in question, including Zati’s dual orifices.

“Yay!” Shen said, and clapped. “Look how small you are.”

How much she had changed in the last month; from the teary-eyed slave never recognized by anyone, shut back in the corners of the Governor’s harem to be used as a pawn in a larger game, to this. This carefree darting dragonfly with the freedom that came from living in my house. No longer afraid of me, or life, or slavery.

I hoped she believed she was a servant to a greater purpose, or that her life was her own.

“Who set this in motion?” I asked them, my voice now helium-tinged.

“We found this place when we were searching out and fighting the mana gluttons with your earth friends,” Shen replied. “Avya wasn’t with us, but once I told her about a magic eating house, she did all the thinking work.”

Yes, Avya didn’t have the brand, and couldn’t walk about the city freely, not like Shennalil could.

Avya just smiled at me, eyes bright, before waggling her eyebrows.

“Well thank you for making me little,” I said.

“You’re just the right size now,” Avya breathed, her voice thick with lust and promise. 

“Now we can love you just like Aura and Vell and Dolly do,” Shen said, giddy and grinning.

Oh sweet child, I thought. You’re already so loved.


35- Bite-sized

Ah, so it was different, a bit.

Shennalil brushed her sky blue hair out of her face and pressed herself against me, rising up on her knees, now smiling down at me for the first time ever. She looped one leg over mine and sat on my thigh. The wet heat of her was plain, as was her lack of underwear. She rolled her hips and pressed her mound down into my leg, even while Avya turned my face to hers.

For the first time ever, she was just a normal sized person, just like a human with a slightly misshapen head. Instead of seeming cutesy, her hooded gaze and nibbled lip sizzled with sultry, sensual energy.

“You look amazing,” I told her.

“I’m going to eat you all up,” she breathed, and dipped in for a steaming kiss.

“Me too!” Shen bubbled, and began by pulling my shirt off. Since going Silver with Auralla I’d taken to wearing it, but the two of them nearly ripped it away. Shennalil fell on my shoulder and neck, nibbling and kissing. Avya had my mouth and was taking my lip between her teeth, licking over my tongue, breathing heavily into my mouth.

Running my hands up Shen’s thighs, I cupped her ass and listened to her moan. My right hand did the same for Avya, though she swatted it away.

“Hold him,” she said, and pinned my arm above my head. This pressed her whole body against mine, and I took the opportunity to inhale her scent. She smelled of the savannah grasses.

Shen, giggling, raised my other hand above my head, also pressing her upper body against me. I couldn’t help but feel like the luckiest half-sized Master in the whole world.

Avya surprised me by slipping manacles around my wrists and locking them into place on a hidden plate on the wall behind me. Now when she grinned down at me, I wasn’t certain if it was amusement and mischief or dark satisfaction.

She took my face in her hands now and kissed me, impassioned, until we gasped for breath when it was over. Shen complained that Avi was hogging me, and pressed her lips to mine a few moments later. For a while it was like that, swapping between the two, feeling Shen’s pure eagerness and Avi’s hot, dark need to take control after the Blood Debt nonsense.

It wasn’t nonsense to her, and soon enough she’d stood on the booth cushions and shucked her clothes. Then she stepped up to either side of me, grabbed me by my hair and pulled my head between her legs.

Avya had a neatly trimmed lavender bush in a triangle shape, and it tickled my nose while I tongued at her folds, seeking out that hot button that would make her squeal. Meanwhile her hair long fell down around my head, and she uttered the first cooing moan.

“Come on, my Savior,” she whispered. “Yes, right there.”

I had to admit it was a very different experience to be the same size as Avi, and that she made for a delicious dinner, seated on my face as she was.

“I want him too!” Shennalil complained.

“You can have him,” Avya said, then hunched forward with a spasm of pleasure wracking her. “Don’t… don’t stop, yes. Ohhhh…”

A scant few moments later found Shennalil sinking onto my steel-hard member, wrapping me in her tight inner folds, hot and clasping.

“Your big butt is in the way,” she teased, and smacked Avya across the ass. I felt it reverberate through her body, and Avya gasped again.

I pulled back, and said, “She needs another one,” before Avya gripped my hair tighter and pressed me against the cushions of the booth so it wouldn’t happen again. Her breasts pressed themselves into my bound hands, and I pinched her nipples. Shennalil spanked her again, and then again.

“Ooh,” Avi said. “Ohhh gods. Why did you tell her to do that? Why does it feel, ugh, why does it feel good?”

I let her fuck herself on my tongue, and run her clit up into my nose. Her scent down here had a delightful tang to it that told me I was doing well. Avya’s motions were losing the steady rhythm, growing frantic and jerky. She was getting close, and two more slaps from Shen pushed her right over the edge. Or maybe it was Shennalil’s tongue darting out over Avya’s pussy, meeting my tongue, and running over more places on Avya I couldn’t quite reach.

Avi hunched down and started trembling, forearms pressed against the wall behind me, until she cupped her own face in my chained hands.

In the meantime Shennalil rose up and down, fucking me with long strokes ending in wiggled-ass grinding. She was breathing hard also, using Avya’s hips as leverage.

Soon Avya oozed downwards until she and Shennalil were pressed together. Like this, I could lean forward a little and reach out a tongue for my fae lover to suck. The novelty of seeing Shennalil this large still held my mind: she looked so beautiful this way, less adorable and more sexy. Her pale blue splotches, her taut abs, her belly button, the small breasts with their darkened nipples ready to be sucked.

The whole scene turned me on immensely; what man doesn’t have a fantasy of two women totally okay with using their shared boyfriend at the same time? And what man doesn’t have a fantasy of getting unashamed, gloriously fucked in a busy restaurant? Just beyond the curtains the serving staff rushed this way and that, people ate food, had their conversations. The servers probably knew what was happening right now.

I wondered how often something like this happened, and thought probably never. Any slaves dragged in here weren’t given orgasms like Shennalil beginning to slam down hard on me, leaking warm fluid down my shaft and onto my balls. I couldn’t see any of the city’s slaves giving clear clues about how close they were to coming.

Avya fell to the side and Shennalil pulled my head down to her chest, where I licked over one nipple, and then the other. Each time she slid down and wiggled, we gave twin gasps.

It wasn’t long before the pleasure ramped up, and up, before I was wiggling my ass in a vain attempt to get away.

“Shen,” I told her through gritted teeth.

“Mmm,” was the only reply. Pure satisfaction, no thought, eyes closed and one hundred percent focused on the act.

“Shen!”

She didn’t listen, and instead continued to ride me mercilessly.

I surged up and poured all I had up inside her. And that moment was when Avya came alive once more, pulled Shen to her feet on the booth bench, and began going after my seed both from my spent cock, and then from where it was leaking out of my gorgeous fae.

We ended up making love again, this time without me being shackled to the wall. This time Avya desperately wanted to sixty-nine me, and once Shennalil saw we could manage that, she wanted it too. Normally it just wasn’t possible with my size and theirs.

They coaxed me back to life and took turns now, with me bending them over the table, with me lying down on the booth sofa. We laughed and tickled, we spanked and moaned, and then when it was time for me to come again, Avya wanted it all in her mouth. I will be goddamned if Shennalil didn’t whine and moan that she also wanted it, so they shared it by pressing their tongues together.

It really was that good, I guess.
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We really did have dinner there: roast beast of some kind or another, done up in some spiced rub I couldn’t place but loved immediately, along with something like mashed potatoes, but more brown, with butter. Not something like butter, just butter. They gave us a salad drizzled with a fruity dressing, containing nuts and veggie chunks, fresh-baked fluffy bread packed with small cubes of melting cheese, and cups of wine.

I had a five star review to write up on whatever apps this world had.

“There’s something else we arranged,” Avya said, and Shennalil perked up.

“That’s right!”

“What’s going on?” I asked, just curious now instead of leaping to face some new danger. I felt like I had in those first couple of days here, where I was dealing with the problem of Shennalil being a spy and being utterly mortified of the big scary human Drifter Master who had permission to kill her. Before the problem of Velleth and Tavayanni. Before the problem of Vintra, before the problem of the raiders, and all the problems after that.

They had taken my mind off the myriad issues facing me. There was only these two, and the meal, and the booth. It was quite pleasant.

We had barely enough time to make ourselves relatively presentable before Shennalil drew the curtain aside and flitted out. She returned with one of the patrons I’d seen outside the restaurant, a shuffling old human in a dark cloak. Shennalil closed the curtain behind him and took her seat on the other side of me.

The old man peered at the girls, then at me. “Eh… are you the Drifter they told me about?”

“I’ll be my normal size in a minute…” I had started to grow already.

“I don’t normally teach magic to Masters of the districts,” he said, rubbing the silver beard and considering. “Most wouldn’t touch the stuff. They’d as soon murder me for existing as learn a bloody thing from me. Or set me to etching runes in enchanted blades.”

His throat worked, so I gave him some of the wine. He thanked me and gulped some down, then wiped his mouth on the back of his hand.

“Yeah, it’s always ‘I need a sword that shoots bloody lightning’ or ‘make me a spear that poisons my enemies’. Ain’t no one ever say ‘I’d like a basket that can hold dreams’ or ‘would you make a mirror that conjures visions of other worlds’.”

He seemed to realize that we were waiting for his rant to end, though I was tempted to have a mirror capable of conjuring visions of other worlds. Worlds, not world.

“Ahem, right. So you’re after magic then?”

“I know of some spells,” I told him, “but the trick of doing them is beyond me for now. Could you teach me something like True Sight?”

He sat back and whistled. “Gone straight for the good stuff, ain’t you? Ambitious.”

“They call me ambitious. Or Evan. Although, mostly they call me Drifter.”

He produced several objects: a crystal the size of a wallet, inscribed with a rune, a tome not much larger than that, a spool of fishing line with a hook tied to the one end, and a gnarled wand-length piece of wood.

“Which of these holds the magic of seeing?” he asked.

Awesome, I thought. A good old-fashioned wizarding test. I loved it immediately.

Until I tried to do it.

All four items glowed with power. My Attuned attribute showed me that much. I peered at them, sniffed at them, and considered trying to taste them. The fishing line had a similar fruity scent, like Auralla, and glowed a sort of pinkish white, with threads of blue in there. I discounted it outright; I thought the magic was probably for attracting something.

The crystal hummed with audible power, and smelled herbal at first, then stony and earthy next. The aura coming off the object fluctuated in intensity and color in a confusing, slightly nauseating way. I dismissed this as well; it felt a lot like shapeshifting or illusion magic, like it could be anything you wanted.

Not it.

I turned to the wand next. I assumed it would be an attack thing. Wands were for attacking. It was the assault rifle of the magical world. Nobody ever wants a basket that can hold dreams, he had said.

The stick, which might not be a wand, had the distinct aura of air. It felt, smelled and slowly coalesced with the same sort of blanket effect as Zephellyn’s body. Weirdly though, it didn’t smell like she did. It had the sharp tang of salt water coming off it when I concentrated.

Just like the crystal, the heavy magic coming off the wand thing (or maybe it was like a divining rod) started to stuff up my sinuses. My Attuned senses were getting overwhelmed.

I sagged into the table.

“It’s got to be the book,” I said, and sighed.

“What makes you say so?” he asked.

I pointed to the fishing line. “That is a lure of some kind, obviously. It’s meant to be attractive to something or someone, magically so.” Next, I pointed to the crystal. “This is… metamorphic. Illusion or transformation. And that,” I pointed out the wand, “produces wind or controls it, or summons storms or something. And since I’m getting a serious headache and don’t want to try the last one, I’ll just assume the book is for seeing.”

“Incorrect,” he said. Oh a trick question! I totally should’ve seen that coming. “However, you are nearly there.”

“What?”

“You have done a Reveal spell, to a certain extent, now three times. One must practice simple divining magic before the deeper secrets may be unveiled.”

“You mean I just… want it badly enough, and the spell happens?”

He laughed. “Far from. You have some skill at revealing magic, but merely need refinement.”

“Ah… this was one of those ‘I’m not certain if I will teach you at all’ situations?”

He huffed a single laugh. “Just so, Master Drifter.”
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I was effusive in my praise of the two littlest lovers, thanking them over and over for the amazing date they’d planned out. The restaurant, the sex, the magic lesson. The system messages had piled up: relationship increases with Shennalil and Avya, the minor buffs from being well-fed (including slightly increased regeneration and mana regeneration), an increase in the Happiness in Mage District for patronizing the shops there, nice. Then I found the big one.

Congratulations! You have learned a spell: Reveal. The UI opened and showed me a new menu under Abilities: Spells. The only entry there now read:

Reveal

*Spell, Divination*

*Rudimentary tier, one star*

By concentrating, your Attuned senses assist you in discerning the manner of a creature, person, or magic item. At this level you reveal only its basic properties or function.

Costs extremely high mana. No cooldown.

Rudimentary level, huh? Well, all right. Just like Adrift, I’d put it to good use and level it up like the rest. The levels were certain to mirror the Attributes, with Rudimentary needing 3 stars before probably ’Ignoramus’ level.

A little pop up expanded to show me that after 3 stars would put me at Amateur tier.

I marveled that all my experiences had helped inform me in the mage’s reveal test. All the, ahem, carnal experiences. Auralla as a Beastmaster had the ability to attract and tame beasts, Zephellyn had a soul composed of elemental air, and Velleth’s magic had always come out in multi-colored bursts that finally settled on the color needed.

It was clearly a sign that I needed to branch out and add new, interesting carnal experiences to my knowledge base.

The mana cost to do the spell had also caught me by surprise. I hadn’t noticed the mana flowing out of me in order to extend my Attuned senses out to perform the spell.

Clarification! The UI popped up. Learning a spell is a mana and knowledge-heavy process that depletes the mana of the user each time. In order to fully comprehend the intricacies and idiosyncrasies of each unique effect, this is a necessary sacrifice. Each increase in level of a previously learned will deplete your stores of mana similarly.

The cost of learning new spells increases each time, leading to a natural maximum limit of spells you may learn. This limit increases when your mana pool increases.

The girls kept my spirits up on the walk, with Avya occasionally leaning down to smile into my forehead or pull my lip. Shennalil darted around all over, still exuberant and talking all about how she wanted to do the sixty-nine again, but she also liked being completely smothered by my big giant arms. It was a toss up; maybe they could get the shrinking potion to leave my arms their regular size next time. This set Avya off howling laughter.

I also stopped by and had a chat with several of the shop owners on this winding street, telling them to send things along to the main market square for sale. I would have Yann keep the records of what they had, and I’d only take thirty percent. And anyway, I told them quietly, most of the money was going back into the districts.

I bought Shen another pair of new hair ties to replace the spying devices I’d crushed down in the dungeon. It was her fourth or fifth pair, and she went spinning up into the sky over them. She gushed with absolute joy whenever I bought her something. Gods, she had spent so many years in a harem being a slave, owning not even the clothes on her back. She had a drawer in one of the third floor rooms where the hair ties were meticulously arranged, and she would pull it open sometimes just to stare at them. While humming to herself. I’m not making this up.

Something else nagged at the back of my mind, listening to Shennalil coo, listening to Avya boast about the people she’d talked to and the plans she’d made. Ah yes, the girls had conspired to keep me from entering the house. Something was happening or had happened in the hours we were gone, and now the halo of carelessness was dissolving around my head.

It was time to head home and see what fresh insanity was happening in my house.


36- Good For One Thing Only

The fresh hell I expected to find when returning to my house was not, in fact, a full on calamity. Instead several pleasant surprises were in store.

Michael and Paul stood there with their respective young ladies. Each of the boys had three marks of power now, and over the course of the last two days they’d brought their relationships with those of the Surrek girls up to Bronze tier. Paul’s fingers entwined with Nerunna and Atherrin. The girls still shone with the dopey, disbelieving, slack expressions that told me they hadn’t quite figured out whether they were living in a dream or real life.

Michael’s tall woman Nazira stood unsure. She had begun to kneel before me when I came into the house, but she’d balked when nobody else did. Now she also had the bewildered look of a world turned sideways. Somehow the furniture was still stuck to the floor, and she was walking on the walls, and she was afraid to fall out an open window. Who knew how far she’d fly before gravity finally figured out how to get its act together?

The house was now immaculately clean. Better, they informed me that the last of the mana gluttons had been cleared, Michael heading one team, and Paul the other. Quavallie proudly announced that she had scoured all of Mage and Inkwell, and found no mana being siphoned off by the bulging little fuckwads. The sweeps for more mana gluttons would continue daily. Zati was working up a spell to try and figure out where the mana gluttons had come from.

After several complicated hand slaps to Michael and Paul for pulling their shit together, and soft kisses on the knuckles of their new women, I told them to take the night and use it however they liked. I paid them ten silver apiece, including the ladies, which further confused them. The wage was far more than petty Masters got paid on the regular, and I told them as much. But they were friends. I hoped I wasn’t spoiling these two idiots.

Once this giant slime was hunted down, I fully intended to just chill in the shop, sell off various t-shirts, bags of chips, and knickknacks, and ruin what remained of the life of Vintra’s replacement. If his harem ladies didn’t beat me to the punch, that was.

Dallinya and Auralla explained how they’d worked on plans for Spice District in just two hours or so, and Zati explained that both the grain situation and the giant fuck off spell situation would be ready for tomorrow, when the army gathered outside the city gates for the assault.

Velleth appeared different. She stood taller than before, stronger and straighter. She still wouldn’t look me in the eye at first, but once she informed me that Hellera was doing much better, the conversation progressed and she became more like the Velleth I’d known.

“Are you… did you orchestrate all this?” I asked Avya and Shennalil. Both looked quietly pleased with themselves. It could’ve had a little to do with the orgasmic afterglow my two littlest wonders were still experiencing.

“Mayyyyybe,” Avya said.

“I’m afraid I need to speak with Velleth, alone,” I told them.

“We have prepared you a hot bath,” Auralla said, and Dallinya nodded fiercely.

“Oh. Well then I would like to take that nice hot bath and have Velleth for company.”
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The tub was full of oiled and scented water, and bubbles. Avya had grabbed up several bubble bombs from Meijer while I was otherwise occupied. And several more wallets. I shoved them back into earth, flopping them onto the customer service desk. When I went to disrobe, I found a pair of blue arms snaking around my waist from behind.

Velleth worked silently, relieving me of my shirt and skirt, then testing the water before leading me to the tub. The water was hot and heavenly, and soon after I entered, Velleth stepped into the water and was immediately up to the neck in bubbles. The rest of her slid up against me beneath the obscuring bubbles.

I took her foot in my hands and began to knead it.

“Mas… eh… Evan,” she said.

“Mmm?”

“I… you must understand.”

I nodded. “I understand. Hellera’s condition showed me what that woman had been doing to you. Your actions were under the control of the Governess. That wretched…”

Twat, I wanted to say, but I also didn’t want to sound like the Governor. I had kind of liked him once, when I thought he might only be spying on me for the sake of curiosity and novelty. Our last conversation had soured any goodwill I had for him.

“She was too powerful. I knew. Part of me know what I was doing, and that it was wrong, but I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t go against her commands, no matter how hard I pushed against it.”

I considered how strong both of my Silver tier powers were. One of them had let me take on a Silver by my lonesome. I wondered about the Beastmaster one, and whether all the rats living in this city would flock to whomever I commanded, and tear them apart.

“Hellera fell to that power quickly,” I reassured her, while working the muscles of first her left, and now her right foot. They were soft and supple in my hands, and amazingly I started to feel the arousal at the situation, so soon after the dinner extravaganza. “And it’s over now.”

She had thought it was the most natural thing in the world to simply get nekkid and into the bath with me. I loved this world for such times.

“Each night I sought to tell you. I could not.”

“I am pleased the betrayal and the confusion and the frustration will be over.” I moved upward, taking her firm calf muscle into my hands and massaging it. Hellera wasn’t the only one who could use one of these.

“The punishments,” she whispered. “What of them?”

“Oh, they are done,” I said, and waved a dismissive hand. Then I returned to her other calf. A blush of rose had lit her blue cheeks. “Your actions were not your own.”

“I would like them to continue, Master,” she whispered.

I arched an eyebrow. “If you keep calling me Master, like I told you not to, the punishments will continue.”

“Yes, Master,” she murmured, eyes down. “As my Master commands.”

“You really want it that badly?” I asked.

“Master does not believe this slave deserves it, but the… pain… the anticipation… and the lack of control. These are necessary. This wretch needs a Master’s guidance.”

I was nearly twenty-four years old. I didn’t know anything about being a guiding Master. I’d kind of been playing around with her, trying to make her simmer with arousal. What had I really been doing? Playing with a toy. Winding her up and letting her march around, clapping symbols like one of those monkeys.

It was awful to think that I’d crossed some mental and emotional wires inside Velleth, while she was under the influence of the Governess’s mind magic, she had latched onto the punishments for whatever reason. The guilt, the shame, the believe that she ought not to feel pleasure but deserved pain first. Lastly, the possibility that in her mind, pleasure and pain (with the guilt and shame and regret) could only exist together now.

It was at this moment I learned: if you’re not careful with impressionable young eighty-something year old elves, you can imprint some pretty fucked up urges in them.

“I need you sharp for the harem situation now,” I said, “but once we have time to breathe, I will see about continuing the punishments.”

“As the Master commands,” she said, and for the first time in a long time, I saw her smile. It was the same sly smile I’d seen before, and I was very glad to see it back.

“Now turn around and I’ll massage your back and arms.”

“As you wish, Master.”

I made a disgusted sound at hearing the word, and she giggled. That was certainly a first after a long time, and I reveled in that as well.

I fought to calm my stubbornly insistent erection. Jumping Jesus on a pogo stick, I need to be able to get it up for our Spice District special mission. After all, part of life in this world was showing more beautiful young women how sex was supposed to be.
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I spent nearly an hour with Velleth, simply talking quietly throughout the massage about how things had been doing since we delivered the Governess back to her master. She kept it light, but one thing about Velleth was her skill in observation. She was incredibly skilled at watching and hearing all the goings-on wherever she went. One thing I wanted her to do was to begin paying out in copper for important information from the city’s children.

She surprised me by saying Giskennen had asked her to do this, and she hadn’t really stopped. She was still collecting information, but far less regularly.

Now she promised she would have a scout fund in hand every time she set foot outside the house. And, while I hated doing the things Giskennen liked to do (except be able to take a shit ton of punishment without dying), this one was a good idea and way overdue.

Auralla, Quavallie, Velleth, Dallinya, Shennalil and I once again set forth, taking the long and looping route around the other side of Spice District to infiltrate it from the east. If any of the guards had felt weird about falling asleep on the job last night, they weren’t going to do so twice.

Instead of opening out into a little market street like the west side, this one consisted of silent warehouses probably piled high with rich spices from far-off lands. I had no real idea how Spice District did its business, I could barely keep track of grain being cut, brought into the city, and milled, or the making of paper in Ink, but it was important enough to keep under guard.

I used the Sylph’s Mark air step ability to run on air until I got right up to the edge of the mansion. It was a completely silent way to move, since I was stepping on air itself. Sure it had condensed to a solid, but for reasons I didn’t understand it let me sneak well enough.

Now overlooking the walls, I set lightly down on one of the warehouse roofs. Then, using Avya’s graciously-given Silver rank Empath ability, I threw a blanket of sleepiness over the whole area once more. Warehouse guards and mansion guards all yawned at the same time, sagged, and soon laid down for a little rest. After all, guard duty was already boring as shit.

Shennalil would be watching from somewhere high above, and see the reaction of the guards, then head back to signal the others into sneaking forward. Then like before, we would walk in the unguarded eastern gate. It was basically identical to the western gate of Vintra’s mansion compound, but the sculptures and exotic mosaic designs were different. If only I had time to stop and look them over.

But tonight was about mutiny, not art.

We crept to the harem building’s wall once more, and misted up in through the bars. I did so while having a nice chuckle at Vintra’s expense. Oh, you installed these bars to keep me out? Well I fucked a sylph, so eat my misty dick.

The human woman I’d healed the night before stared at me as I appeared, incredulous. The others, including the snow white fae with the twiggy hair, had definitely been expecting us. After I put the guards to sleep and returned to the central bedroom section of the huge space, they crowded around, faces expectant.

“Is it the snacks?” I asked. “You only love my snacks, don’t you?”

Others were speaking in low tones with Auralla and Shennalil, who were admiring the gigantic space. Velleth and Dallinya spread out headed the other way, which took them to the punishment space, the stone platform with slaves chained up. In the meantime, Quavallie and I produced trays of ready made sandwiches and snacks. Sour Cream & Onion potato chips, cheddar cheese popcorn, both delicacies here, were quickly devoured, along with some relatively cheap wine by the glass.

“So,” I said, “did you tell on us today?”

A lot of eyes shot over toward the human chained to the wall. She stood defiant.

“I told him!” she announced. “I told the Master you had been here.”

The elf from last night approached. “She was caught lying to Master Vintra, stealing extra food.” She snorted laughter. “How does it feel not to be believed, Rae?”

I chuckled. “Didn’t believe her, huh?”

“He called her a lying whore and whipped her back,” the elf said, “then demanded to know if we had seen you in this room. We all told him no.”

Nodding for a second, I suddenly clucked my tongue, a sound that seemed much louder in the night quiet. Then I threw an illusion from Velleth’s mark over myself. I turned into an young tiefling female with maroon fur and yellow eyes.

When I peered around, Auralla and Shen were gone, buried beneath a mass of pillows. Quavallie was gone, and the trays of snacks with her. Where Dallinya and Velleth had been standing were two unremarkable slaves.

I was just having a seat, facing away from the door, when Vintra burst into the room a moment later. He didn’t say anything. I craned my neck to look at him, and had to keep myself from smirking.

He looked terrible, like he hadn’t gotten a moment’s sleep since the dungeon. Of course he knew that he’d made an enemy in me, and he also knew that the ladies surrounding me somehow had magic.

For a sick moment I felt his eyes wander over and lock onto me, and I thought he’d rush across the room to bury a flaming spear in my chest. Or try to. Recognition wouldn’t mean death tonight, but it would mean an army of Masters, led by the Governor, would destroy me. But his gaze moved on, over the rest of the women who meant nothing to him.

The black and green marbling of his rock-like skin hadn’t changed, nor had the green shocks randomly placed in his black hair. The muscle mass felt different, like he’d lost a lot of his bulk, and there were gray hairs to be found in his goatee and hair. He was still a thickly-built human with fae blood, but it looked like he hadn’t been hitting the gym. Either that or I was looking in the mirror and seeing a heftier, less wiry version of myself growing larger by the day.

And I now had Michael around the house.

Instead of acting or speaking, he stomped around the room in a huff. A trusted slave girl, a beautiful fae with butterfly wings and flame orange hair flapped around behind him. She was small, Shennalil’s size, but also had her Master’s fury written on her face.

“Has he been here?” he demanded, then slapped the first of them when they failed to answer.

“He has been here, hasn’t he?” the little butterfly fae snarled.

“No, Master,” came several desultory replies.

“Don’t lie to your Master,” the flame-haired fae commanded.

Rae, the human who was chained up, opened her mouth to speak.

That wouldn’t do. With Empath’s Mark, I drove her literally insane. She took five different random emotional or psychological status effects. The UI told me they were: Bloodlust, Hallucinations, Terror, Mania, and Depression. She immediately began thrashing against her chains, screaming at the top of her lungs.

“Here!” she screamed. “He’s here! Kill him! Kill him, Master!” Then she fell to her knees and began moaning in agony and terror. She would shriek at the top of her lungs, thrash around, then start jabbering nonsense. “He’s here, he’s all around you, it’s coming! No, no! Not the lash! I won’t lie again, I swear.” Then the shrieking and moaning again.

Empath’s Mark also gave me the surface thoughts of the fae with the butterfly wings, the favored servant. Without magic or training, she had no strong attributes to use to resist the effect, to know I’d used it on her.

Confusion had her in its clutches, and I added to this. The Master had just bought new slaves today at market, but she couldn’t remember a maroon-skinned tiefling being one of them. Four slaves he had bought, but weren’t there too many slaves in the harem now? Gods above, her only job was to please the Master, and that inevitably meant kneeling to suck on him so often her jaw hurt. She couldn’t be in here keeping count and on her knees at the same time.

Some unruly slaves tried to keep out of sight sometimes when Master came into the harem; they were afraid of him nowadays. His temper was strange and unpredictable. Counting them was difficult when they tried to hide from the beatings and the lash.

But I wasn’t here. I was now shrouded under a heap of blankets and pillows, piled there by the elf and the white-skinned fae with the winter twigs for hair.

The screaming and pleading went on, and on, until her voice broke. It transformed into loud, ugly sobbing then, then a fit of demented laughing, before she began screaming once more.

“Enough!” Vintra screamed out, but she kept on screaming that I was here.

He advanced across the room and backhanded her, sending her sprawling, but the moaning and nonsense continued. The beating continued, until she was unconscious, and Vintra swearing the whole time. Finally he stomped back to the door.

“I won’t have liars in my midst!” he screamed.

“Liars!” the butterfly-winged fae hissed.

“We are in real danger here, with that man alive in Ink District. He would just as soon kill you all, and me with you. If that Drifter comes, I would know of it or you will know my wrath!”

“Speak up!” his second in command commanded, but Vintra turned and grabbed her by the throat.

“If I needed a little bitch to repeat my every word, I would have bought a pet brindle.”

Her eyes bulged, mouth working open and closed, but he had two feet and more than double her bodyweight in muscle. When she went limp he tossed her aside like a doll.

Then he left, and moments later his ‘favored’ slave left. The door boomed closed.

Silence descended over the gigantic room after he’d slammed the door. As for me, I held a hand in the air with a finger up. Not yet, that finger told the ladies.

I knew none of them were stupid, but perhaps they were eager to breathe after that tirade. Wouldn’t you know it, a few seconds later the door banged open again. Even thirty feet away I could hear him heaving with anger.

The harem was absolutely still now. My pulse was pounding in my ears, and all Vintra’s girls had frozen.

Finally the green-skinned elf spoke up. “He’s not here! And even if he was, what reason would we have to tell you?”

Several of them gasped from around the room. The silence that descended now, for just a few moments, was like staring a viper in its face. It was the final slide-slide of a lioness’s shoulder blades before the pounce.

Vintra exploded. “What did that flap of a tongue just say to me? Your whore mouth is good for one thing only, and that is cock!”

He stomped toward her again. I could hear the moment he grabbed her by the hair and wrenched her head back.

“Good!” she shouted at him. “You prove my point in punishing me, and for what? What have I done? Nothing!”

I wondered if she expected me to leap up and slay him. Instead we all listened as he dragged her over to the wall where the human woman was chained, unconscious. The clink and clank of manacles followed.

“Disobedient, willful, unhelpful, godsforsaken, mouthy fucking whore,” he spat. “You think you’re necessary? You think you exist as anything other than a mark on my skin to lay my enemies low?”

“I have done nothing to warrant this,” she kept repeating. “I have done nothing…”

The first of the lashes fell, and the repetition stopped. Then the second lash struck, followed quickly by a third. She tried at first to resist crying out, but soon the full-throated scream came, followed by another.

Vintra was done somewhere after ten lashes, and stomped off once more. This time he did not return, though we waited more than ten minutes. That whole time, we had to listen to the green-skinned elf’s sobbing.

No words were spoken after that. We reappeared and surrounded the elf woman. Shennalil did the magic that healed her. The rest of them put their hands on her, embraced her, whispered to her. Before long her weeping had stopped and she stood straight.

Most of the other harem members came forward, some quickly and others with a lot of hesitance. But in the end, they drew near.

“What must we do?” the green-skinned elf asked.

I held up Giskennen’s nose ring, and from it I drew a dagger. Then another dagger. A third dagger.

Then I made the daggers disappear once again into the nose ring, and handed it to the green-skinned elf.


37- I’m Telling Avya About This

The last two days had seen tons and tons of grain stores shoveled into sacks, and those sacks loaded into dimensional storage containers provided by the army’s smaller army of quartermasters. These were handheld ceramic objects with a specific rune carved into them, and heard the quartermasters barking for the bearers to be careful because breaking it would mean losing everything inside, or causing everything inside to suddenly appear. We were talking literal tons of foodstuffs.

A flurry of hedge mage activity now centered in Grain District’s sprawling, simple streets and minor market areas. Teams of mages were consulting with farmers who’d come into the city for such meetings. I sent Michael and Paul to oversee those, and make sure the farmers didn’t get bugs up their asses about working with mages. Or to make sure the mages didn’t condescend to the farmers too much.

And then I had to just… leave it. Walk past that possible powder keg and go deal with the other gigantic, imminent clusterfuck. Hope Michael and Paul could handle it.

Soldiers stood in great blocks, twenty men wide and twenty deep, with most of the men sitting on their shields or helmets. Those ranks were set at least ten feet apart, to allow for ‘special’ people like me to make my way through the army toward the Governor’s collection of people.

Advisors, generals, servants, and the quartermaster’s staff all orbited him like fucking electrons, darting this way and that, circling in to try to get a word in, or just see him.

But not the Governess.

I didn’t see the baggage train, but of course I didn’t. It was all contained by the quartermaster’s people, with their storage devices.

“Nope, there it is,” I muttered. A twin row of dolusses stood contentedly chewing heaps of grasses placed there by handlers. Maybe fifty of the big shaggy bastards. They’d either be milked or slaughtered while on campaign.

Shennalil came zipping up toward me. “Master!”

Ugh. I hated that word. And I was glad that I still hated it.

“Yes, my plucky slave?” I hated using that word too.

“The, uh… it’s ready.” She brandished the scroll in one hand.

“What’s ready?” I asked sweetly.

“You know,” she said, and scrunched her face down in disgust, and held the scroll out.

“It could be any number of things,” I lied. “What’s ready exactly?”

“The g-giant… spell.” She had this look on her face, like really? Are we really doing this? Still, I didn’t take the scroll off her.

“Still a bit unclear,” I said, but now I couldn’t keep the smile off my face. “So many giant spells I’ve got on the back burner.”

She lowered her voice and peered around conspiratorially. “The giant fuck-off spell is ready.”

“Ah, that giant spell!” I loved to hear such an adorable, tiny thing use vulgarities like that.

She grumbled and handed me the scroll. “I’m telling Avya about this,” she said, and flew off without even looking back at me once! The nerve!

We now had the issue of a two front war: one, anyone might try and kill me out in the field. This was a special military operation and the Governor was here, but inevitably accidents did happen, people stumbled and fell onto spears and such, or they went off to take a piss and were found missing a head.

To compound this, I didn’t want anybody fucking with my districts while we were gone, and that meant (likely) T’charrk. Motherfucker had three districts under his belt, didn’t need mine, or maybe he didn’t like that I had acquired so much property so quickly. My rise was meteoric and that wasn’t good for somebody who’d held a single district for a decade.

I didn’t see what the big deal was. Nobody like Mage or Ink. Both were full of hedge mages and magic. Meanwhile the Masters were practically barbarians out of the old D&D game, where they hated sorcerers and wizards.

But still, people were greedy assholes, or jealous assholes, and either of those traits bred the tendency to backstab.

So Michael and Paul would stay behind and run constant patrols. I wanted Quavallie with me, except that surrounded by so many Masters, she couldn’t use magic openly. She stayed to supervise sweeps for mana gluttons.

Hellera I would’ve taken, but she was still in the dog house with me. The mage killer manacles were removed, which gave her the powers back, but she’d slumped against the dungeon wall, unable to stand or look at any of us.

Avya would start bleeding out relationship status if I was away from her for more than six hours at a time. She would travel with us. Auralla also came. The two of them knew the terrain best, and had useful powers.

Zati needed to do research and cast spells in order to figure out who had set the mana gluttons in my house. She stayed behind.

Dallinya had the power from the Trickster’s Mark to hide the evidence of her powers, and was maybe the second best fighter after Hellera. She and Auralla might’ve been tied. She would come.

Shennalil I was iffy about. She had excellent healing magic but shouldn’t be able to use it in public, out on campaign with us. That healing magic could be useful back home if something happened while I wasn’t there. She could fly though, and scout for us.

Masters like Vintra—Masters who were alive but jerkoffs—would also have fae scouts or those bird-headed avians, so I’d just have to overhear what they found, or trust that the Governor could coordinate this bag of cats. Maybe by hitting it with a stick hard enough.

In the end I thought it would be better to have her with us. Quavallie could also heal with the Mender’s Mark, and she had instructions to let Hellera out if she felt the dragonite was ready to rejoin the team.

A boom announced that something was happening. Several people were pointing, and I followed their gaze to see a pair of specks flying through the sky. One of them had left a cloudy ring from breaking the sound barrier. They barreled toward the Governor’s nucleus of activity and pulled up short just before reaching him.

The first of the Gleaming Silvers was a powerfully built dwarf criss-crossed with scars, and bearing a thick brown beard braided with metallic things I couldn’t see from here. His head was shaven. He was clad only in a belt and flap of silvery cloth in front and back, though he had boots on.

Every nook and cranny of his body was stuffed with marks of power, and all of them shone with silver light. Just the sight of this asshole made my face twitch and gave me the willies. The whole concept of superheroes, it’s nice and all, but it relies on the superhero in question being a decent guy.

The Gleaming Silver slowly lowered to the ground not far from the Governor, who greeted him warmly. They began talking with one another, and I will say the nice thing about having an insanely powerful being show up was that everyone quickly got the hell out of his way. This allowed me to get close.

The second Gleaming Silver was a fae of sorts. This guy was taller, more willowy, dark gray of skin, with channels of molten orange surging through here and there. Various parts of him seemed to be made of obsidian.

He too had various silver marks up and down his body, though fewer than the scarred dwarf.

This guy also took the Governor’s forearm and shook his hand, clapping the Governor on the shoulder like the two were best buddies. They had a bit of a chat, before the Governor saw me and broke off.

“Rettis, this is our resident Drifter, Evan of Mich-again.” The Governor’s gaze bore into me. The blank expression, heavy eyebrows and the light tone all told different stories. I needed to stay as far away from the fucking Governor as possible for the next week while we got our shit in order and attacked a giant slime.

I bowed to the volcano man Arlen, then shook his hand too. The obsidian shards of his fingernails and the crushing grip left my forearm bloody, but I couldn’t show any pain. Instead I grinned.

“Hell of a handshake, there,” I told him. “Apologies on not knowing whether I should give you an honorific. Mister Arlen? Gleaming Arlen?”

“Master Arlen will be adequate,” he replied in a thick accent.

The Governor introduced Rettis, the dwarf. He too nearly crushed my forearm. The two seemed interested in me, but I couldn’t dawdle.

“Master Rettis, it’s an honor to meet you as well. I’ll have strange otherworld gifts for the two of you soon,” I told them as an apology. “In the meantime, I have the scroll for the giant fuck-off spell I had commissioned.” Rettis snorted laughter. “It’s here, with instructions on how to cast it.”

When I went to give it to the Governor, though, he held up his hands. “I don’t read magic. If and when that time comes, you will be the one to cast the spell, Master of Mage District.”

Oh. It was going to be like that, was it? If it failed, I would take all the blame. If it succeeded, no doubt, he would take all the credit.

“Governor!” someone cried, and I watched in amusement as the fury flashed over the his aged face. This was not someone he was supposed to talk with.

“Keep this brief,” he seethed.

“Master Janivrol’s been found dead! He was murdered!”

I couldn’t help myself. “Oh dear, what a terrible shame.”

I could almost see the color run out of the Governor’s face. One eyelid twitched, and he turned to me in seeming slow motion. 

With a careless shrug I braced for the worst and hoped to the gods Steel-Willed would work as advertised.

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.

“I was home all night. Had a bath with my blue-skinned elf slave, planning session with my petty Masters, and then sleep in the big bed.”

“You swear it?” he demanded. His words were full of malice and power, roaring in from all around me, seeming to infiltrate all the crevices of my brain. The power washed over me, and Steel-Willed activated itself to blunt the worst of the effects. I caught only a single psychic injury from the assault, and kept myself from hissing in pain.

You have resisted a psychic attack meant to inflict truth-teller on you.

If the Governor took any backlash damage from the Bronze effect, he didn’t show any hints of pain. His eyebrows did lower a bit more menacingly though. He knew, and I knew he knew.

“I swear I didn’t kill him,” I told him. That was the truth. “I had a bath and took my favorite slaves to bed.” Even if his lie detection power had worked and I couldn’t tell a lie, his spidey sense wouldn’t be going off. It didn’t matter if ‘my favorite slaves’ meant all of them, that wasn’t a lie either. “Nor do I want another district anyhow. You made it crystal clear nothing like that was going to happen yesterday.”

Also not a lie. Three districts was a lot of work. His face twitched again, this time with the pain of the psychic backlash. This only seemed to enrage him further.

“He hated you, for what you did to his father.”

Another shrug, while internally I was sweating. “He was a dickbag, sure, but he inherited his father’s enemies, didn’t he? You ordered me to learn the laws and follow them, so that’s what I’ve been doing. Dutiful steward of my districts, that’s me.”

He stepped into a portal and was gone, though his suspicious glare stuck in my mind.

A hush fell over the nucleus where the Governor had been. A lot of the toadies backed off, but the ambitious little bastards who were after celebrity gossip stuck around. I produced a block of Moose Tracks ice cream and brought a scoop out of the storage device.

“Would Masters Arlen and Rettis care to taste an earth delicacy? Very rare on my planet, costs a fortune ordinarily.”
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When the Governor returned about half an hour later, he was still fuming, but he had control over himself at least. He didn’t let on that he’d found the storage device. If he did, it would’ve been a hell of a thing. The elf and the fae knew exactly where to hide it where it wouldn’t be found, and they’d told me as much.

The army moved just over half an hour after the Governor returned. Ninety-some percent of the forces were magically inept, as in they had a single power or no powers at all. Those who had powers were largely of the useless variety: they could levitate a small object with great concentration, or dye clothing with a thought, or elongate one of their limbs to grab something across the store. One of the complained that he ‘simply had a head for numbers’ and apparently that passed for magic here. Another bitched about being able to read every script in the world, and how useful that would be now that he’d been conscripted out of Message District.

I immediately wanted to whisk the guy off to Ink District and start paying him enormous sums of money. He could translate all the books from earth and I could sell those. I’d be stinking rich. Too bad almost nobody could read, except Mr. Cunning Linguist over here.

This also gave me an idea that I put in my back pocket and tapped to save for later.

The conscripted soldiers had been given lightly enchanted spears but mundane helmets and shields, and were formed up. Of the half a million people I guesstimated the city held, we had about fifty thousand.

Sure it looked like a serious amount of people, but there were probably somewhere near a hundred and fifty thousand combat capable people in the city. The city wouldn’t stop functioning completely like this.

But since they were all nobodies conscripted out of all the different districts, this meant the army was very, very slow to move out. I found myself walking in between two of the gigantic columns, with T’Charrk and Ferrok, and several other Masters who held more than one district.

“You really think this is going to work?” Ferrok asked lightly.

I shrugged. “With luck the three silvers just roll up on that thing, blast the hell out of it, and there’s no need for us to do anything.”

“I appreciate your optimism, Drifter,” one of the others said.

“An optimistic fool, more like,” Ferrok replied with a grin.

“If not we have the plan. Hopefully drive that thing off, starve it and convince it not to come down and eat up our delicious city.”

T’charrk and several of the others looked at me.

“What? Have you tasted the walls? Nom nom nom.”

I got a lot of incredulous side eye at this, and I kept my face carefully composed. Now they all wondered if I ate stone, and if so, what the hell earth was like.

We fell into conversation about what life was like as a Master. It was one of my first opportunities to ask about how one ran a district, what issues one faced, how involved they were in the day to day running, that sort of thing. I quickly discovered that I was doing way more than was required. Ink District had always been a shitty backwater of a property, with very little to recommend it, and Giskennen had spent his time more wisely.

With ‘more wisely’ meaning noble pursuits, like hunting, snatching up young women from the district to rape, drinking with fellow Masters, and getting himself shotgunned to death. 

That said, Ink District was gaining little special abilities I wouldn’t give up. It already had Burgeoning (now level 3) and Profitable (now level 2), and had recently gained Fashionable level 1 and Beloved Master level 1.

While the former was cute and I was happy to see it, the latter was what I’d been hoping for.

Fashionable level 1

The tattoos of Ink District have come into fashion, due in some part to your efforts. This increases Wealth and Happiness of Ink, and means Ink is the talk of the town.

Drawback: Safety is naturally lowered from increased number of unknown visitors.

Pretty good overall. Turning Ink into something of a tourist destination was an interesting twist I wouldn’t have seen coming. People would get drunk and take tattoos there. More money for me, I guessed. The decreased safety would be from bar brawls and maybe gang incursion, I thought. That could probably be dealt with, assuming this gigantic blob thing didn’t come eat all the people looking to drink Inkpot beer or pick the pockets of the tourists.

Beloved Master level 1

The people of Ink have seen your efforts to clean and light the streets, decrease crime and increase employment. They have seen the money flowing from your market into the district. Your Confidence level boosts the Happiness level of Ink. Citizens are more likely to rent apartments in Ink, which will lead to an increase in Population.

Drawback: some elements of the district see your efforts as meddling and changing structures they didn’t consider broken. Expect the shadier elements of the district to strike out at you.

I learned from the UI that most of these abilities had five levels. Imports decreased your income quite a lot, which made sense, and exports increased it by a smaller amount, generally. No brainer there as well. Magic seemed to be the obvious outlier: you could take a regular product, enchanted it, and resell it for five hundred percent or more.

Ink’s main issue was with storage. If I’d taken Tome, which was right next door to Ink, I could’ve used some of the warehouses to store the gloves and pants and circlets and swords and all the other shit. Mage didn’t have anything like that, it was small and packed to the hilt with people and shops and reclusive asshole hedge mages.

Instead it was a constant trickle from Jewelry and Leather and Iron and all the rest, which meant paying a bunch of men to carry it. According to T’charrk and Ferrok, it also meant a better chance for merchandise to get lost along the way. If I could store items and transport them safely, there’d be much less skimming, less loss before items ever got to the shop.

It was nice to be in demand, though. I considered it a good problem to have. Fish wanted rope that was enchanted to be invisible to fish and resistant to fraying for their nets. Message wanted paper that would make the message invisible to anyone except the recipient, which was difficult to manage. And more.

Certainly I had contracts to buy off all the Masters here, and then resell their works as enchanted items. I even gave Iron a discount on enchanted iron tools, leather a discount on enchanted leather working tools, that sort of thing. If they could produce faster and better, we’d enchant better stuff more often. Win for everybody.

We eventually gathered at the crest of a gently sloping hill, some hours later. Men at the front of the column had already begun cutting and burning. One part of me was a bit sad that we wouldn’t be able to face down a gigantic monster and kill the sumbitch. Another part of me was kind of amazed that they’d gone with the plan from an alternate world where life was basically science fiction.

It was time to make this world’s biggest ever, first ever firebreak, which nobody truly expected to work.


38- A Sea of Black

The work crews were at it, hard. The weather had been cooling these past weeks, and it was a nice autumn day without the leaves or the pumpkin spice everywhere. Although the sun was up, it was pleasantly warm instead of hot, and the slash and burn action would be easy.

None of the Masters wanted in on this, until they watched me roll up my sleeves, grab up a scythe, and cut a big swath of tall grass away. I left it for one of the ladies to gather and take over to the burning piles that had begun.

“Get your asses moving on this!” The Governor shouted after I’d been at it for a good five or ten minutes. Thousands of people were now slashing down grass, gathering it and burning it.

The rest of the Masters finally got to work, grudgingly, while my ‘slaves’ carted away bundles of grass for the burning.

It wasn’t long before I’d worked up a sweat, but I didn’t dare remove my shirt. Auralla worked nearby, also looking pleasantly glowing with the gleam of sweat on her skin, but unable to remove her turtleneck for the silvery Drifter’s Mark there.

“Sorry,” I told her quietly. “We’ll get through it.”

She approached me, leaned in, and whispered. “Soap and water later, you and me and your towels.”

“I’m in,” I told her.

Masters did most of the work felling the trees. This was something they could really sink their powers into, and show off their abilities to turn their arms into blades or explode things with a ball of purple force.

Everything went onto the hungry flames and fell to ash.

We worked until the sun went down, then retired to the tent city erected by other workers, mostly women. They had also lit cookfires and had provisions from storage devices bubbling or roasting. A long military campaign would mean thin soups and gruels, on earth at least.

Ethetria presented far fewer logistical issues: a man could carry ten thousand times the provisions necessary to keep him alive for a year on his belt.

The storage devices were very rare, and prized, and kept under heavy guard. Only the Governor’s elite guard of petty Masters kept the logistical corps protected, and none of the conscripts would have a chance at grabbing them. Hell, any single district Master who tried anything would find himself with a fight on his hands, followed closely by the Governor showing up out of a portal.

I already had my own, but allowed the logistical corps to provide the meals while I lounged in my Master-sized tent. This was a big round circus tent, capable of handling all of us here.

Shennalil was already inside, buzzing around the place and marveling at how big it was, “Almost as big as the mansion!”

It was no such thing but her enthusiasm made me chuckle.

Dallinya, Aura, and Avi were finishing up the furnishings we’d brought in the storage coin. They were just finishing up with the large soft bed on the futon frame. Already everything else was set: the cabinet with all the booze I’d lifted from earth, the glasses and mixers, the large claw foot tub, big enough to be called a spa, a couple of chairs and a small circular table, and a couple of tasteful tapestries hung on several of the tent’s ten sides.

“I feel like it’s a bit too much,” I told them.

They stared at me.

“We could’ve just done with the bed and the tub.”

Avya rolled her eyes. “This is why he wasn’t in charge of the tent. Males.”

Aura grinned, and Dallinya laughed.

I thought about pouring out some Crown Royal I’d nabbed from earth, but yawned instead. I was exhausted, and that went double for the ladies. We’d started before any of the other Masters, and finished after most of them begged off. Yeah, after a day in the sun, unable to peel off our sweat-soaked shirts, we were bushed.

Shennalil nearly fell out of the air, beginning to nod off mid-flight. She dropped to the ground, went down to her knees, and yawned.

“Teeth brushed and everyone clean before bed,” I told them.

“Do we have to?” Shennalil asked, sounding exactly like a teenage daughter. I would’ve laughed if I weren’t so tired.

We had to. She was falling asleep before she’d even finished brushing her teeth. We all piled into the cuddle position and fell asleep before anyone thought to maybe get a piece of Evan.

[image: ]

The morning was a different story. Harkening back to Shennalil’s joining our little family, I awoke to whispers and hands fondling. Giggles muffled by the many blankets over us. A small smile fell over me, and I slowly put my arms back behind my head, like this is the life. Sure we might all end up dead in a gigantic jelly monster, but that meant it might be the last chance we’d ever get to do a little ooh, ahhh, and get in a little more unh, yeah.

“Do you think if I move it this way, he’ll sit up?”

“Mm let’s see,” Avya answered. The playful mischief in her tone was delightful. I should’ve known Avya and Dallinya had talked about what they’d gotten up to after the Sunspire girls left. I should’ve known Avya would talk Shennalil into a little replay of that wonderful morning.

Hands pulled my erection and I humored them by sitting up a little, then flopping back down onto the covers. Their bursts of laughter were muffled by them biting down on their forearms.

Auralla’s eyes opened blearily in the dim morning. A slice of sunlight had fallen across the bed and gotten her in the face. Then she saw what was going on. I pointed silently to the Empath’s Mark on the back of my neck, like you want to get in on this?

She grinned, rolled yer eyes, and nodded. Can you believe this shit, the look said. So I activated Empath’s Mark in my favorite way to get use out of it. Combat and conflict could eat a dick, this was the best. Auralla actually looked down between her thighs to see if maybe she’d grown a cock and now had two nubile goddesses slobbing on her knob. Then she slipped a hand down there and began rubbing in lazy circles.

Two mouths were on me now, sliding up and down, while four hands played with me or massaged the muscles in my thighs and hamstrings. Two butts wriggled beneath the covers. They alternated sliding my morning wood into their mouths and sucking me off for several deep strokes, then sharing.

Eventually I threaded my fingers into their hair and listened to them coo in approval. After a few more swaps, Shennalil came up first, wriggling beneath the blanket until her sky blue hair appeared, and then her grinning face was in mine.

“Now we control your every move,” she said.

“The Master is helpless under your sway,” I told her, and kissed her nose. She responded by licking up the length of my neck, up and over my stubbly chin, and then kissing me. This was deep, passionate, and I tried not to focus on the burning coal of her sex resting on my hip.

“Thank you,” she breathed into my mouth.

“What for?”

“The others told me how they advised you… to take me fast. Get it over with. You didn’t.”

“I didn’t.” She’d seemed on the brink of mental collapse, and that wasn’t the way to introduce her to something almost guaranteed to be painful.

“You were so good to me,” she told me, and that made me want to blast off right now. I had to hold back.

Which wasn’t easy, as my cock kept bumping against the back of Avya’s throat. She really had a complex about being good enough. Even now, the size of me was swelling to accommodate her wish to be able to handle more.

Finally she got tired of waiting, and threw the blanket aside. Then she batted me to the side so I would roll over and get up. Shennalil laughed and rolled aside too, to see where this was going.

“The others keep talking about how good this one is,” she said, and fell to her hands and knees. Then she thrust her butt out towards me and waggled it back and forth.

Instead of taking her like this, I scooped her up and deposited her at the edge of the bed. This would help offset the height issue. With her up as high as she could get and arching her back, she received the dick with several loud exhalations. I still had to bend my knees more than was comfy, but it was offset by the incredible tightness of some nellwyn pussy. Also, there was the way she was breathing like she’d just been impaled on a ten foot pole.

“Gods,” she choked out. “I can’t… even… breathe.” Meanwhile Auralla worked on her pussy and thrust her hips forward in time with mine.

I crooked a finger at Shennalil, who seemed surprised to be included. Yep, I nodded. When she approached I scooped her up too, making her cry out. Her weight, maybe fifty pounds total, was nothing for my enhanced strength. Cradling her entire body like that, I wriggled my head back and forth until she parted her knees and let me draw her in to taste her sweet center.

“You can breathe,” I told Avya, in between long licks and tongue jabs.

“You’re… all the way… in my lungs.”

I slid gently, nice and easy, back and forth in and out of Avya. She hadn’t demanded the biggest me I could be, and that was a relief. Instead she was all about using me for the pleasure she could get.

In the meantime, I had Shennalil’s head cupped in the palm of one hand, her legs over my shoulders, giving her deep spears with the tongue. I alternated that with circular, flat-tongued strokes over and around her clit.

We switched not long after, with me holding onto Shen and using her as a pocket pussy. It felt odd to put it that way, but here I was supporting her entire body weight, pulling her up and down the length of my cock, watching as she squirmed and panted. Her feet couldn’t reach the floor, so instead she put them up against my abs and held onto my arms for dear life.

She came, hard enough that Auralla clamped a hand over her mouth, and finally I could endure no more. I pulled out and sprayed my seed all over the little fae’s body.

It was so much. Far more than I’d managed on earth. But of course I was just better than the Evan from earth. In basically every respect, I was better.

Avya leaned in and began licking Shennalil clean, as did Auralla. Finally Shen started batting their heads away, telling them to leave some for her. I had never been more tempted to taste my own semen until I watched the three of them fight over who could drink it.

Of course, Dallinya came into the tent a minute later, took one look around, and threw down her scythe in frustration.

“You guys didn’t come get me?” she demanded.

Shen held up one finger, glistening with the last glob of my seed. “I saved you a little.”

The most unreal part of my stay in this world wasn’t fighting weird monsters or facing down death. No, it was watching Dallinya sneer at me, throw me shade, then cross the space crawl onto the bed to suck the last drop off Shen’s finger.

And then, as if to punctuate the blank amazement I was feeling, she dipped down and kissed Shennalil. Ran her tongue all over Shennalil’s mouth, deep and long, just to see if she could get a little of the aftertaste.
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We worked all through the second day, and then the next day as well. Night found us in a large tent with a store of water for the washing, and a little bit of playing. I entertained Auralla and Dallinya first, while Avya and Shennalil were relegated to feeling everything through the Empath’s Mark, and writhing around on the floor biting into their pillows. We feared discovery by the men, but they’d given the Master a wide area. Still, we kept quiet-ish.

I astonished myself with the ability to handle not one, or even two of them before surrendering to the passion, but all four. And it wasn’t even incredibly difficult. Close as I was to Silver, my Tough attribute apparently gave me license to last forever.

Dallinya wanted to talk dirty, so she was forced to ride me and whisper into my ears. That said, it was a bit tough to make out her words while Auralla slowly undulated right on top of my face.

“You are much broader than when we met, Drifter,” she told me. “In the chest, and down here as well.” She punctuated this with a deep thrust. Her pert ass slapped down onto my thighs. “You fill me up completely, you know that?”

I couldn’t respond, but instead my groaning sent Aura shivering. I had her hips and thighs, stroking and caressing, feeling out when she might be on the verge.

“I want you to stay like this all day. Tie me up against your body so I can just have this thing inside me all day. Then I squeeze and you flex, and it just goes on for hours.”

In the meantime Shennalil and Avya just lay slack-faced, staring uncomprehending over towards us. With the Empath’s Mark in effect, they could taste Auralla, glide their own fingers over her soft skin. They felt Dallinya clenching her pussy around me, feel her ass slap against me, and they heard her dirty words whispered.

Aura fell onto my chest, dripping sweat off her nose and propping herself up by her hands on my abs.

“You’re good at that, too,” Dallinya whispered.

“Thanks,” I breathed. “I happen to love it.” It helped that all of them leaked magic and that magic was distinct and delicious. Now that I thought of it, getting at their magic by eating them out might’ve actually been good for my advancement. Whether it was or not, I wasn’t about to stop.

“Mmm,” she cooed. “What else do you love?”

“I love you, talking dirty to me,” I said. I’d nearly said I love you. Why would my first instinct be to confess love to Dallinya also?

Gods, I would do anything to keep her happy and away from harm. Just like Auralla. Just like Avya. Wait…

Dallinya brought me back down to Ethetria with her dirty talk.

“Well I love having your big dick shoved into me, and kissing Auralla to share a taste of your seed,” she murmured.

A trembling sigh later, I convinced myself not to come early.

“Change?” Aura breathed.

“Mmm,” Dallinya moaned in confirmation. A moment later, Auralla had spread open wide and inched her way down my pole. It wasn’t necessary, she just wanted to take her time. As for Dallinya, she slumped down onto the bed and sighed.

Shennalil made short, intense squeak sounds with two hands working feverishly between her legs. She looked as though someone had tied her hands and ankles, then tied both to one another and left her there. She was almost curled into a ball on her side, bucking and squeaking. 

Avya was spread wide instead, head thrown back and watching the action upside down. Her fingers worked over her nipples and down below, alternating to draw the feelings out.

Meanwhile Auralla picked up the pace and grabbed onto my hands. She wanted to intertwine our fingers, then pull my finger up to her mouth to suck on. She picked up pace, and I helped by slamming against her from below. Sure we couldn’t make a lot of noise, but nobody would bat an eye if I fucked my slave girls.

The others began to orgasm with me, feeling their own pleasure layered onto mine. The three of us froze and shuddered, and I had to reach over to make sure Shennalil didn’t loudly announce her orgasm.

And then the weird fight over who got to drink my seed started, with Dallinya pressing her mouth directly to Auralla’s freshly done and swollen sex.

The see-saw my life had become, in between bright, gorgeous, endless pleasure and dark approaches to the brink of death. It was impossible to know what to make of it, but in that moment I had to stop myself from growing hard again and ravishing them all over.

I called for an end to the fight, admonishing Avya who was carefully licking the head of my wilting erection, and told them we were getting to work in fifteen minutes. Then I set a timer on my phone and grinned as they moaned in annoyance.

The black area grew from a ribbon into a fat snake, into a wide river. We had to back up out of the blackened area, because they were burning the stalks of the grasses. And then, because the Governor wasn’t satisfied by the middle of the second day, it widened out until it was a sea of black, a dead hill stretching into another dead hill.

Finally, when we’d cleared something that had to be several miles long by a couple of football fields deep, the Governor called a halt to the firebreak, and instead set the armies to defensive positions. A large block of men was stationed directly in front of where it would be coming. This was twenty thousand men in block, electric spears bristling like the world’s biggest hedgehog. In front of them sat the assorted Masters. I was one of only three who had brought slave girls along.

The other block of twenty thousand sat at the far eastern flank, in the event that the large curving dead area caused it to turn east instead of the way we’d suggested.

The last ten thousand was held in reserve, near the command tent and the quartermaster’s logistics corps, with the lines of doluss that had been butchered to feed the vast amount of soldiers. And we waited.

The thing appeared on the fourth day.


39- A Tsunami of Green

It came like a flood, an avalanche of wrongness.

The monster was even more monumental than advertised. My mind kept trying to handle it, to categorize it. It wouldn’t go. It wasn’t Godzilla sized, since it oozed over the landscape.

My brain put it at the size of a football stadium. I hadn’t been back on earth in over a month, and my sense of scale might’ve been off. It could easily flow up over the coliseum in the northwest of the city and still have plenty left over. The arena could hold maybe twenty thousand people. If this thing reached the city, it would kill every single person, pet and pack animal. It would flow up and over the city walls, through the cracks in the great gates. Afterwards it would leech away all the wooden structures and leave only the stones.

Okay, I could do this.

I concentrated on the thing, and tried to Reveal it with the shoddy spell I’d picked up the day before. A huge amount of my mana drained away. At the same moment, my Attuned senses opened wide and really drank in everything possible to learn about the creature.

You’ve used Reveal to aid in identifying the creature.

Colossal Ooze

(Gold tier, rare)

Approximated attributes:

Attuned— Bronze*****

Clever— Normal***

Charming— Normal (no stars)

Fierce— Gold**

Sly— Normal (no stars)

Quick— Silver**

Tough— Gold**********

Abilities: Your spell was unable to determine any of the monster’s abilities. Increase your spell’s tier or your monster knowledge to learn more.

Gold tier, with ten fucking stars. Ten. I had barely managed to get ten stars total in any one attribute, and this thing had gone through three Normal tier stars, seven Bronze stars, who knew how many Silver stars… twelve?

Wait… I flipped over to the abilities menu and looked at the Beastmaster’s Mark ability. Squinting, I could make out that Silver tier had twelve stars. Good guess, I told myself. If the numbers kept, Gold tier might have 19 or 21, or as high as 25, meaning this thing wasn’t even a powerful Gold tier creature.

Almost as surprising was that speed. Silver with two stars was technically faster than me. This thing could put on speed only three people in this entire city had access to, although I could fly by running.

It filled the valley north of the firebreak with transparent greenish goop. Reaching pseudopods grabbed up trees, splashed around them, and crushed them. All the pieces, both large and tiny splinters, flowed into the green gelatinous body where they ran into a cloud of detritus. Bones floated inside it everywhere, including fully intact skeletons of doluss, jiddara, and other creatures I couldn’t identify. Stones and pieces of metal hung inside the thing.

Far behind it, the ridge it descended had been completely denuded of all life. All the grass, trees, and animals were processed to feed its slow and inexorable way south. The trail it left was slightly yellowed, as if a thin film of its goopy body still covered everything.

Only a hundred yards away, it would come to the burnt ground, where we’d done all that work. The moment of truth.

“By the gods,” one of the other Masters said.

“The Governor better get all them soldiers and  head south to do an even bigger burn,” Ferrok said quietly. A second, bigger burn over the lands just north of all my farms wasn’t a bad idea. Lumber and the cattle drovers wouldn’t the happy with a huge swath of land being mowed down to try and stop this thing. But it would it be enough? Maybe it would just flow around an even bigger firebreak and take the whole city.

It suddenly struck me as hilarious. The Blob, from that old movie. A gigantic ooze thing was going to destroy Surrek and leave me basically where I’d started.

“I thought the Silvers went north to push it out west,” the first other Master said.

The three Silvers hadn’t deterred it. They were just coming into view as tiny specs against the lake of green sludge. We could see them now; all three were like gnats to this thing’s enormous bulk. Light flashed out of them in a myriad of colors, like blinding white, blue, gold, a bolt of lightning in red, and tiny purple comets. Magic… missiles? All of them smashed into the great blob, scorching portions of it. Some of those blackened areas just filled back in with color. Others solidified into callouses and were dropped off the side.

Still, the creature was far too big to check with such tiny spells. I hoped to hell they weren’t using their full might, because that was not doing the job. If they could just step it up about a dozen notches, that’d be great.

Everyone held their breath and watched it reach out a finger of blobbiness towards the scorched field. It probed the blackened expanse with a pseudopod, only to have a blue laser beam smack into it and obliterate it.

But another finger of slime extended forward, and another, and ten more. Attacks from the Silvers attempted to put it off heading this way, but there were just too many reaching tendrils. They touched the blackness and recoiled.

“Yes,” several of the other Masters near me hissed.

Over the next half hour, we watched the assault of the Silvers trying to keep the creature thinking that south and east were bad, and anywhere other than that was good. And over the next half hour, the slime grew.

It had started flattened out, maybe ten or twelve feet thick, but as time went on, it massed into a wall at the firebreak. Bunching up in on itself. Twenty feet high, then thirty, and then fifty feet.

“What do you suppose it’s doing?” T’charrk asked idly.

“It will crash like a wave,” Ferrok stated.

Silver tier Quick, at two stars galloped through my mind.

“We cleared out over two hundred feet of brush and trees, so if it doesn’t like what it tastes here, it won’t like what comes next, or next, or further on,” I said, and hoped. Crash like a wave sounded like it was going to stop fucking around and put on some real speed.

The three Silvers continued to poke the thing into a reaction, but it seemed to be largely ignoring them. Seemed to be. It drew up another ten feet, then another ten. It was now far higher than Surrek’s walls, just shy of the firebreak, towering.

Ferrok, the biggest and baddest Master I’d ever seen, quietly said. “Let’s back off… ohhh.” He moaned in horror.

When the dwarf Rettis drew close and blasted it with an orb of horrible darkness, a massive piece of the creature lunged out and slammed into him. For a moment only his lower body was encased, and he shrieked in fury. The sound of it barely echoed out to reach us. Blast after blast of power pummeled at it, failing to pull him out. Globs of scorched ooze toppled to the blackened earth, but Rettis was soon enveloped.

Only minutes ago I’d thought: I can fly, walking on the sky. Rettis had been flying too, when the lightning fast surge of ooze had gotten him.

A wail of terror pulsed through the assembled ranks of barely trained soldiers. I peered back and watched the spearpoints dip. One man broke ranks to run, only to be killed before he got five steps by a different bird-headed Master.

I had a brief thought, of the members of Vintra’s harem, but instead all of them were soldiers holding spears. In my braingasm, all the girls turned and speared the Master right through his stupid face.

Even inside the thing, Rettis could still be seen thrashing and shooting pulses of magic. We were too far to see any details, but eventually he slowed, stopped firing off spells all together, and finally stopped moving.

“Fuck me,” Avya breathed.

“Here? Now?” I asked.

“Don’t give her the option,” Auralla said. “She’ll bend over without a second thought. She’s worse than Dallinya.”

Dallinya turned a full on laugh into a series of fake coughs. “How’d I get roped into this? You’re clearly more ready to spread than I am. You’re the reason we’re all attached to this big dumb lunk of a Drifter in the first place.”

Something had snapped in Avya, and it caused her to ignore the attempt to lighten the mood. “We need to leave,” she said simply. “Go back to the city.”

“That thing is headed for the city,” I replied. “If we turn back now, the rest of the ranks break.”

I had a half-hearted idea that the rows and rows of spears would work on the thing, and while it might eat half of them, it might die trying. Or the damage to it would finally force it aside. It was a stupid hope. More and more it seemed as though they were all going to die, and the only ones who would survive would be the fastest runners.

This thing felt inevitable.

Whatever had gotten into Avya was worming its way into Shennalil as well. A robotic, dead sheen had overtaken her voice. “Get out the spell.”

I almost said ‘which spell do you mean?’ in order to have a little test of jabs to get her to say fuck again, but her tone stalled that. She sounded so fragile in that moment that I didn’t want to risk her screaming into my face to ‘get out the giant fuck-off spell and destroy that thing!’ And thereby shatter the illusion that these women were my subservient slaves and not… something foreign to this world.

The ooze kept piling on top of itself, drawing itself higher and higher, until it seemed like a fucking wall of blob stuff, a tsunami. Rettis was in there, being digested, along with countless other creatures.

I retrieved the spell and unrolled the scroll. My sweat-slicked palms didn’t allow me to enjoy the feel of the thick parchment. One page of instructions, followed by one spell.

The instructions weren’t complicated: Read the words in their entirety. Do not begin reading if you do not mean to cast the spell. Begin with the intent to destroy what lays before you, and finish all the words. Do not falter. Everything you see will be undone. Make sure you only see what you wish to destroy.

That was ominous as fuck.

“Listen closely,” I told the girls. “All of you will be safest if I can’t see you. I need all of you to leave. Walk calmly back to the tents. Talk about grabbing something important if you want.” Then I turned to Ferrok and T’charrk, regretting that I couldn’t simply whisper to Ferrok. “You and the others need to get behind me. Or head slowly back to the troops. Make sure they don’t break and run.”

Thankfully, everyone complied. The girls looked at one another, and then at the towering eighty foot wall of dirty sludge, and headed back toward the tent city that was our camp. It was some mile or so off to the southeast, which was theoretically the place where the blob was least likely to go.

We hoped.

I stared at the thing piled high on itself and still growing higher.

The Governor appeared beside me. “It’s no good,” he said, out of breath. “It’s like trying to take down the city walls with my own fingernails.”

“I know.” Everyone knew. They’d all seen how the Governor could be completely ineffectual. “What’s it doing?”

“I have seen these things crash around in waves. Rear up like this and slam down, then use the momentum to move quickly. They have been known to explode themselves. They can slam one portion down and… launch other parts out.”

“But never this big,” Arlen the other Silver said.

“Never anywhere this big,” the Governor agreed.

Gods of this world. My whole body turned to ice, fear rolling over and through me. I wished Auralla were here, or Velleth, to clutch onto my arm.

“Could you two go behind it and try to lure it back north?” I doubted it, but we needed options. As it turned out, we weren’t going to get them. Instead we stood there staring out at a tower of green ooze, pulling itself further and further op.

“I’ll take the main bulk of the forces to attack it from the west side. It may take them and veer west, especially if I can get the reserves in behind them.”

Arlen, the tall volcano man nodded. “A trail of breadcrumbs. It could work.”

“You’re going to condemn twenty thousand men to death, just like that?” I asked.

“You’d rather see the whole city—”

Ferrok screamed from behind us, and all talk ceased. More screaming began with Ferrok. The girls were running. The ranks of soldiers had already broken; the ones in the middle were being trampled. The Masters tasked with keeping them in line were scattering.

The gigantic wall of ooze was toppling forward.
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In that second, it was decided. While the mass of gelatinous death careened down directly toward me, I teleported backwards twice, to where a single tree poked up out of the landscape, then ran up and settled into a high bough overlooking what I could. She was a massive old growth beauty, a good fifty feet tall.

“Come on,” I muttered, and brought the scroll up.

For a moment, a panic-filled moment I thought the words on the scroll wouldn’t come. I remembered the Governor’s words: I don’t read magic. Did that actually mean I can’t read magic?

In the meantime a tsunami of green ooze fell over the first half of the blackened firebreak like it was nothing. Had it really taken twenty minutes to rear up and get itself in position? Well it had covered a hundred feet in four seconds. It gleamed in the late afternoon sunlight, shoving itself forward and now stretching fingers out further. Reaching towards the Masters too stupid to remain at the southern edge of the firebreak, grabbing for them. Many turned to run.

The words seemed to swim on the page, but finally settled into their shapes. They were nonsense words: sevris vinnlenta teffere revlais, gnorren veltennin reddun, and so on. My lips formed the words, and they drifted out into the world.

They were powerful. I had a moment of panic where I believed that the hedge mages had crafted a self-destruction spell and I was about to pop myself like the world’s largest pimple.

But no, the words were translating themselves even as I read them: sevris was a word of binding and gathering, drawing and collecting mana to me. Vinnlenta instructed the mana that I was its master. I had no idea how I knew this, but the words spoke to me even while the mana sizzled out of the air and the ground and the tree, and the nearby people.

You have engaged a spell scroll! The UI said, even as I was getting toward the end of the scroll. The power is at your fingertips for a limited time only. Every scroll dissolves into ash when it is cast. Spells have a limited duration, so use it wisely!

Apocalyptic Sight

*Spell, Evocation*

*Superior tier, twelve stars*

Your vision obliterates all that you see for one minute. Deals Platinum level damage at one star for the duration.

This spell has been cast from a scroll! Costs no mana. No cooldown.

The moment I read the final word, ordunne, a channel of pure black destruction blasted out of my eyes. I was that dickhole leader of the mutant team, the one who made Bub McClaws seem like a good guy. I looked toward the middle of the firebreak and simply erased the ooze. Then, while I was staring, the rest of it began to reach out to reconnect with itself.

Sweeping my eyes over and over the thing, I continued carving the hell out of it in big arcs. A huge HP bar now hovered over the thing, at first sky blue in color, but the sky blue rapidly drained away, only to be replaced by an almost neon green bar. That one went in a hurry too, dropping slower but still quite measurably fast. Leaving a familiar red bar.

Not Gold tier damage, Platinum. Talk about punching above my weight class.

This thing had approximately seven squintillion injuries. Give or take several bajillion.

How long had my death ray been going on?

I resisted the urge to see where the girls were, or check on the fleeing ranks of the army. They would only be vaporized.

But here was the rub: I couldn’t see the entire thing. Some of it still lay over the ridge.

With Sylph’s Mark allowing me to step up into the sky, I swept my gaze quickly back toward the other edge of the firebreak to see how far the ooze had gotten. Every bit of ooze remaining disappeared into nothing more than steam.

And the Governor too.

One second he was there, the next he was just gone.

“Oh fuck,” I muttered.


40- WHAT DID YOU DO

In the end, while I had the power to finish the creature off, I didn’t have the time. I’d jumped out of the tree, legs pumping, and started walking on air using Zephellyn’s gift to me, but just as I was getting the height to see the enemy, my eyes went back to being plain old eyes.

The spell had ended.

I kept running to see how much of the fucking thing was left, and then start looking for Arlen the volcanic fae. If he’d seen me blast the Governor, he’d probably forget all about the Moose Tracks ice cream he’d enjoyed so much and maybe even the remnant of the ooze, and kill me.

And what could I say? ‘Oh, it was an accident?’

“Fuck fuck fuckity fuck,” I kept up. That didn’t stop while I got a complete picture of what I’d accomplished, and what I hadn’t. I kept right on a-swearing.

The portion of the ooze I hadn’t managed to take out was still half the size of Ink District. And judging by the way it was moving, it was being pig-headed and heading determinedly south.

This time it didn’t sluggishly ooze forward. This thing seemed pissed. It flashed forward, forming into a snaky shape and slithering directly toward the dissolving ranks of soldiers. When it reached the firebreak this time, the remnant of monumental ooze reared up its back end like a scorpion tail and splashed down about a third of the way across. Ropy splashes exploded out another forty feet, forming a twelve-fingered hand it then used to rear up the back just like a scorpion’s tail again.

It resembled that ancient Slinky commercial; the one nobody could repeat in their own homes where the thing walks down the stairs.

Sure it was smaller, only about twenty feet in diameter in its snake shape, but that twenty feet in diameter was also at least a hundred feet long.

I had to get the girls and get the fuck out of here. I did a U-turn and almost crashed right into Arlen. He had eyes like surging magma, is how close we were to one another.

“WHAT DID YOU DO?” he roared, but I didn’t answer. Instead I let the effect go, dropped a good thirty feet in the blink of an eye, then started running after a second of freefall. I needed to get some altitude and veered left, just in case the ooze saw me as something it wanted to snatch out of the air.

I did not want to have ooze force its way into my mouth and nose and begin dissolving me from everywhere at once.

This time when it splashed down, big droplets of green ooze started moving towards individual Masters and soldiers, just past the edge of the firebreak, leaving yellowed and blackening vegetation in its wake. One darted toward Ferrok, who blasted it aside with a yellow cloud. Instead of chasing, it enveloped another Master instead.

The ball of ooze bulged and flexed from the Master struggling against it, but he wasn’t going anywhere. Or rather it began dragging him back towards the bulk of the ooze. All this happened before Arlen dropped from the sky, incinerated the ball of ooze surrounding the Master, and pulled the screaming, burning man from a blackened husk.

This all took place in a matter of seconds. It happened beneath me while I ran south and east toward the girls, watching chaos spread in great oozy splats.

Why hadn’t I asked for two giant fuck-off spells? Because we’d underestimated the thing. The Masters thought three of them could take on a Gold tier creature. They were so used to smacking around everything Bronze tier in their cities, or throwing around average people like sacks of grain that they hadn’t thought Gold would be a challenge. But just like one Bronze star was better than three Normal stars, and one Silver star was better than five Bronze, this thing was leagues above all of us in level.

And we had thought a big old batch of green sludge would be stupid. Its dim cleverness meant it could overcome adversity with various tools at its disposal.

I ran and ran on air, then thought to turn on the Archivist’s Mark and work on the recovery process. Or at very least drain away all my mana slower. When I spotted the ladies, they had already veered straight east and away from the blob. Dallinya had Avya riding piggyback, while Shen shrieked at them to hurry it up, hurry it up from where she was hovering fifteen feet up.

Luckily, or unluckily, it was tearing its way south. Luckily for the girls.

It reached the first of the shattered columns, and reared back in surprise and pain.

“U-turn,” I told myself, and looped back around to get a closer look.

It had poked itself against all the spears lying discarded on the ground. It quickly flowed around them and bore down on the fleeing soldiers though, nimbly avoiding the zaps from the spears. Of the people that had spotted it and turned to try and combat the monster, it simply made pseudopods loop around their ankles or the wooden hafts of the spears. Once the soldiers were tripped up or the spearpoints were on the ground, it devoured them.

Clearly a block of men with spearpoints wasn’t going to do it. Even if I tried to rally the masters and the infantry, they were all dead, and me with them. My only chance…

A few quick teleports later I was back amongst the reserves.

“Spears!” I screamed. “Give them to me and flee!”

Every single one of them went into the storage device. As soon as they touched my fingers they disappeared into the copper coin.  Then I sped off and ran up into the air, straight south.

Behind me the shouts and cries of the men turned to screams.

I ran, and ran, and then ran some more.

The two teleports by themselves weren’t enough to drain my mana reserves, but the mana regeneration aura couldn’t work properly, so long as I continued running on air like this. Once I felt I was far enough ahead of the thing, I angled downwards and took to my feet instead. On the outskirts, the road hadn’t been churned to muck, and I could keep my feet okay. Since I was still sprinting for all I was worth (and sprinting for a good ten solid minutes), the mana regeneration still felt sluggish, but that didn’t matter. It was refilling, from just about half.

Another ten minutes gave me a stitch, but I bore through it and kept running. The ooze could be on me at any minute, and I had miles to go.

[image: ]

I spotted the ooze and the city walls at nearly the same moment. It was later, hours later judging by how far the sun had swung toward the horizon. The green blob crested a rise just as I did, miles distant, but not enough miles.

I poured on the speed, re-upped the Archivist’s aura, and ran for our lives.

When I finally arrived at the city gates, it was on the air so I could bypass idiots asking me about my business. My body, watery with exhaustion, slumped against the wall, but there wasn’t time for exhaustion. I touched Mender’s Mark.

After the initial burst of energy and healing, I called out to the hesitant guards. Producing the electric tipped spears, I told the guard captain to round up every one of these in the city and turn the upper walls into a bristly trap. The next guard I told to run to Ink District and summon the two petty Masters and the slaves he found there.

If any of them hesitated, I threw the Empath’s Mark on and shot fear all through them.

Avya… was still out there. She hadn’t been gobbled up by that thing. Neither had Dallinya, or the rest of them for that matter. I’d left them behind, which felt awful, but the ooze was nearly here. There was nothing to be done except make preparations.

Zati and the others stepped through her portal about ten minutes later. I had orders ready for them. Night was falling, and out there that monstrosity was coming.

They started to speak, but I waved them off.

“Paul, we need the Ink District mages to make as many of these electric spear tips as we can. Michael, we need all the district Masters who didn’t go north, especially any who can throw lightning. Get the guards on it. Velleth and Quavallie, we need Hellera.”

Finally, to Zati, I said, “I need the most powerful spell you’ve ever cast, and it has to land true. If you can call lightning out of the sky that would be best. Or make a thunderstorm.” There was no time to head to Sunspire and ask the sylph to come bring the thunder.

When the Masters began showing up, I told them what to do with the Empath’s Mark blazing. They could try and usurp my authority later. For now we needed spearpoints fixed against the walls and held in hands. We needed more of the spears if we could get them.

At least thirty thousand men were dead. Don’t think about that, I told myself.

Above the main gates sat an elevated pavilion of sorts, complete with murder holes, a roof, and a table where guards often rolled dice or played at cards. It was here I slumped down and let them work.

Velleth knelt and took my hand, my left hand. “Is it bad?”

“Either we stop it now or everyone in the city dies,” I said, and she shot straight.

“Everyone…” I could see her trying to wrap her head around it.

“Don’t do that, not now. For now we have to figure out where the Governess is, and make sure she stays there.”

“I don’t understand.”

I leaned in close, kissing distance, and breathed in her ear. If any of the Masters had some sense enhancing powers, I didn’t want anyone hearing.

“The Governor’s dead,” I told her.

She just stared at me, while processing. “Nothing can be the same.”

We’d just lost thirty thousand people and who knew how many district Masters in an afternoon. No, nothing could be the same.

The Masters, the guards, and even the people of the districts all came out to work. Spears were gathered, hedge mages chanted over them, and then those spears were lashed to the crenellations on the walls. The gates were made into a prickly hedgehog’s back of lightning spearpoints. And while the people stared at me oddly when I told them to have them in the gaps under and between the doors, they followed my orders. I had the Silver tier empathic ability.

The spears weren’t close enough together. There were only a few hundred. The hedge mages were getting ready with lightning spells and leaving the imbuing to a handful of capable apprentices.

They were working thirty feet to either side on the spears when scouts arrived telling us it had come.
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The fucker wasn’t tentative, I’d give it that. It surged forward and slammed against the doors, only to recoil in literal shock. The lightning buzzed through it, causing the bulk of the gelatinous mass to roil around into and out of itself, stretching tentacles every which way and looping them around, seeming to punch itself.

The red bar over it shrank, but not nearly enough.

After a time, it explored the stone with pseudopods and jerked back every time it encountered another spear point. It probed the stone, but didn’t seem to like the taste of that either.

I was at the balcony rail, directly overhead. We had rows and rows of spears wedged through the floorboards and lashed to the balcony rail to create a cylinder of spiky death.

Now that we were close enough to smell, I got a whiff of the thing and immediately regretted it. The stench of it burned at me.

As soon as it spread out to either side, I gave the call. Several hedge mages leaned over the walls and blasted it with lightning. Again, the damage was minimal, but the effect was pure relief: it shied away from the lightning and then turned to test out the other direction. Soon a trio of hedge mages threw their bolts of lightning and caused it to reconsider once more.

Once it was through writhing against what might’ve been pain, it gathered itself up into a huge ball of green mucus and rose. It pulled its wall game again, only this time there wasn’t enough of it to create a tsunami. Instead it rose twenty, thirty, forty feet, and a large section of it rose directly in front of my face.

“Now!” I screamed.

Now instead of just a few mages, all of them cast their spells at the same time. The ones in the room with me chanted their spells and brought the thunder. Pure blue energy crashed into it from five mages here.

Ten more mages to either side of the front gate went after its trunk instead of the head. The sound was indescribable, but the effect was so, so satisfying.

It shrugged off scorched and solidified exterior sections, their blackened parts stinking somehow worse than the acid stench of the creature itself. Its health bar fell, but still not enough. It was still over half its HP.

Still, it had shrunk a bit. What had once been a torrent of all-devouring goo was now little bigger than a large earth house. Now, for the first time, I felt there was hope to be had.

“What’s it doing now?” one of the Masters asked. This one was the guy who’d taken Fish, I thought, but couldn’t be sure.

The whole thing was quivering. Shivering, shaking, more and more.

“Get cover!” I screamed, and hoped I was right. If it split itself into a whole lot of smaller blobs, those might be fought and destroyed.

Instead, a torrent of armor and bones exploded out of the creature in all directions. My position was secure, but a lot of electric spear points were knocked off the tops of the walls.

“Fuck!” I screamed. If they’d been knocked off the walls, they’d been knocked off the doors. 

The ooze smashed through the unguarded doors a moment later and began absorbing the bits it could.
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“Fire at will!” I called, and wrenched a handful of spearpoints off the rail.

It had already swallowed several guards by the time I pitched the enchanted spear tips down at the blob. It shuddered, spasmed, then flowed around a corner and took four more men into itself.

Chaos erupted now. It was all lightning bolts, thrown spears, jets of flame, hails of rock, and more magic from the marks of the Masters. The ooze didn’t seem to care much, pausing only to shudder and shake from being electrocuted before it jerked forward and took two more fleeing guards. I grabbed up another slew of spearpoints and launched them down. 

Zati was down there.

Screaming, I launched myself off the rail and ran on the air while below the thing took more and more and more punishment, and kept going. It flowed into the nearby house, and out came chairs and plates and cabinets. It oozed up the wall of that house and away from the electric attacks, then splashed down on a cart not far from where Zati stood.

The moment I touched down on the cobbles next to her, it seemed to fixate on me. It could smell my magic from before, most likely. It knew I was the one to cause it so much pain.

A ritual circle was rotating slowly around Zati’s hands, which were flicking this way and that while she said the words. These were not the same bizarre language I’d just read off the scroll, but something else: thet’teth disharri eschrinti qu’nevra…

Or I hadn’t heard enough of that magic language to know.

The blob reached for us just before a beam of death fully three feet across punched out of that circle and obliterated the nearest mass of ooze. It smelled of the sulfur smell you get when waving Fourth of July sparklers around. She then grabbed onto the floating ritual circle and tilted it slightly. 

Everything the beam touched disintegrated. In the meantime, I grabbed up some ice armor and threw them at any little oozes that managed to survive. As electric spearpoints clattered to the ground nearby, I took them up and rolled under Zati’s spell to slash at a tendril of goop trying to take her off her feet.

Fucking thing was too clever.

A few moments later, it was over. The only green stuff left wobbled and lurched slowly. Using the Reveal spell on it, I discovered that the smaller patches were weak Bronze now, with vastly diminished health and speed, but also no intelligence to speak of. Guards who had survived the onslaught zapped and burned what was left to inert rocks before chucking them over the city walls.

We’d done it.

I once more sagged against the wall, feeling all the mana expenditure and lost stamina catching up to me. Slumping against the side of somebody’s house, I came to rest on a couple of stacked boards.

Then Arlen the living volcano man slammed into the cobbles a few feet away.


41- I Can Set You Free

Arlen’s eyes seemed to flow outward, like his irises were the caldera of the volcano and the outer edges were the downhill section. The effect was as hypnotizing as it was horrifying. The rest of him, I realized, had also changed. He’d had obsidian chips sticking out of his shoulders and elbows before, and those lines of lava beneath different places in his skin. Now the obsidian slivers sat over his chest on one side, and where his hair should be.

All around us, people were cheering and dancing.

“What did you do?” he hissed. He was getting around to noticing the crushed walls of the two nearest buildings, the splinters that had been, the freshly dead and dissolving corpses of guards, the shattered ceramics and cabinets from the house.

“I did what I was ordered to do,” I told him.

“Oh, and you were ordered to kill the Governor of your city?”

“Mistake.” Honest mistake, actually, believe it or not. 

“Well then allow me to rectify that mistake,” he said, and raised his hand. A trident made of boiling lava appeared.

I activated the Beastmaster’s Mark and went in for the Silver tier ability. At the same time, Jim leapt out of my chest and crashed into him. In the meantime I drove him insane with Empath’s Mark, gritted my teeth against the mana expenditure, and put on Archivist’s Mark.

Then I ran the fuck away.

Oh yeah, I can hear everyone saying, you run away? Like a pansy little simp?

Well first of all, yes. Yes I’m not afraid to say I ran away from someone who had the power to murder me without much difficulty. With Trickster’s Mark, one of me ran away directly down the road, another of me darted into an alley, and a third one ran up the staircase to the top of the wall. I wanted to cloak the real me in another face, but the psychic attack from Empath’s Mark wouldn’t allow it. If I kept it up, I was attacking him and the illusion would just drop immediately.

Arlen resisted the effect and only took three status effects: terror, vertigo, and shock. Still, they were enough to shut down the use of his abilities and give me time to hide.

Jim’s rock plates flew out like homing missiles and crashed into the volcano fae, then exploded with Silver tier force. They were strong enough to throw him off his feet, but not strong enough to kill him. His own health meter appeared, yellow and about halfway gone, but the final red bar lay beneath that. Jim got in a good savage before the lava trident went through his head and unraveled him magically.

The shock had worn off.

Arlen screamed and screamed. “You’ll die for this, Drifter! You will die and all your slave girls will follow after.”

I took the form of the Red Dragon and kept right on terrorising him. As long as he was screaming, he wasn’t throwing spells out this way and that, which would kill me, or just as importantly, kill Zati. She’d slithered into the nearest house for cover.

Moments later though, the first of the energy lances shot out and blasted the Evan climbing the stairs towards the top of the wall. A rain of stone followed, blasted free of the stairs and wall. Another lance of pure silvery energy screamed out and fried the illusion running down the street.

He got to his feet, stumbled, blinked, and took several more unsteady steps, this time toward the alleyway where the third Evan had vanished. He crashed to his knees before standing again and lifting unsteadily into the air.

This was when Velleth and Hellera appeared.

“No!” I screamed.

The big dragonite immediately charged and hurled water into Arlen’s face, then teleported behind him and slammed two hands down onto his steaming head. Velleth grabbed up an enchanted dagger and slashed at his throat using a distance strike, while putting on a wavering golden aura. From farther off, I saw Quavallie also glowing with power.

Shit. I guess this was happening. 

Arlen wasn’t some sack of cowardly shit like Vintra, and he wasn’t Bronze tier. He took all the blows, eyes rolling, and flung the girls out away from him with a gust of force. Hellera slammed into the nearest wall and slid down, then slowly regained her feet and charged back in.

“This whole city would be gone if I hadn’t used that spell,” I told him.

“Get. Out. Of. My. Head!” he shrieked, and flung a spray of acid towards me. I danced out of the way of his bad aim and took up the axe.

With axe in hand, I shouted the word and flung myself up in a wide arc at the fucker. When I landed the axe bounced off a shield just two inches from his body.

“Get Velleth away from here,” I told Hellera.

“No!” She growled, and blasted Arlen with water again. “You fight, we fight. You stay, we stay.” Steam exploded outwards and scalded both of us, but in the dragon form I was ready to take half damage.

Another distance strike stabbed into Arlen. Mist began flooding the area.

We weren’t ready for this fight, and the volcano fae’s next attack showed that. He glowed briefly orange, then blasted out with one hand and threw me a good ten feet. I had time to put on Mender’s Mark before I even hit the cobbles and took another three injuries on top of the ten from the blast.

Arlen’s HP fell below half, then below a quarter, but we weren’t even into his last health bar.

Another ray of force took Velleth off her feet and spun her away to crash against the corner of a building and land in a boneless heap.

No. We’d just saved the fucking city.

Mana was running down, so left off the insanity effect and slashed at him with the hail of shards out of the axe. He swatted these aside like a couple of annoying mosquitoes. Some stuck in him, and of course damage was dealt, but not nearly enough.

Hellera slammed into him with that magic aura surrounding her hands, and took his legs out from under him.

The first of the critters began to arrive. Insects, snaky creatures with a bunch of centipede feet, hairy scuttling crab-looking things, and domesticated finnets, the little six-legged cats people took as pets. The streets were full of them.

I’d forgotten the Suppressor’s Mark. I threw it on now, while every creature in five hundred yards came out of houses and sewers and crevasses, and attacked Arlen with magic enhanced by the mark. And every one of those strikes drained out a bit of his mana. Every nibbling bite, every scratch and claw grab sucked out his mana. With the mana regeneration effect from Zati’s aura mark, my mana had filled up enough for more.

I drove him insane again.

This time he failed to resist. For whatever reason, he grabbed up blindness, shock, bloodlust, vertigo and dementia. Blinded, he clawed out at the creatures, only to have more of them scuttle and scurry over his body. He rolled and crushed them, but more were on him. He was nothing but a writhing mound of animals all stinging, biting and clawing at him, sucking out his mana and giving it to me.

Velleth lay unmoving, and Hellera wove on her feet from all the damage she’d taken. Distantly, Quavallie…

Quavallie had the entire river rushing toward us.

I let the Beastmaster effect go and watched with wide eyes.

She and a handful of other cephellians all pointed in our direction. And, like the ooze had done, millions of gallons of water arced up against gravity, slammed down directly on Arlen. He was sucked up into the water, whirled and spun.

And still he struggled. A beam of destruction shot out of the water and into the guard platform that sat atop the gates. Another shot down into the cobbles.

Eventually though, either the pressure or the lack of oxygen got him. Several more spells emerged, and then one more, and then none at all. He stopped firing out spells from his marks of power, stopped moving, and then the great snake of the river retreated back down the street.

“Velleth,” I muttered, and lurched in her direction. Halfway there, I realized the house containing Zati had been destroyed. The river, or Arlen’s directionless attacks had crushed into it and brought it down.

“Oh… oh no.”

I laid the Mender’s Mark on Velleth before Janet leapt out of my chest and wriggled down into a tiny gap in the devastation.

“Please, find her,” I whispered. “Please please please.”

Exhausted, injured, drained of most of my mana reserves and somehow still not dead, I removed the first piece of rubble from the collapsed house.

Velleth stirred, got slowly to her feet, and moaned in horror. “Zati?”

I nodded, as numbed hands threw a chunk of plaster behind me. Velleth wailed again. She and Hellera both fell to their knees to begin clearing the rubble away.
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I was halfway to the next big thing on the list when I remembered the twenty or thirty exclamation points waiting for me.

Congratulations! You have reached Silver tier! Despite the assistance of an extremely powerful spell, the Colossal Ooze was still a formidable enemy, and represents a significant step up in Clever and Sly. Erasing the Governor from existence will surely have consequences, but you have gained experience from this as well.

Reaching the city and coordinating defenses was no small feat, and has significantly boosted Tough, Charming, Quick, Sly and Clever. You have gained the skill Commander.

In fighting off the remnant of the Colossal Ooze and then the Gleaming Silver Arlen, you have shown yourself to be a capable warrior and warcaster. You gained significant experience in Quick, Fierce, Tough and Attuned.

Additional experience has been applied due to fighting two higher tier enemies one after another without rest.

I peered at my stats now, astonished. Surprised? No. Amazed? Yes.

Attuned— Silver*

Clever— Silver*

Charming— Silver (no stars)

Fierce— Silver**

Sly— Silver (no stars)

Quick— Silver*

Tough— Silver*

Two stars in Fierce already… I rubbed my hand over my face and wondered what changes were awaiting me.

Now looking at myself, my muscles had again swollen. I never looked anything like this before. Lines separated the muscles in my shoulders, and I had rounded pecs, and a fucking six pack. Each forearm was thick with veins like I’d just finished a steroid regimen. Maybe I still appeared somewhat wiry, but I now had lats, those muscles bodybuilders like to show off under their gigantic arms. Not huge ones, but they were clearly evident.

Another exclamation point had appeared as well, this one silvery in color.

Silver tier comes with certain additional benefits. Would you like to know more?

Not yet.

It wasn’t long after the battle that the Governor strode confidently back into the palace grounds. The sandals were the same, the chiseled jaw, the silver in his hair at the temples, and his elfin features.

The seneschal didn’t seem to think anything was amiss, and approached with hands clasped before him.

“My liege,” he said.

“I will need to see the first slave,” the Governor said.

“Of course, my liege, right this way.”
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The city was still in shock and shambles the next evening when the other girls reappeared. I opened my arms and knelt for Avya to come hurtling into. We’d been separated for more than six hours, and she was sobbing with relief at finally being near me.

I clutched her to me and spoke meaningless, soothing sounds. “Thassalrigh, whoshaboosha sweet one, thassalrigh.”

“It hurt,” she moaned. “After you left, and we turned south, but… you were too far. It was too long. It hurt in my soul.”

“I know,” I told her, and smoothed her tears away. I kissed her forehead, and soon enough Auralla was squishing her between us.

“I’m sorry Avi,” I whispered. “I won’t let you go again. Never again.” I love you, I thought, and then straight on the heels of that was what in the hell am I thinking? I couldn’t just love all my girls. I couldn’t handle more loss with all these feelings involved.

But I did love Auralla, and Avya, and Dallinya. I loved Velleth, and Quavallie, Shennalil, and perhaps in a different way, I loved Hellera.

I had already committed myself to a life in this world, however brutally short that might be.

Shennalil had joined in the group hug, and at almost the same moment, Dallinya squeezed us from the other side. And around us, people watched.

“We need to head back to the mansion,” I told them quietly.

Avi pulled back, wide-eyed. “What happened?”

We made it back to Aceter House at speed. The mansion hadn’t suffered any damage, but still seemed gloomy and stiff as opposed to its usual warmth and coziness. No one spoke. Auralla peered at me several times, but said nothing. Avya didn’t stop crying, and about halfway there, Shennalil broke down and flitted off ahead to see for herself first.

Finally, I put Avya down and we entered.

The whole place had a somber air now. The two servant families, the cephellians and the fae nellwyn couple bustled about with their heads down. They corralled the children over to the portion of the house reserved just for them, and disappeared from earshot.

“Evan, what happened?” Dallinya finally demanded.

“Come with me.”

They followed me up to the third floor, which was typically reserved for parties, and found Zati on a bed in the nearest bedroom. Quavallie and a weeping Shennalil at her bedside. Hellera sat against the back wall, staring at nothing, with Velleth beside her.

It had taken all four of us to move her, since she weighed something like a metric fuck ton. The four of us in a line, with her unconscious body, and her tail, had seemed eerily like a funeral procession.

And out of that, the three girls had once more changed. The Archivist’s Mark appeared on Hellera, Quavallie and Velleth.

“We lost… the Governor.” I told them.

“What in the names of all the gods does that mean?” Dallinya blurted.

I explained about how the Governor had been caught in the gigantic fuck-off spell, obliterated. Most importantly, witnessed by the other Gleaming Silver. Then, after we’d defeated the last of the ooze, Arlen had come seeking revenge.

“It was only thanks to your marks of power that I survived,” I told them. Especially the Blood Debt I’d secured from Avya, and the… enhanced relationship with Auralla. I didn’t mention those, but we were in my house, and I didn’t have to wear a shirt. The two silver marks could be displayed prominently.

Love had literally saved my life.

“But now we have more problems,” Velleth said. She sounded different, better than she’d sounded in weeks. She finally had a scrap of confidence.

“What happened to Zati?”

“She was crushed by a house,” I told them. Wicked witch style, though she didn’t deserve that. “We used the potions and the healing mark on her, but she hasn’t woken up yet.”

One by one, they all came forward to lay a hand on Zati. Silent tears were shed. I didn’t join them; I’d already had my time spilling salt water over Zati’s condition. Velleth, Hellera and Quavallie had already spent their time in grief over what had happened, but were still deep in it.

And there was another completely fucked up Gordian knot that needed untangling.

“Come with me.”

Down in the dungeon, I took them to the farthest corner. There, on her knees with her hands up over her head, was the Governess. The silver tier manacles once again bound her hands, and she was gagged.

She wore none of the gold bangles around her fingers, wrists, or tail. No jewelry. We’d even taken off the ridiculous slave Leia garb and left her sans clothing. Now instead of the haughty, imperious cunt who knew she was better than all of us, her expression only seemed pointlessly enraged, like a Karen ready to tear the manager a new asshole.

Most importantly, the gold neck bands were gone. Her body was, for the first time, littered with marks of power. The one I expected to find on her neck was nowhere to be found.

Wait… the marks had been silver when we removed the gold necklace, all the marks had been silvery. Now they were faded to bronze.

“She wouldn’t stop screaming,” Quavallie explained. “I had no choice. Plus, she bit me before I got it around her face. Nearly took off my hand.”

“She brought Velleth back when we were in the dungeon,” Dallinya said. “She can do the same for Zati.”

I wasn’t sure about that. And I wished she hadn’t mentioned it in front of the prisoner.

“Scream and bad things happen to you,” I warned. Once the gag was off though she held her peace.

“You helped us in the dungeon. Why?”

“The Governor wished you to succeed. The Governor was my master.” The next words came dagger sharp. “You killed him, didn’t you?”

I ignored this. “I can set you free if you heal one of mine.”

She considered this carefully before standing. “You have yet to nominate a Favored Consort.” When I didn’t respond, she went on. “Nominate me as your Favored Consort and I will heal your slave.”

Apparently I needed to see what the other benefits of being Silver tier were, but one thing was clear: there was no way I was making anyone other than Auralla a ‘Favored Consort’. I didn’t even know what it meant in game terms, but it was a foregone conclusion.

“I offer you freedom in exchange for your help. Once I brokered your exile from my districts because of your meddling. So no, there is no chance to become a Favored Consort.” I spat the words, as if there were any chance she would be favored over women who routinely put their lives on the line for me.

“The other option is to slowly rot down here, lose all your powers, and eventually die,” I told her. “Then we dump your body in the river.”

“You wouldn’t.”

I probably wouldn’t. Killing people wasn’t something I just did on a whim.

On the other hand, I’d been bloody up to my fucking elbows in froles and vurdoks and flame sorcerers. I could end lives now. It happened all the time. This world was thick with death.

With a shrug, I left her. She began shouting after me, then screaming, but I didn’t turn back. Somebody gagged her, but it took time. She screamed herself hoarse before that happened.


42- You Know What You Came For

Now I needed to see. I let the girls retake their vigil over Zati. Upstairs, in the main hall of Aceter House, I tapped at the exclamation point, the first silver one.

Silver tier brings several benefits.

*Immunity to venoms, poisons and diseases below Silver tier.

*Slowed aging: You age 50% slower than normal.

*Mana sustenance: You may consume high mana in lieu of a meal.

*Mana capacity: Your mana pool is increased significantly.

*You may advance individual attributes past Silver tier and into Gold tier, though you do not gain the benefits associated with reaching Gold.

*Favored Consort: You have the ability to nominate a Favored Consort.

*You have gained an additional special ability.

All this seemed good. Slow aging was incredible. Eating mana instead of a meal was weird, but good. If I was ever captured I wouldn’t go super hungry. Deeper mana pool, nice. Time for deeper dives, more shop items, more teleporting. The one before Favored Consort was interesting as well, like the UI knew I wouldn’t want to get a shit ton of stars in Sly, for instance, but instead ramp up Fierce and Tough and Quick and Clever. Of course I’d still want to hit Gold eventually, but it wasn’t essential. One day soon I’d be able to put my fist through people.

“One day,” I told myself quietly.

Okay, that last one. Since special abilities were tied to my Attributes, I wondered if this one would attach itself to Fierce, the next one on the attributes list. Drifter was the first and was tied to Attuned, and Adrift was tied to Clever. Fierce meant an attack power.

I was neither wrong nor disappointed.

Phase Shift

*Special Ability, Inherent, Magical*

*Silver tier, two stars*

The veil between worlds exists everywhere, and is itself a sort of space. Now you may access and manipulate that veil.

Normal: Activate to phase a single handheld object out of this reality for one hour. The object remains in place and may be seen, but interacting with it delivers high damage per second. The damage is considered dimensional. Your touch ends the effect.

Costs extremely high mana. No cooldown.

Bronze: Activate to phase yourself out of reality for one minute. Your Attuned body and senses perceive both this and an adjacent reality. You may interact with either, or disregard objects in either as though they did not exist. This allows you to pass through objects or people harmlessly.

Costs extremely high mana. No cooldown.

Silver: Activate by touch to phase a living being and their carried possessions out of this reality for one minute. Any further contact with objects or beings from this reality (other than the ground) deals high damage per second. The damage is considered dimensional.

Costs extremely high mana. Cooldown 6 hours.

This ability is linked to your Fierce attribute.

I noticed the power didn’t say ‘your home reality’ but rather ‘an adjacent reality’. Meaning there were more than just the two. Shudder.

The cooldown of six hours was the only real downside to the set of three. I wasn’t sure what ‘dimensional damage’ was, but so far I’d dealt with or seen fire, poison, holy, electric, and then normal sources: blunt, edged, and piercing. All of them had their own special bonuses, so dimensional damage probably did too.

It was nice to both take someone out of the fight completely and be able to damage them with the slightest attack. Even Shennalil, my weakest fighter, could just fly through the enemy in question, or repeatedly swing through his helpless form. It would be a special kind of torture to phase someone out and then just poke them a bunch of times.

I could just imagine her fluttering her wings through a helpless phase shifted enemy, and got a dark satisfaction from it.

But… once every six hours. Well, nothing was perfect.

It occurred to me that this ability could’ve meant a drastic change in how the battle against the ooze had gone. I wondered though, since it was Gold, if the Silver tier ability would’ve even worked. The three Gleaming Silvers had gone up against it with everything they had, and failed.

Okay, I’d had my dessert before the main course. Phase Shift was the icing on the cake but I needed the meat. I needed to know what Favored Consort was, and what it did.

It was… a lot.

Favored Consort

Silver tier males may nominate a favored consort from among females they have marked. A male may only have one favored consort at any given time. A new favored consort may only be nominated if the previous one dies.

Requirements:

The nominated female must agree to become the favored consort; the process cannot be forced onto the unwilling.

The nominated female may not already be a Blood Debtor.

Benefits of the becoming:

*The favored consort immediately gains 4 stars in all attributes. 

*The favored consort immediately gains a rank in each skill you possess.

*The favored consort immediately gains an additional mark of power from each of your special abilities.

*The favored consort immediately gains all your marks of power from other marked females.

*As you gain new marks of power, your consort likewise gains one.

*The favored consort immediately gains a Blood Debt to you, and is incapable of attacking you, the Savior.

*You immediately gain two stars in all attributes.

*You immediately gain a rank in each skill your consort possesses.

*You immediately gain an additional mark of power from among your consort’s special abilities.

I stared at this, read it again, then re-read it just to be sure.

First of all, four stars of attribute power to them, and two stars in return to me. All marks of power from my special abilities to them, one in return to me. All skills traded, which was more balanced at least.

But the Blood Debt. I swore, low and continuous, over the next few minutes while re-re-re-reading the write up. Avya already needed to stick with me at all times, bonded and supernaturally required to follow all of my dictates or take harm. It was like the brand, but worse, because it was magically enforceable.

I doubted Auralla would even want to become Favored Consort if it meant taking the Blood Debt. That said, the Silver Beastmaster’s Mark would functionally become Gold tier. Hers would… what? Remain at Silver? Fall to Bronze? Not knowing made me angry at the whole concept.

All at once the Governess’s offer seemed a lot more palatable. I would be able to boss her around like an utter douchebag if I wanted, and she’d have no choice but to take it. Take it and smile when I told her to smile.

Then again, all the ladies living under my roof would know that this woman was my Favored Consort. The same woman who had turned Velleth against me, turned them against each other, and nearly gotten me to murder Hellera. I couldn’t have them curl their lips at her and look down on me for putting this felinian bitch above them. Regardless of whether I told them it was a punishment for fucking with us, the words ‘Favored’ and ‘Consort’ would still be at the top of her character sheet.

No, not Tavayanni either.

I wished Rettis or the Governor were still alive. Preferably Rettis. He seemed like a decent fellow and I could ask him where his Favored Consort was. Or if he hadn’t taken one, what his reasoning was for not doing so. Right now this seemed overwhelming. I didn’t like being a rudderless ship.

Before I nominated a consort though, I needed to deal with the dungeon core situation. It would grant me another special ability that the consort would get as another mark.

The thought made me grin. The last one had been a real nice time, harkening back to the first time I’d lain with Auralla in the tall grass. I could get behind that. The girls could see to Zati, and I could get a little alone time.

Pff, jerking off with a magical pumpkin-sized sex toy that gave me powers. Sigh. Telling you about it makes it seem so pathetic, so stupid.

And yet, I needed this if I was going to survive. Whatever the Governor situation was going to turn into, whoever would take over the job, I’d have to keep punching up above my weight class with the new boss. And if that meant I had to go and have a nice hallucination with Auralla, I was down for that.

After telling the girls that I needed some time, I retired to the main bedroom, undressed, and lay on the gigantic bed. Then, copper coin in hand, I produced the dungeon core.

Glowing with gold, it radiated warmth and the scent of a peculiar magic. Wild, feral, and musky, the smell of the magic was that of the froles, except… purified. Stripped of what I would consider vile, but instead potent and intoxicating and calling to me.

Just touching it was arousing. I knew there were rituals to turn it into a magic item or take the dungeon and make it mine. Both were decent ideas. I liked the idea of a warren of tunnels beneath the city that belonged only to me.

That said, this thing wanted me inside it, and it wanted my seed so it could become whole. The urge to give it what it wanted rose inside me. I could barely think about anything other than my straining member, eager to cut the foreplay and get it on.

Gold light enveloped everything in sight as soon as Tab A met Slot B. I fully expected, when the light receded, that I’d be out in the savannah, beside the trailer, staring down at Auralla’s luscious lips and lust-slackened expression. I hadn’t seen those hooded eyelids and the emerald perfection of her eyes enough lately. I yearned to have her again.

That wasn’t what I found when sight returned to me. Instead, when I was able to see again, I was in a little alcove once occupied by a mighty tree, outside in Ink District, just a few blocks from here. Standing before me, hand cocked on one hip and looking haughty, was the Governess.

She was back in the XXX slave Leia garb. One thick band of gold wound beneath her breasts, with a film of sheer sky blue fabric binding them. Another thick band of gold ran around her waist, with another bit of the same fabric ‘covering’ her nethers. All the rings, bracelets, anklets, piercings and tail rings were back. And she looked… so beautiful. Her proportions couldn’t have been better, the  cat eyes, the pierced nipples with the rings, everything was a massive turn on.

This was not the stripped and powerless prisoner in my dungeon, but instead a dark mistress who ran schemes all over the city.

“Well,” she said, her voice silky smooth and arrogant. “You know what you came for.”

“What are you doing here?” I demanded. The un-reality of the situation was overcome by the anger swelling up in me.

“You know already,” she purred, and raised her arms slowly up over her head, twining them around one another several times before beginning to twitch her hips back and forth. Then she rolled them expertly in a circle. I couldn’t look away from the spectacle of her hips, or what was between.

I was already hard. Of course I was; this was a fucking hallucination and the dungeon core’s power had aroused me to an insane degree. But already, the reality of this vision had me.

The Governess turned in a slow circle in a little belly dance. Rhythmically gyrating with her hips bobbing out toward me at every circular roll. Her tail swished from side to side, and her eyes stayed focused on my midsection the whole time.

The dance continued, with her sauntering over, bending and shaking her assets hypnotically back and forth. The silver rings in her nipples glittered in the midday sun, as did all the ear piercings, the eyebrow piercings, the nose piercing, and the rings round her tail.

When she turned her back on me, the dance morphed into a body rolling rhythm, and over her shoulder she smirked arrogantly at me. Gave me side eye. Bent at the waist and showed me everything on offer.

She was already gleaming with wetness, and I saw the tell-tale glint of a clit piercing.

“Fuck,” I muttered. My cock felt like I was already sheathed inside her. Hell, I might’ve been, inside the dungeon core at least.

“Mm-hmm,” she said. “Are you ready, Drifter? Is the big strong man going to come and take what he most desires?”

I tried to shake these thoughts out, watching her roll around on the ground, spreading her legs and twirling them around in an effortless circle. In another second she was up on her feet with her arms back over her head, rolling her body back and forth, back and forth. A snake dance to hypnotize the viper.

I was the viper.

This wasn’t what I most desired. “You forced my friends to betray me. And each other.”

“Mmm,” she purred. “I was so very good at it, too, wasn’t I?”

“That’s over.”

“Is it?” she asked. “I haven’t set in motion a series of events that leads to your group losing trust in one another? Splintering and faltering?”

“Then why is it you?” I repeated. “Why can’t I just have a nice rocking time with Auralla or Dallinya? Hell, I’d take one where I was the same size as Avya or Shennalil.” Avya and Shennalil, my horny brain insisted. If you’re going to dream, dream big.

Now she did a model walk over to me, swaying those perfect breasts with their silver rings at me, and I felt the urge to back away.

“I’m here because you wanted me here,” she told me.

“That’s a lie.” I didn’t sound convincing in the slightest.

She smiled. “I’m here to fuck you, Drifter. And what you do with that information is all up to you.”

She laid a hand on my shoulder, not ready to claw my eyes out like last time, but she did rake those claws down my chest and bring the pain. When she dropped to her knees, her claws continued to leave red stripes down my abdomen and hips.

“So very big,” she teased. “Did you swell to this size all for me?”

She slipped my erection into her mouth, staring me in the eyes. None of the haughtiness was gone. She looked unconquered, in control.

“Fuck,” I said, and seized the back of her head to drive forward. As always, my cock was the size it needed to be, and this time I wanted punishing.

Now those eyes showed surprise, but gleeful surprise. Even as she choked and gagged, she did it with a smile on her face. She was into this. She grabbed onto my ass cheeks and clawed me lightly again, holding herself with her nose pressed against my abs and balls against her chin.

The pleasure was so much. Nearly too much to handle. I wrenched her off me, watching in fascination as strings of saliva bridged the gap between my dick and her mouth.

The Governess coughed, then made a satisfied noise, as though she’d just eaten a five star meal or taken a sip of something delightful.

I shoved her away, and she landed with legs spread.

“Why?” I demanded.

“It’s your world,” she moaned, and rubbed her hand against her lower lips. “All your wishes come true in here, don’t they?” Then she spread herself out before me, pulling back on her skin and revealing the stud pierced through her pleasure button.

“But I didn’t wish for you.”

“I’m sure, deep down inside, you wished you could push me on my back like this and slide that big hard cock of yours into me. Deep down inside.”

No, I wanted to tell her. My mouth wouldn’t work.

“You wished you could feel me squeezing you so hard you lost control.”

That’s not true, my brain said. But my erection pulsed with need.

“Punish me, dominate me, make me cry out and shout your name to the sky.”

I tried to tell her that wasn’t what I wanted. Instead I found myself on my knees, ripping the thin veil of fabric off her top and bending to lick at the first of her nipple rings. I twisted it and nibbled at her, listening to her moan with pleasure and need.

“Mmm,” she moaned. “That’s right. Use me.”

Her hand found my cock and pulled down, guiding me to her entrance. I didn’t stop her, didn’t think I could stop her. Once the head felt the slick petals of her, I knew I’d lose. No resistance.

Not that I was putting up any resistance now. I stuck my tongue through the hole in the ring and tugged, and in response she wrapped a hand around my head, twining her fingers through my hair.

She drew me in, closer, and closer still.

If I didn’t want this, what the hell was I doing?

I tried telling myself this wasn’t real. This was just a projection. I’d figure it out later. The head touched, slid, sank home. I entered her slowly, drawing out and pushing back in. As expected, her pussy was moist, welcoming, hot, and squeezing me.

“Ugh, that’s big. So… fucking… big.”

I bottomed out and she threw back her head in ecstasy. This shoved her gorgeous tits into my face, and sent her claws into my scalp. The pain somehow made the sex even better.

Why did she have to be so alluring? Why had she settled into my mind and taken up residence there?

For now there was no answer, only the slap of flesh on flesh and her tortured, blissful groans. At some point she had begun a shuddering orgasm, silently screaming up at the sky, while I pounded against her.

“St… stop,” she begged.

No.

I rammed into her, over and over again, then got back onto my knees, pulled her legs over my shoulders, and began really reaming her out.

Her mouth opened and closed over and over, and occasionally a squeaking moan came out. In the meantime, the light inside her began to build.

“Fuck,” she gasped, coming again. I stared down into her eyes, with the fur of her legs all up the sides of my body where she’d clawed me, and watched her face contort while I pounded into her with every bit of horny fury I could muster.

Fuck this woman, with her pretensions and her arrogance and her power lorded over me. Fuck her ultimatum and all the problems she’d brought into my house.

The ball of magical light within her grew in size, and grew further, while I hate fucked this cunt into the ground.

No more talking. I just railed her, pushing my knuckles into the grass at either side of her head and giving her the full force of my entire body.

Some time into her being utterly incoherent, I noticed the ball of essence was blinding white, and huge. It had filled out into the skin of her abdomen, hips, and upper thighs. It was creeping toward her belly button, and I could see my tool fully enveloped every time I slid into her core.

Her hand was at the back of my head, looked wildly into my eyes, and surged forward to kiss me.

The bitch had the nerve to press her lying mouth to mine. Her tongue rasped over mine, she closed her eyes. Then she hummed with delight with her lips parted, locked onto mine.

The wrongness, the pain, and the pleasure all came together and caused me to blast off inside her.

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.

I opened my eyes to find all the girls staring down at me.


43- Driven South

It took a long time for the girls to absorb all the information. Why had I just been fucking an illusion projection of the Governess? Just weeks ago the girls had caught me in a reverent, nostalgic coupling with Auralla. That made perfect sense. So… the Governess?

I tried to tell them it was like a dream: whatever you were going over in your mind, whatever was most pressing was what you’d dream about. The Governess had gotten into my head.

Then they had to digest the whole Favored Consort business. That was just as difficult. Initially of course they loved the idea of Auralla stepping forward and grabbing up all the marks of power on my person, including the new Phase Shift ability that seemed to useful and powerful. Then they got to the Blood Debt part and the loss of freedom, and they balked.

A lot of glances were thrown around, back and forth. A lot of eye contact was made.

“I know you enjoy your freedom here, such as it is,” I said.

“What do you mean, such as it is?” Dallinya asked. “It’s freedom. If I want to sleep downstairs, I do. If I want to wear green, I wear green.”

The others were nodding at this, but Velleth and Avya knew better. I gestured to Avya.

“I have the Blood Debt,” she told them. “Separation is… awful. And there’s… I don’t know how to explain. There’s a… I have to listen to all of Evan’s words. If he tells me something, I have to do it.”

“So if I told you to stand on your head and dance?” I asked.

She nodded soberly. “And protect you with my life.”

“In any event we should consider all this before trying to figure out who, if anyone, gets to be the Favored Consort. I don’t really like it, honestly, because it makes the situation seem like I hold one of you up higher than the others.”

“But you do,” Dallinya said.

“What are you talking about?” I asked.

“It’s obviously Hellera,” Avya replied.

Hellera started.

“Oh Hellera,” Dallinya started doing that bad imitation of my voice. “I love how dedicated you are and how you train so hard. What glistening scales you have. Won’t you let me give you a massage?”

“You guys better cut that shit out,” I told them. Already the others were laughing, including Velleth, and that was good at least. So very different from the last several weeks.

“There’s no time,” Avya said gruffly, her brow furious, a bad imitation of Hellera. “I need to kick the new Drifters’ asses and train them relentlessly.”

“What is happening?” Hellera asked, genuinely confused.

“They’re being idiots,” I said.

“Please just let me fire you up inside, Hellera,” Dallinya continued as me. “Then we can set the house on fire with our lust.”

“Are you done?” I asked.

“They do have a point,” Hellera responded. “I am clearly favored amongst your lowly, pathetic, harmless band of slaves.”

Avya pitched backwards, holding her sides, laughing silently.

“Oh, you too?” I demanded, with my pride so very obviously wounded.

Thus, the matter of the Favored Consort was tabled. After all, the issue of Zati was far more pressing.
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We decided not to be stupid about the Governess situation and simply take Zati to Healing District to wake her. It took six of us manning the stretcher on our shoulders, but we made our way to the temple of Caderyn, goddess of healing.

Healing district was two districts over from Mage, after Alchemy District, and the decor there was not humble like you’d expect from people who collect up herbs, mix potions, spread unguents, and preserve life. They didn’t have the ‘do no harm’ code, and had big buff security personnel, petty Masters seemingly everywhere. Most of the buildings here rose five and six stories up, getting nearer to the Governor’s palatial tower where all the best districts seemed to be.

Or perhaps just the more specialized and technologically advanced districts.

Instead Healing was lush with greenery and wide streets. Most of the window space was taken up with box planters, and the roofing all had some manner of greenery. All of it was herbs. Most renters here would supplement income, or offset their rent by carefully managing tiny herb gardens for the healing shops on each block. Some of them had artificial shade in the form of awnings or mismatched blankets up, if certain herbs needed that, and enchanted devices to spritz water or keep the humidity the way they needed it. These were mostly in the shops themselves, but a few of the occupants of higher floor apartments had some of them as well.

The whole place smelled delightful, and the green was a nice change from the gray and beige of stone and plaster.

Ink District would be green. This I vowed to myself, before remembering I had a host of other shit to deal with.

First on that list: handle the Governess before a new Governor came looking, and found her held prisoner in my dungeon. Second, learn a bunch of spells. Third, revisit the Spice District harem to consult with the ladies on the next part of my plan.

I mean obviously first, wake up Zati. It was the least we could do for helping to put an end to the ooze.

Before we’d simply gone into the first healer’s shop we found there. They informed us that this injury was deeper than mere potions or spells could handle. We’d need to seek out the blessing of the goddess herself.

Fuck.

This made the rest of the girls uneasy, and that made me glad, because getting a goddess’s blessing freaked me the fuck out. I was one step away from being an atheist. I’d pledged to not think about religion at all and just carry on with my life. I could technically classify myself as agnostic, but in truth I was too lazy to consider the situation.

That made me think of myself as a Non-considerist. Just don’t think about it, had been my motto. I’d avoided the gods of this world so far, but now that was no longer possible. It was this or elevate a conniving bitch to Favored Consort status, and that wasn’t happening. I’d just… face down a divine being. No problem.

The temple dominating Healing District wasn’t as great as the grand temple, but it was a large structure standing almost a hundred feet high. It was like a step pyramid held together by those high arched things you’d see on the outside of Notre Dame. Buttresses, I think the word is.

Several of the ladies peered at me while I snorted laughter. It would not do to laugh in the face of a goddess. I silently told myself to get my shit together.

Hanging off everywhere were the plants. It was difficult to spot the original reddish stone the building had been made of, except for the crazy color contrast.

Attendants in white robes milled around the various parts of the temple with baskets and pruning shears, collecting up various plants. As we drew closer, I noted the holy symbol for Healing was a green triangle embroidered on the back and left breast.

Two great banners hung from the front facade of the temple, pure white. One showed a leafy plant that was certainly used in healing, all in green, and the other was the inverted green triangle.

“I have come to seek the goddess’s blessing,” I told the attendant who came to greet us. “To heal my wounded c… slave.”

The woman, stocky with equal parts muscle and fat, pressed her lips together. “I will relay you to the prayer room, where you may beseech the goddess Caderyn for aid. You must know, however, that the goddess does not simply come down to meet with mortals every day, nor do such trivial matters warrant—“

She froze, then closed her eyes. When they opened again, they swirled with a white-green light. Her pupils and irises were gone, replaced by the luminous glow of divinity.

“Follow me,” she said, in a completely new voice. That voice was limitless in patience, kindness, and love. It was also immense.

It turned out we didn’t go to the prayer room to beseech the goddess. She led us into the temple herself.

The interior was dimly lit and still filled with numerous herb gardens being tended by the attendants. Once the first of them recognized the glowing eyes, they fell to their knees, and the rest of them quickly followed after. They knelt, and pressed their hands against the floor, then pressed their foreheads to their hands.

Not far off, we turned a corner and arrived in a smaller room, about fifteen feet square, dominated only by a large altar style bed. The attendant with the glowing eyes gestured toward it, and with difficulty we hefted Zati up onto it.

Silence fell over the room. The woman peered down at Zati, before at last looking up. She seemed surprised that we were still there.

I was surprised to find everyone else kneeling.

“You would have your slave made whole,” she said.

I nodded. “With apologies, I had thought it would be a simple enough process. I didn’t think it would require the attention of the goddess herself.”

“I would speak with you, Drifter. You are not of this world.”

“That’s… true.”

“If I do this thing for you, I will exact a price.”

I took a breath. “I’m willing to pay that price.”

I heard a hiss of breath behind me, and the glare from Quavallie and Dallinya telling me exactly how stupid I’d just been. Had I literally just agreed to whatever it was this goddess wanted me to do without knowing what it was?

“I would like to know what the price is,” I blurted, but the goddess had said, “Done.” Zati had just awoken, blinked rapidly several times, and sat up. Fuck.

One of these days I was going to wise up and not fuck up the deal on day one. Apparently that day was not going to be today.

“Leave us, maidens,” the goddess said. “Your Drifter will be safe in my care.”

They didn’t hesitate, but instead filed out of the room. This included Zati, who stopped to give me a kiss on the cheek.

Then we were alone.

“You accepted the price without its knowing, without an attempt at negotiation,” she said. “Many of the Masters throughout this empire would never have brought her to me in the first place, yet not only did you do so, you agreed out of love.”

Love. Gods, what was my brain doing? Love had just landed me in a serious predicament.

“I… assumed the negotiations would commence.” I shrugged. “What’s done is done, apparently.”

She smirked.

“What?” I asked.

“No begging? No pleading?” Her tone was unmistakably thick with amusement, like mortals are always doing that, haha, the idiots.

“You know, the moment you opened your eyes and spoke, I felt like you would have my best interests at heart. There’s a policy in my world that healers cannot harm their patients.”

“You are not my patient,” she remarked.

“That’s true. Fair point.” I thought it over. “However, Zati is under my protection.”

“You refer to her by name. I noted your reluctance to use the word slave earlier,” she remarked.

“I noticed you haven’t said it either.” She’d somehow known they were my ‘maidens’ before asking me about it.

She moved towards me, face bright with excitement. With two hands on the altar, she leaned in. “The Governor of the city is no more. His Favored Consort is broken and unable to report to the Platinum Throne.” Now she looked positively giddy with excitement.

“For a healer, you seem awfully interested in politics.”

“Will you indulge me a secret, Drifter? After all, should you tell anyone, none of them will believe you, and I can deny it. Then, of course, as part of the price, I can merely smite you immediately. Yes, yes, I will favor you with a secret.”

What in the nine hells was going on here?

She leaned in closer, eyes burning with the power to obliterate this entire city in a second.

“I hate this bloody empire, Drifter,” she breathed, then grinned. Now she seemed manic, like a serial killer about to inform me all about how many people he’s stuck in freezers over the years, how many meals he’s made of them. “There! I have said it at last.”

“Oh… kay.” This was so much to unpack.

“Every day the people cry out for me. The slaves, the shop workers, their children, they cry out for help, and I cannot answer them. Their Masters keep them holed up in the harems, beaten down and behind closed doors. You cannot imagine, with twelve great cities, how many thousands of people pray to me this very moment, only to be disappointed when no help arrives. How many prayers go unanswered.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.” And really, that was very true. I didn’t have the stomach for suffering, not really. Even punishing Velleth was more about sexy discomfort than pain.

Her wildly unbalanced expression bore down on me. “Now we will discuss the payment, and the service you will do for me.”
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It took a long time to make my way back to Ink District. I was walking slowly, on trembling legs. How very, very stupid I’d been to just agree to anything a goddess wanted.

Part of me still hadn’t believed I was in the house of a divine being, or that it wouldn’t be a big deal.

“Wrong,” I told myself in a quavering voice. “Idiot.”

System messages had popped up, but I couldn’t handle them either. I pushed them aside and wandered slowly down the streets probably in the direction of Aceter House.

I couldn’t focus. Instead I stared around at the buildings like I was just seeing them for the first time, and tried to review all the things Caderyn had told me she needed done. Even without the system messages, I could feel that imprinted right on my soul. It was a binding sort of magic, and I knew the system was going to explain that there was no way to get rid of it, except by accepting the goddess’s command and doing her work.

“Fuck,” I repeated over and over.

When I arrived back at the mansion, the girls were waiting with the door open and concerned looks. Lucky for me there was much hugging against pillow soft breasts, and much cooing over how brazenly stupid I’d been. And more than one of them slapped me upside the head for the sheer depth of brazen stupidity I’d floundered into.
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That night, several of us climbed into the harem formerly belonging to Vintra. The ladies did, at least, in mist form. As for me, I used Phase Shift and walked right through the wall.

The room didn’t appear the same. A few of the slave girls had been removed from the harem, including Rae the human, the one who’d been chained up and driven to madness.

Although none of the furnishings had been cleared out, it seemed brighter and airier than when I’d last entered. The rugs seemed more brightly colored, the pillows softer and more plumped up, the beds more inviting.

And most importantly, the ladies stood tall and straight. Victorious.

“Where is the green-skinned elf?” I asked. “Idler?”

“The Governor,” the fae with the snowy white body replied.

“Ah. I’m sorry.”

“Another Master has not been chosen,” she said. “We anticipated one would come.”

I told them quietly. Right now, we were still very much in the transition phase. Survivors were turning up. Some of the Masters had been killed by the ooze. One of them might have been a witness to what I’d done to the Governor. I was getting plans in order to fight those kinds of accusations and the fallout, if and when it came.

But also, the raiders had just been through. Petty Masters had been elevated to district leadership positions just a few weeks ago. If a lot of new district ownership positions opened up now, we had a very good chance of the Spice District plan succeeding.

We spent the next few hours talking over that, and how it should go if everything went well. To a woman, all of them were disappointed with the idea of not heading back to Ink with me. But we couldn’t have that. If this was going to succeed, they had to bully the Master into not dominating them. If it didn’t work, they’d murder him just like they had with Vintra. And then they could try again.

“Who had the storage device?” I asked.

It turned out the storage device holder was a little nellwyn I’d never noticed before. She had dusky green skin and big, innocent eyes. I nodded, gave them a bunch more supplies out of the copper coin storage device, and bid them farewell.

Other harems would be much, much harder to handle, but I put that aside for now. Now it was time to head home, kick back a couple of beers with the ladies, listen to Michael and Paul tell stories, and then get fucking laid.

I should’ve known that wasn’t going to happen.

When I entered the house this time, nearly a dozen terrified faces turned toward me. I’d taken Auralla, Dallinya, and Shennalil with me, and they froze in the doorway such that I had to clear my throat.

“What?” I asked. “What is it?”

Zati did the spell. It involved another ritual circle style thing floating in the air, a series of complicated gestures, and shouted ‘magic’ words, but when it was done, a window opened in the air.

I recognized the site immediately, although my mouth immediately went on ahead of my brain and went, “Where’s this?”

The dead and empty land just south of the river. The place where the river was blocked.

Zati explained. “The Domi explained that something in the north had driven many monsters further south. We encountered the vedris. But I considered that perhaps something also drove the ooze south. Something even more powerful or dangerous.”

At first, I didn’t understand why the panorama Zati was showing was so far off. The river sat at the very bottom, along with a swath of destruction caused by the ooze.

But there, even further north, a mountain stood that I couldn’t remember seeing when I’d peered north with Zephellyn. It was also a decidedly bizarre looking mountain, not very wide at the base. More like a mammoth tower than a mountain. Out of the gloom of distant fog and atmosphere, the thing that resolved into an even stranger shape, like an enormous tree.

Mountain, tower or tree, it didn’t matter which thing it was, those things didn’t move like that. None of them moved at all.

This one did.

“What in the nine hells is that?” I asked quietly.

The spell winked out. “Honestly, Evan, how many hells are there on earth? Tell me the truth.”
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