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Dedication





This book is dedicated to Damien. May he continue to get freaky well into his later adulthood and dotage.
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Adult Content Warning

Look, this book is simply stuffed with adult content. Yes stuffed in that way. Cursing like truck drivers. Adult situations. Bucking. Tongues in all kinds of places they aren’t normally. Scissoring. Getting freaky. Deriving pleasure from smacking and choking. 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 third book in a series and if you already read the first two, you know how quickly people get the shaft. Even if you clicked on ‘show me a sample’ there’s something spicy in just a few pages. Get a fan to keep yourself cool, or better yet, a box of tissues. To dab away the sweat, obviously.

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. 


Argument

Capital A Argument is a tool used by fiction writers to let you know what happened in the previous books in the series. It’s basically the Cliff’s Notes version of how the story went in case you didn’t want to go back and re-read everything again, once this book finally got into your hands. Did you read a number of other more popular books before this? Or you just missed out on the notification that this book was released, and finally got back around to it? Or are you some kind of deviant, who jumps right to the third book in a series and says ‘fuck it, I’ll figure out what happened as I go along’?

If so there’s a special place in Hell reserved for you.

Just kidding.

…or am I?

Anyway this contains every single spoiler you could ever ask for, so just skip this section if you don’t want those spoilers or if Books I and II are fresh in your mind.




Book 1

Whatever your particular case, at the beginning of our hero’s tale (that’s me! Evan of Michigan, the Drifter who crossed over into brutal magic sex-land by total accident), Evan meets a delightful nearly-naked Auralla of Sunspire, and she convinces him to share essence. And by ‘share essence’ I mean slip her the sausage, swap bodily fluids, and also exchange magic powers.

She then brings her best friend into the mix, one Avya the tiny nellwyn dynamo. If you’re keeping score, I have a Beastmaster’s Mark, and now an Empath’s Mark. It’s a simple enough matter to level up our relationships, in order to turn a single weak ability into a more powerful second Bronze tier ability. All you need is enough lust-filled looks, enough tender kisses, and the fondling, groping, hand stuff, mouth stuff, and orgasms to take it to the next level.

From there I shotgun this orc to death and take four of his slave ladies. See, there’s another process of sexing power out of the ladies, and that is to just grab out a Bronze level ability for the dude, and leave the lady in question without magic all together. The asshole rapist in question gets stronger, the girl is left without magic to defend herself against him. It’s a total Win Lose!

I hate the whole concept.

The four new slave girls are a dragon-girl with red scales (Hellera), a blue-skinned elf (Velleth), a maroon furred tiefling (Fayeen) and a catgirl with leopard spots (Dallinya). It takes some convincing (via sex shows with Auralla and Avya) but they agree to take the mark. After the full moon, and after they perform the purification ritual, we all boogie down and I attain for myself four more marks of power. I’m also informed that some of the nearby city’s slave Masters are coming to try to kill me.

Well my six gorgeous ladies and I put a stop to that (by killing some dudes), and as a reward for killing the original orc, the Governor of the city awards me Ink District, an utter shit heap, along with a shop front, which is nothing more than a warehouse masquerading as a shop. He also gifts me a pretty little fae spy named Shennalil, ostensibly to make me stronger magically. In reality she’s there to report my actions back to headquarters for Quality Control.

I spend a lot of time turning the district and the shop around, stocking it with earth goods from my truck and my new ability Adrift, which lets me snatch handheld items from earth.

Now, I want the girls to walk around the city free, but they haven’t been branded like cattle. Fuck it, I say, Velleth the elf gave me an illusion power to she’s going to masquerade as me, and deliver earth shit to the people of the city and score me some points with the slaveholding douchebags I have to live next to.

Except, Velleth can’t keep doing illusions for days at a time, and gets caught in the middle of earth goods gifting. Gets chained up in Spice District. Meanwhile her partner, the dragonite Hellera, gets turned into a pincushion and has her hand chopped off.

Now, Shennalil is close to a stroke with terror that I’m going to do something awful to her, but when Hellera staggers into my house, the little fairy girl heals Hellera right up. She then allows me to screw her for the healing power and helps me go grab Velleth from the douchebag holding her.

In the middle of that, I stop and give Spice District’s harem girls a show, explaining that sex is great, and there are powers to be gained from it. Then we bust Velleth out. We also kidnap the snake-girl Zati.

Hey, she asked to be broken out. Who am I to tell a beautiful, busty woman no?

Following this, the Master of Spice accuses me of trying to kill him, but instead I convince the Governor that’s some bullshit. Sadly I can’t convince the Governor to let the ladies walk around without a brand.

A brand it is.

Well, we turn that awful ordeal into a wild sex party, and initiate the jellyfish-like Quavallie into the group. Now I’ve got seven magic powers, including the ability to transform into a were-dragon, breathe fire, shoot poison water balls at people, run around real fast, create illusions, take a shit ton of injuries, summon a ravening wild beast out of my chest, and influence people’s emotions. I figure I’m doing all right.

Well, I continue to prosper selling earth junk at insanely high markups, when one day a dungeon entrance opens in the middle of the street. Troll-like things pop out, and are swiftly murdered.

Auralla and Avya are villagers from beyond the city, and can’t hack so much of the city life, so I say my tearful goodbyes and help them head out on vacation back to Sunspire.

Turns out the raiders are coming… a good six months ahead of schedule. This dungeon is a way to force a two front war, which the city is not really equipped to handle. I volunteer to take on the dungeon, while most of the rest of the city’s slave Masters deal with the above ground raider threat: grofferes, these kaiju-sized roaming antelope things with villages on their backs.

Although Spice Master attacks in the dungeon, the girls and I put him in his place and send him slinking off to fight the real enemy. There we face even more trolls, several flame sorcerers, and these sorcerers who summon sex demons to screw me to death. It almost works, too. Then, an elemental and a lot more enemies later, and we’re in the end boss’s lair.

It’s here that the story takes a tragic turn: I’m struck with a lust spell in the middle of the pivotal fight. And so is Fayeen the tiefling. Except… I have the damage soaking magic thing, and she doesn’t.

We end up breaking the spell and defeating the troll king… a tad too late. Fayeen doesn’t make it.

What happens instead is that all the other girls somehow get the marks of power from one another in the moment of mourning. Now the fae Shennalil, the cephellian Quavallie, the elf Velleth, the catgirl Dallinya and the dragonite Hellera all get each other’s powers.

And by defeating the dungeon, I’m gifted with a dungeon core, a thing I need to screw in order to get an even better magic power.

Which is where the first chapter of the story ends… with Evan and the Super Capable Sexy Ladies helping the city to fend off the raiders keep the city from getting pounded in the ass.




Book 2

Due to me taking out the entire dungeon single-handedly (read: the other guys don’t know I had the help of awesome battle magic ladies) I’m gifted not one, but two new districts. I choose Mage, because enchanted items for my shoppy shop, and then I choose Grain because I don’t have many other good choices, and I don’t know any better. It’s that or the district of magic pigs known as grellaks.

Too smelly, no thanks.

Rebuilding follows, for two solid weeks of putting out the fires, and getting Humpty Dumpty back together again. For Grain, this means getting the fields outside the city dug again, raked again, sown again, back to flourishing.

The full moon is now approaching, so I can finally take Zati the naga and give her some sweet loving, then grab a new mark of power off her. I do this with Dallinya hanging around, outside the city, on the way back to Sunspire to see about my OG Auralla, and my second G Avya. A great time is had by all… I learn that, since gaining Bronze in all my attributes, my member could be whatever the lady in question needed it to be, and Zati has twin orifices. So yeah, that happens.

It turns out Sunspire is under attack by a big beastie called a vedris, and although it’s Silver tier, we manage to kill it and free the villagers. Trouble is, there was a gigantic ooze up in the north heading straight for Sunspire. Although the Domi who run Sunspire are not inclined to be nice to me for saving them, they are grudgingly ready to allow me (and the ladies I have with me) to clear out several dungeons and make a safe place for Sunspire to resettle. The added upshot will be the city Masters not knowing where they can poach new ladies to enslave.

The slavery thing is getting old.

First Domi, a sylph, also wants to know what the deal was with sharing essence. When she agrees to my terms, I give her an in-depth demonstration… and gain the power of the sylph.

From there, it’s time to knock out the two dungeons. One is filled with adapting monstrosities called froles, and nearly ends with Auralla choking to death on mushrooms, the second is filled with bone creatures, and nearly ends with Avya being sacrificed to a necromantic… something. Anyway I save her life, which she specifically tells me not to do. Weird.

The result is a Blood Debt: basically that Avya can never be too far away from me or suffer psychic injury, but it increases the power of the Empath’s Mark to Silver. At the same time, Auralla welcomes me back by giving me a super dose of loving and increasing our relationship to Silver.

I’m thinking about the best way to help secure the three districts I have at my disposal, when Zati informs me that she could open a very short lived dimensional rift, in order to import two of my best friends to this world.

That is how Paul and Michael end up here. They quickly bed the other three Domi (who are keen to figure out the essence sharing thing after the First Domi), and we all head back to Surrek together.

After all, there’s an ooze schlorping its way toward the city, and according to reports, it’s half the size of Surrek itself.

Back in the city, I receive the bad news that someone (an unknown rival Master) has unleashed mana slugs in Mage District, basically grinding enchantment and scroll making to a halt.

I also inform the Governor of the ooze, and he promises to have a look. Two other Silver tier guys are headed to Surrek to take care of the already-gone groffere riding raiders, so they’ll for sure help.

In the meantime we seek out the mana slug things, I have a very bad trip once I kill one and get its poisonous mana all over me, and initiate Michael and Paul to the world of fighting Surrek’s many dangers.

After this, I begin the process of turning the Spice District harem against Vintra. Yeah, that guy. After giving them an up close and personal example of how awesome sex can really be, I hand them a dimensional storage device with a ton of weapons inside.

Tee hee.

Now, one thing I neglected to mention is that just before the original dungeon raid, Velleth confesses to be spying on me. Not Shennalil, the naive and innocent fae, but the blue-skinned elf who’s been manipulated by the Governor’s gorgeous panther catgirl. Well, while I’ve been gone for those five days saving Sunspire and reuniting with Auralla and Avya, who should turn up and start manipulating Hellera the dragonite as well?

Yeah, so I have to put a stop to that also. With the two Silver tier powers at my disposal, a pair of magic-canceling manacles, and the power of sex friendship, we strip the Governess of her powers and deliver her to the Governor. There she confesses, the Governor is super pissed, but when I threaten to go public with the information, he relents and beats the snot out of his catgirl. Locks her up, well away from me and mine.

The time to take on the ooze is now. With the recon done, our idea is to dig a fire break, to kill everything that could be eaten and turn the thing aside. Anywhere but southward.

The ooze is even larger and more formidable than I imagined, and quickly devours the first of the Gleaming Silvers with the Governor. It then charges over the three hundred foot stretch of scorched earth we’ve dug and burned. All it sees are the fifty thousand delicious troops the Governor brought.

Well, the last ditch plan is to read off a spell scroll prepared by the mages up in the district. I’m sure the Governor thought that reading it would make me explode, but instead I get the power of annihilating everything that I see. Literally everything in sight.

The Governor gets into my field of vision near the end of the spell.

Whoops.

So now the ooze is ninety percent destroyed, but not totally obliterated, the one Gleaming Silver has seen what I’ve done, and both were ready to pursue me to the ends of the earth to snuff me out.

It’s time to race back to the city, prep the city with as many lightning spear tips as possible (since that seems to be the only thing capable of hurting the ooze even a little bit) and pray we have enough to stop it from eating and growing, and eating more, and growing more, until it’s eaten the whole damn city.

It has no trouble devouring the twenty thousand troops directly in its way, but once it gets to the city it smashes against the walls, the spears, the doors… then finds a way in, and finally faces down me and all my super powered ladies.

We’ve done it. We blast the ooze out of existence, with fire and lightning and… mostly fire and lightning.

Only now the last Gleaming Silver drops down, and starts beating the hell out of me. And while I’m exhausted from the battle, I’m not fully exhausted, because I summon up the Silver tier power of the Beastmaster, a swarm of every creature within 500 yards empowered with my stats, and the Suppressor, an ability that lets every attack drain a little of his mana away. By the powers of thousands of rats all draining this guy’s mana… I still couldn’t do it.

But the cephellians help, diverting a massive snake of water to wind its way through the air and slurp up the Gleaming Silver, drown him, then throw his dead body back in the river where it can be carried away by the current.

All good in Evan town, right?

I mean, I’ve finally made it all the way to Silver tier. By defeating the ooze and then a Gleaming Silver, along with dealing with three dungeons, I’ve got a lot more powers and capabilities than when I started.

The key one here is Favored Consort. I’m now able, with Silver tier, to nominate one of my ladies. She gets an incredible boost in power automatically, and I get power boosted too. The rub of this, though, is that whoever takes on the Favored Consort position gets that Blood Debt I mentioned: has to obey me implicitly, can’t harm me, can’t be apart from me or starts suffering magic damage. It’s basically slavery, and I can’t bring myself to take one of the ladies and do that to them.

But anyway, here we are with everything all good.

Well… the Governor’s gone and now we don’t have one. I’ve killed a Gleaming Silver, one of the empire’s roving policemen, and while the Spice ladies killed Vintra (and his nominated successor) they do need to have a Master.

The full moon, which will allow the ladies to do the purification ritual, is almost two weeks away. The city is reeling from multiple attacks, one after another, and it appears that something pushed the ooze south, the same way the ooze pushed the vedris south, and the same way the groffere and raiders came months earlier than normal.

Something apocalyptic this way comes.


1- Spread the Word

Pacing back and forth is kind of my thing. I don’t know if I’ve done it much throughout the rest of these adventures, but this section of the story involves a fair amount of pacing. Back and forth. Which is pretty much the definition of pacing, the back and forth part.

If I was a restless person at that point, it was because I’d accidentally murdered the leader of the city. By accident, okay? It was by accident. I mentioned that, but it bears repeating.

If I was pacing restlessly, it was because six other big landowning Masters of Surrek were staring at me and waiting for me to answer. And if all of them jumped me right this moment, I was definitely fucked.

“Drifter?” Ferrok asked.

“Hm?” I asked.

“Do you know what happened out there?”

“Pssh, no?” I shouldn’t have turned my ‘no’ up at the end and made it seem like a question. Ferrok’s eyebrow raised, and I could tell he knew. Or at least suspected.

“Someone saw the Governor,” another said, “entering the palace, and then the harem.”

“Nothing since,” Ferrok replied. “And now the Governor’s consort is missing as well.” His gaze shifted from the rest of them, to me, like he knew. I’d been the one to enter the palace and kidnap the black-furred manipulator. But he couldn’t know. He hadn’t been there when I took the Governor’s face using an illusion and stole the panther felinian responsible for screwing up my life so badly.

He couldn’t know. Probably.

If they didn’t know… they couldn’t have known. If they knew, they’d seen the swath of destruction flit back towards the Governor and dust him in the space of just a moment… I’d be dead.

Behind me, Dallinya and Quavallie remained seated, looking bored. If they hadn’t, I might’ve bolted out of this fucking meeting and taken all of them the hell away from this city.

“Why not?” one of the other Masters demanded. “You were there.”

This one’s name was Trusk, and he was exactly as thick and huge as the name implied. Trusk was a giant, or at least a half giant. He stood ten feet tall, easy, needed a custom chair at the Governor’s small council table. He also had pale gray skin with tiny scales that sometimes sparkled like chips of quartz. Like Ferrok his body was littered with Bronze marks of power, at least two on each arm, six up the front of his torso, and one on each side of his neck. These were just the ones I could see.

The guy was intimidating to a degree that I didn’t like.

“All of us were there!” I countered. “And let me tell you, I had this giant fuck-off spell going, which dealt about ninety percent of the damage to the ooze that nearly killed off the whole city, so cut me some slack, okay? I was a little busy doing literally all the work.”

“Nobody’s doubting your role in the battle, Drifter,” T’charrk said. His beady black hummingbird eyes and his even tone revealed nothing, which kept me nervous. This guy either already had, or was about to stab me in the back.

I gestured in the direction of the other four guys. Trusk had five districts, the most out of any of us. After him, Ferrok had four, and the rest had three.

“Yet I’m the one under questioning here?”

“You’re the one walking around like a prisoner in a cell,” another Master said. This one’s name was Kinniash, and he was a monolith of a man, literally carved out of rock and bristling with little crystal deposits. Meaning he was fae, though he had a little dwarf in him, because his stockiness and beard said he was. That beard was composed of roots and clumps of dirt that never rained down. His eyes were like twin diamonds.

I took my seat, and tried to calm the drumming of my foot. These people couldn’t smell my fear with my ability up. Steel-Willed was strong. I was strong, hiding the fact that I was now Silver tier. But if they dog piled me, I wouldn’t survive the afternoon.

“How long will it take the people to learn of his absence?” one of the other council members asked. I didn’t know this one’s name but he was a tiger striped felinian.

Ferrok shook his head. “Won’t matter. We keep a grip on our districts, tell the Masters to help out the new ones, reward them for good conduct. The people can’t stand against us.”

“The main question,” T’charrk said, “is how we take on the Governor’s duties and responsibilities. Or if we take them on at all.”

“Easy enough,” I said. “We’re seven. We each have a say over any issue, yes or no, and there won’t be a tie, ever.”

“And not replace Prellett?” one of them asked. Apparently Prellett hadn’t been fast enough to evade the ooze, and all three of his districts were now up in the air. Also, his seat on the small council was now vacant, alongside the Governor’s.

“We need to consider,” Ferrok added, as if my suggestion was the dumbest thing imaginable, “that the Emperor will be sending a replacement. We must assume he knows, and will send along a Gleaming Silver who has pleased him to take over.”

The others were nodding.

“Which means,” he went on, “every move we take independently will be seen and considered by this new Governor. If we are bold, we may find ourselves stripped of a district, or worse.” Like summary execution worse.

“But we lost Masters,” Trusk said. “New Masters must be appointed.”

“We can take them,” Kinniash said. “If the Drifter can have three after only a month in the city, surely I could handle a fourth. Or any of us really. I won’t claim to be a greedy man, I’ll step aside and let any of you take a fourth. Except the Drifter.”

I didn’t know whether to respond to this or not. I was in the fucking room after all. I also knew there was resentment between a lot of the other Masters who only had a single district and hadn’t been awarded any during the various battles.

“If we hope to avoid the new Governor’s wrath,” Ferrok suggested, “we should avoid giving any of these away between ourselves.”

“Easy for the Master of four districts to say,” Kinniash shot back. Me, I was just happy to no longer be the center of attention. I couldn’t handle the six of these powerful, veteran assholes all questioning me about blasting the Governor out of existence with a spell aimed at murdering a gargantuan monster. Let them devolve into a bitchfest and maybe have one of them murder another. I was okay with slaveholders getting their comeuppance.

The tiger-striped fellinian suggested awarding second districts to trustworthy Masters in good standing, and Kinniash accused him of sucking Trusk’s gigantic cock. They were just about at the shouting stage when I bolted to my feet and stared around at them. They turned to regard me, though Trusk and Kinniash were both giving me some lip.

“We’ll have to do the ‘everyone gets a say’ thing, if we want to accomplish any decision, or have Trusk be a temporary, emergency Governor, and what he says goes. Those are the only two options. Without leadership the place falls to chaos.” Which I would’ve enjoyed, except that I had enemies, and chaos meant someone burning down my house, or knifing my women.

Trusk stared at me across the weird, v-shaped table. I was at the lowliest position, which was topmost left. The topmost right position was Trusk’s, at the other side of the v, and that was like the Governor’s right hand. He towered over Ferrok, making him look like a dwarf instead of an orc.

None of these people understood what a vote even was.

“Do we each have equal say, or do we let Trusk lead?” Ferrok asked.

I leaned toward them, feeling like a Governor myself. I showed them the way to do it. “Gladiator rules. Thumb down for equal say, thumb up for letting Trusk take the Governor’s position for the time being. This is called a vote.”

Everyone, including Trusk, put their thumbs down.

“Let’s get down to work then,” Trusk said.

[image: ]

I thought about it while we went through the pressing business of getting Surrek on its feet after the ooze attack. Of course, it made perfect sense for Trusk to want to share any blame the new Governor would feel like throwing out, and punishments as well.

He didn’t want to be the only one to suffer the new Governor’s wrath. Now we were all in the line of fire.

After we’d deliberated further, it became clear that Kinniash was ready to back down on his wish to get more territory for himself. I even offered to give up Grain, until we were reminded that we didn’t have enough full-fledged Masters to handle the districts who had been lost to the ooze.

Wine, Root and Pigment Districts were all on the table, courtesy of the council member who’d bit the dust. Seven other Districts had missing and presumed dead Masters. They were given three day grace periods before we’d assign them to new petty Masters. If they didn’t rise from the dead and take over their districts once more, that was. This matter also carried unanimously, as did the next.

We set the palace harem and the treasury as off limits. The seneschal would be placed in charge of all that business for now, and report to the council directly in a powerless advisory role.

“There’s the matter of Spice District,” Ferrok said. I forced myself not to stiffen, and not to get up to start pacing around again. Not only was I responsible for Vintra’s death, but also his replacement.

Spice District was my little pet project. The girls there trusted my plan to work, and for me to help them out. I felt a pang of panic surge through me, and shoved it aside mercilessly.

“Fucking Spice District,” I spat, because I had to for the sake of appearances. “Who’s Vintra’s replacement?”

“That’s the problem,” Trusk said. “His replacement was found dead, just the same as Vintra.”

They bought my vehemence and the lie. Well then. The plan appeared to be working. I had to keep the smile off my face. This small council was a vile bag of snakes, but I’ll be damned if I wasn’t enjoying this.

“I want to be given permission to look into this,” I asked, grinning. I could almost hear the terrified confusion coming off Quavallie and Dallinya.

“Why?”

“To clear himself of wrongdoing,” Ferrok said, with a lazy smile.

“I wish I’d done it,” I retorted. “I was speaking with the Governor when the word came in. Vintra’s gone, and now Vintra’s handpicked replacement is gone. It sounds like there’s a gang of petty Masters looking to worm their way into taking over the District.”

Yes, this was a good lie. If I could play detective, I’d have access to the harem and wouldn’t have to slink around at night.

Trusk shrugged. “If you take this, you’ll also be put in charge of security over Spice until a new Master is chosen and the full moon gives the new Master the opportunity to cement his control over the district.”

I could just about feel T’charrk’s beady gaze drilling into me.

“That will spread my resources very thin,” I lied. Jeez, I was doing a lot of lying right about now. Pressure was welling up inside me; all I’d have to do was make one mistake and this whole dumb house of cards I’d built would come crashing down on my head. It wasn’t a good metaphor, okay? They were… very heavy cards. Made of axes or something. I don’t know.

But on the other hand… Vintra was dead, the Governor was dead, we were practicing a sort of democracy for the first time ever, and my plan to have the girls in Spice force power sharing on their Master was inches away from fruition.

If there was any way I would change the city to allow for branding to become a thing of the past, I would do it. Auralla and Truffy had spent their first night outside the city last night, so they could move around without restriction. Avya was still living in Aceter House, in Ink District, because of the idiotic Blood Debt.

I loved Auralla. Like, I couldn’t see life in this world going on without her. I couldn’t stand to think of her walking around Surrek and have some cuntflap with a thirst for power attack her because she wasn’t scarred with my brand. That was unthinkable.

She’d refused to take the brand, and there was no way I was forcing her to get it.

The small council passed the resolution to have me go investigate Spice District. Everything was coming up aces so far. This naturally had me on edge.

Next, we resolved to send a petty Master with instructions to head to the imperial capital with news of the Governor’s (ahem) disappearance and our efforts to keep Surrek from becoming a lawless wasteland until a new Governor could be chosen.

“There’s one more thing,” I told them.

All eyes swiveled to me.

“More? Is there more yet?” Kinniash demanded.

“There’s something far in the north. It pushed the ooze and the other silver creatures south. It’s… big. And it’s on the move.”

Trusk leaned forward, seeming to envelop the entire table. “How do you know this?”

“I have the power to see far,” I admitted, and realized in the looks they shared each other that it just wasn’t a thing to advertise your powers. In all the fights I’d gotten into so far with other Masters, no one was like ‘taste the fury of my lightning slash!’ and then threw out a bolt of lightning. They didn’t flex a lot before throwing on an aura. For all the bravado and showing off of marks, they didn’t pull that playground bully shit where ‘my dad can beat up your dad’.

A lot of what these assholes did was conserve their capabilities and keep each other guessing about what those powers did. And I’d just done the opposite.

Mental shrug. It wasn’t even a power I had, but one Zati could perform if given enough time and mana potions.

“If I’m on Spice Girl duty,” I said, “I won’t have time to go investigate further, or work on unblocking the river where the ooze came over.”

“It is the job for Gleaming Silvers regardless,” Ferrok said.

“Unfortunately we’re fresh out of those,” T’charrk added. “Kinniash, Mine District belongs to your brother. With an expedition of Masters and miners, do you expect you would be able to destroy the blockage and get the river flowing once more?”

The tiefling member of the small council nodded. “This may stop the threat from reaching us at all.”

Kinniash looked as though he’d been backed into a corner. After more debate, it was decided that Trusk would supply some of the condemned fighters from Gladiator, Ferrok would use some of his overflow people and tools, and the others would bully the single district masters into supplying token forces.

I would sit back and do nothing, because fully a quarter of the people from Grain had gone to their deaths just a week ago.

“I can’t say I like this,” Ferrok confided after the meeting adjourned. When I asked what he meant, he said, “Years I’ve served here, with nothing like this happening. We’d see the raids come and go. Then sweep out and capture some females out of the north villages. Sow, water, and reap the fields. A predictable cycle.”

I nodded, considering.

“Then the groffere happen to appear some months before they’re supposed to, and it feels like they’re fleeing something. There weren’t as many groffere as we’d seen before, and they were desperate enough to use a dungeon. Now the river is blocked up, monsters fleeing south. The ooze.”

Put that way, it felt more ominous, like a great curtain descending from the north and shoving everything out before it, southward.

Something the size of a mountain, shaped like a tree, that moved.
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Third day of emergency small council meetings came and went in the midst of repairing the city and coming to grips with what had happened. The first one had simply been an accounting: the dead, the weapons, the supplies and the livestock that had been lost. Then a whole lot of trying to figure out what happened.

Days of grief and chaos and mourning. Everyone in the city had lost someone, or was living next door to someone who had lost someone. The people wanted to know where the Governor was, and filled the gladiatorial arena for word on his whereabouts and condition. Then the next twelve hours were spent in quelling riots, stringing up looters and criminals, and conducting a few executions after this shopkeep or that petty Master had been killed by the mobs.

Then once the remaining twenty thousand or so troops finally straggled back into town, it settled in: the Governor was missing and likely dead, the small council would be doing the administrating until the Emperor knew what had happened and could send along another Silver to govern. Their brothers and sons and husbands and fathers were dead, and there were no remains to bury.

Funeral processions followed, days of drinking and wakes that lasted long into the nights, by people with no money to pay for the drinks and no income, now that their companions and friends were dead.

Looting was light. Only the central market saw any violence or fire, but the Masters considered it to be sacrosanct, and we came down like angry gods on anyone attempting to steal from the various district shops.

And amid all that, me, recently come into Silver tier and unable to show anyone outside my house. Meandering home, I accessed my character sheet and marveled how much everything had grown.

Attuned— Silver*

Clever— Silver*

Charming— Silver*

Fierce— Silver**

Sly— Silver **

Quick— Silver*

Tough— Silver*

Three days of lying my ass off to the small council had boosted both Charming and Sly a lot faster through the early stars than I’d imagined. Nice. I mean I hated it, because there was every chance I was going to screw it up, but… it seemed like now that I was above Bronze, I was having a lot less trouble with these social checks.

It would only take one fuck up, I told myself despite the relief.

Skills came next, an incredibly long list I didn’t bother looking through. All I knew was I had Edged, Blunt, and Piercing weapons at various levels, Taunt, Intimidate, Negotiate, Sway, Knowledge in Ethetria as well as Magic… the list just kept going, and I passed it over in favor of the Relationships tab.

Auralla of Sunspire (Beastmaster): Silver*

Avya Dalewind of Sunspire (Empath): Bronze******

(Avya Dalewind of Sunspire is indebted to you under a Blood Debt)

Velleth of Surrek (Trickster): Bronze***

Hellera of Surrek (Red dragonite): Bronze***

Dallinya of Surrek (Survivor): Bronze*****

Shennalil of Surrek (Mender): Bronze*****

Quavallie of Surrek (Aquamancer): Bronze****

Sechelle of Vrenian Gorge (Suppressor): Bronze (no stars)

Zati of Dellendri (Archivist): Bronze***

Zephellyn, First Domi of Sunspire (Sylph): Bronze (no stars)

Sigh. Both Velleth and Hellera had been involved in that awful business with the Governor’s favored consort, the panther felinian. Past that, though, I was pleased to see Avya’s relationship rock solid. She and I both hated the Blood Debt, but there was no getting out of it unless by some miracle she saved my life, and I wasn’t about to put either of us in that situation ever again, if possible. Necromancers and bone dragons be damned, we’d just find a way to live with the bloody thing.

Sechelle’s relationship with me seemed to be holding, for now, which was a function of my Drifter ability, but eventually it would disintegrate. Unless I found out where the Vrenian Gorge was under the ground, went there, and gave her a heart-shaped box of chocolates, I wasn’t going to have the Suppressor’s Mark much longer.

I’d been so wrapped up in the fog of the character sheet I hadn’t noticed that I nearly passed the whole central market area. Arriving at the shop, I stared up at the caricature of me holding the plunger, badly painted bone white skin and too-red plunger.

“Let’s sell some shit,” I muttered.


2- You Presume Too Much

Ihad to ready myself for the inevitable discovery. If the small council members figured out I killed the Governor, or that my ladies had powers like a male, there’d be hell to pay. And that meant I needed to take stock of all my hidden advantages.

I’d been running around like an insane person for the last week solid, and hadn’t fully reviewed the changes to my special abilities. Silver tier meant new powers.

Special abilities:

Attuned— Drifter

Clever— Adrift

Charming— Steel-Willed

Fierce— Phase Shift

Sly— Dimension Door

Quick— none

Tough— none

Phase Shift had come along with Silver, but I’d also accessed the dungeon core from the froles and gotten Dimension Door. Since I used Sly the least, and events were moving fast enough to put me on the back foot, I hadn’t checked it out as closely as I should’ve.

First the others though. Each of them had grabbed up a new Silver tier ability.

Drifter was the basic ability: some stat buffs, access to learning magic, and then at Bronze the ability to teleport short distances for high mana. Now at Silver I could open flash portals for objects, meaning I could do Dallinya or Velleth’s portal knife trick. I thought maybe though, it could be used for catching projectiles too, and if I was clever about it, rain those projectiles back down on my enemies. I hadn’t had time to practice this; I was presently trying to make myself the richest bastard in Surrek. I definitely needed to, though.

Adrift at Silver tier was crazier: I could now put people into other worlds, or pull them here. It was not the same as the window Zati had opened; I needed to grab onto someone and shove them between worlds, or see them on earth and bodily pull them through.

I didn’t want to do this for various reasons, but the biggest one was this: if I sent a powerful Master to earth, was there any guarantee he would lose his magic? I could unleash supervillains on earth and that wasn’t cool. Chances were pretty good that they wouldn’t survive a farmer with a twelve gauge, but I wasn’t going to take that risk. Conversely, I couldn’t speak with people and ask if they wanted to come to Ethetria. Everything I was doing now was anti-slavery, and forcing people to come to this world was the opposite of that.

The only thing I could think to do with this was shuttle any of the ladies out of harm’s way if and when the battle got a little too intense, leave them in a little pocket of backwoods Michigan, hope a hunter wasn’t prowling around, and then grab them back up whenever the situation cooled down here.

Or I could send Avya shopping.

As soon as the thought came, I shut it down. Avya might be able to pass as a very small human, but there was no telling what kind of trouble she might get into, being a little kleptomaniac and trickster. I couldn’t shove myself through into earth, strangely, so I couldn’t take Auralla. Then who? Dallinya being a catgirl meant she could really only be okay at a comic or cosplay convention, and probably not even there. Ditto for Velleth, Quavallie, Zati, Hellera, Shennalil… the less humanoid they were, the higher the risk. Throwing them to earth was just a terrible idea, even if Velleth’s illusion power did work.

I forced my brain to move on.

Now at Silver, Steel-Willed had a couple of nice effects. First, the cost of using the aura was lowered, duration increased, range increased, and the cooldown abolished. Now if anyone used psychic or empathic effects on me or allies, they would be reflected back on the casters, and I would know who they were immediately. Then I could smash them with status effects by dispelling the aura, and recast it immediately.

The aura-as-attack function was really nice. I hoped Archivist’s Mark ended up like that at Silver tier. It would be nice to blast the aura apart and… either replenish a bunch of mana immediately, or stop enemy mana regeneration completely.

“You’re getting greedy,” I told myself. Dreaming up powers I didn’t have and wouldn’t have for at least a month or two, assuming everybody survived that long.

I’d just gotten Phase Shift with Silver, knew how it worked, and couldn’t wait to gain stars in Fierce. My hope was that the Silver tier power’s six hour cooldown would slowly melt away with more stars, or the duration of one minute would increase.

“Still doing the greedy thing,” I told me again.

And that left Dimension Door, which I needed to reread, because I hadn’t given it the attention it deserved. I certainly hadn’t used the ability in the insane aftermath of battling a tidal wave of ooze, accidentally dusting the Governor, then fighting the remnant of the ooze, only to have the other Gleaming Silver come after me. This new ability was unlike anything I’d gotten so far.

Dimension Door

*Utility, inherent, Magical*

*Silver tier, no stars*

Your inherent understanding of dimensional, inter-dimensional spaces and the points of access is enhanced. You gain access to the Nine Doors of the Cosmos.

Normal: Conscious thought summons the Black Door to a dimensional storage facility. This storage warehouse travels with you at all times, and is sized to reflect your current Sly attribute. Items placed in it are frozen in time once the door is closed. You may concentrate when opening the door to have a specific item spring to your hand. The door may not be closed while living creatures exist within it.

Costs minimal mana per minute to access. No cooldown.

Bronze: The Bronze Door provides a place to hide. Envision the door on any surface large enough to accommodate it, open and step through. Once through, the door vanishes. You are left in an extra dimensional space, completely undetectable by non-dimensional means. The hiding space can accommodate up to 10 willing allies.

Costs moderate mana per minute. No cooldown.

Silver: The Silver Door provides access to any door you have been through in this dimension. Simply envision the room you have entered previously via the door. Then open the Silver Door and step through. Allows up to 10 individuals to travel through.

Costs high mana to open, and extremely high mana per minute to hold open. No cooldown.

This ability is tied to your Sly attribute.

“Jiminy crickets,” I whispered, then turned and opened the Black Door.

Instead of saying something cutesy, I swore, a lot.

I was looking at a warehouse larger than the entire shop, complete with sturdy metal shelving and shitty conical lights about thirty feet in the air. I stepped inside, staring around at the prefab walls, the windows, and the… the bizarre red purple orange of the galactic nebula outside. Outside the opposite wall’s window, I found an underwater scene that certainly wasn’t earth. Dinosaur looking creatures swam lazily past, looking for similar looking fish, but they weren’t any fish I’d ever seen.

“Oh… kay.”

I unloaded the copper coin storage into the warehouse, all fifteen tons of paper, items, weapons, potions, and earth junk still yet to sell. The items appeared directly onto the gigantic shelving units in the warehouse.

When I was done, the warehouse was still mostly empty.

“Holy…” I muttered.

I stepped out and closed the door, then watched as it dissolved into thin air. Okay, okay. Nice.

For my next trick, I summoned the Silver door, envisioned the office door in the back of my shop, and opened it. I was now staring at Yann, who yelped and jumped a foot. The little gnome went scurrying away, then peeked his head out from behind a nearby shelf.

“No big deal,” I told him, and stepped through.

Except it kind of was a big deal. I peered back through the door and saw the broad cobbled street I’d just been standing on. It was a very big deal, actually, and one I was planning on using whenever necessary. I had enemies, and those enemies were going to shit themselves when I pulled a whole new bag of tricks out of my ass.
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That afternoon, some two hours later, I was in the shop when the strangest thing happened for the very first time. It wouldn’t be the last.

I walked through the shop, clipboard in hand, to inspect the wares and make sure Yann was following directions. Enchanted boots, check, right below enchanted socks. You’d think people wouldn’t care about enchanted socks, but you’d be wrong. These people worked hard. They worked themselves to the bone, and their feet took the brunt. Socks that repaired themselves and assuaged some foot pain were both in high demand. Socks that did both were currently out of stock and I had two dozen orders for them.

Also, and this was my dirty trick, I was giving some of these out to hard workers in my districts. I saw some serving wenches massaging their feet at nights when having beers with my ladies, and they got socks. Whenever I noted some laborer stop, pull off a boot with the soles worn through and shake a stone out of there, he got a pair of socks. If Velleth mentioned people hanging up clothes riddled with tears and rips, I pinned up a complementary pair of enchanted socks while they weren’t looking.

Weave District now loved me. They were hauling over socks, pants, shirts, cloaks, breeches, pantaloons, doublets, tunics and things I didn’t have names for just as fast as the hedge mages could bestow the enchantments.

The result I wanted though was for word to spread. In the first few days in town, Masters came and bought trinkets for their own amusements. They bought DVDs to see the weird rainbow reflections, and hung them up outside their gigantic mansions to slowly spin around. I discreetly stole stacks of blank CDs from earth to encourage this.

They came for wobbly plungers, comic books full of alien writing and even stranger illustrations, snow globes for the shaking, and oddly enough, plastic plants.

Immediately following, they came back for the refreshing minty toothpaste. We sold out of toothpaste in just under a week, and every time I thought to grab a tube, it was gone by the next day. Maybe they were eating the stuff.

But what I really wanted was for the Masters to compete with my townsfolk. First they needed to notice the glowing pendants on the necks of the ordinary citizens, which kept off the heat of the ovens or the stink off the gutters. They’d send spies into Ink and Mage and Grain to find out what the fuck was going on, and those spies would report that Evan was paying his people in coin, and in magic items.

Next, I wanted them to trudge into my shopfront and order up six hundred pairs of socks that would take a load off their hardest workers, or two hundred cooling necklaces for the smithies down in Iron District (or the other districts Ferrok owned: Sword, Shield, and Tool). Or fifty cloaks that helped their guards blend into shadows better, so they could catch thieves.

Stuff that cost silver instead of gold coins and wouldn’t throw their entire finances out of whack if they indulged the populace.

And finally, it was working. The Masters who’d come and bought up basically all my weird earth shit were now rubbing their chins and looking at bracelets to make their people slightly stronger and able to carry more freight, or wrangle more ornery grellaks to their cages. A bargain at only ten silver each.

See, the populace wasn’t made up of adventurers who all needed +2 glowing swords of Dragonslaying Badassery. The real money was in the thousands of ordinary folks who needed a self-repairing hat that kept you cool, or a jar that kept food from spoiling.

“Yann, you need to put the freshness pots in Housewares.” Hmm, Housewares was basically just the ceramic pots right now. Ceramic District was headed by a douchebag who didn’t want anything to do with me.

“Also,” I scribbled down an order. “I want this delivered straight to the lead hedge mage in Ink. Nobody sees it except him okay? I want this filled as soon as he can, at least one a day.”

Yann nodded, went to open the order, and when I hissed a breath, he snapped it closed and stared at me.

“If you know what it is, you could be in danger, so I’d recommend not.”

My shopkeep was one hundred percent a coward, and he was also now filthy stinking rich compared to how he’d been doing. I was kicking him back one percent of all enchanted item sales, and one percent was already more than three years of his old wages in just under two months.

Now as for the present douchebag in charge of Ceramic, he’d once commissioned the hedge mages to make him a super enchanted weapon and then refused to pay the fifty percent up front. They hadn’t made the weapon, and we’d almost gotten into a kerfuffle that would’ve ended with his head smashed like a melon on the cobbles.

Now he was grudgingly supplying ceramic jars to Ink and Mage for enchantment and resale. You hate a guy only so long as he’s not buying your wares wholesale, making you rich.

Yann didn’t hear my next question; he was currently explaining all about the enchanted armor to a burly dragonite Master with charcoal scales.

And I felt a feather light touch at my elbow.

I turned to find a blue-skinned fae staring up at me, one finger to her lips, eyes wide, shaking with terror. She looked over toward where the dragonite Master was complaining about the price.

When I led her further off, to where he wouldn’t be able to hear, she gulped. She clasped her trembling hands, opened her mouth, closed it, then opened it again.

“Is it true?” she managed.

I smiled gently, and with a bit of mischief. “Most of what you hear about me is true, but you’ll have to be more specific. People like to lie.”

She leaned closer, still in the grips of mortification, but brave enough to breathe, “Is it true your slaves keep their magic? When the… when you gain the mark.”

Oh, sweet summer child, I thought. You have no idea how bright you just made my day.

After taking the little water fae slave through some questions with Empath’s Mark going, I determined that she wasn’t a spy set by her Master to out me.

And I told her. I told her that not only did the girls keep their own magic, they took my mark upon sharing essence. I then told her sharing essence was awesome.

She didn’t seem to believe me at first, but I straightened and called for Velleth to join me. As she approached, I muttered, “Show her.”

I could almost feel the pleasure of the goddess of healing.

Then, instead of watching Velleth pull up her shirt and reveal her pert breasts and magic marks, I went to make sure the dragonite with the charcoal scales wasn’t looking for his errant slave. That didn’t stop me from imagining the look on the little fae would have, looking at the mark of power on Velleth’s toned abs. Or the other mark, or the other other mark.

He didn’t end up buying much, complaining that all the goods were cheap and didn’t have much in the way of magic for an actual warrior. I reminded him that he was welcome to commission a unique piece, but the rates had changed and he had to pay fifty percent up front.

Yes, he knew. He snarled and tapped at a scrap of parchment filled with words and numbers. The final, circled total was 850 gold pieces. 425 just wasn’t something he could afford up front, let along another 425 when the mages finally got down to making the fucking thing.

I could only shrug and tell him that the hedge mages had been bullied for too long and I wasn’t Giskennen. I had their backs.

He bellowed for his slave, who reappeared a moment later, and he stomped out. She cast one last look at me, and I could see it even from the back of the shop. She believed.

“Who’s that asshole?” I asked.

Velleth told me. I made a mental note to add him to the Inkwell blacklist. From now on, any time he showed up there, prices would be jacked up an additional fifty percent. He’d never get an enchanted item unless he murdered someone and looted it off their corpse.

I left Yann and Velleth in charge of things for now. Velleth had a great head for numbers and logistics, and had a way of quietly negotiating with Masters who thought they were her betters. Basically she showed them the brand, reminded them that she was haggling on behalf of the Drifter who’d destroyed the ooze, and they got off their high horses.

You didn’t mess with a guy who sat on the small council and killed Gold tier monsters, apparently.

Then, swinging into Healing District, I paid Master Trusk’s petty Master a perfunctory nod and headed directly into the temple.

I was seriously jealous of Healing. It smelled like rosemary at all times. It boasted wide streets, plenty of greenery, tall clean buildings, and the goddess of healing magic.

Then I knelt before the first attendant who came to greet me.

“I’d like to make a report,” I told her unhappily.

I’d gone and done something incredibly stupid in order to release Zati from a coma state, and agreed to any price the goddess wished. Only a great fool would agree to any price, you’re thinking, and yes, you’re one hundred percent correct.

Evan Westfield had his facepalm moments, and no amount of stars in the Clever attribute could stop them from striking.

The attendant, a nellwyn male in white and green robes, gestured for me to head this way, to the same ritual healing room we’d used before.

In short order, the thickly built female attendant appeared, and her eyes suddenly glowed with the green white radiance of divinity.

“My bonded slave,” Caderyn announced, though her tone was not unkind. “Let your pain and worry be a reminder of the price you agreed to pay.”

I exhaled a shaky breath, before launching into a retelling of what had happened in Spice, and then my own shop just a few minutes ago.

“What you’re asking takes time,” I informed her.

“I am aware.”

“You also know that a lot of people are going to suffer before this is over.”

“How unfortunate that so many will require my touch,” she lamented. “How many bloody heads will bow in prayer to me. Some will succumb, but many more will be lifted by my grace. Yes, a terrible shame.”

I stared off. Gods, that was twisted to consider: a healing goddess wanted people to get hurt so she could do her job. Also twisted to consider: the goddess was using sarcasm.

Until now our agreement had seemed like a good one, since our objectives aligned, but right now she sounded like a fucking agent of chaos. I’d have to rethink this, and whether or not I could avoid the bloodshed I saw coming down the road. As much as I wanted the end of the Master/slave system, I wanted this psychopath to profit from large scale suffering not even a little bit.

All of this, all the scheming and lying, all the backroom talks with slaves, heading in to Spice District on my little project, all of it served the same core purpose: free the city. Deal with the small council to give me the opportunity to install a new Master in Spice who would share essence instead of dominate. Work it one district at a time, slow and convincing, until the whole conspiracy fell apart and the small council stood up to me.

When that happened, I’d be surrounded by allies. I’d be ready. Which meant the old class of tyrant Masters would fall, and Caderyn would get her wish: everyone could head to Healing District and pray. And finally, she’d be able to answer those prayers.

There was only one tiny obstacle.

“Are you aware of the threat from the north?” I asked.

“What of it?” she demanded, rather than answering my question.

“This whole situation you’ve got with me won’t be worth anything when your whole temple’s pulled down by whatever that thing is.”

She was silent for a time.

“The threat from the north is months away, and perhaps further,” she said. “Free the people, and give them the ability to worship. Be quick about it, so you may turn to face this threat from the north.”

“Could I ask a favor of you?”

She froze, and her tone was icy when she spoke next. “You presume too much.”

I tried to keep my face from twitching as I summoned up the courage to request something of a goddess regardless.


3- Sunspire or Food for the Worms

The goddess Caderyn stood, square-jawed and thick-shouldered, with swirling green light in her eyes. It wasn’t her, not exactly, she was inhabiting one of her attendants and using her like a finger puppet.

Still, my Attuned senses were sort of turtling up. Any time I attempted to get a read on the magic at work here, my Attuned sense, that third eye or sixth sense, immediately gave me a headache thick with cloying scents, and made the rims of my eyeballs itch from trying to see into whatever made the goddess do what she did.

So I summoned up my courage and got on with things.

My voice cracked. This is the kind of thing divinity does to people, when you’re staring it in the face. Pff, and to think I’d been on the precipice of atheism until I came to this world.

“I’m going to face a lot of pain and threats soon. Also, this deal I’ve gotten myself into with you has been… very one-sided. You could think of this as a tiny bonus on top of everything else I’d be giving you.”

“What is it?”

“Can you remove a Blood Debt?” I asked.

“No.”

Okay plan B. “My healer… could you boost her ability to heal?”

“Not your own ability?” she asked. “Interesting.”

I opened my hands in a show of surrender and apology. I knew I was asking something else of the goddess. I also knew she’d gotten a hell of a bargain in just bringing Zati out of a coma, while she got me bent over a barrel. I figured this was the least she could do.

“I always seem to be getting my mind stolen away and Shennalil arrives just in time to save my life. I’d be assured of success in this endeavor if that healing were stronger. Or faster.”

She huffed, and her divinity seemed to surge outwards, overwhelming my balled up Attuned sense and giving me a hell of a headache. Why? Maybe just because she could? I didn’t much care for gods and goddesses.

“Get out of my temple and hold up your end of the bargain.”

The walk back was a mixed bag. On one hand, I had a nasty divinely inspired migraine. On the other hand some rando slave girl had heard I was the other kind of Master, and the rumor hadn’t come at the point of a sword. Word was spreading throughout the ladies. They were also keeping it close to the vest.

So far so good.

It was only a matter of time before the Masters figured it out, and consequences started getting ugly. That meant we needed to be ready for them when they did.

When I returned home, it was to general trepidation. All of them, Auralla, Avya, Dallinya, Hellera, Shennalil, Shennalil and Zati were all training in the dojo, along with Paul and his two ladies. They stopped as soon as I called out, and filed out into the Big Room.

Paul and his two girls looked half dead. They viewed this interruption as a godsend, and collapsed into thick couches, panting from overexertion.

“We have a problem,” Avya said brusquely.

“Well hello to you too,” I said. “My morning was just turning around. You gonna bring it down again?”

Auralla pressed a finger into her bracelet storage device and produced a piece of paper, slit in the middle by a thick dagger. Then she grabbed out the dagger that had pierced it, and the silver piece that had also somehow been pierced by the dagger.

In some Ethetrian script, the paper simply read I KNOW.
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So, more pacing, this time up in the office on the fourth floor of Aceter House. You remember, it was only a little while ago I started with the damned pacing. Twice in one day. All the girls had joined me, except for Hellera. She was back downstairs with Paul and his two floozies.

“The silver coin,” Zati said. “What does it mean?”

“Someone’s upset with all the things Evan is selling in his shop,” Dallinya suggested. “Jealous of him taking all their coin.”

“But why spend one more coin?” Quavallie asked. “No, I don’t think it’s about the shop.”

“Someone knows he gleams with Silver,” Shennalil suggested.

Okay that was a decent possibility. Several heads turned to regard Shennalil and this new idea.

“It’s for the Governess,” Auralla answered. “They know about the Governor, who had the gleam of Silver, or the Governess.”

“Or both,” Zati added.

The room collapsed into silence then, while everyone considered what this meant. If the note writer went to the small council, or worse, the grand council, they would descend on Ink District en masse and rip us all to shreds. We could take any one of them individually, though Trusk I seriously wondered about, but not the combined might of all the remaining Masters. The city still had forty-five to fifty still alive.

We had too many secrets.

Sure the laws under the Governor were that Masters take no direct action against one another, or risk bringing buildings down on themselves or the people, but the Governor wasn’t here, and the laws only held as long as people believed in and respected them.

The History of Byzantium guy had gone on a long diatribe about the concept of legitimacy. Once you lose it, you’re bound to end up with your throat cut or your head chopped off, either by scheming elements in the palace, or the endless waves of the disgruntled populace. I could suddenly see his point in scary detail.

The screaming hordes of the general populace I could probably handle. The small council or the full might of all the city’s Masters? Not so much.

“There’s no proof about the Governor,” I said. “He could’ve been taken by the ooze just as easily as he could’ve been blasted by the spell.” Even if someone saw, I was now a Big Man on Campus and it would be their word against mine. The note was proof that someone wanted to blackmail me, not out me. They wanted something from me.

“It could also be a bluff,” Avya said.

Only, fuck blackmail. I’d worked too goddamn hard to make the money and save the city to have someone attach themselves like a tick to my ass and suck that out of me. Either Zati had a spell that could find the fucker, or we’d confront him and kill him, no muss no fuss.

I tromped down the stairs into the dungeon. Down to the uncomfortable chill, to where the Governess sat bound in slightly glowing, enchanted handcuffs.

The former Governess, Tavayanni she was named, seemed wretched after only four days down here. We weren’t starving her, but the mana drain and the loss of her marks of power had reduced her. She was nothing.

“Your Master is dead.” And someone else possibly wanted to use her as a tool to extract concessions from me. “You have no one to protect you now if I kill you.”

“Please,” she begged. “Make me your slave. I don’t care about the domination. I can be of use. I’ll do anything. Just take these off.” Indicating the mana leeching handcuffs I’d had specially made for a lot of money.

I shook my head. “Anything is right. The only option besides your death is permanent exile. No one can know what happened. They won’t believe that you tried to meddle in my affairs. They won’t care.”

I hunkered down.

“I’m taking slavery down in this city,” I told her. “Not squirreling off the odd girl here or there. It’s all going to come apart, and this will be a free city. No Masters.” Or rather, the Masters would now have to operate with a knife to their throats, until they got with the fucking program.

The Governor’s former first slave stared at me. “What?”

“Spice District is just about there. The whole harem will be free this time next week.” I cocked my head and gave her a dumb grin. “Power of love, baby. We showed them, and they believed, and now they’re ready.”

Quavallie had followed me down here. I turned to her. “Do you want to show her?”

My tentacle-haired cephellian beauty unzipped the hoodie and peeled it off. Long sticky strings of secretion stuck to it before they stretched too thin and fell away.

I don’t know why the sticky, slime-covered thing did it for me, but I started stirring in the old crotch region. I could watch her be slimy all day.

Tattooed on her blue, translucent skin were five different marks of power. She had Mender, Trickster, Red Dragon, my Drifter mark, and now the Archivist’s Mark from Zati. All of them gleamed bronze in the darkness.

I stepped forward and ran a thumb over her cheek. “You’re so beautiful,” I muttered, then bent in for a soft kiss. “And brave, and fierce, and… ow, poisonous!”

Her eyes went wide. “Evan?”

Then I laughed. “Just kidding. It’s okay, I’m immune now.” Becoming Silver tier had done that for me.

Quavallie punched me, hard, but I just gave her my best idiot’s grin. I had a lot of practice at it.

We turned back to the prisoner, who peered between us. “Believe me now?”

“How–”

“That doesn’t matter,” I replied. “The only way you could stay in this city was completely hidden, never in the view of the public. It’s too risky. The only other option then is New Sunspire.”

Amazingly, she started begging. “Take me every day, in any way you wish. Hurt me if you like. Or, or make me Favored Consort,” she pleaded, not a hint of shame or the haughty strength she’d shown before. “I will never let anyone recognize me. I will live and die by your word. You know of the Blood Debt. You could have another as powerful as this cephellian.”

Joke was on her, I already had Velleth, Dallinya, Hellera, and Shennalil. They weren’t Silver, but they were trustworthy. Mostly trustworthy.

“Please,” she went on. “I’m well trained in all the pleasure arts.”

I had a copy of the Kama Sutra if I needed one. “New Sunspire or food for the worms,” I told her. “Make your choice.”

The light went out of her eyes, and her head fell.
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“You should’ve made her the Favored Consort, idiot,” Avya said. She was on her stomach in the porch-like space that wrapped around the large courtyard in Aceter House, feeding me purply-green berries that tasted a bit like a grape had had sex with a croissant.

I’d been to the mansions in Mage and Grain. Both were nice, the Grain one was huge, but this one… felt right. It had an architectural style that I really liked. In time, Paul would probably take the mansion in Mage, once we could secure it, and Michael would take Grain. Both kind of suited their personalities in an unspoken, fitting way.

Lunch was finished up, talk about escorting Tavayanni out to New Sunspire was concluded, and we were enjoying a little mid-afternoon siesta.

“Hey Avi,” Shennalil called from the middle of the courtyard, where she was playing with several of the servants’ littler children. “We should take Evan back to that restaurant.”

My clothes grew uncomfortable.

This time Avya put the berry in her mouth and hovered over my face. I got the idea soon enough, and raised my head to get it with my mouth. When I did, we were kissing and she was groaning.

My Attuned senses told me she was building up a little reservoir of magic and that some nice fluid swap would help her release that tension. That was new. My level of Attuned was certainly higher than before, and now it gave me a Spidey Sense… for who had some tension and could use some sexual release. Avya was right up there.

“Let’s go to the bedroom,” she muttered.

“Go to the bedroom,” I replied quietly. “Whatever for?”

“So I can fuck you,” she breathed, with bonus spice in her voice.

“I should wash that filthy mouth out with soap,” I told her. “You’ve been spending too much time with Dallinya.”

The look she got was positively dripping with mischief and lust, but she kept it quiet. “So I can put your big dick in my teensy little nellwyn pussy.”

We were in the bedroom less than a minute later, flinging clothes left and right. Avya was faster than me, since she only had a one piece dress on, and she ripped my pants away.

I wasn’t thrilled with wearing clothes, not after being so free for so long, but people couldn’t be allowed to see my silvery marks.

“You’re so fucking big,” she said, staring at my hardening erection. She got a handle on my manhood while I pulled off the sweatshirt and the t-shirt. The days were getting cooler.

“More sucking and less swearing,” I said, and realized a moment too late what I’d done. Avya made an awful keening sound before popping the head into her mouth and beginning to blow me.

“Okay, shit, stop, sorry,” I said, and she did. She was magically compelled to do anything I asked, which was easy to forget. “You’re free to do anything you like, okay? I forgot.”

She punched me in the chest, winced at that, and hunkered down like that I toppled over onto the floor. In a flash she had me in two hands, rubbing the tip back and forth over the length of her slit.

“Yeah,” she mocked. “You forgot. You big, dumb, human, forgot he can order his obedient debt slave to sit on his big, fat…” She pushed down and I slid painfully inside her tight confines. “Cock. And he doesn’t order his magically-compelled obedient slave to get incredibly wet with desire and fuck him slowly, every single day… unh… mmm… and why not, you ask? Nnnh.”

She rode me, and I watched as half of my shaft disappeared in and out of her, over and over. We’d lost the magic that made it possible for me to be any size she wanted. Avya didn’t have wants and needs anymore, or at least the stupid Blood Debt didn’t seem to think she did.

But she was also determined.

“He doesn’t, ugh, order his obedient slave around, unh… because he’s a cotton-headed fool. Ugh, he doesn’t, h-he doesn’t know his slave girl wants to… unh, wants to have him stirring up, ugh, stirring up her guts, every day.”

I picked her up, because she weighed less than sixty pounds, and still inside her, took her to the bed. Spread out like this, below me, she seemed even smaller, if that were possible.

Now I had the power, and I pulled all the way out of her, waited until she complained, then slid all the way back inside, as deep as she could take me. I noted the magic growing inside her, and how similar it seemed to the sharing of essence.

For now though I just enjoyed her crushing tightness, the lubrication, her grunts and pants and moans, and how she threw an arm over her face to keep me from looking at her.

“Hand off your face,” I told her. “Look at me.”

Fear flashed across her face as it was revealed, but it was quickly replaced by arousal and lust.

“I love you Avi,” I told her, “and if I could erase the Blood Debt, I would. I want you as you’ve always been. I love the Avya I met east of Sunspire at the rock pyramid.”

Her mouth worked open and closed, astonishment on her face. “What? How can you say that?”

“Easily,” I told her. “I love you. I’ll do anything to make your life better and make you happy.”

She bit her lower lip and her eyes rolled up. “Evvie…” she whined. Tears were threatening.

“What’s that, my love?” I asked.

“Make love to me,” she begged.

I did so, slow and deep and with plenty of kissing. When she threw back her head I kissed under her ear and over her throat. When she moaned I thumbed at her nipples, pinched them gently. Slowly in, slowly out, relishing her incredible tightness and the natural lubrication. When she came I breathed in her ear.

“I love you. If it were up to me, nothing would ever hurt you again.”

“Evvie,” she moaned, and arched her back, pressing her breasts into me.

“What’s that?”

“I love you tooooo,” she whined. A flush had spread over her cheeks and up to her ears. On the bed like this, her lavender hair splayed out like a great soft purple halo.

She reached up and grabbed my face, staring up at me with her matching lavender eyes. Smiling yet intent, searching my face, perhaps looking for any signs that I didn’t actually love her.

I gave her some more thrusts, smiling down at her. Then I placed my thumb down at the place where we were joined, and I felt the exposed bud of her clit.

She reacted like I’d shocked her, snapping her whole body taut with yet another orgasm. Thirty seconds of panting and breathless begging later, shaking her head on the bed, she came again and gushed forth. I love you, she mouthed in silence, oh gods I love you. She squirted fluid all over me, and screamed out, very much not silent.

I couldn’t take more; watching her descend into ecstatic madness and seeing the words on her lips put me over the edge. I pulled out and came all over her stomach, up onto her breasts, and a little pooled in the hollow of her throat. Silver tier Tough was good for more than just taking more damage; I produced more of the good stuff than I ever had back on earth, perhaps double.

One more contented sigh escaped her, and she began scooping my seed off her glistening skin, and sucking it off her fingers.


4- A Single Inescapable Room

“Have you considered leaving?” Auralla asked. We were out of Aceter House and just having a walk around, half to patrol, half to just get some fresh air. Hellera and Quavallie were slave drivers with the training. With the threats to the city we’d faced already, both were convinced that we needed to be fully ready for anything.

I grimaced. “I… I can’t. You know that.”

“You can, actually,” she said. “You know that.”

A frown overcame my features, and she came up to me with a hand at either side of my face. A bit of massaging later, and making stupid faces, she coaxed a grin out of me.

“This place has too much to worry about,” she said. “Out on the plain, there’s only you and monsters. And me.”

“Aura…”

Now she had my hands in hers, walking the clean streets of Ink up toward the even cleaner streets of Mage. “We can take them with us,” she said. “We can go north… or even farther north. Go dominate a dungeon and turn it into an underground home. We could live in a dungeon, with the trees and the berries and the game right overhead.”

We’d be the end bosses of a dungeon, and that just felt wrong. I couldn’t be a bad guy some adventurers showed up to slay one day, for the treasure.

“What about the people?” I asked. “We’re friends with them now. The tattoo artists, the brewers and tavern keepers, and even the hedge mages.”

“Be honest, they hate you.”

I chuckled. “I mean, they hate everyone.” I slipped an arm around her waist and tried to stop looking at her. Walking without falling down was getting difficult the longer I stared into her eyes or at her rainbow-tinged hair. “But… I’ve helped people. I’m somebody important.”

“You don’t need to help everyone.”

“I know that,” I protested.

“Do you? You seem to want to aid everyone, all the time.”

That certainly wasn’t true. There were still districts I didn’t even know existed, mostly down south where the city faced the rest of the empire. There were probably Oil Districts or Fruit Districts or something.

“But…”

“Everything from day one was to make the people’s lives better. You sold your earth things and threw that money into the district. I know you did. You didn’t keep it for yourself and decorate the mansion, you put it back into the hedge mages’ hands, and the tavern keepers’ hands, and the street cleaners. You’re trying to save everyone, Evvie.”

“I guess.” She was winning the argument, sure, but it felt plain wrong to abandon all the people, all the work we’d done.

“Just us,” she said. “Your women. No more.”

“No more?”

“Okay your two friends can come too.”

It was tempting, no doubt about that. I had two from Sunspire, three from Giskennen, Quavallie, Shennalil, and Zati. Did I need more?

Except… Quavallie would be asked to leave her family to some random asshole who would probably ruin their lives. Quavallie would have to live with that knowledge. And the hedge mages, who I’d spurred into motion, would be back to making hyper enchanted items for people who would never pay them. Not only never pay them, but steal their daughters and not even give them back to the families when their daughters fell in combat.

The new Master would let the filth accumulate in the streets, let the children starve.

“I can’t…” I mumbled.

“I know,” she said. “I knew you’d say that. But I want you to think it over. You were happiest there, first when you arrived in this world, and then when you left with Dallinya and Zati to check up on us in Sunspire. You felt free then.”

Had this city made me its slave? Now that was a thought I didn’t care to have, and couldn’t stop myself from having.
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I now had a position as the investigator over in Spice District, where I knew how things stood and would concoct some decent lies while ‘closely monitoring’ the transition of their newest Master.

The mana gluttons had been ferreted out and destroyed, though we hadn’t been able to uncover their origin.

And now, aside from the looming threat of the thing up north, we only had the problem of the Governess to handle.

A red light flashed in my UI, and gave me the notification that one of my people was in danger. I bolted upright in bed, and Avya reluctantly followed. I bolted out of the bedroom and into the dojo.

Both of Paul’s women had on blindfolds and were holding up their hands. Energy flowed over the hands of the one, swirling with red and orange, and sparkles splashed out over a wide area. Paul appeared out of that area, dodging aside, but he took one of the sparkles in the chest. As soon as that happened, the other girl manifested a purple arrow in her short bow, and fired. The arrow took Paul just under the right pec, earning them several claps from Quavallie.

In the meantime Auralla, Shen and Dallinya turned to me. So it wasn’t Auralla out in the fields beyond the city walls.

“Where’s Michael and Nazira?”

“Security in Grain. Mages are working on the second harvest and working the fields the ooze went through.”

“Did they leave the city?”

Auralla and Quavallie exchanged worried glances. “Not sure.”

Holding Grain suddenly seemed like a poor idea. Although Michael had been told repeatedly that outside the city walls everything was fair game, that went double for any time when there was no Governor. Apparently he didn’t listen, or something had changed. A flutter of fear roiled through my stomach.

I sprinted outside, stepped onto thin air with Sylph’s Mark, and engaged the Archivist’s Mark to help keep my mana topped up. Then, with my Silver tier Quick attribute straining to the absolute max, I hurried out there.

What I found wasn’t encouraging. Not far from the northern gates to the city, I’d left both the cab and the trailer to my truck. Now these were surrounded by armies of bandit-looking guys. Atop the trailer lay Nazira in a spreading patch of blood, and Michael flattened to the roof of it, as much as he could. He was still six foot ten and about three hundred pounds. Both had several arrows sticking out of them.

Aquamancer’s Mark gave me ice shields first, and it also allowed me to smash one of the men with a poisonous water ball. He was taken off his feet from behind.

I landed on top of the trailer while the bandit group reacted to the chaos I’d just created. With Mender’s Mark, I healed up Nazira first. Then I looked for the leader, and once I found him, blanketed the whole area with panic, per the Silver tier Empath’s Mark gift.

The rest of them began to scatter, but not this guy. This guy got to contend with Jerry, the huge six-legged stripey cat thing called a jiddara.

Nazira jolted awake and stared up at me. She groaned, got up on one elbow, then gasped. “Michael!”

I laid my hand on him and engaged Mender’s Mark a second time.

While he healed, I got the story out of Nazira: the bandits had emerged from far off, sneaking amidst the taller crops and from behind the farmhouses. They drove off the hedge mages and farmers who were working on the fields, and converged on Michael as soon as he started to fight back. There’d been more than twenty of them, and they’d gotten through five before Nazira took damage and he’d retreated to the trailer.

I hopped down and walked toward the bandit leader, who was staring death in the face. Specifically, Jerry’s sideways jaw, filled with teeth like a shark. Just sitting there drooling on him, and already one of those teeth had fallen out onto the Bandit’s neck, then dissolved into streamers of magic.

“Are you going to tell me who hired you?” I asked, hunkered down near his head. “I’d hate to have to pull your arms off. We Drifters do that kind of thing when we get real angry, you know?”

Just call me Chewie, okay?

“Y… y-y-y-yeah. I-I’ll tell you.”

Jerry backed off and gave him the space to sit up.

“Do go on,” I said.

He said a name I didn’t recognize: Rukluk. That made no sense.

I had to ask Zati, who had an eidetic memory, and even once she told me, I didn’t get it. The guy was in charge of Wax District, and I had basically no contact with him or Wax District. He wasn’t on the council. We didn’t enchant things from Wax. I’d never even been there.

Well, we’d have a few words soon enough. For now I told Michael that he and Paul were to go everywhere together. Michael looked distinctly uncomfortable going anywhere now that he’d taken several arrows to the body, but he nodded.

“That goes for all of you as well,” I told them. Velleth was back from the shop, and I was worried now about her getting jumped. “Everybody travels in partners at least. Run away if you can, fight back if you have to, and if that’s necessary…”

I shook my head. The people were going to learn about women with marks of power in an awful hurry if that happened. Spice needed to work, and work fast.

I summoned a Silver Door in place of the nearest bedroom. The ladies watched in fascination. Instead of the bedroom, the door led to a place I’d only been once, and a few days ago: the Governor’s harem.
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I put on an illusionary face using Velleth’s mark of power, because I’m not complete moron.

The palace harem stood in a tower some fifteen or so stories high. It was hard to tell, because the tower just seemed to go up, and up, and then up some more. The seneschal had escorted me, wearing the Governor’s face, up on the bronze platform a good ten floors, down a hallway, and to a set of doors both massive and heavy. He hadn’t been able to open them.

Instead he’d called for the Governor’s many petty Masters to open the doors, and even then it took a full dozen of them hauling on a huge rope to cause the doors to budge. I’d slipped in while all ten of them pulled and pulled, and once inside the door had slammed closed.

The door was built specifically for a Gleaming Silver to be able to handle it.

Lucky for me, the Silver Door let me bypass all that. It wasn’t necessary to even budge the door open. Hell, it was preferable.

The harem was… bigger than my mansion back in Ink District. Much bigger. It had high, thirty foot ceilings painted with renaissance looking art, which was mostly superhero mixed with… I don’t know, naked Roman-looking warrior Master guys? Some had fire in their eyes and were flying, some were twice the size they should be, hands morphed into sharp silvery versions of themselves, guys throwing lightning that was splashing into protective shields on other guys.

And at the four corners of the ceiling were four harems of nude women. These women were all different sizes, colors, and species. What they all had in common were the characteristic long legs, wide hips, big old titties, and demure and worshipful look of powerless slaves who for some unknown reason enjoyed their powerless slavery.

I shook my head. Propaganda everywhere. Ignore that shit, Evan. If you blast it with fire, people are going to notice, and that’s not the objective here.

One thing the harem didn’t have was rooms. The open floor plan boasted several thick columns with relief sculpture, a kind of non-human Kama Sutra but in marble form. Otherwise though, after some gauzy curtain, there was nowhere for the ladies to hide, unless they piled a lot of cushions up.

A lot of faces turned in my direction. I tried for a smile, but a number of them got up and backed away, retreating to farther corners of the room, or behind the columns.

“Oh, you didn’t have any trouble when I looked like this,” I said, and threw on the Governor’s face with Trickster’s Mark.

Screams of terror followed. I (as the Governor) shrugged. Not bothering with Empath’s Mark, I strode forward to get to where the majority of them could hear me. They didn’t need to be artificially calmed, they needed to process the idea that the Governor wasn’t coming back.

“Unfortunately the Governor didn’t survive the danger from the north.” I shrugged again. “I’m certain another Gleaming Silver will be on his way shortly, to enslave you and keep you locked in a single inescapable room, where you’ll live like… this… I don’t know what that’s like but I assume boring.”

“The Governor… is dead?” one of them asked.

“Very very dead. I saw it with my own eyes.” Because my eyes had been beams of pure devastation, and the moment I’d seen him he puffed out into a bazillion constituent parts. That part was better left out.

“I’m here after Illeri,” I told them. “Green-skinned elf, brought here in the last few days, probably beat to shit.”

Dozens and dozens of watchful eyes stared at me. Some were blonde, others redheaded, while some had flowing water for hair, or smoothed flowing stone, or sand. Some, like tieflings and dragonites had horns, while others had feathers. I spotted three of the drow sisters to Sechelle, with their slate gray skin and black eyes.

“The sooner I find her and take her out of here, the sooner you can get back to… whatever it is you all do all day.”

Since my mana pool was far bigger as a Silver tier than before, I grabbed a plate of hors d'oeuvres from the Black door and left it at the feet of the nearest group of ladies, along with cutlery. From the warehouse storage of the Black Door (which I’d have to organize at some point) I next retrieved a long sandwich from Grain District, already cut like a party sub. I set them all out, then closed the Black Door and let it vanish.

“A gift,” I told them.

I did all this with the normality of someone who’s just bustling about the house sweeping, doing the dusting, folding the laundry.

“There’s more where that came from… if you like it, just let me know and I’ll see about coming back soon with more.”

I tried to reassure them with friendly, non-creepy smiles, then shrugs if it didn’t work. I wasn’t destined to take this harem, and the seneschal would relay to the new Governor which of the slaves was missing.

On the other hand, if I just escorted one of these ladies out of here, or even two or three, who was going to know?

Hrm. The women, of course. They had voices and thoughts and feelings. I slapped myself on the forehead and admonished myself. “Keep your brain out of your pants, Evan,” I muttered to myself.

On the other hand, there was no Evan today. I’d come in disguise. I switched back over to the original illusion face using Trickster’s Mark and smiled again.

Many of the women had frozen where they were, or were strong enough to just stay where they were. The drow were part of the latter group, and I wove my way among the recessed seating areas with couches, around the huge beds, through masses of cushions, and around the tables where cards and games were set up.

“Sechelle was gifted to me. The Governor took her about a month ago and gave her to me,” I told them quietly. When they didn’t respond, I plunged on. “I’m sorry she was taken from you.”

Still nothing.

“I hope she made it to Vrenian Gorge safely.”

That got their attention, but they still held their tongues. They began to whisper amongst themselves as soon as I moved on.


5- I Could Punish You

Eventually I found the dungeon portion of this harem. The back wall had one of those optical illusions where most of it was wall, and the wall behind was crafted in such a way that you could only see the hall leading out of the room from a certain angle, hugging close to the harem’s back wall. It was cleverly done. It wasn’t until I was most of the way through the gigantic room that Empath’s Mark showed me more people behind the main harem wall.

The passageway hooked around, and led me down a long hallway that eventually turned right. I ventured further and further back… fifty feet, a hundred, then maybe a hundred and fifty before I reached the end and turned one final time.

It was a second harem of sorts, and this one a torture dungeon.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I breathed.

Many of them were just chained to the wall by simple manacles, though those manacles wouldn’t allow them to sit down comfortably; their hands would be pulled up over their heads when they tried to rest. Several had grabbed the ring in the wall and knelt, forehead to stone and dozing somehow.

Others had been chained spread-eagle by both hands and feet, and stood miserably with their heads bowed, covered in nothing but sweat and grime.

There were tables with women stretched out on them, manacled hand and foot. Others were hog tied and curled up on the cold stone floor. And the green-skinned elf Illeri, who had been so ready to rebel, was secured so that any movement was impossible. She was so covered in rope I could almost say she was clothed. Dangling three feet off the ground, arms and legs bent back painfully. Head down, she’d passed out.

Fury roared through me, making my whole body tremble. I was going to be dead by the end of the week. This city was going to kill me for all the things I planned to do.

I opened the Black Door and seized the brutal axe, which stood against the wall just inside the warehouse. The brutal axe put an end to the rope holding her up, and even one-handed, it was no problem to lower her body to the floor and begin sawing through the ropes. At the same time, I used Mender’s Mark to begin the process of getting blood to flow back into areas where it had been restricted. The regular verdant green of her skin had paled beyond mint, but the healing energy worked its way through her.

My mouth was working, and words were coming out of it, unnoticed. “—kill every motherfucking last one of them. They’ll know pain like a brother, like their own mothers. I’ll cut off their legs, heal them back, and cut them off again in the middle of healing. Gouge out their eyes. Crush their throats and chain them up here, run a parade of the women by to spit on them, do anything they liked.” I didn’t know which ‘them’ I was talking about. All the Masters? The staff of the palace who allowed this to happen and didn’t lift a finger to stop? All the petty Masters in the city? Everyone from all three of those categories?

Whatever, it didn’t matter. The words just fueled catharsis, getting the rage and frustration out without committing a crime that would get me killed.

Illeri came to consciousness slowly, groaning, but then frowning in confusion. She looked at her wrists, where the last of the rope burn was disappearing, then at me.

“Drifter?” In my boundless rage apparently I’d dispelled the illusion.

Others were beginning to come to as well, stir and fixate on me.

“You can’t be here,” she said. “The Governor—“

“The Governor is dead,” I said.

Gasps sounded from all around the room.

“You’re going back to Spice,” I told her, but she shook her head.

“You can’t… there is no way to leave this place. The doors—”

I created the Silver Door and opened it. The door in the middle of nothing now opened to the third floor conference room in Ink District’s mansion, Aceter House.

She stared at it, then looked at me, then back at the door. “The seneschal knows. If I reappear in Spice, I will be dragged off again. Then they will learn how I escaped.”

No. I would not accept this. They could go to New Sunspire. They could hide out in my dungeon if and when the other Masters ever came to search the place. And when they came, I’d kill them. Throw their bodies to my world. No evidence, no crime.

I could do anything to these people. I was Silver now. Powers were at my disposal that would allow me to murder even Trusk, the half-giant. I had a coterie of female killing machines, and the only one who’d known that was Vintra. He was rotting in the ground.

Like they all would.

“You know what, fuck it,” I said, and banished the Silver Door. Then the brutal axe took down the manacles holding the various slaves spread eagle. The brutal axe freed them from the torture tables. I cut through the knots. I grabbed up the enchanted maul from Ryellin and slammed it against the rings holding the manacles to the walls.

Each of them wilted to the floor and I healed each one in turn, spewing obscenities under my breath.

They were every species and color. Lizard women, dragonites, avians with the heads of birds, dwarves, elves, fae, nagas, one drow elf… nellwyns and gnomes, a pair of goblins, a half orc, and one mostly-dead cephellian who needed a dunk in the barrel of water in my inventory.

Twenty-seven in all.

“Gather up,” I told them wearily.

They were slow to do so, but eventually helped one another into a loose semicircle facing me.

“You can’t stay here,” I told them. “I won’t allow it.”

None of them opened their mouths to gainsay me. Twenty-seven pairs of eyes fixated on my face and listened intently to my words.

“I’m sorry to upend your lives like this, but anything will be better than this.” I hissed out a breath, thinking fast. “I think there are maybe three options here. One: Sunspire.

“New Sunspire is outside the city and is a community many of you know of. It’s hidden away, far from where Sunspire used to be. If you want to go there, line up right here.

“Second option is Spice District harem. It’s had two murdered Masters recently, and I will be overseeing security for the new Master. He won’t be allowed to treat you badly. In fact, if you don’t wish to share essence, I will be there to make sure your wishes are honored.”

A lot of glances and whispered discussion came ag this: did he say that correctly? Share essence? Marks weren’t shared, they were seized by force.

“Last, you can come with me, fall under my protection. There’s every chance that all the Masters of this city will be coming after me in the near future, but I also extend to you the freedom to choose. In my house, women are totally free. If you want what I have to offer, you get it. If you don’t, I don’t push. If you want to try and slit my throat in the night, you get your one chance to try. The least you’ll get is a warm bed, cleanliness, hot meals, and no questions.”

I asked them to line up over here for Sunspire, a middle line for Spice District, and a third line to stay with me. Twenty of them chose Sunspire, while six went for Spice District. Only Illeri chose the third option. Not surprising.

I concentrated on the door I needed, hoping it would work since what I wanted wasn’t exactly a door. Still, when I went to dump the mana into the Silver Door, it appeared. Upon opening it, we all saw the interior of a large yurt style tent. Zephellyn was staring at me in confusion.

“Drifter! How…” Then she stopped, because she could see the dungeon and the shivering wretches huddling against one another.

“I’m sorry, First Domi, but there are some mistreated young ladies who need the protection of distance and hiding.”

“How many young ladies?” she asked warily.

“Twenty?” I nodded. “Twenty.”

She hissed out a breath and nodded.

I ended up having to open the door a second time to admit the other ten, then a third time for the seven who would join Spice District. The white-skinned fae turned a confused look my way, first for the door and then for the six new women joining them.

I kept it short. “These six must stay hidden. No one should know where they are.”

The fae nodded, locked eyes with Illeri, and a look of sorrow came over her face.

“I will be fine, Cindra,” she said. “I will fight with the Drifter. Take his power at the full moon. Pay back the Masters for all the blood and the years.”

Is that so, I thought. Illeri was a bundle of fun, I could tell that much already.

“Until we meet again,” the white-skinned fae said. Illeri echoed this.

Depositing Illeri in Ink District was the next to last thing to deal with. Once I spoke with Quavallie about what was happening, I opened one last Silver Door and joined Zephellyn in New Sunspire.
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Opening so many of these doors and healing all occupants of the Governor’s slave dungeon had sapped a lot of my new mana pool, though Silver tier had broadened it considerably. I still had over a third of my gigantic mana pool left, after blowing through high mana spells like they were going out of style.

Which is why I put on the Archivist’s Mark aura as soon as I remembered to.

The First Domi was ministering to the wounded, dehydrated, malnourished girls, escorting them out of the First Domi’s tent and off to where they could get their new lives as citizens of Sunspire started. Soon enough though, she strode back into the tent.

“Twenty?” she demanded. “What happened, Drifter?”

I kept the explanation light, telling her what had happened with the Governor and the gigantic ooze, then going over the attack by the Gleaming Silver, and his subsequent death. I omitted the part that didn’t need mentioning, like Caderyn being a psychopath. I did end up adding what I was thinking though. “I’m considering just emptying out the entire harem. I doubt a lot of them will want to come along, but I can’t stand the sight of all of them holed up in a single room. They have nothing. It’s the worst.”

She was already shaking her head. “No… there are too many new mouths to feed already, without any of them knowing how to do their part, and without more protection amulets we can only shield a certain population.”

Next, she wished to know what was happening in Surrek. What wasn’t happening in Surrek? I now spilled everything, including the attack on Michael and the mana gluttons. Zati was just about to finish up researching a spell that would allow her to track their history. I held back on the enslavement to the goddess of healing. Surely that news would turn this farce into a full-blown clusterfuck.

The city had no idea how to handle itself now that the Governor was missing and presumed dead. I was walking on eggshells because of the possibility that they’d find out. If any of them had a spell like Zati and could see into the past, I would be completely fucked. In the meantime I was trying to turn the Spice District harem into a springboard for empowering the slaves. Once they were freed, they would spread the word. It was a whirlwind of moving parts and I couldn’t handle everything.

“This feels familiar,” she told me.

“Seriously?”

“Threats from everywhere, possibly in my own ranks? Nearly. You need to focus,” she told me. “Focus on what matters.”

“Okay…” I said.

“Your strength has increased,” she said. “The door is new. The clothes are new… or rather they are back to the way you began when you arrived in this world.”

“I’m Silver,” I said, and her eyes widened. “But you knew that… you are too.” I could smell it on her now, the power.

“No one can know,” she breathed. “You will keep this matter between us, yes?”

I simply nodded; there was nothing to be gained from revealing this to anyone. No one in Sunspire would ever challenge her, knowing it, and Surrek might see her as a real threat if they knew.

“What’s your recommendation?” I asked.

“Be decisive. Choose one of your issues and use all your power to make it go away. Attend to nothing else. It is said that a war against and enemy in the north and an enemy in the south is already lost.”

That was certainly an echo of earth wisdom. Okay. I’d go after one problem at a time. The first problem was potentially that there were more than sixty women in the Governor’s huge harem room. I had no idea where to put all of them, though. I shared this with First Domi.

“Don’t,” she told me.

“What?”

“A lot is going to happen just because of what you’ve done here today. You’re going to make a lot of trouble, and it will get a lot worse if they’re out here and I can’t feed them. It’ll be even worse if any of them bolt in the night and report our location to the Masters.”

It would mean a wild hunt, with Masters descending on the new settlement to poach off the women.

“As it is, some of these might try to cut and run. Throw themselves on the mercy of the Masters, blab to score some points.” She frowned, going storm cloud. “I really hate the idea of chaining them up.”

“And Tavayanni?” I asked.

“The former Governess is docile as a vreen,” Zephellyn said.

“I don’t know what that means, but I assume it’s a good thing.”

She shrugged and gave me a half smile. “She has gone from a position of great power and the inability to affect much change to staring at a brand new Sunspire. You’ve done more in just these few months than she has in over a decade. You have provided a new home, and new inhabitants. A lot of new inhabitants.”

“I’m sorry,” I told her.

“Sorry? What for?”

“I didn’t mean to bring so much trouble to your doorstep.”

After a big deep breath, she approached me. “You helped save the village. Gods above, if we count the vedris, you saved us outright, then cleared out dungeons to save us a second time. I should express my gratitude.”

A hand settled on each of my shoulders, and she looked up at me. The scent of her, that spring breeze through the new flowers, took my mind places, and tightened my pants. Her words had convinced her emotions and the storm clouds were fading into a white mist throughout her body.

“On the other hand,” she said quietly, “I could punish you for not asking first, and for trespassing on Sunspire land without permission.”

The white was clearing out of her body, replaced by early afternoon blue. It was how Zephellyn went about blushing, and the sight of it stirred me down below.

“What kind of punishment do you have in mind?” I asked.

She smiled mischievously, stepped forward, and pushed me back hard enough to send me on my ass. I couldn’t believe the strength on her. She was Silver tier all right.

Next, she tore my pants off, whipped my shirt up off my head, and slid her entire body over mine. The feel of her was still hard to describe: smoother than can be believed, cool and with a hint of moisture. Her calm, intense face slid upwards, while her body traveled over mine and quickly got me to full hardness.

“Your punishment is to hold out,” she declared quietly. “And to satisfy me quietly. If you release your seed before you are given permission, the punishment will be severe. If you alert any of the sisters to what goes on here—”

“The punishment will be severe?”

She grinned, and instead of going blue, she sort of went sunset colored. She began by kissing and licking over my neck and shoulders, down my developing pecs, where she spent time on each nipple, and then lower.

Any time I went to move, she would pin my hand down and nip at my skin. The first time was nice and playful, fun, but by the third time she seriously bit me.

Not that I couldn’t handle it, but she hadn’t set the ground rules. I didn’t know what was allowed and what wasn’t. Apparently any movement or sound on my part was an offense, because when I growled deep in the throat to tell her I wasn’t thrilled with this, she responded by biting my hip.

I shut up. She had her hand wrapped around my cock by that point and I wasn’t in any position to lay down the law.

Besides, I kind of enjoyed this. I’d heard that people in positions of power like to go find escorts who will tie them up, treat them like shit, or tell them what to do, but apparently not this one. Zephellyn was on the warpath, simmering with deep red, orange, and yellow flowing throughout her body.

She took me into her mouth and began inexpertly sucking my already very hard cock. I wasn’t sure if sylphs had teeth, but she’d already bit me with something hard, and there was no telling what she’d do next. So instead I just kept my hands to my sides and let her do what she wanted.

This apparently meant stuffing her mouth full of me and me not being able to make a move or noise. Trouble was, my hips were trying to get into the act and fuck her face, because goddamn was she not truly very good at this.

She wouldn’t bite it off… would she?

If she was anything like Quavallie, and I bet she was, she could blow me all the way down her throat without any difficulty. A creature made of air surely didn’t need to breathe. Her body would probably compact down as far as I could squeeze it, the same as Quavallie.

Still, this was forbidden territory. We’d been miles away from Sunspire when she’d first taken me inside her and swapped essences. Also, she was doing something no woman in Sunspire was allowed to do. Hell, she might not have ever done this before in her life.

These facts were incredible turn ons. I was vibrating, there on the floor, struggling not to take her head in my hands, pump a few times, and blast off down her throat.

Just as I was about to inform her that, damn the consequences, she was going to get a mouthful, she pulled off and stared at me. Her eyes glittered like early dusk stars, and she was deep indigo save for her midsection and hips, which were painted in a gorgeous sunset.

She straddled me and slid down without preamble, then began to ride me with wild abandon. It was hypnotic to watch her body shift in colors, to feel her surrounding me. She worked in silence, only regarding me periodically with starry eyes. After some time, a thin sigh escaped her, smelling of fresh grass and a mixture of flowers, and she convulsed.

Finally she took my hand and guided it up to her breast, then the other.

“You upheld your part of the bargain,” she informed me quietly. “Now comes your reward.”

I gave her breasts a squeeze, then clutched at her hip with one hand and began to drive upward. Up on her knees like this, I could get full leverage to piston up and down, the full length of me slamming up into her each time.

Her eyes went bright, huge swirling masses of starlight growing like incoming meteors. When she went to cry out, she clamped both hands over her mouth and threw her head back.

And that was enough. The sight of her, the feel of her trembling against me, the idea that we were doing this forbidden thing, the control she’d held that she gave over to me. All of that combined to give me a powerful orgasm, which I fired into her over and over again.


6- What You’ve Done to Me

Congratulations! Your relationship with Zephellyn, First Domi of Sunspire has progressed. The First Domi is impressed with your abilities in both essence sharing and listening. She is also impressed with your self-control. Your abilities associated with Zephellyn, First Domi have also progressed.

After reading over the message, I lay staring at the woven texture of the tent material, feeling the day grow older, feeling her near-weightless body pressed cool and moist against me. For a time we simply relaxed in the afterglow, but eventually I had to finish our earlier discussion.

“What you suggest, then, if I don’t go finish the job and free the Governor’s harem?”

“This harem you are working toward self-determination,” she said. “It is the first block to fall. It will smash into another block, and cause it to fall.”

“You guys have dominoes in this world?” I asked. She regarded me strangely, so I used Adrift to first peer into the toy section at a local Target and then to pluck out a set of dominoes.

Honestly, I felt a little bad about constantly stealing from Meijer.

“Ah, delightful,” she said, and turned over the pieces in the light of several candles. “Whoever painted this has great skill.”

“And tiny brushes,” I said. And factories where millions of them were churned out monthly. “They’re yours.” This earned a look of astonishment. “It’s the least I can do for the advice, the help in taking on these twenty, and the uh… punishment.”

“I can’t believe I forced myself on you,” she told me. “You don’t know what you’ve done to me.”

I had a decent idea the ball I’d started rolling down the hill with Zephellyn. I almost wanted to tell her not to taste my seed, but wasn’t going to stop her from getting addicted. If that was a thing my seed did and the girls weren’t exaggerating.

So… everything else put on hold. The careful shop monitoring, the attack on Michael, the Master behind the infestation of those slugs. I would still have to attend the small council meetings and vote on how the city was supposed to do its thing.

“Check back in,” she told me, finger tracing over the marks on my chest and abs. “Every so often. I quite like this as a distraction, and much more than I anticipated.”

“A palate cleanser for the mind,” I said, and grinned.

She laughed. “You’re not wrong.”

“I’ll come visit again,” I told her, caressing down the sinuous line of her back, and watching the sky blue deepen toward cobalt where I’d touched. “Unfortunately, for now I have to go. And actually… there’s one more thing.”

Another Silver Door took me back to Aceter House, the dungeon specifically, and I shoved Tavayanni roughly through the door into Sunspire and frowned.

“This one…”

“I know her,” Zephellyn said flatly.

“She will be without magic so long as these manacles stay around her wrists. This is the key. Guard it well. And again, I’m sorry to dump her on you.”

She called for the other three Domi, who took the former Governess wordlessly, staring at me for just a moment with complicated expressions, before they too were gone.

When I turned, the First Domi was in my face, kissing me once again. When she broke, she was out of breath. It was like a stiff spring breeze on my chest when she gasped.

“You’ve… you’re so…” she breathed. “You are like no one I have ever met, Drifter Evan.”

“If you don’t stop complimenting me, we’re going to find out just how much seed you can contain.” And how much punishment her sylph body could handle.

Her eyes widened and she flushed a deep, pre-dusk indigo. She pulled me back down to the fur rug by the shoulders and commenced to finding out.

Congratulations! Your relationship with Zephellyn, First Domi of Sunspire has progressed by a significant amount. You demonstrate your commitment to freedom twenty times over. Your abilities associated with Zephellyn, First Domi have also progressed.

A half hour later found us in discussion. The other three Domi could see Paul and Michael more often with the Silver Door ability. I also gave her some provisions and enchanted weapons from the store room, and she marveled at the Black Door. My relationship with her increased even more. Then we cuddled for a little while, and I told her she should take another afternoon to get some flying done. Scout the blockage at the river and see how Kinniash was getting on with its removal. If she could manage, send me a report.

I couldn’t stay much longer, as much as I’d like to. One final Silver Door opened, this time out into the main hall. I turned to see Zephellyn one last time, curled on the doluss fur rug and smiling her pleased little smile at me. I returned the smile, blew her a kiss, and stepped through.
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Back in Ink District, I tried to reason with Hellera and the others about the way we were conducting affairs. One thing at a time. There was too much to handle if we tried to tackle everything at once.

The ladies disagreed with Zephellyn, vehemently, and this included our newest join up, Illeri.

“We can’t simply relax and let those… bastards think they can attack us,” Dallinya said, and Hellera nodded along.

“Retribution is the correct action,” Hellera said. “You have a name.”

“I want to fight,” Illeri said, and the others looked at the green-skinned elf. Hellera’s eyes shone with admiration. Illeri seemed momentarily mortified, but Quavallie squeezed her shoulder and gave her a reassuring smile. She was going to fit in here nicely.

Nazira was among this council, as was Michael. Paul and his girls Nerunna and Altherrin were across from them, everyone exchanging silent glances while they blew on their hot noodles and ate. Paul especially seemed to stuff his face any time there was a break in the conversation where he could add some input.

“If we pull back and go on the defensive for a few days, we can concentrate on the thing we have going on, and not get tangled up,” I told them. “Increase patrols and guard duty. Or at least gather intelligence. Zati’s ready with the spell, right?”

I hadn’t seen her in days. Once the hedge mages allowed a filthy female into their secret libraries, a naga female no less, she hadn’t come out again. She was apprehensive about the possibility of not being admitted again, but she was also a voracious reader with a huge appetite for learning. Apparently she was only eating when the research assistants put food in front of her face and insisted she ate.

“I think so,” Velleth said. “She is very distracted in the library, and the research assistants are very hesitant to speak with her.”

“She basically reads anything that catches her attention,” Quavallie added. The two of them had been in charge of helping Zati and visiting her. “She could’ve been finished days ago and she just didn’t mention it.”

Maybe I needed to go to the library and distract her in a different way. Then I told myself to stop being a horny teenager. Although… I’d never done it in a library, amidst the dusty tomes of history, where some stern librarian was lurking nearby to try to put an end to the fun.

I could be down with some library nookie.

“What about Rukluk?” Avya asked. “Wax District, huh?”

I snapped out of my horny reverie with a slight frown. Wax District? None of us had ever been there.

“It’s near Slave District,” Velleth said.

Slave District. Boner officially killed. An immediate reminder of what I’d just done to rescue twenty-seven young women from an absent Governor’s neglect. I wondered what the seneschal would make of the situation, if the Governor’s harem members would tell him.

I probably needed to go pay Mr. Seneschal a visit. Add it to the list of things to do.

And now, suddenly, I also wanted to raid Slave District. Just wreck the whole place, steal every single slave being held there, spirit them off… where? No idea.

Sunspire? No, First Domi might punish me for real if I added another twenty women to her village population in a heartbeat.

Add that to the absurdly long to-do list.

Oh, and I was putting off learning magic.

“What do you guys think?” I asked, nodding toward Michael and Paul.

“Huh?” Big Mike said.

“Mmf!” Paul said around a mouthful of noodles.

“Hold back on everything else, take one thing at a time, or get more info on various issues? And seriously, Paul, cut the shit. I can see you eating every time there’s a moment to talk. How about you, Nazira?”

The half orc stared around at us, then finally (maybe for the first time ever) met my eyes. “Me?”

“You’re Nazira, right?”

“Y-yes.”

“What do you think?”

“What Master believes is right,” she said, then stared down at the table in embarrassment and fright when I frowned.

“I’m not your Master,” I told her. “Michael isn’t your Master. We’re…” Family, I almost said. That made sense. We sort of were family. “We’re equals. Everyone has an equal say.”

“Except Evan gets to make the decisions,” Dallinya remarked, like mentioning we’d run out of bread. I fought off the frown and the urge to tell her what a butt she was being, with those casually tossed words.

“Then I wish to fight,” Nazira said.

“Go girl,” Avya told her.

Nazira threw back her shoulders and puffed out her chest. “I wish to fight and kill the Masters who planned this. Kill them and take their heads to adorn our walls.”

Michael’s eyes went wide and he spit out some of his beer.
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The master of Wax District was the largest, ugliest goblin I’d ever seen. Also maybe the first? The first goblin Master at least. This guy had a gigantic, absolutely mammoth nose covered with warts, a flat head, wide ears like bat wings, and a permanent sneer. Like almost everybody else he had fae blood in him, and instead of greenish in color, he was boulder gray with patches of mossy green.

I assumed he was bigger than most goblins, topping four and a half feet, and dressed like a dandy. He also smelled of perfume, reeked of it really. Like he’d taken a bath in it.

This place seemed destined to surprise me at every turn.

As for Wax District, it was one of the least populated I’d ever seen, on the southern side of the city where I rarely went, and beyond the coliseum where the gladiators did battle. It was also huge, compared to Ink and Mage, but mostly gardens, groves and parks. A large building sat in the midst of huge flower gardens, and in the center was a tiny, almost separate village surrounded by greenery and blossom. This tiny village area, maybe a dozen buildings in total crammed together to give the bees more space to pollinate, was where Rukluk had his district mansion.

When I set foot on the street outside his mansion, people darted off in every direction. A web of informants all ran off to tell their masters what had just happened.

“You’re Rukluk?” I asked.

Empath’s Mark told me he was afraid, but was also no coward. He stood defiantly and nodded up at me, fear mastered.

“You know who I am.”

He nodded again.

“You know why I’m here.”

He pointed one clawed finger up at me. “You go fuck yourself, hear? We won’t be intimidated by you and your shop, and your Drifter shit from your earth.” He spat a wobbly yellow lugey onto the cobbles.

“I’ll make a deal with you,” I told him.

“No deal!” he screeched.

“You hand me over a petty Master and his slaves, you give me permission to rip his head right off his body while you watch. Then I take his slaves back to Ink.”

“For what?”

“That’s it. Retribution. You already attacked me and mine, so—”

He laughed bitterly. “Your people weren’t in the city, were they? Hardly illegal is it?”

“Is that how you want to play this?” I asked him quietly.

He actually fell back a step at this, then took two steps and closed some of the distance between us. I had to hand it to him; the little guy had some serious balls.

“There’s no play, no deal, no fight. We stand in the city. You stand on my territory!”

“New deal,” I told him, and took the form of the red dragon. I gained an additional few inches of height. Intimidation success, plus a teensy sliver of Fierce experience.

The experience was definitely coming in slower when I was dealing with Bronze tier guys now.

“Wh-what?”

“If you don’t respect the bounds of Grain and the farms I protect from raiders and monsters, I have no choice but to disrespect the sovereignty of Wax. Is that how this works?”

“What?”

“The new deal is this: either you give me your right hand, or Grain no longer sells or ships to Wax.”

“That’s not—”

“Your right hand, or no grain from my district.” Let’s see how the little fuckhead liked his district when there was no bread to be had anywhere. The price of bread in every district adjacent would skyrocket and the people would freak the fuck out. “Don’t like the deal, bring it up to the grand council. Next meeting is in, what, ten days? If your people can handle ten days without bread. No problem right?”

“You wouldn’t—”

“Attack my farmers, you attack the source. Now choose.” And then, credit where it was due, he actually stared down at his right hand, imagining what I’d do to remove it, how much it would hurt. “I’m on good terms with Caderyn, and I’m sure she won’t charge you too much money to heal you back to full health.”

His mouth opened and closed soundlessly, full of fear.

“Unless,” I said, and leaned forward. “Unless there’s some other information you’d like to give me in order to make this problem go away forever. Some tidbit that will point me in a different direction. Toward the ones who are really responsible.”

“They’ll kill me,” he whispered.

“I’m half tempted to grab you and carry you outside the city walls,” I warned. “Once there, who knows what could happen, since the laws of Surrek don’t apply?”

Intimidation success, Fierce experience. I grinned, which looked decidedly weird in my red dragon form.

“I-I-I…” Then he seemed to deflate like a burst balloon.
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I took the long way back at the mansion to think some things over. Some thirty minutes later, I strolled into Aceter House and told the girls what I’d learned from Rukluk.

“Here’s what we’re dealing with: there’s a coalition of Masters from random districts throughout the city. They all seem to have different reasons for hating me, but it’s mostly that I’ve been too successful too quickly. People have seen me coming and going from the palace, so they think I have the ear of the Governor. Even if they don’t have proof, they think I killed him. Or that I’m angling to be the next Governor.”

Hellera burst out laughing, then trailed off when she saw no one was joining her. “What? No one else thinks it’s funny that they arrived at the right conclusion, even without any proof?”

Avya held up a hand, and Hellera gave her a high five.

I pointed at the tiny terror. “You all should stop enabling and encouraging Avya, okay? It’s dangerous.” Chuckles all around now, and Avya blew me a long raspberry. It felt better to keep it light.

“I think it was too easy,” Velleth said.

“They nearly killed Michael,” I retorted.

“And they didn’t. They also weren’t warned to finish the job and get out of there before you arrived.” I liked that the old Velleth was back, the one who could challenge us on our thinking.

I found myself disturbed by the deviousness Velleth assumed was at play here. She could very well be right, and the encounter with Rukluk could’ve gone exactly as they’d hoped.

If I’d grabbed him from his own district and murdered him outside the city, this coalition of Masters would not hesitate to ambush me somewhere, or bring it up at the grand council meeting and string me up.

And now I was second guessing the next part.

“Finish you thing,” Avya said, and the rest of the girls nodded.

I finished my thing: something like twenty single-district-owning Masters had joined forces and were having their own Dark Council somewhere in the city. Shadow Council. Underground Council.

I liked Shadow Council the best.

“Rukluk told me the meeting place changes every time, he doesn’t know where it’ll be each week.”

“It will be a trap,” Velleth said.

I nodded. “Probably. But I have you to back me up, and they don’t know that.”

“I still don’t like it,” Velleth insisted.

“You don’t like anything,” Hellera said, and followed it up with a chuckle.

“We’ll think on it some more,” I said.

For now, it was time to go finish up Operation Spice Girls.


7- Puppets For Power

Spice seemed derelict in light of the two recent Master murders. It also felt very strange to stand here in the open, seeing the servers and hookah shop owners standing despondent, able to get a good look at the line of patterned mosaic tiles that ringed the mansion in Spice District. The guards eyed me, but I smiled at them, and nobody questioned me having Auralla or Avya there.

“Maybe you two should be with the others,” I told them.

“They’re all together now,” Auralla reassured me, again. Michael, Paul, their three girls, Hellera and Quavallie were back outside the walls. Dallinya, Zati and Shennalil were back at the mansion in case they tried to do anything insane like attacking my district. If they did, I would have their asses.

I’d have to declare war on basically all the Masters in the city, but I had a theoretical grasp of guerrilla tactics and thousands of years of history on my side.

They had the home court advantage and magic to screw with all the history, strategy and tactics I’d learned (mostly through podcast). I didn’t know how even this made the field of battle, but with the silver marks of power from the Sunspire girls, I liked my odds.

A tall man of a species I hadn’t seen before stood at the gate, looking grim. Either he was some kind of angel person, or a fae crossed with an avian like T’charrk: his skin seemed to be lit from within, and his eyes were just pure light. Rather than hair, he was covered in a layer of small white feathers, including where his facial hair would be.

“I’m Evan,” I told him, and took him into one of those Viking handshakes that involved the entire forearm, and getting real close.

“Hivvir,” he said.

“My nellwyn is called Avya, and this is Auralla,” I told him. “They’re well trained in combat.” And using their marks of power, I thought.

He nodded, and gestured back to a female of the same species as him. “My slave as well. Though I’m uncertain it will do much good. The harem has an assassin in its walls.”

I kept my face carefully blank. “What makes you say that?”

“Two Masters were found stabbed to death in the harem. No one had been seen going in or out.”

“You’ve never held a district, have you?” I asked, and he shook his head. “I got into this building without any problem about a month past, along with five of my ladies here. The Master of the house didn’t see us coming until we were on him.”

His face twitched, anxious and something else. Humiliated? Sure, all Masters wanted to show their strength and not rely on anyone if they could. Or if not humiliation, then fear. I was a Drifter and maybe there were rumors.

“I had heard,” he said.

“There are marks of power that grant stealth, is what I’m saying. It’s entirely possible that the assassin isn’t in the harem at all. Which is why I’m here.”

“As security?”

I nodded. “And to investigate.”

Joke was on him, there was no need to investigate. The harem girls had the storage device and I’d given it to them. It was full of lightly enchanted weapons and they’d murdered Vintra after I’d done so. There wasn’t an assassin in these walls, there were over a dozen.

All the marks of power in the world won’t save you when you wake up with your throat slit and five blades buried in your guts.

Unless you’re Gold tier, apparently. That ooze had had ten stars of Tough. I wanted to get there, eventually, though I’d have to get twelve stars in Silver before reaching Gold.

A guy’s gotta have goals.

“It’s also possible that the assassin was only after Vintra and Vintra’s legacy,” I said, a not-so-subtle hint that the assassin could’ve very well been me. “In which case you’re completely off the hook, since you’re not associated with him at all.”

I made a show of ‘investigating’ the nooks and crannies of the building, making sure shadowy assassins weren’t waiting around each corner, and explaining what we’d done to get in. Auralla and Shennalil didn’t seem to like this, but eventually dropped back to speak in low tones with Hivvir’s only mark-granting slave.

We were joined by the regular on-duty guards, who eyed me with suspicion until I apologized and gave them a complementary gallon of chocolate chunk ice cream for their trouble in handling me. Then they fucked off to have their first taste of something only the Masters (and my coterie) had tasted.

Hivvir just watched, in annoyance and amazement. I shrugged and got back to work.

After about an hour of searching through the various rooms and halls of the mansion, we reached the Master’s bed chambers, and the short hall connecting them to the harem.

“For a time, you may wish to consider locking this set of doors with something sturdy,” I told him.

He wouldn’t be able to. I carefully wiped the grin off my face. I didn’t know Hivvir from Adam but that didn’t matter. This was a long time in coming, the culmination of a lot of work.

Hivvir nodded, not knowing.

“Shall we?” I asked, and again he nodded.

“Let’s wait until our expertly trained slaves join us,” he said, a tremor in his voice. His expression remained stony though. Good for him.

Once Auralla and Avya neared (with Hivvir’s unnamed slave) I opened the doors and waltzed in like I owned the place.

Spice harem held over twenty young ladies, and amazingly they hadn’t been poached by other nearby Masters. Apparently Vintra’s and his replacement’s deaths had spooked the Masters like I hoped they would.

“Ladies,” I announced. “This is Hivvir, and he has agreed to take on the district. First though I’m required to have a look around, see if there are any weapons stashed in here, or discover any assassins lurking here and there.”

I chuckled.

“None of you lovely creatures would be assassins in disguise, would you?”

They just stared at me.

Hivvir stayed at my side throughout the inspection, during which I asked ladies to stand, turn, lift their arms, then tossed pillows and mattresses ‘just to be sure’. Neither Hivvir or his first slave caught the winks I gave to the fae with the very white skin, Cindra, or any of the others I now recognized on sight.

We made our way around, and I inspected the shackles nailed into the wall. Jerking on them hard to make sure they hadn’t been tampered with, I made sure they wouldn’t allow the girls to pull them free and strangle Hivvir.

But really I was making sure they’d hold because Hivvir and his slave were going to be the guests of honor here.

Before either of them knew what was happening, Hivvir’s wrists were cuffed to the wall, and his struggling slave followed right after. Avya had the slave girl around the legs, while Auralla used her spear to choke the poor girl, before Cindra leaped forward and shackled first one hand, then the other.

Hivvir started screaming, but that didn’t last long either, once I backhanded him across the face and then gagged him with a ball gag.

“You should be flattered,” I told him, “this piece here is direct from earth, just like the ice cream.”

Hivvir’s slave girl was just staring at me.

“Listen to me and listen good,” I told him. “I gave the girls here their freedom from Vintra, and Vintra’s hand-selected ass gadget, whoever he was. I showed them what freedom looks like, and they told me they wanted it.”

Except the human Rae, who slumped against the wall in chains, just like Hivvir.

“Over the next week, you’re going to learn all about what it takes to be a real Master. My people are going to guard this harem and keep you here. You’re going to listen, because you don’t have a choice.”

“You’re the slave now,” The snowy-looking fae Cindra said. “We’re the masters.”

“In time,” I told him, and Cindra for good measure, “if you make the choice to live, everyone will be equals. Nod if you understand.”

Hivvir slowly nodded, and twitched his face. I swiped the blood out of his eye, then applied the Mender’s Mark.

“You won’t believe me now, but… well maybe. Maybe you will. Auralla? Avya?”

Auralla was already peeling off her turtleneck sweater. She stepped forward and showed off the silvery mark of power on her neck, where a cloaked figure stepped out of a portal. Then she teleported to the other side of the room.

More than Hivvir, I watched his slave girl. Her eyes went big and round, and she swore too low to hear. That was a good sign. I didn’t know if she could go through the purification ritual, but I hoped so.

“Avya?” I asked.

She too pulled her clothes away until the Drifter’s Mark was showing. A large drop of blood, dripping off a scythe, hung over the mark.

Fucking Blood Debt.

“Thank you, my love,” I told her quietly, and opened my arms. She leaped into them, and kissed me. For a while we kissed, until she started grinning. She knew she was having an effect on me.

When she started rolling her hips and midsection into my crotch, I smiled at her. We would give this guy a lot of shows very soon, but now… now wasn’t the time. Then she stopped hugging me, and ran her hands down over my semi-hard cock, and I groaned.

“Now?” I breathed.

“Mayyyybe,” she responded.

“What does that mean?”

It basically meant she just wanted to torment me into standing and talking to this guy Hivvir with a stiffy, the little monster. She gave the head one last squeeze, winked up at me, and giggled a little before hopping away.

Then I stood, full erection visible tenting out my pants, and grimaced at Avya. She gave me the innocent, huge doe eyes expression. How could I stay mad at her, bound as she was by the goddamned Blood Debt and trying desperately to keep things normal. It was either this or have her slip into deep depression. I’d happily take the impish grins and the teasing if it meant pretending we still had the old Avya.

I turned back to Hivvir, trying to ignore the very prevalent erection. “They aren’t just puppets for power, Hivvir. You’re going to find that out one way or the other. The full moon is a week and a half away now. You have that long to figure out if you want to live like this.”

I took off my shirt, and showed him the silver Beastmaster’s Mark, the bronze mark of a fire breathing dragon, the bronze mark surrounding my face and the silver one running up the back of my neck, into my scalp, the bronze armband from Shennalil. The bronze water bubbles on my side from Quavallie, and the rest: the tome of the Archivist’s Mark from Zati, the cloudy Sylph’s Mark, and the Suppressor’s Mark from the drow Sechelle.

“Unfortunately it’s this,” I gestured to Avya and Auralla, “or death. You have nine days to decide.”
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We ended up informing the guards that we would head security, so we’d be staying the night in Vintra’s bed. I felt like I was dancing on his grave, which had a nice dark satisfaction to it.

Auralla wanted full servicing, and told me as much by backing me up against a wall and shoving her tongue in my mouth. The show of power and my assertiveness with Hivvir might’ve been the reason, but regardless I responded. Kissing her back was first on the menu, along with grinding against her, and rubbing her amazing rainbow hair between my thumb and forefinger.

To be fair, the stripping from the Sunspire girls had done it for me too. And possibly the sight of all those fierce young ladies in Vintra’s harem helped. I’d caught one of the admiring my body when the shirt came off. I didn’t know what specifically I’d said or done back there for Auralla’s floodgates to open, but the yoga pants had a large wet patch when I slid them down.

Not to be left behind, Avya shucked her clothes and stood behind me, massaging my shoulders and lavishing my back and neck with kisses. When I fell between Auralla’s toned legs and began lapping up closer to her drenched pussy, Avya just laid down on me and continued tracing over the Empath’s Mark with her tongue.

A sound stopped us, and all three of us looked over towards the entry to the harem to find several of the girls peering out.

They were still halfway behind the door, as though afraid to step outside the harem itself.

I smiled at them. “Did Illeri tell you how it felt?”

Several shy nods were the only response. My heart ached for them, being so terrified of this room and about breaking the rule that they couldn’t set foot outside the harem.

Also, they wanted to be in on the sensations and that was very fucking hot.

“We can take this onto one of the beds in the harem,” Avya suggested quietly.

“What would my two beautiful girlfriends prefer?”

“I don’t care!” Auralla breathed. “I want you.” We could probably be in the center of a packed coliseum right now for all she cared.

I slid my arms beneath Auralla’s shoulders and knees, hefted her up princess style, and stood up effortlessly. Avya climbed onto my shoulders and held my hair, and we made our way back into the harem. Auralla looped her arms around my neck and kissed me, then began licking along the side of my jaw, down my throat, behind my ear. My cock had already been responsive to the idea of Auralla’s overwhelming desire, and the walk was hard. Very hard.

At the first thing resembling a bed, I lowered Auralla onto it and let Avya tumble off. Then, to Auralla’s frustration, I headed back, produced a length of chain from the storage device, and looped it around the doors. The guards knew to stay the fuck out, but guards as a whole were stupid people.

My OG was making a noise deep in her throat and took matters into her own hands, staring at me with lust in her eyes. Her hand lazily rotated over the top of her mound, and didn’t let up even as I fell to my knees on the bed and began eating her out.

Once more that fruity aroma of her blossomed into existence, though it seemed richer somehow. Something was different, more. Either that or my advancing attributes just detected more.

Next, before things got beyond the point of rational thought, I employed Empath’s Mark to transmit all my feelings to the girls. I picked the first two who had been peeking out, a felinian with fur the color of bubblegum, and a half avian half fae, covered with many more feathers than Hivvir, and with two functional feathered wings, but a woman’s head.

Last, I chose Hivvir’s slave and blessed her with all the feelings I’d be getting with Empath’s Mark. Then I gave Auralla a long, slow lick and rubbed the flat part of my tongue back and forth over her clit.

“Uggghhh,” she moaned. “Yes!” I loved the way her strong thighs rose up and clamped onto the sides of my head.

It wasn’t long before Auralla was clutching my hair in either of her hands, squashing my head between her thighs, and bucking against me.

“I’m… I’m… ugh!” she came hard, and somewhere in there seemed to realize what she was doing, and released my hair and head. She was breathing hard when I rose, and Avya slipped off my back.

“That was intense,” I said, mischievous smile on my lips.

“Did I hurt you?”

“You’ll need to try harder than that to hurt me,” I told her, and slid my hands down her knees, over her thighs. They parted, and I pressed them back beside her breasts.

“I need it inside me,” she told me. “Now.”

I grabbed onto the ‘it’ in question and slowly dragged it down the length of her, stopping at her rear end. “We haven’t…”

Her hand shot down and grabbed my shaft. “I need it here,” she commanded.

I smirked. “Both?”

“What?”

I concentrated, slowly rubbing the head up and down, teasing, listening to her frustration mixed with the moans and gasps of the girls currently under the influence of Empath’s Mark. I just needed the over under, like I’d done with Zati but not side by side. One on top of the other, and I could…

There.

Now when I nudged both places at once, Auralla’s half-closed eyes shot open and stared into mine. They were so, so green, and so very confused.

With a bit of lube from a bottle, I smeared some onto myself and then against her backdoor.

“Evan,” she said. Nervousness and uncertainty warred in her tone, and her hands grasped onto her butt cheeks as if sensing what she’d need to do to avoid the pain.

I smiled.

“Yes, my love?” I asked innocently.

“Please.”

“Please what, love?”

“Please give me your seed.”

“May I?” I asked, and rubbed the second smaller head against her back door.

“My body is yours,” she responded.

I pressed down and in. Her pussy, of course, had no trouble opening up to me and accepting me in, but her ass was another story. I paused to wait for her to get used to the idea, leaning forward slightly to rub myself against her entrance above, back and forth, ripples of pleasure. After a number of strokes she loosened up a bit down below, and the head popped inside her.

“Oh!” she cried out. The rest of the ladies did too.

“Just relax,” I told her.

Over the course of the next ten minutes, I took it very easy. Added lube when necessary. Stared hard into Auralla’s eyes while she massaged me with the muscles in both of her holes. It was hard not to explode with every stroke, what with the intensity of her gaze, or the words she’d spoken to me, or the feeling of having two of me surrounded and squeezed with every sliver of motion.

Eventually though I was deep inside her, slowly pulling out and sinking all the way down, watching her face contort with pleasure and pain, listening to her breathing.

“I love you,” I told her quietly, and she met my eyes.

“I love you too,” she breathed. “Now, Evan. I’m ready. Now, please!”

I pressed down and unloaded my seed into her twice.

It wouldn’t occur to me until much later that Avya hadn’t complained even a little bit, or demanded to have that seed for herself, or to have a turn. She’d been holding Auralla’s hand throughout the whole ordeal.


8- Our Dangerous Projects

The next morning found me leaving the two of them off at our special farm hiding spot. The walk out there was invigorating, and involved several illusion spells to turn us into farmers. We had plenty of time to review the night’s activities.

It was useless to speculate over whether Hivvir would choose death over the power and pleasure we were offering, but we speculated anyway. Avya was very sure that the reaction she’d seen in the slave’s face meant a lot, but Auralla wasn’t so sure. There was nothing to indicate the new Master of Spice District had any love for her. My view was that he’d be practical once the full moon came, but he might try some shit once he had half a dozen or so marks. I’d been able to use some of mine immediately after getting them, and he wouldn’t be any different.

It would be disappointing if we had to kill this guy at all, let alone kill him after he started off doing the right thing. We’d need to be vigilant during the full moon.

Would he hate me for what I’d just forced him into? Did it matter? What I’d done to him would have to happen to someone. I didn’t have the ability to bring the whole male population of southeast Michigan over to this world, and didn’t want to do that to Zati. She had enough on her plate. I barely had two more friends, not counting all the people who’d turned their backs on me once my ex started badmouthing me.

Michael and Paul, if they survived, were going to get their own districts. Eventually. Or perhaps sooner rather than later, depending on how things shook out.

Together with Auralla and Avya, we ranged a little further afield, allowing the gently rolling hills to hide us from the city and the copses of trees to swallow us up.

“I need this,” Auralla said, and danced through the trees. She spun, reaching her hands high, and Truffy was beside her a second later, hopping and bounding this way and that. The great big anteater/bear/porcupine thudded into beds of fallen leaves, scared out a feathered snake creature that split into five copies of itself, each one slithering away in a different direction.

Avya and Aura both chased after the snake things and closed their hands on air, dissipating the illusions with a puff of multi-colored magic streamers. Normally this early in the morning, they were difficult to see, but my Attuned attribute kept rising higher and higher, meaning I was now smelling the magic all around us as well as seeing more of it than ever before.

Soon enough, Avya had wiggled out of her clothes and tossed them back at me, giggling. Auralla followed suit. I merely opened the Black Door and tossed the earth clothes inside, grinning at the ladies going buck nekkid, hopping around in only the sandal shoes common to the region. Marcelol's Sandals, the enchanted footwear I always had on, with the long straps wrapping up my calves automatically each morning.

Auralla found an ambush predator and bent to talk with it. The flat pancake creature curled up at the edges and made a contended purring sound. It recolored itself in a pleased beige with hints of yellow and green, then began to wave around like a cuttlefish mantle and float away. As it did, it took on the dead leaf pattern again and settled a little ways away.

Auralla cast a meaningful look back over her shoulder when she rose, and waggled her hips at me. Gods, what an ass she had on her. What an everything, honestly. Even the silvery thatch of hair above her mound was a delight, with tiny hints of rainbow colored hair here and there. Her hips, her breasts… mostly her attitude. She was a hundred percent the perfect woman.

Except now our thoughts diverged.

Yes, I told her, with a waggled eyebrow of my own, I remember our chat. My resolve hadn’t wavered. I still couldn’t simply abandon Surrek and leave the various districts to be plundered or fall into disrepair after all the work I’d done.

I vaguely knew this was a mental trap or a logical fallacy. Sunk cost maybe, or some other one whose name I couldn’t remember. Either that or legitimately trying to make the lives of people better was a plain old valid reason. I didn’t like the idea of being at odds with Auralla, even in this tiny way. She and I had fit together so perfectly from the word go, hand in glove, that it felt so strange to suddenly find a piece of gravel in the tip of one finger.

Avya went and ranged on ahead a little, and Auralla dropped back. She spun around me, twirling like a ballerina in the cool autumn air. This puckered up her nipples and made me want to suck on them. Her whole demeanor made me want things.

“Come here,” I told her quietly, and snatched at her wrist. When she got close, grinning, I pulled her into a hug from behind and kissed the length of her collar bone. My hands explored, over her hips, up her flat stomach, up the swell of her breasts. Her ass ground into my crotch while I went, and she groaned appreciatively. One of her hands trapped mine against her breast, pulled me tighter in against her, and when I tweaked her nipple she made this sound… part adorable, part aroused, all amazing.

Then she was off, twirling this way, laughing and hopping over a log.

I chased her, laughing, and just when I touched her fingertips she danced away once more.

The next time, when I got close, I gave one curvy butt cheek a nice slap for good measure. She yelped, gave me a mischievous look, then took me by the hands and spun me around.

“You’re a bad boy, Drifter Evan,” she said.

“Can you change this bad boy, turn me around? Can I be saved?”

She laughed in her musical voice.“I’m afraid there’s little I can do… but perhaps there’s one thing.”

“Oh?” I asked, grinning. “What’s that?”

“Perhaps I can suck it all out of you,” she said, and knelt before me, freeing up my erection before I could react. Then she smiled and blinked at me several times. “You remember right? I wasn’t ready to do this for you.”

Then she popped me into her mouth and sucked slowly down half the length before pulling back. When she slid back down, her increase in skill level was very clear. Just the right amount of suction, and tongue use.

“You’ve come around… nicely,” I told her, while she dove back down and used one hand on the base while taking the other inches to her throat.

“You’re worth pleasing,” she whispered, and took almost the whole length of me into her mouth now. She was getting better at repressing her gag reflex, however people managed to do that. I certainly had no idea, since I gagged brushing my teeth most times.

Don’t judge, I have to be thorough. Also I haven’t seen a single dentist in this world.

This line of thinking wasn’t helping me to keep the oncoming orgasm at bay. I could feel it rising.

“You’re going to do too good a job,” I moaned. The combination of her skill, exuberance and words had me nearing the edge.

She gave me a break and lazily stroked along my length while giving light kisses everywhere else, at about the same moment I was wondering where Avya had gone. She liked to pick times like these to sneak back onto the scene and surprise.

When Auralla rose, I used both hands on both openings. She was also getting used to the idea of having her ass probed as part of my weird otherworld predilections, and she pulled herself open for me.

“Yes,” she moaned. “Deeper.”

She’d grown incredibly wet, and after a couple of sloppy, tongue-filled kisses I brought those fingers up to my lips to get at her juices.

And again, she had a slight flavor of kiwi. I was so happy to be attuned to magic in this world. I slithered down her body, kissing and licking and feeling over every inch of her, listening to her moan.

“Did you know there’s magic in it?” she asked, and kissed me, full of tongue. To get at her own flavor, or the magic.

“I don’t care,” I breathed. “I just want the taste of you.”

This time I slipped two fingers into her clinging depths and joyed to hear her moan. The place that really got her motor revved was right… there.

“Oh!”

“Now,” I asked quietly, and massaged that one place once again. “How do you want me?”

“Inside,” she begged. “Please. I need it.”

Especially if we were going to be apart, I wanted her pussy to remember the shape of me for a few days. If things were quiet for a day or two, maybe I’d head to Plaster District and commission a cast so the ladies could have a little Evan any time. I grinned at the thought, and how the magic of Silver tier wouldn’t allow that.

Except I had enchanters who were bound to do my bidding no matter what. They could make a resizing sex toy.

Auralla cried out, shivering with impending orgasm. “Evan!”

In order to tease her just a little bit longer, I withdrew all three fingers and settled her on the soft moss, then lined up the head and entired her. I kept her on her side, holding to one leg as leverage and with her back door still available.

“Yessss,” she hissed. Her pussy was both soft in welcoming and tight with resistance, but I’d done plenty of lubricating and it was pure bliss to plunge more and more of my length inside.

And all the while I worked my thumb further into her sphincter, and those guile-free emerald eyes stared at me. From time to time they drifted closed as I slid against the right part of her, but other times she forced them open and stared up into mine.

“Do you… want me there?” she asked, breathlessly.

“I want you there,” I told her. “I want you every where, every way, shape and form. Every time of the day.”

Auralla pulled at one cheek in offering, her ass an open invitation. “Take what you want, then.”

The trifecta. Like Velleth. It felt like a mark of ownership somehow, to take all three of Auralla’s firsts. She would never be with another.

The lube I’d used on Velleth was in my inventory, and I slathered it around the opening. She bit her lip in consternation, but before she could speak and protest, I pushed the dark helmet against her asshole and pushed inexorably inside.

She gritted her teeth. “Oh… gods…” I could sympathize; she had a crushing grip on my cock, with her olympic level fitness and perfect ass. “Is this… what it’s like… with Avya?”

I grinned, withdrew, then went back in further. Then I had an idea, and used the Empath’s Mark to let her know exactly how it felt.

Her eyes flew open and her hands immediately flew to the junction of her thighs, where a little rubbing set her off into the land of the ever-present climax.

“Evannn,” she whined, while I sawed in and out of her, only a few inches over and over again. In the meantime the orgasms crashed against her like waves in a hurricane. She’d start coming down off one, and fix her gaze on my face, only to throw her head back again when I pushed another half inch into her.

After some time I was in, fully in. I lost count of Auralla’s orgasms at around the eighth. Fluttering hands continually landed and then shied away from her pussy, like she might need a little more to push her over the edge, only to reconsider. In the meantime I strayed into heaven. Auralla was perfection in a female form, on par with the Governor’s damnable felinian, and every facial expression, every tightening of her abs, all the curves of her legs and abs and bust were just the right ones.

I wasn’t able to hold out this way for long.

“You want to taste it?” I grumbled.

“Yes!” she gasped, and just lay there, mouth open wide.

So I gave her what she wanted.

Except what she wanted was for me to take the coterie and leave the city. I couldn’t do that. There was so much progress made, and we were so close to making more.

Auralla and I had more than enough time to get situated and presentable again before Avya returned. A melancholy had settled over her, and I knew what had happened. She had obviously heard what was happening, or used her Empath sense to listen in on all the lust surging and thrusting back and forth between Auralla and I. She hadn’t wanted to get in between the two of us, for whatever reason she had.

The Blood Debt, most likely. Stupid fucking magic compulsion. I hated it and wanted the old Avya back.

But when I scooped her up and blew a raspberry against her neck for entirely way too long, she laughed and pushed at my face. Then she called me a gigantic idiot brute with pancakes for brains, and let me kiss her.

“You have to come back,” she whispered.

“I will,” I told her. “How can I not? I love you.”

“You buffoon. Why do you keep saying that?”

“It’s true?”

“Well then get out of here, and I love you too, and don’t forget to come back.” She was blushing from the words.

I kissed both of them goodbye, thanked the farmer family for their gracious offer to keep them safe, and took the Silver Door back to the city, where I entered from a different direction and headed toward the market.

The whole way there, I had Empath’s Mark on, though I didn’t clock anyone with furtive emotional states that was also directing their attention towards me. Within range anyway. It wouldn’t be easy for them to track me, the way I was moving around, unless they had people in every single building.

I peered up at the silly caricature of me holding a plunger up over my head. Like I was a plumber triumphant, bleached absolutely white. I needed a mushroom, and then I could grow to the size of that billboard.

Thankfully, the shop was quiet, and not filled with ninjas out to murder me. I was able to get to work checking over the ledgers, straightening up this and that item, and use Adrift to fetch another plunger. Gods knew why people loved them so much, but I’d keep them in the shop until no one wanted to make the handles wobble and pay coin for it.

Work orders after that: people liked the items but wanted custom versions. This Master wanted the gloves but needed them in black, or purple. That Master really wanted a pair of self-repairing boots but needed them knee length, and with a fringe of fur like he’d seen another Master wearing. Or the effect on the bracelet was nice, but was it possible to get it in a ring instead? These were my favorite types of orders, because they were guaranteed to sell. After all, the customers were required to pay fifty percent up front.

Then a tally of items that were selling, and those that weren’t. It would mean a hold on non-selling items, and a rush job on things flying off the shelves. Right now with the weather cooling, we couldn’t make warming items fast enough.

Next-to-lastly, Yann and Velleth had left a list of requests. So there were jars for freshness, but what about refrigerated jars, or jars that minimized smells? We had bracelets to keep people warm or cool, but what about food? These were great also, because it told me exactly what people were hoping for when they shopped Evan.

And last but not least, a note in Velleth’s tiny handwriting: why write up the capabilities of the items at all if nobody in town can read them?? It was circled about twelve times.

“One, it uses up some of the paper,” I muttered to myself. I still had a ton of paper stock. You could build several houses with all the paper I had stored up.

“Second—”

“Are you talking to yourself, Master?”

Quavallie gave me a bright smile, and behind her Velleth popped out with a grin and a wave. It was difficult to explain just how happy and relieved it made me to see her be herself again, instead of cowering and quivering.

“Looking over your note. We need to…” i smacked my forehead and groaned. “Literacy initiative!”

“What are you talking about?”

“You know what’ll move a bunch of paper? Books! And you know what will make people want to read books?”

“The ability to read?” Quavallie guessed.

“I feel so stupid,” I told them. Surrek had no schools, except the university in University District, and I had no earthly clue what was even taught there. Hand to hand combat? Dominating slaves? It didn’t matter. What did was coming up with a literacy promotion program so all the Masters, merchants and servants doing work for the Masters and merchants could handle a written order. It was how we did things in Ink and Mage with the enchanting of items, and it would push productivity in every other area of the city.

Eventually.

The burst of hopelessness over the speed it would happen was overcome with resolve. We needed to do this. If the slave girls in the harems could read, we could have more Hivvir situations. If the soldiers could read, they could take more complicated orders, which would be a huge boon on the battlefield. Normal people could cast scroll spells… maybe.

If… if… if…

“Okay,” I told them. “We are giving free reading lessons in the Mage District main house.”

This got some serious raised eyebrows.

“Not today. Maybe once we get the other thing finished.”

She nodded. There was a lot of dangerous business still left un-dealt with.

“The mansion is unused right now. We’ll have our petty Masters keep people to a single room, and whichever of the hedge mages volunteers to teach can sleep in the mansion.”

They shared a look again.

“Don’t tell me it’s against the law to let non-Masters sleep in the Master’s House.”

“Not illegal,” Velleth said. “But I’ve never heard of it being done. Or holding classes inside.”

“Well then I want to use Grain’s hall the same way… but it’ll be weapons training instead. Hellera can teach it. Open to everyone.”

More shared disbelieving looks.

“Okay fine, once one of our dangerous projects is finished.”


9- Someone I Considered a Friend

War council time, and this included Zati.

Although Auralla and Avya could only handle so much of Surrek, the rest of us were assembled on the third floor of the mansion. Quavallie, Velleth, Hellera, Dallinya, Shennalil, followed by Paul and his two ever-present young ladies, and Michael with Nazira. This time we were joined by the green-skinned elf Illeri, who pulled up a chair and decided she would simply observe.

Illeri gave me the impression of competence, like Velleth, of having a ton of experience. The ability to put a lot of thought, consider a lot of angles, because she’d seen some shit. I also liked the ferocious way she interjected herself into things.

Like the other girls, Illeri had adopted some earth fashions. Of all the things I’d sold at the shop, earth fashions never really sold well. Only the Governor and a few others had bought them, but I hadn’t seen any of them being worn. It would’ve been fantastic to see the Governor in a pair of floral board shorts, but alas.

Illeri, green of skin and pointy of ear, looked out of place in a pair of hot pants and an oversized men’s button up shirt. Out of place but also sexy. That was probably on account of her confidence and bearing.

Zati still had on the tank top, her gigantic breasts straining and showing her nipples clearly, but no earth fashion for the gigantic snake tail. The naga looked as though she hadn’t slept in a month, but she also appeared energized, feverish with energy. Like she’d just done a month of solid hauling. I couldn’t believe it had been over a week since I’d seen her.

She slithered into the third floor war room and looked around like she didn’t recognize the place.

“What can you tell us?”

“It’s good to see you, Zati,” Dallinya said, holding Zati’s hands, and threw me some side eye.

“It’s lovely to see you, Zati,” I said. “Sorry. And thank you for all the work you’ve done.” Dallinya only wanted Zati’s incredible forked tongue, or so I told myself. Okay fine, I was being selfish and greedy, and needed to think of others’ feelings and needs ahead of my own.

I was doing that! I had to keep all of the girls safe.

Quit rationalizing, my brain said. Now what work has Zati gotten done, another part of my brain demanded.

“You wouldn’t believe how many spells are stored in those libraries, Master… uh, Drif— uh, Evan. Apologies, I have slept very little over the course of the last week, and perhaps not eaten much either.”

I chuckled. “No worries. So long as you figured out who the culprit was, and we can go kick some ass.” I grinned evilly. “Honestly, I can’t wait to see the look on that asshole’s feathered face—“

“Master Ferrok is responsible for the mana glutton infestation,” Zati said.

The silence descended like a hammer. No one spoke.

Ferrok didn’t make sense. He was a powerful, dumb orc working out of Iron District and its neighbor districts. Sword, Shield and Tool basically all used Iron as a springboard. All the smithies running half the length of the city along the northern edge belonged to him. All the money for every spearpoint, every arrow head, every sword and helmet and piece of armor went to Ferrok.

“You have got to be fucking kidding me,” I muttered.

“I kid you not, Evan,” Zati said.

“It’s a Drifter thing.” Seething, I turned away and considered just what the fuck would compel Ferrok, who’d been practically an ally since I’d arrived in the city.

It didn’t make sense. “Why in the fuck…” I trailed off. It was too difficult, like someone finding out their best friend has been banging their girlfriend every time he heads to class.

Which clearly didn’t happen to me ever. That I knew of. My lips peeled back away from my teeth; Todd and Ginny had gotten married, and less than a year after she’d broken up with me for dropping out of college.

This was not the time for a trip down memory lane. Not the time.

“The same reasons T’charrk would have had,” Velleth responded, but gently. “He felt threatened. Needed to bring you down so you didn’t overtake him.” She laid a hand on mine, but it didn’t work. The betrayal was worming its way into my guts.

“Perhaps his position is not so strong as we imagine,” Hellera offered.

My throat was constricting, but I managed, “Zati, how sure are you?”

“I have seen him personally take delivery of the larvae and give them to the petty Masters, who delivered them in the night.”

Impossible. It wasn’t possible; that was the very meaning of the word impossible. “The same petty Masters I hired to protect Ink during the raids.”

“The same,” Zati said.

“How can… how can he be threatened by me?” I asked. I couldn’t believe this; tears were threatening.

“Do you think the note was from him?” Dallinya asked.

I KNOW.

I exploded to my feet. “Mother fucker!” The rest of them froze in their chairs, or retreated if they were standing. Michael and Paul just stood staring, while their ladies wisely backed the hell away from me.

There was no direction to turn, no face to smash into oblivion. I couldn’t sprint down to Iron and confront Ferrok. He had petty Masters coming out of his earholes. He was bristling with weapons. He had a wide assortment of marks from a wide assortment of slaves. The evidence I had wouldn’t hold up in a grand or small council. Oh, your slave used magic to pierce time and space to figure out where a creature came from?

Also, Ferrok was someone I considered a friend. The anger and fury at his betrayal had nowhere I could direct it. And now he would have to die.
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I spent all afternoon running on the sky. First, I paid a visit to Avya to reassure her I wasn’t about to break her over this Blood Debt. Then I ran until I was exhausted, several hours, until I saw the next city on the horizon. Kentir to the northeast, and whatever sister city to Surrek south of that. Finally I descended to the ground, disappeared into the light woods, and screamed out.

Several hours I spent out there, just… alone. I hadn’t had this in some time. No one around, no one to report to, no one relying on me for survival or their next meal or both.

It wasn’t hard to find a stream, but what I found instead was a small waterfall feeding a clear pool, and above the waterfall, a huge overhanging rock to sit on, for the purposes of meditation. Fish darted through the pool. A turtle-like-snake-like thing trundled through the pool with webbed feet and tried to get at one of the fish.

You had to think in order to get clarity on the problems.

Ferrok’s betrayal. The Shadow Council. Hivvir and Spice District harem. The one who KNEW. The small council, the dead Governor, a new Governor coming, the Governor’s torture chamber. Illeri. Literacy and ignorance. The goddess Caderyn and her demands. Auralla and Avya refusing the brand.

The wind whispered into trees below me, the water rushed in front of me and burbled along behind. Leaves swished to and fro on their branches, but they were changing colors and dropping. Creatures large and small looking for a meal, a safe place to sleep, or a willing mate to fuck. Perpetuate the species and live to fight another day, that was the only imperative.

Surely I was overcomplicating the issues. The challenges facing me seemed huge and insurmountable, and new ones always seemed to pop up before the others resolved but… I was creating some where they’d only barely existed before. If you could overlook the brutality and wrongness of slavery, which I couldn’t, but if you could, it was possible to just look the other way and concentrate on the other problems.

“Fuck that,” I muttered.

Some of these issues fit together. The goddess of healing wanted freedom for the people to worship. If I helped out Spice District overcome their Master, I could hopefully set the first domino falling. Other districts had just taken on new Masters who were weak and could easily be chained to the wall, have the situation explained to them. Or, you know, die. If these assholes thought owning people was more important than continuing to live, then so be it.

This was ignoring the small council and the old Governor/new Governor situation. Could it be ignored? That was also ignoring Ferrok’s betrayal. Could I stand to see him in the small council chamber again? Just act like nothing had happened and chuckle when he clapped me on the shoulder?

And all this was ignoring whatever thing was approaching from out of the north. It had been pushed back so far out of mind by all the issues that I’d forgotten to mention it to Zephellyn.

First Domi was right. Partially anyway. The calm and peace of those few hours told me as much. It wasn’t a war I was fighting on two fronts, and since it wasn’t a war, I wasn’t limited to the options of fight, siege, or retreat. And since it wasn’t a war, I didn’t need to keep my army clustered up together, fighting a single problem.

I took the Silver Door back to the farm, and sat heavily down beside Auralla and Avya.

“Would you look at that?” Avya said. “He remembers us!”

“Cute,” I told her.

Auralla draped herself over my back and blew a raspberry into my neck, then clasped her arms around my shoulders. “Welcome back, Drifter.”

“I love you,” I murmured in her ear, and shivered when she repeated the words back to me. Then I turned to Avya, “And I love you too, you goober.”

She stuck her tongue out at me and waggled it around.

“What brings you?” Auralla asked.

“Butt stuff?” Avya asked.

I smiled weakly. Your Blood Debt, I thought, but didn’t say. We didn’t like to be reminded of the shitty magical curse thing hanging over us, but Avya especially hated talking about it.

“Soon,” I said. “For now, just to be here with you.”

“Can we see more of your captures from earth?” Avya asked, then showed me a phone. “I can’t get the earth captures from this one. I found a way to capture scenes here, but I can’t see those either once the thing makes the click sound.”

“What are you doing with that?”

“I took it from someone’s butt pocket,” she explained with adorable innocence. “But it has a thing I don’t understand with numbers, and I don’t know the numbers to use.”

Avya had the power from her Drifter’s Mark to retrieve small handheld items from earth, and usually used it to grab items for the shop, but she also enjoyed stealing people’s wallets for no good reason. I wondered what kind of news coverage this might be attracting right now, because I kept putting the wallets back on the customer service counter at Meijer.

“There’s a number code, you’ll never be able to guess it. And anyway, you can’t just steal from every person’s butt you come across.”

“Why not? You steal things from the earth shop all the time, and you asked me to help you.”

Auralla was laughing silently, her whole body convulsing against my back. Her hair was tickling my ear and I loved it, half because it was Auralla, and half because I got the scent of her, and I loved that too.

“Stealing from specific people is wrong. Because reasons.”

Avya rolled her eyes, and pushed the phone back through the veil between our worlds, no idea where. “There, happy?”

“Not even a little bit, but thank you.”

“What bothers you?” Auralla asked, and began massaging my shoulders. Avya came and sat on my lap, and when I didn’t do anything, lifted my hands and placed them on her shoulders. I began the massage, smiling.

“I… killed the Governor,” I breathed.

“He was a slaver,” Avya said simply, then groaned at the way my hands pressed into her muscles.

“It creates a lot of problems,” Auralla explained. “With the Governor, we knew how certain things would go. We knew the Masters wouldn’t attack openly. We knew the laws would be upheld.”

I nodded, feeling Auralla’s breasts against my back, her neck against the side of my own. But I concentrated on the massage, saying, “The new Governor could be worse, or indifferent. He could be a trio of Gleaming Silvers who work on increased security because of what happened.”

“Change is hard,” Auralla confirmed. “The uncertainty is the worst.”

I wished it could be the same as when we started, and just accumulate new sexy ladies from idiot Masters who ventured into the wilderness and died from shotgun blasts.

“You don’t blame me? For this whole mess?” I asked.

Auralla chuckled. “Of course not. What would we blame you for?”

“You’ve got nothing to worry about from us,” Avya said.

“All the other Masters…” I added.

“We will handle them however they need to be handled,” Auralla said, and ran her hands over my chest and abs. Her thighs pressed against the outsides of my hips, and she squeezed me, full of reassurance.

“But—”

“We have magic,” Avya said.

“They have magic,” I retorted.

“You have us,” she added.

“She has a point,” Auralla breathed in my ear.

Before Avya broke the mood by saying something weird, I ran my hands down over her front, and the insides of her thighs, and down to the junction. She was already steaming hot, and wet, and whimpered. Then I activated the Empath’s Mark to give Auralla the full suite of feelings I was having right now, and listened to her growl contentedly.

Avya slumped forward into my hand, and soon I had the yoga pants open so I could work a finger into her, followed by a second.

“Mmm,” Auralla moaned. “She’s so tight.”

Avya slid down further, and soon had my pants open, trying to get my cock freed up. Auralla helped in this, and soon three hands were on me, and then Avya arched her back, and took me in her mouth upside down.

“Yesss,” Auralla breathed, squeezing the base of me and reveling of the feeling of her own phantom cock being licked, sucked, and squeezed at the same time.

I turned, and kissed her. This became frantic, panting, swapping tongues and listening to her moan in my mouth from Avya’s blowjob. Once I got to my knees I had the leverage to pump into and back out of her mouth. Still with two fingers massaging Avya’s interior, I hunched my hips forward and back. Avya stayed still as much as she could, what with her hips bucking and rolling. With her mouth like that, I could slide much more of myself down her throat than before. Either that or she’d been practicing how to deep throat.

“You’re so much better at this,” I told her, and slid down in deep. She’d only ever been able to take about a third of my length before, but now we were well over half. She tilted her head back a fraction, and I slid another half inch into her mouth.

“She’s been working on it,” Auralla moaned. “With the toy.”

“Unbelievable,” I groaned.

Auralla’s other hand snaked around and played with my balls a bit, right around the time Avya came on my fingers. It was more than enough to set me off, and I pulled out in time to coat Avya’s mouth with my seed.

Auralla immediately scrambled to get whatever was left, and to kiss Avya deeply. Sharing was caring, after all.

Then her eyes met mine again, gleaming. One more time? they asked.

I nodded, and rose to pull my pants off completely.
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I left both the Sunspire girls satisfied and lounging in the farm house with a promise to come visit Avya as often as necessary. Then I took the Silver Door back to Ink.

The girls were relaxing, or training, or out patrolling, but once word came that I was back, they assembled again. Zati looked to have had a nap and definitely had had a shower. The rest of them sat around the table.

“You didn’t deserve to have me go off on you like that,” I told them. “So, I’m sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologize for,” Dallinya told me. “Did you strike out at us? Make the rest watch while you did terrible things to one of us?”

“We can handle it,” Quavallie said. “Your anger is nothing compared to what we dealt with before.”

This made me think two instantaneous things: one, that I was being a pussy little bitch compared to these rocks of emotional stability, who could weather literally anything and carry on, up to and including death. Two, I was thinking that fucking hell, they should never have been subjected to that kind of torment.

“Well then, I’m just sorry you had to see me like that. We’ll put that aside. Hellera, I’m going to be dealing with market, council, and Spice District until the full moon. I’ll check in, but I want you and one other to coordinate security otherwise. You two will be in charge of Paul, Michael, their ladies, and training, and keeping the Shadow Council from doing fucking us over in any other ways.” They were nodding. “Unless you tell me you can’t hack it.”

“As you say, I can and will hack it,” Hellera responded, standing as tall as possible. She threw off enough heat that Shennalil and Quavallie had to get up and go get different seats. I could feel it from where she stood, two seats away. Did this challenge of protecting and serving make her horny?

“Who do you want as your second?”

“Velleth. That way Master Drifter can be in two places at once.” Good old Trickster’s Mark. Now that Velleth had the Red Dragon’s Mark, it was less likely she would suffer mana burn from overusing illusions like last time. Plus, she was under explicit orders not to go around doing that shit unless it was an emergency.

“Good thinking,” I told her, then turned to Velleth. “Do you accept?”

Velleth nodded sharply. I glanced between the two of them, thinking that I couldn’t weather another replay of what had happened because of the Governess. No more betrayal, no more knock-kneed, miserable confessions, no more Hellera attacking her, or me.

The punishments for disobedience might or might not continue, based solely on Velleth’s sexual preferences.

“What about me?” the new girl asked. Illeri stood tall and straight backed.

“It’s best for you to train right now, and stay off radars. I know you won’t like this, but you’ll be confined to Aceter House until after the full moon. However, you have the run of the house. Wherever you’d like to sleep, that’s on you. Hellera knows her stuff in training, and I expect you to train some each day. After that, your time is your own.”

She seemed ready to debate, but then seemed to think this over. Run of the house, you say? Well, her expression said, I’ve been locked in a single room for literally years, so a four floor mansion will be acceptable for the next week.

“I would like to have one of you with me,” I said. “A different member of the team each day, so I can at least learn what’s going on back here in Ink.”

“And that’s… the only reason?” Dallinya asked, teasing, playful.

“Mayyyyybe,” I replied. All of them burst out laughing.

Except Hellera. Hellera never laughed.


10- How That Pendulum Would Swing

Eight days until the full moon.

Dallinya and I stood in the doorway of Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities. Its days of having that name weren’t long for this world, but neither of us knew this. The city’s days of being Governor-free weren’t long for this world either, but we thought we knew how that pendulum would swing.

We were wrong.

“We haven’t had any theft,” I told her. She just nodded, so I went on. “Why not?”

“The Governor watches over the market. They know that theft against one of the Masters here is theft against all of them.”

Reassuring that at very least, the Shadow Council wouldn’t… well, maybe they would. They’d attacked my people in my territory. A gray area to be sure, but mine nonetheless. I spoke to Yann, and wrote a note to the hedge mages about a theft detection and prevention system. He stared at the bizarre, unreadable English runes, but didn’t question me. If the hedge mages could do anything, they could read my script, and I already knew they could. Yann would soon learn the same.

The evening found us back in the Spice District mansion, where I took Hivvir’s face, and the illusion over Dallinya made her into an exact replica of Hivvir’s only slave.

I took charge of the finances while Dallinya tried to distract me. The Trickster’s gift she’d gotten wasn’t illusions but instead little telekinesis pushes and shoves. Tugs in this case.

I marveled at how feisty Dallinya was. She sat there at the side of the table, watching me discuss the money with a trusted advisor, all while stroking me under the table. Back and forth, back and then forth again, her tricksy hand rubbed at the crotch of my jeans. I glanced once her way and she deftly looked elsewhere, pretending to study her nails. But the mage hand job didn’t stop.

Finally I called a halt to the tedious meeting, before the illusion wore off, and turned a flat gaze on Dallinya.

She simply blinked in my direction. “Yes, Master? Is something the matter?”

Two minutes later I slammed the harem doors open, one mischievous slave hefted up on my shoulder. Dallinya alternated between giggling like a lunatic and shrieking in faux terror.

“Would any of you care to chain those doors, pretty please and thank you?” I asked, and glanced at Hivvir. Several girls leapt up to do as I’d asked, while I dumped Dallinya onto the first bed available and ripped her pants off.

“Oh no, this brutish Drifter is going to ravish me senseless!”

I pulled off my own shirt and leered down at her.

Her hand drifted between her legs and began working, despite the acting job. “Whatever will I do?”

Several of the harem members tittered. I cocked an eyebrow, then gave a few more of them the benefits of Empath’s Mark when they nodded. As soon as I wrapped my fingers around my tortured, hard member all three of them sighed and started touching themselves.

I gave Dallinya the business that night for almost two hours. She kept up the filthy talk until I wrapped a hand around her neck and started cutting off her air, at which point she grinned and held my wrist in place. In the meantime all three of the harem members with the Empath’s spell active swooned and rubbed themselves and came over and over.

Eventually I came all over her, listened to her complain about me wasting the seed. She tried to get all of it, but some was in her hair. Well, no big deal, she sucked at her hair until she got it all.

She got me hard about twenty minutes later, and this time rode me slowly, without any real end point in mind. It was just a lazy and luxurious screw on a bunch of soft pillows, with her ass flexing reverse cowgirl and me playing with her tail. She used that damned telekinetic hand to play with my nipples, stick a finger up my nose, and start teasing my back door. This she was punished for, carnally. I made her regret it by poking her own back door and holding her up to pound her into submission from behind.

I sort of forgot about the three harem members currently experiencing everything I was going through, who were by that point twitching masses on the floor.

The last surprise was having Dallinya look at me over one shoulder, grinning. “Is that what Velleth was so excited about? Maybe I’ll be real bad next time and get some of that treatment.”

I made sure to visit Avya before bedtime, catch them up on the day’s events, and get any news they had. Avya wasn’t happy with the number of hours apart, I could tell that by her expression. That said, she also wasn’t one to just complain about something being difficult.

So I gave her a slow massage that eventually turned into a relaxed pussy massage, and that evolved into her on her stomach, taking me from behind and telling me how much she really enjoyed the princess treatment.

Then, when Auralla was pouting about not getting any, I folded her in half and gave her the serious business. She could take it hard, and she also liked it that way. Both of them, for whatever reason, continued to generate those balls of magic right their wombs, which I associated with sharing essence for the power transfer. Still, it felt far too good to stop and examine what was going on, so I gave them both a facial and watched in amazement as they made sure to get every bit off each other’s faces.

The next day Dallinya’s replacement was Shennalil, who also wanted to be the center of attention as the day closed out. With three new harem members volunteering to be empathically gifted what I was feeling, I took Shennalil through the slow and thorough treatment. I ate her pussy for nearly half an hour, after which I pulled up and shoved myself fully inside her. Playing with her clit at the same time, I was able to send the little fae into orbit once, then again soon after.

Once again, she wanted to play the game where she rode me very slowly, rising up to get in a fierce kiss before she guided me back into her. Eventually I just hunched down as far as possible so she could kiss me every time she rose up.

Then Auralla and Avya, again. Auralla the insatiable, flexible, fuckable sex goddess and Avya the tiny titan. They explained they would only spend another day at the farm before heading back in the next night. This made me glad, not because it was difficult getting out there (I had a Silver Door now, baby!) but because the tension of Mr. I KNOW and Ferrok left me feeling like someone was going to make a move against us.

On the third day, Zati came to visit. Hivvir’s eyes widened when she slithered into the harem that evening, to feed him and escort him to where he could use the bathroom and let him move a little. I released him on the condition that he wouldn’t try anything. After all, I had a huge and sexy snake lady who could swallow him whole. Probably.

With Zati, I could now show the Spice District girls my ability to concentrate and manifest a second dick, a trick I still found to be just bonkers. Bronze tier had shown my body to be adaptive to my partner’s needs, and it was even easier with me reaching Silver. My brown-haired naga was delighted, so say the least. She wrapped her long forked tongue first around one, then around the other, then got both of them in her mouth and sucked on them at the same time. The jaw separation required for this still looked odd, but the sensations were intense. When a woman wants to suck your cock, you don’t just refuse.

I ate her, or rather tried to get my tongue to work over her cloaca while she lavished attention on me at the same time. She tasted just as unique and lovely as the first time I’d tried this, and I savored the taste of knowledge and history.

Zati was once more very forceful with me, wrapping up my legs and lowering herself onto me from above when she could wait no longer. This was the perfect position to get at her huge tits, and added bonus, they were quite sensitive when she was being penetrated in both holes.

The girls affected by Empath’s Mark that night, I don’t know what they thought of the situation, but they sure enjoyed it. I took just a tiny break, and that was to grab Auralla and Avya from the farm, and let them have some time with the Spice girls in the harem. By the end of a night of hot, steamy snaky sex (and nellwyn sex, and OG human sex) on the third night, several of the harem members fell asleep on the same bed as me. I woke up cuddling one of them, hard, with my dick nestled in between a pair of smooth ass cheeks. To the wide open eyes and lusty gaze of the Spice harem slave, I breathed my apologies.

Then I turned on some shared empathy for her, and woke up Auralla for another go.
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Five days until the full moon. I spent them busily working the shop, selling comics and plungers and snow globes and plastic plants, selling enchanted items, tracking the stock and sales, ordering things from the hedge mages in Mage and Ink. I spent them with one of the ladies each day, asking what was going on, how life had been before I came along, what was different now that I was here. Only Hellera remained at the mansion, training and planning, planning and training.

Velleth joined me, and told me about the many years she had been a slave. Giskennen had only been the last in a long line of Masters she had seen enter, make political moves, and die. Some died in battle against the raiders and the groffere, others found themselves shot in the back while ranging beyond the walls of the city, and a few died of their own stupidity.

I wasn’t sure what that meant, not entirely, but she said it was from hiring on the wrong petty Masters, supplying them with the wrong slaves, or having the wrong set of marks of power. All Masters needed a Survivor for the Survivor’s Mark, apparently. If you didn’t have it, you were as good as dead. Some of them elevated a petty Master with an ability that ended up with the original Master dead.

A lot of times it would be a throat cut in the night. This often happened after a Master nominated a second in a sort of will document. Rival Masters would pay off the petty Master who had been nominated, to get the job done quickly. If the nominated replacement wouldn’t take the coin, rival Masters might try paying off the jilted petty Master who was enraged at not being chosen.

Velleth had served as a house slave for a long time, since elves grew to maturity so slowly. She had only gifted the Master a mark in the last ten years or so: two of them before Giskennen, and I was the fourth.

We discussed what was happening at home, since I hadn’t gone back in a while, and the most important bit of news there was Auralla and Avya working with Paul, Michael, and their girls on training as well. Avya was there to boost morale, and Auralla knew some fighting techniques Hellera didn’t.

And there was something else. I didn’t press, and Velleth didn’t volunteer. I’d find out soon enough, I was sure. For now though I was trying to sit in my calm and collected mind space, not worry about things that didn’t bear worrying about, and not force things that weren’t ready to be forced.

Priority number one: the experiment with Hivvir and Spice. It would bear fruit. I’d have the first instance of a fully autonomous and liberated harem at that point.

Or I’d have a dead test subject and thirty-three more days to wait.

I couldn’t stop myself from staring at Ferrok when the next small council meeting met (on that third day with Zati in tow) but I got it under control by the time we sat down at the council table. It was critically important that Ferrok not know that his fuckery was found out.

Luckily I’d already had over a week of not knowing at all, and being painfully ignorant of his true intentions.

As for Mr. I KNOW, I filed that one away. If someone wanted to try and blackmail me, let them. I’d tear their arms off and stuff them down their throats before they could go ‘I know you killed the Governor.’

I had a hard time wrapping my mind around the idea that I had gotten to Silver, and that made me powerful. Potentially powerful enough to handle most of the guys in this room in a one-on-one fight. That was the current problem: my thinking. I was still trying to be one of the boys here, but I wasn’t.

The council session went on in typical boring fashion: Kinniash the half fae half dwarf who looked like a cavern had come to life had left with a cadre of petty Masters, miners and labor workers to take on the river blockage while I wasn’t looking. He was there now, according to Trusk, beginning the work.

I could secretly confirm this because of Auralla and Avya. While living out at the farm, they had ranged out into the north woods. They enjoyed the solitude of nature, talked a lot. Truffy, Auralla’s weird beastie, had found evidence of Kinniash and his crew heading up north with their metal tools and their magic.

The thing far in the north appeared unmoving, or so reported Trusk, who also had a fast movement power or a teleport.

Next up, this or that district was experiencing a rise in crime because their new Master couldn’t grab up a whole bunch of new marks of power. Masters from nearby districts were amused by this and mostly unwilling to help, because strong neighbors apparently meant competition or danger.

Two of the council members I hadn’t been paying attention to resolved to create a sort of roving task force, one for the north half of the city, the other for the south. Underprotected districts would be subject to these two task forces until after the full moon.

They asked for a report on Spice, and I told them it seemed increasingly likely that the assassins had held some kind of grudge against Vintra alone, because I hadn’t found any evidence of further foul play. I was prepared to let the matter go and for Hivvir to take on his duties at the full moon.

Sike, I thought, and suppressed a grin.

They told me that was great, because they wanted me on the southern task force if possible. I agreed, though I had no wish to do so, to spend the rest of the day after the meeting playing vigilante superhero. They’d all seen me run on air, and they wanted to use that to their advantage in scouting for any illegal activity.

On the way out, I stopped T’charrk and asked for a word in private. He nodded and followed me to a small, out of the way room in the arena.

“I want to apologize,” I told him.

His expressionless eyes gleamed, and his hummingbird beak clicked several times. “Whatever for?”

“I’ve discovered the perpetrator behind the infestation of mana slug things in Mage District. I want to say, I was kind of convinced it was you but didn’t have any proof. You struck me and my advisors as a very clever operator, and you didn’t play me underhanded like I thought. Which I appreciate.”

T’charrk’s tittering laughter grated, but I put up with it. “Why Drifter, this is most unusual.”

“What can I say? I’m not from around here.”

“Most certainly not,” he said. “I will say that I underestimated you. I expected you to get yourself killed in that dungeon, or to run afoul of someone like Vintra and lose.” He leaned in. “I will admit to giving Ferrok the idea about the mana slugs, as you call them. Slug is quite the disgusting word; it suits the creatures well.”

I stared at him.

“No hard feelings, of course, but simply the price of doing business in Surrek. You dealt with the infestation admirably. In fact, we were all quite impressed… many Masters would have been driven insane or killed by mana poisoning. Much respect is owed you, Drifter. You have been quite a force in your own right.”

Don’t punch his head straight off his body, I told myself. Don’t do it.

“So wait… why did Ferrok do it then?”

“Simply a test of your prowess. A prank, if you will.”

I would not.


11- You Worry More Than My Mother

Reluctantly, the task force and I patrolled the southern half of the city for the remainder of the day, a good six straight hours. I didn’t want to find any, mostly because I didn’t care much about people stealing from other people, but I did come down into districts I’d never seen before, give several people a stern talking to, and backhand one guy into unconsciousness. He was talking a bit too much shit and refused to give back the child’s toys he’d stolen out of the toy shop. Really.

About an hour into the job I realized a golden opportunity had been gifted to me.

I used this opportunity to open a few doors and peek my head in on some Masters in districts I hadn’t ever been to. This would give me access to their mansions via the Silver Door. I got invites into three different districts that day, to have jovial conversations with new and weak Masters. I walked into the mansions of four more Masterless districts and said hello to the serving staff on hand, and delivered earth gifts with a smile. That was after gangs of squatter goons with a single mark between the lot of them forced me to bash some heads and chain them up.

In total, I criss-crossed the city with this task force (basically two guys on the ground with hearing and danger sense powers) a good five times, and dispensed some well-received justice with my trusty wooden baseball bat.

Just call me bat-man.

So while I was tired when visiting with Avya for a board game, then heading back to the Spice harem with Zati, I was also quietly exhilarated. The Silver Door would give me access to another half dozen districts if I needed to ambush some assholes.

Fast forward to the next day, in which Quavallie joined me.

“Four days,” I told her. Or three days really, but nobody knew that at the time.

“Four days!” she said, grinning, and danced around the streets of Ink before stopping herself.

“You can dance,” I told her, and she did. It was enjoyable enough, because she was wearing a pleated earth skirt that flipped up in wonderful ways. Plus, her feeling free to shake those hips and twirl in the streets of Surrek was a great sign.

“And we’ll have even more reason to on the full moon,” she said after a hip swish.

People stopped to stare, and a few children darted out of various places to dance along with her to whatever imaginary beat she had in her head. It very nearly became a scene out of a musical a couple of times, with kids picking up on the moves, and nearby people bobbing their heads.

She was happy enough to make me suspicious.

“Okay, what’s going on?” I asked.

But Quavallie was tight-lipped on this issue, still smiling and dancing. Telling me to just wait and see. When I reminded her that the vast majority of her job here with me was to deliver the news, she blabbed, a lot.

“We’re training. Your Drifter friends are relaxing again. The ambush with Michael and Nazira really had them feeling like they were drowning.”

“This is good. The training I mean.”

It turned out Paul had already started the literacy program and it was on its second day up in Mage District, along with Zati and his two ladies. He loved the idea of sleeping in Mage also, and had pestered the hedge mages for the plans to the security system they were building for Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities. They were making a second one now.

I expected them to bitch about it, but it seemed like they enjoyed a challenge that was new and stretched their abilities. Also, slowly, they were coming around to the idea that I was good for business. I had no idea why that was, given the vast amounts of silver pieces I was shoveling at them for their mana crystals and the other supplies they needed. A lot of these were monster parts. Monster parts required adventurers. These were mostly petty Masters who could run gangs and end up on the pointy end of my axe, or go out and kill monsters.

I was basically a quest giver now, and that felt weird. I didn’t consider myself an NPC.

Hellera was training them pretty ruthlessly. She’d almost taken Michael’s arm off, and we were lucky Shennalil wasn’t with me that day, because her quick healing had brought him back from the cliff’s edge of death.

Auralla was just as big a taskmaster, taking them through sneaking, hiding, and ambush tactics. She had them working when the sun went down on a game that was essentially capture the flag, with two teams looking to capture a specific individual. It turned out Paul was quite good at this, much better than the gigantic, lumbering, happy-go-lucky Michael.

For all that though, they were progressing. Paul preferred a quick and agile style, favoring the rapier and dagger, so the hedge mages had enchanted a set for him. Michael had started off with a maul, hated it, but was now working with a spear moonlighting as a quarterstaff. The hedge mages gave him one that would extend on a shouted command, which was great. Paul had two bodyguard girls, one who used an enchanted bow, and the other seemed to be a caster of light spells. She was the one throwing sparks and blinding flashes out, and could do a spear of holy light now as well.

“Jeez, it seems like everything is good,” I told her, feeling a bit jealous of their efficiency. Here I was playing Suzie Homemaker in Spice district as a mini-vacation, while they were busting their asses and getting shit done.

“Velleth, Dallinya and Hellera will be seeking out the Shadow Council tonight.”

I froze and stared at her. “What?”

“Don’t freak out,” she said, and took me by the shoulders.

“How am I not supposed to freak out? We agreed to keep security tight—”

“Michael and Nazira, Zati and Shennalil will be at Aceter House,” she said, and stared at me while I processed this big bag of shit to unpack. “Avya and Auralla will be with Paul, Nerunna and Altherrin.” She fixed her gaze on me. “Evan?”

We reached the market and stepped past the hedge mages installing the security system, into the shop. I tried not to snarl at her, but took her roughly by the hand and made for the office.

Slamming the door, I whirled on her. “And you went along with this?” I hissed. I know I scared her, and hadn’t meant to, but there it was.

“Each of them has six marks,” she breathed. “They’re more powerful than anyone on the Shadow Council.”

“And you—”

She darted up and kissed my nose. “Evan?”

“You, you… fucking… what?”

“They’re well trained. They went through the deep dark with you. Fought in the dungeons. They know what they’re doing.”

“But I… I didn’t… fuck!”

“If you truly gave us freedom,” she whispered. “You would let us swim without your aid.”

“The last time… Velleth.” Gods, I sounded as though I was begging. Pleading. This news had so overwhelmed and pissed me off that I couldn’t even English properly.

“They asked me not to spill,” she said, her voice soothing. I was glad none of them had the Empath’s Mark from Avya. I did not enjoy the idea of being manipulated emotionally.

“Do you always make water metaphors or am I just noticing it now?”

She smiled. “You are fairly slow to see what lies beneath.”

Apparently I couldn’t get my head above water.

“And what happens when this goes sideways?” I asked her. “I should be there.”

“They’re being excessively careful. You might even say—“

“They know they’re swimming in shark infested waters?”

“I wasn’t going to say that,” she said, and folded her arms.

“Because you don’t know what sharks are.”

“On the contrary,” she said. “Avya produced a book of marine wildlife from your Meijer and Zati read all the names. I know that belugas are the cutest, and narwhals are the strangest of the whales. And that I have octopus hair, and I desperately wish to see a cuttlefish in real life. Did you know there is a flamboyant cuttlefish? And that flamboyant is a word? What an adorable word. Flamboyant.” She tested out the word again, which was even weirder in the common Ethetrian language. “Flammmmmboyyyyyant.”

I stared at her. That was as astonishing to me as the plans the others had come up with to get themselves captured or killed tonight. And also that she knew what a flamboyant cuttlefish was. I wasn’t entirely sure I could visualize it. The clown-like mantis shrimp, sure, but this other thing… maybe not.

Quavallie’s dark eyes twinkled with amusement. “Can we go to Spice and fuck now?”
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The news had put me in a dark mood, and I was not in mind to give Quavallie the fucking she desired based on how flippant she’d been about this project Hellera was running.

I gifted the Spice harem girls a set of dominoes, then thought about it and went with a Jenga set as well. Then, just for shits and giggles, got a deck of playing cards. They had cards here in Ethetria, but they made no sense. Teaching them the meanings of all the cards first and then the rules to various games wasn’t super fun, but the white-skinned fae Cindra and another human with yellowish skin and naturally multi-colored hair stayed for the rules on poker. Quavallie frowned over the whole thing but kept her annoyed sighs and impatient huffs quiet.

So, while Dallinya, Hellera, and Velleth traveled to some undisclosed location that was definitely an ambush, and tried to get some intel on this Shadow Council, I was left here to watch out for Hivvir and the Spice girls. They knew they were walking into a trap, chose to go it alone without me, and then further chose to hide it from me.

I was both insulted and worried.

I had originally thought that the harem girls would need to fear Hivvir, but the opposite was true. They had beaten him pretty badly while I was gone on the first day, and I’d healed him up. It was worse on the second day, because I’d healed him up, so I’d had to heal him twice.

Today they’d been at it again.

“Ladies, listen to me. Gather ‘round, please.”

Quavallie kept the glower to a simmer, but folded her arms over her chest and cocked a hip up in a way I found both cute, funny, and endearing. She really wanted to scale my mast.

The Spice District ladies all clustered up in a half circle around me. I had a seat right on the stone platform where Hivvir and his slave were chained. For good measure, I threw on the Bronze Empath’s Mark ability, and threw out a blanket of sympathy. Then I started my little fireside chat.

“I know,” I told them. “I get it. I was kind of a slave… for over a year I did nothing but ride around and dump off materials to a great big shop. I couldn’t really afford to buy things there on the money I was making. I also had a master of sorts, a woman who kept spending the money I brought in. It turned out she was sleeping with another man behind my back.”

Some of the ladies shared a look, and muttered about how terrible that was.

“But listen, this guy isn’t Vintra. You got your revenge on him already. He’s not even Vintra’s replacement guy. You killed him off too. We need to give Hivvir a break, and give him the benefit of the doubt.”

“Why should we?” a voice called out. It didn’t sound like Quavallie, but I got the impression it was her.

Yeah, Evan, why should these poor abused women give any asshole a chance? “You should because there’s power to be gained if it’s done right. And I’m not entirely prepared to turn Surrek on its head, and abandon the Master system all together.” Yet.

“How about he stays in the harem locked up for years, and we go out into the city?” That was definitely Quavallie. She was using the Trickster’s Mark somehow. I glowered at her glowering at me, and the corner of her mouth turned up in dark amusement.

“Also,” I went on, “he hasn’t done anything to you to warrant being beat to shit every day and killed.”

“Yet!”

Big deep breath. “Quavallie, my love?”

She came forward and sat down beside me, then rested her head on my shoulder. “Yes, Evan?”

Under my breath, so hopefully none of the ladies could hear, I said, “Pretty please let me finish this without undermining everything I’m trying to do?”

“You used the magic word, so… as you wish,” she whispered, but didn’t move.

“I love you,” I told her, and that made her squeal a little. She spent the rest of the talk hugging my arm tight, her hair tentacles roving over my shoulder and neck.

I switched to what I was starting to think of as Teacher Voice, or maybe Heroic Leader Voice. “Back to the matter at hand.”

Nods greeted this.

“I know you’ve been wronged, but Hivvir wasn’t the one to do it. And if we do this right, all of you will be free to come and go as you please. All of you can stroll into any district you like, for any purpose, morning noon or night.”

I took a deep breath. “I can’t promise it will happen immediately. Things might get difficult.”

Hellera, Dallinya and Velleth were out there doing some of that difficult shit. And the blowback from their actions? I didn’t want to think about it right now.

I finished by explaining about how Hivvir was supposed to be their benevolent protector and partner. Quavallie and Zati and the others didn’t beat the hell out of me on a regular basis. Rather, we had a good relationship based on trust and mutual affection, and frequent romps in the bedroom. Quavallie squeezed my arm at that one, and several tentacles crept under the neck of my shirt.

“Now,” I told the assembled ladies. “We’re going to heal up the guy who’s supposed to be your next Master, and the companion slave he brought with, and we’re going to try and have a nice relaxing evening playing games or chatting.”

“Not sexing?” Quavallie whispered, very close. One of her tentacles was teasing my nipple.

“Soon,” I told her, and the pout came back out.

I released the manacles on Hivvir’s slave girl first, then Hivvir. He looked ready to say something, but whatever he saw in my eyes stopped him short. So instead of that conversation I didn’t want to have, I brought out the board games for the ladies.

Quavallie was put out because I wouldn’t immediately put out.

While the girls and I played Jenga (they were incredibly good at it), and dominoes, and then poker, Quavallie first huffed and shot me some side eye, then gradually got into the idea that she could tease me while playing. Finally we freed Hivvir’s slave girl, who immediately stretched out and fell onto one of the beds to sleep. Then Hivvir himself, who looked mostly broken.

“Oh relax,” I told him, while pointedly ignoring Quavallie. “I guarantee you’re going to like this far more than just keeping them in a locked room.”

He didn’t respond, but instead moped around. No sudden moves, no bolting toward the chained doors. Eventually he went to relax on the bed with his single slave, but she shot him a dirty look and changed beds.

“Do I win if I have three triangle letters?” Quavallie asked, and laid down a pair of aces to match the ace in the flop.

I frowned. “You do.”

“So I get all the coins in the middle?”

“You already know you do,” I said. She gave me this unabashedly super smug look while dragging a pile of coins over to her side, where she began stacking.

She continued to arch her back and inch the shirt up over her belly the whole time, or spread her legs whenever I looked at her. And it wasn’t long before she had figured out the game, and took all the money I’d given the other girls for gambling.

The slow and agonizing game of torture by teasing continued well into the night, until eventually Quavallie gave up and went to bed. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched her peel off the clothing, pointedly not looking at me, and have a dip in the little pool nearby.

Pulling up a cushion, I laid down next to the pool. Not long into our conversation, the girls doused most of the lamps, dimming the whole room. Some of them packed it in for the night, while others continued to play, just quieter. They were especially fond of the dominoes, playing a dot matching version that was recognizable from earth, but not the same.

I grabbed Jerry out of the Beastmaster’s Mark to stand guard over Hivvir and his slave, who probably didn’t need to be guarded. The huge jiddara got down on his paws and stared with too many eyes at Spice’s Master In Name Only, who didn’t dare move.

“If I open the Silver Door, I can check on them and see if they’re back,” I whispered to Quavallie.

“You worry more than my mother,” she said, and angled herself so our heads were very close together. She could still be fully immersed, save for her head, and her tentacle hair reached out to sample the skin of my face and neck. “But it’s endearing.”

From this close, I could see the slight translucence of her body, and the first layer of squishy stuff beneath her outer layer of skin. Concentrating closer, I could make out veins, and the stuff flowing through them.

“Glad to be considered cute,” I told her.

“So very cute,” she said, and traced a line from my earlobe to my chin.

“I need you guys alive and well,” I whispered. “I can’t have any of you captured or killed.” Been there, done that, got the tattoo. One was more than enough.

She reached out and caressed my cheekbone, and the stubble I hadn’t yet shaved. “I’m so lucky,” she breathed.

“You mean to say that your Drifter Master is so lucky to have you.”

“So many house servant girls grow up terrified,” she told me. “I had to worry less, because Giskennen didn’t know…”

“Didn’t know? What, that cephellians could be dominated for their power?”

She nodded. “But someone could have told him. It was only a matter of time before he sold me off at the slave market, or just lashed out with the axe when he was drunk. I lost my sister to the markets. The eldest of the fae children died on guard duty one night.”

“Cripes.”

“I’m second oldest,” she said.

“Do you know where your sister is serving?” I asked. A rescue mission was something I could handle in the space of one night.

She sighed. “No idea. Maybe there’s a way to find out, but it’s been two years. She could have been sent to live in another city, or…” Or been killed off, she didn’t say. “But thank you. I appreciate the thought.”

“Don’t count it hopeless,” I told her. “Four more days and the city will start the transformation.”

Three more days, I meant.


12- If the Talks Break Down

Iended up making slow, sweet love to Quavallie before dawn broke the next morning. She had my pants off and was dragging me into the pool before I was properly awake. I couldn’t be sure I wasn’t dreaming until she had me fully sheathed inside her. My fully erect member knew what shenanigans were afoot before I did.

Her whole body rippled against me, expanding and contracting like the siphons on octopuses. Without any thrusting, she had me fully hard, and then at the brink of climax before I’d registered what was going on. She breathed onto my chest, shaky and exultant.

“I wanted this so badly last night,” she murmured, directly into my ear. “You teased me into having such turbulent dreams, Drifter. I dreamt you found my sister and brought her back to Ink, and you made her your love slave.”

I showed her what I thought of that dream, and the fact that she wasn’t upset or jealous in the least by the idea of me giving her sister the D. I got on top, pulled her fully into the water where she felt most comfortable, and pumped hard until the tiny photo-luminescent spots glowed fiercely and showed me she was in the throes of orgasm.

Then, another five good minutes of enjoying her slippery and supple body later, I jammed myself against her, and came hard. Afterwards I pulled her up for some deep kissing and again feeling her tentacle hair exploring my face.

It was easily one of the strangest feelings, like having slugs crawling all over you, except they were warm and attached to a gorgeous woman with a talented tongue. Also they left tiny circular marks from kissing and sucking on various parts of your face.

We made our way back to Ink slowly again, in illusion disguises. I wanted to know, right now, but Quavallie urged me to put the Silver Door away and enjoy the sun on my skin.

Dread was growing inside me, gnawing at my guts. Hellera’s plan for last night had been a disaster. I knew this in my bones.

Also I was really hungry. Still, hot bile was surging up out of my stomach and into my throat, burning at me and nearly choking.

We were going to find notes, more I KNOW style notes jammed into the door of the mansion. We were going to find their dead bodies hanging from the light poles. The Shadow Council had infiltrated the entire mansion and—

“See?” Quavallie said, and opened the door.

Dallinya, Hellera, and Velleth all sat at breakfast. They all peered up at me with perfectly innocent expressions, although Shennalil waved with a big smile around a mouthful of porridge. Avya was there, and leaped onto me, wrapping her whole self around me. I hefted her up and kissed her on the forehead.

“It’s great to see you, Avi,” I breathed.

“Do you have to stay away so long?” she complained.

“I know, I’m sorry. Won’t happen again. I love you.”

She groaned and ground her forehead into my chest, mumbling about how I was an asshole for doing that, and how she loved me too.

I turned to the others. “Shen, you’re safe. Illeri, it’s lovely to see you as well. The rest of you… you won’t be needing Velleth today, will you?” No one spoke. When Zati raised her hand, I waved her off. “It wasn’t a question actually. Velleth?”

All the color drained from her face, leaving her periwinkle. “Master?”

That word, she kept using it. It was like she was practically begging me on her knees to throat fuck her to unconsciousness. “Come with me, please.”

First I took her to the market. She didn’t speak the whole way there, but instead shivered. And leaked. She leaked copiously, but luckily the soon-to-begin punishment went on long enough that her yoga pants had plenty of time to dry.

Once we were there, over an hour before opening, I made her admit to what happened, over my knee with her pants down. Every time she told me a new detail I hadn’t known before, I spanked her, hard.

The number of spanks was, all told, impossible to count.

“Master would never have allowed us, ow!” she cried. “Allowed us to undertake the operation, ow!”

“Where?” I hissed.

“It took place, ow! In Slave District, ow!”

Of course it did.

“We located the petty Masters… waiting in ambush first.” Crack! My hand landed again on her perfectly rounded ass, where the handprints were beginning to show. “Hellera killed one of them, Dallinya took the next, and I, ow!” The sound was not too different than a whipcrack in the echoing shop.

She was squirming, trying to worm her way up to getting her mound over my knee. “Master, please.”

“I told you, my name is not Master. Now, tell me what happened next.”

“The council went on in the tavern in a dark alley. We took the faces of the petty Masters set to patrol, then talked with the next set of petty Masters, ow! M-m-m… Evan, it’s difficult to retell the story, ow!” I spanked her once for getting sidetracked, and once again for stopping.

“Get back to it,” I growled, and slipped my hand back down behind her ass, to the junction of her thighs.

“There w-were lieutenants among the p-petty Masters, who were c-coordinating security, ow!”

“Let me guess, Hellera ordered them to die as well.”

She nodded, tears slipping down her cheeks. Yet, when I rubbed my hand over her sex, she was wet and swollen with desire. She sighed, and that couldn’t stand, so I grabbed her ass and put the tip of my thumb at her back door.

“Continue.”

“We took them down, a-ambush style.” I spanked her again, and rubbed my hand over where the welts were beginning to raise up on each cheek.

“How many was that?”

“S-six,” she sobbed. I spanked her six times for this, and she cried out in pain and arousal each time. “M-m-m uh… Evan, I’m sorry! So sorry!”

Holy shit, they had taken out six mark-bearing Masters without even being detected.

“Is this what you were hoping for when I learned about your actions?” I demanded.

She shook her head.

I spent the next hour or so punishing Velleth. I hadn’t done so in some time, and it was due. She, Dallinya and Hellera had gone behind my back and done something incredibly dangerous, and that wasn’t something I could simply allow to stand.

It turned out she and Hellera and Dallinya learned the names and faces of the various Shadow Council members. These ranged from Rukluk, who was bound and gagged for the whole proceedings, to Trusk, who owned Slave District and therefore was begging for me to kill him.

In between were another dozen Masters who just hated me for whatever reasons they had: they thought I was a douchebag, or they didn’t like the way I ran my shop, or they didn’t like Drifters, or they didn’t like that this Drifter already controlled three districts. After all, they’d been living in the empire their entire lives and just had one.

I wanted to reach through time and space and shake all these assholes by their nonexistent lapels. And scream in their faces.

“You dumb idiots! All you had to do was share the power with the ladies! You could’ve had a source of power in them, and built up trust slowly, and then you’d be unstoppable. Look at me! I’ve only been at this less than two months, and my team killed a Gleaming Silver!”

I could only do that in my mind though. And I could only express that on Velleth’s thoroughly spanked ass.

While she told me what secrets she had pried out, I worked a lubricated dildo into her asshole. It was slow going, and she cried tears of gratitude, but I took my time and she stopped retelling several times to have orgasms of different intensities. In the middle of this, I grabbed out another toy from one of the shops in Ypsilanti, lubed that one up, and stuck another toy in the other hole.

Now she was barely coherent, but I got the rest of the story: the Shadow Council was planning to spread the word any time the petty Masters or I went outside the city walls, and start the reprisals. They knew I left the city ranging, like Giskennen had, sometimes for up to a week.

Thank fuck for the Silver Door.

Velleth’s voice was ragged. “They have a… unh… special code now. Ohhh they… have spies watching Ink and Mage… ugh.”

She threw her head back and shivered all over, coming soundlessly on the two toys she had embedded in her.

“But they won’t use any of that,” I told her. “They figured out their petty Masters were dead last night, or this morning.”

She nodded, then lay her head on her forearms on my shop desk.

“They know that we know.”

Her body went limp and threatened to spill off onto the floor, but I hauled her up and started to drive both toys in and out of her. She was coming nonstop now, trying to respond but completely unable.

“And now what? Now how do I go inform Auralla and Avya of the situation, and get them back in the city?”

I had the Silver Door, but right now I wanted her to feel fucking miserable about doing all this, planning it all and executing it without my input or permission.

Velleth shook and came and quivered and slumped, until I ordered her to stand on her toes once more. I carefully extracted one of the toys and forced myself deep into her hot, gaping and lubricated asshole. She was wincing, and moaning, and clenching, but I pushed down on the center of her back and shoved in further.

“What did you do wrong?” I hissed, withdrew, and shoved in yet again.

“I ohhhhh…” she moaned. “M-master…”

“I’m not. Your fucking. Master,” I barked, and punctuated each with a thrust into her bowels.

“Yes,” she hissed in reply. Yann was going to show up at any minute, and while he wouldn’t think twice about me punishing my slaves, he might find it strange that this particular slave had a bunch of marks of power just like your ordinary, average district-owning Master.

She was doing this on purpose, and I wouldn’t allow for that. Instead I froze in the midst of fucking her ass and leaned down in close.

“What did you do wrong?”

I’d chosen the wrong moment; she shivered with yet another climax. “We… unh… we uhh… ohh I don’t know.”

“You didn’t consult me.” I told her, and punished her ass yet again. “You went on ahead without me.” Another deep thrust, slamming my abs against her tortured ass cheeks. “And you told them we were watching.”

“Yesss Master,” she moaned. “I’m sorrrrreeeeee.”

I couldn’t help it. The word Master drove me into a fury, and I punished her ass until I dumped a bucketful of seed into it, then left her in a heap on the floor while I took care of the shop.

Later I headed back behind the counter to write down the purchases of one well-off merchant gnome. After he left the shop, I looked at where Velleth still lay, over half an hour later.

“We have three days to get through before the full moon,” I told her, even though we only had two, and we weren’t getting ready like we needed to. How could we? We didn’t know. We couldn’t know. Nobody had taken the thing in the north seriously.

“Yes,” she acknowledged. “I’m sorry.” But for all that, she didn’t seem sorry. She seemed contented, like she’d done this operation and then gotten what she wanted out of me.

“You don’t even know what you’re sorry for.”

“I—”

I bent down in her ear. “I swear to all the gods in this entire fucking world, if you did all this just so you could be punished, I will never punish you again. Every time you come to me begging for a punishment, I will tie you spread eagle against a wall and you’ll be forced to watch me make love to whoever else is readily available. I won’t touch you for a year.”

She shivered, and even though I didn’t have Empath’s Mark on, misery and dread rose off her like a plague.

“Did you?” I asked.

“No?” she lied.

“Is that so?”

She broke down, tears leaking down her face, and lowered her forehead onto my feet in supplication. “I lied to Master. I did it as much for the punishment as for the knowledge. Please end my suffering, Master. This worthless slut does not deserve to draw breath.”

“You’re incredibly lucky I love you so much,” I muttered to her. “Now get back to Ink and keep my idiot Drifter friends safe from themselves. And no more night activities without informing me and getting any help from me. Like taking on half the city’s angry Masters.”

She stirred, lifting that delicious tortured ass up off the floor, but my pants also stirred watching her welt-filled, plundered ass rise up.

“On second thought, I’m going to give you another message to take back to Ink.”
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I sent Velleth stumbling back to Ink with a load leaking out of her ass, and another leaking out of her pussy. Both were plugged up by earth toys. The second one was a bonus for Hellera and Dallinya for not getting caught, tortured, and murdered by Trusk or any of the other assembled Masters the night before.

Dallinya was definitely going to get all up in Velleth’s pants, and the very notion of that got me half hard again. But I had work to do. Three days to full moon, right?

I paid a quick visit to the Sunspire girls with the Silver Door, and went to apologize, only to find they weren’t at the farm house. They’d gone ranging, possibly to pay New Sunspire a visit, and that set me off as well. Now that the Shadow Council probably included Trusk, and had suffered an attack last night, we were in far more danger than I’d thought.

It was time to surprise my ninjas with the Silver Door, and get a handle on events that had slipped out of my control. Entering my own bedroom, I snuck down to where they were, training in the dojo.

“Okay what the fuck?” I demanded.

Training ceased.

“Evan! You’re here!” Dallinya had the good grace to at least appear contrite. Hellera, by contrast, merely arched a scaly eyebrow at me.

I gritted my teeth and snarled, then shut that down. “I nearly paddled Velleth’s ass off in its entirety just now. She confessed.”

Dallinya and Hellera shared a look.

To Dallinya, I said, “I’d like you to explain just what in the fuck happened last night, and don’t leave anything out. I want the details Velleth missed.” I turned and pointed to Hellera. “And you, in the meantime, will contemplate all the consequences you just brought down.”

Dallinya told me basically the same story Velleth had. The ambush they snuck up on, the illusions to take the places of the ambushers, the additional petty Masters they’d taken care of, and then the plans they’d overheard. The lieutenants were now dead.

“So you mean to say you sent a clear and unmistakable message to about twenty landholding Masters, including the biggest landholder in the entire city.”

The two co-conspirators shared a long look again.

“If you two have some kind of telepathic power I don’t know about, you’d better tell me right fucking now or else things get real bad for you.”

“We don’t,” Hellera answered.

“We’re sorry,” Dallinya said. “We didn’t think—”

“I knew,” Hellera said. “I knew what would happen.”

“There’s no Governor!” I roared. “There’s no one to enforce the rules right now! These assholes could be right outside, sneaking up and ready to burn the entire district to the fucking ground. Do you get that? Did that go through your brains before you went off and did your ninja thing?”

I wasn’t happy with how Paul, Michael, the three of their ladies, Shennalil and Quavallie all shrank back away, like I was a gigantic city-swallowing ooze looming over them tidal wave huge. But I’d gone and done the Spice District project specifically so I didn’t have to deal with shit like this.

“What is a ninja?” Zati asked.

“Not the time!” I told her, then had a deep breath. “You’re not at fault for this… unless you helped plan.”

She shook her head.

“In that case ninjas are specially trained secret assassin warriors from a country on earth called Japan, and they’re mostly just myths and stories romanticized by popular media.” So I’d listened to almost the entire History of Japan podcast, sue me. Then, another deep cleansing breath later, I turned back to Hellera. “Was there an apology coming?”

“No,” she answered. “No, there was not.”

“Then you’re coming with me to sort this out.”
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An hour later, Hellera, Dallinya and I were standing in the small council chamber in the coliseum. It was little more than the Governor’s viewing box, where the fifty yard line would be if the arena was instead a football stadium. The balcony area available to most regular Masters like me was about twelve feet wide, but for the Governor, the balcony space was a good forty feet at least. The area behind that was big enough for a school assembly from my elementary days, where all the kids sit criss-cross applesauce for an hour to learn that drugs are bad, though this space was held up by squat columns of thick stone.

The council table was empty, but that was because all five of the other council members sensed the tension. Or they knew about the Shadow Council and what had happened last night. Even the servants kept their distance.

Trusk entered with Ferrok and the tiger striped felinian member whose name I hadn’t bothered to learn. T’charrk dropped in on the balcony and entered that way.

“What is the meaning of this?” Trusk said, and that fabulous line earned him a tight smile from one Drifter.

“You know what the fucking meaning is,” I told him, and held up a pair of drumsticks, pointing at him. “Do you know what these are?”

“Drumsticks?”

“If we can’t talk this out, right this moment, you’re going to be known as the Master who died by drumsticks,” I told him. I made sure to lock eyes with each of the others as well. “And if the talks break down, anyone who attacks me dies.”

My heart was thudding in my chest, fit to cause it to burst. What the fuck was I doing here? This was going to backfire. At least if it did, my freaking out brain thought, Hellera would get what she asked for and what she deserved.

Trusk towered over the others. His head nearly scraped the twelve foot ceiling. He looked like someone had slapped together some gray clay, gave him too-big muscles, slathered him with tattoos, and pressed an angry face on the head with crude tools. He wore a kilt, his tattoos, and one of those spiked balls on chain attached to a handle. A Morningstar I thought it was called, only the ball was volleyball sized, and the handle was short sword length.

He chuckled. “Is that so?”

“Words or death, your choice,” I told him.


13- Your Excellency

Trusk chose incorrectly.

“I don’t owe you anything,” the half giant told me. “You are new to the city, you are the least of us, and you attacked us last night, on my territory.”

“You mean your Shadow Council? The one where you conspired to fuck me over with some twenty other Masters? If you don’t want to fess up and tell these guys you’ve been cheating on them with another council, that’s fine, but you won’t stand there and pretend you’re not plotting to take me down.”

He shrugged. “If anyone is wronged here, it is me. I lost petty Masters last night.”

“I lost my trust and faith in this,” I said, and gestured around. Also my coterie took matters into their own hands. I declined to mention that part.

“You’re free to go back to your own world,” he said. “Then we can go back to the way things were.”

Yeah. Just go home and face loans and eviction and questions. Where had I been? Where was my truck? Where was my haul, for that matter? Just go home and leave all the women here to face whatever these people considered justice.

“This is my home now,” I told him. I hadn’t been on social media since arriving, and it was glorious. I had gotten laid more since drifting into this world than anytime on earth, and that was even counting my psycho sex-addicted ex-girlfriend. I had power here. I had built things. People looked up to me and relied on me. I wasn’t giving any of that up.

“Then this is where we bury your body,” he said, and took a menacing step forward.

“Who’s this we?” I asked, and cast my gaze around.

He blinked. “What?”

“You and what army?” This one I pointedly sent around to the other five members of the small council. Kinniash was still up in the north trying to get the river running how it should. He probably would’ve led the charge against me, since he clearly didn’t like me, but… he wasn’t here. Lucky me.

A stared reminder to the rest of them: if they stayed the fuck out of this, they could live.

He grabbed up the morning star and let the spiked end thud into the floor. “As you will, Drifter. I will give your districts to those who I deem to be worthy. Then I’m going to break your women. Destroy them. Especially the ones from Sunspire. I’m going to brand them once every day until there’s no skin left that hasn’t felt the burn.”

“Fuck you, buddy,” I told him, and tried to sound all cool. Internally I was a hurricane. The five of them were going to come at me simultaneously and I was going to die. Or Trusk had Silver power and I didn’t know it somehow.

The moment he started the spiked ball whirling, I teleported behind him with Drifter’s Mark and touched the handle of his morning star, activating the Normal tier ability from Phase Shift.

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.

Trusk cried out the moment the morning star’s spiked ball froze midair, and twitched in pain. Then he grabbed for the handle of the frozen object again, and again jerked his hand back as if the weapon were made of boiling acid. A third tentative touch again damaged him, and he pulled back a hand that flickered in and out of existence, like a badly-done flip book, or one of those early photographs.

Delightful, I thought, heart still racing. Extremely high mana was now about a quarter of my full pool, which was also delightful. Still, my palms were slick with sweat and adrenaline coursing through me.

He stared down at me, the beginnings of uncertainty on his face.

He was still close enough to touch, so I activated the Silver ability from Phase Shift.

Then, just in case any of these other idiots got the wrong idea, I ripped my shirt straight off and threw Jim the rockplate vedris into the room. He was big enough that the rocky plates scored grooves into the ceiling, but the big salamander head with its many eyes swung back and forth, looking for anyone who might be about to attack me.

Jim was received with shock and awe. Perfect.

Since I’d teleported behind Trusk, I got a full and unchallenged view of Hellera and Dallinya’s faces slowly dropping with horror.

Yeah, there were consequences for murdering the petty Masters of the most known, respected, feared and powerful Master in the city. They needed to watch this.

I used the drumsticks now, for the remaining forty-five seconds that Phase Shift remained active on the half giant. They swept right through his face, his shoulder, his arm, and everywhere they passed through, the image of him began to swim and burble, then flicker in and out of existence. I drummed through his eyes, his nose, his cheeks, then his forearm and hand. Then I stepped through him, turned, and did a little number up over his spine. I had to narrate the whole thing, because the effect was silent, so I made drum sounds with my mouth, and crashed a symbol at the end.

I figure I’d hit him a good two hundred times, easily. So for the last ten seconds or so, I walked slowly back around in front of him, to see what had happened.

Ferrok opened his mouth and managed to say, “What—”

Then it happened; bright light shot out of all the places I’d drummed into him, spears of light like he had a little sun inside him his body was the clouds. Then he exploded into chunks that disappeared into other dimensions. Harmless pieces of Trusk flew through me and vanished to earth, or some other reality I had never visited before.

Now I turned to Ferrok and pointed a drumstick. “You infested Mage District with mana gluttons. I know this.”

The big orc sputtered and began backing away.

So I turned to T’charrk, “You gave him the idea.”

T’charrk similarly backed up several steps.

The other two in the room stared, dumbfounded, at the silvery mark on my chest and silver way my eyes now lit up to do magic. One of them muttered, “Gleaming Silver.” And fell to his knees, pressing his forehead to the floor.

Finally I shook my head and turned to Dallinya and Hellera. “See? See what you started?”

I’d like to say that everything went beautifully at that point, but a surge of magic behind me made me whirl. Jim was faster; with his Silver tier speed enhanced by the Beastmaster’s Mark, he bowled over Ferrok and chomped down on his chest.

Still, the spear of acid splashed into me. I took something like nine injuries all at once and a condition that I’d continue suffering them. But it wasn’t much worse than being bashed into the ceiling of a cavern. Repeatedly. Mender’s Mark began the process of healing what felt like a bad sunburn.

I walked over to Ferrok. “You’re going to stop with that shit right this moment.”

Purple blasts of energy shot out of his eyes, carving their way up my chest, but then Ferrok was flying. Jim tossed him bodily, and he crashed into one of the thick stone columns. The purple beams had done another seven injuries. No biggie.

I’ll say this for the bastard, he scrambled to his feet in enough of a hurry that I could tell he could take multiple shotgun blasts.

I produced the ice ball shields from Aquamancer’s Mark, and threw on the Archivist’s Mark. Both Phase Shifts had brought me to about half my mana, but the vedris and taking the red dragon’s form didn’t cost mana. I simply grew the scales, the wings, the claws, the teeth, and stalked toward him.

He did manage to wrap his entire body in bands of flexible steel, which looked incredibly cool. Or would have, if he’d been my ally. Then he tried another eye beam. I just let it splash into my chest like a boss.

Driving him insane with Empath’s Mark did take mana, but it worked out well enough. He fell screaming and writhing to the ground with a new condition I hadn’t seen before, arachnophobia. Together with hallucinations, it was nothing to wrap the manacles around his thick green wrists.

All the marks flickered and faded immediately.

I turned back toward T’charrk. “Et tu, Brute?”

He must’ve somehow understood. “No… Governor,” the hummingbird-headed man said, having already taken a knee. The other two were likewise kneeling.

I shot one more pointed look at Dallinya and Hellera. Finally, the dragonite had a look of contrition on her big dumb dragon face. “I didn’t want to be the fucking Governor! Argh!”
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I was pacing again. Back, forth, and back again.

The servants had all scattered when the fighting started. The only four who knew about me being Silver tier were T’charrk, Ferrok, this felinian with the tiger stripes, and the red-skinned tiefling with the antelope horns. If I let them go, word of me being Silver tier would be all over the city by the next day. If I chained them up without reason, they’d have good reason to retaliate against me whenever I eventually freed them.

“Come here,” I told them, and directed them to gather around the floating morning star. “Touch this.”

All three cast glances at one another, as if seeing just who had the balls to defy me. Then T’charrk shot out a hand and brushed it through the chain. He immediately leapt backwards away from it, gasping and holding a flickering hand.

The other two stared at him, then at me.

“Touch it,” I commanded.

They did, and both nearly collapsed from the damage.

“You will remember this any time you think to challenge me, conspire behind my back, or make my life difficult in any way. None of you are going to die today, unless you attack me or fail to follow my orders to the letter. Is that understood?”

They all indicated that they got it.

The Bronze Door would only admit willing allies, which I lamented. I couldn’t just shove them into an extra-dimensional hiding space for a couple of days. The mana cost would probably be too great as well.

“Stay right here,” I told them, and they did. Jim the rockplate vedris was glowing with silvery energy where each of the stony stegosaurus plates sank into his body. Plus he was big enough to scrape those things across the ceiling literally the whole time, bigger than Trusk had been before I broke him to teensy dimensional chunks.

“I am sorry, Drifter,” Hellera said, and also took a knee. “Whatever punishment you see fit to mete out will be one I accept without complaint.”

Dallinya had her forehead on my feet. “Evan, I… I’m sorry! I didn’t think. We were so sure. Please punish me as well.”

“That’s how punishments work,” I growled. “If I want to, you’re punished. And then you take whatever I give you and say thank you. But for right now I need you to stand up and talk with me.”

They did, slowly, unsteadily, like I would maybe decide to freeze them in place and drum them to death.

I explained the problem: if the Spice District experiment was going to go forward, these four council members needed to keep quiet about me being Silver.

“Do we take the Governor’s palace?” Hellera asked.

“Could we rein in the ambition for like two seconds?” I shot back, and she shrank as if I’d punched her in the gut.

“The palace should have dungeons capable of holding them,” Dallinya added, and at that point I had to admit she made a solid argument for taking the goddamn palace.

Cue the stream of swearing. Trusk was dead, and now I was considering whether to deprive the city of every other small council member for three days? Nothing made sense right now, with my brain being in whirlwind mode from not yet coming out of fight or flight mode.

“We were planning to do all the new districts,” Dallinya said. “At least five.”

This didn’t sink into my brain. I blinked several times, and finally managed, “What?”

“We have a map of districts taking new Masters,” she explained. “And the ones who are petty Masters, we were going to infiltrate their harems and force the sharing of essence rather than the domination.”

My mouth worked open and closed. The words were words, and they came together to make sentences, but with the adrenaline coursing through me and the shift in topic, it failed to penetrate again.

“What?”

“Hellera and Shen, Auralla and Zati, me and Avya, Quavallie said she could go help Paul, and Michael claimed he could take one with Nazira. That’s five. Six with Spice.”

I was still trying to process this. “Have Auralla and Avya agreed to help you? You know what, no. That’s not the point. You… what? You planned this behind my back also? Are there any other schemes you cooked up that you were hoping I wouldn’t find out about?”

Dallinya ducked and again had shame enough to stutter an apology.

Hellera was just the opposite.

“When you took us in, you promised,” she said. “You said our voices would be heard, our ideas would be respected, and we would be free to act as we wished. Is that still your word, or have you just been lying?”

Well that’s fucking low, I thought, just before another part of me said she had a good point. I had said all that, and at the time I meant it.

Hellera took my consideration as an invitation to continue. “Now that your power has grown, you’ve shown that you can cow these powerful Masters. And you can force us to bow if you really want to, but that means you go back on your word.”

I growled, and that growl grew into such a roar that both of them froze as if I was just about to do exactly that.

“Fucking… fine! Ugh!”

I stabbed a finger in her direction, then swept it back toward the four small council members. “Listen to me closely. Very closely, okay? The next time you force my hand because you have an idea, it’s on your head. You made yourself the protector of the girls, and at the time I allowed this. That does not mean you get to force me to act. You know how the future looks, don’t you?”

None of us did, but boy did we think we were pretty smart.

“It means I have to fight and kill whoever shows up to be Governor. And you have to help me, so I don’t die and the rest of the girls with me. That’s what you signed up for when you attacked last night. Remember that Arlen guy, the volcano one? You know, from just about a week ago?”

And if the emperor of the entire twelve city alliance came knocking? The Platinum tier emperor?

I hoped like hell that didn’t happen.

Hellera stared into my eyes, flames licking out of either side of her mouth. I knew she got this way when she was horny, but I couldn’t recall whether that happened whenever she got the battle fury.

“It sounds a lot like you’re ready to make Hellera your Favored Consort,” Dallinya mumbled. Then her head snapped up when she realized we’d both heard her.

“Absolutely not,” Hellera said.

“You don’t want to have that Silver gleam too?” I asked lightly.

“And give up my ability to disagree with you?” She made a noise like ‘pffff’. “I would rather die than take a Blood Debt.”

Dallinya shot forward and gripped my upper arm, face flushed and eyes sparkling. “I have an idea!”
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You’ll never believe this, but Dallinya’s brilliant idea turned out to hinge entirely around sex.

As it turned out, Jim had no trouble fitting through the Silver Door. Along with me, Hellera, Dallinya, our four small council captives, Jim made eight. We arrived in the palace’s harem to general cries of surprise and dismay. I cast a glance at Dallinya, who smiled at the assorted sixty-some women on hand and went off to start the first phase of her idea. Hellera huffed, folded her arms, and followed after.

The harem doors were ultra heavy enough to keep almost everyone from opening them, but Jim shouldered it open and stood so we could make our exit. Soon enough the seneschal raced up to see to whatever fresh insanity was going on as reported by fleeing servants. He slid to a stop on padded slippers, and stood staring at the Governor and the four Masters.

Yes, I’d used the Trickster’s Mark on myself, and also on Dallinya to give her the face of the Governess. If the servants in the coliseum hadn’t seen me, and only these four Masters had, then only four people knew Evan the Drifter was a Silver tier. Secrecy still felt like the right thing to do.

“Your excellency,” he said. “I have terrible news.”

“I don’t care about that,” I said with the Governor’s voice. “I have returned, and these four have defied me.” I pointed back over my shoulder to T’charrk, Ferrok and the other two, who had Jim breathing down their necks. “Their sentence is to spend the next three days in the dungeon before being released on good behavior. Take us there.”

Then I stared at the four council members.

In short order, we made our way down the hallway, to a different bronze elevating platform I hadn’t been to before, and slid smoothly downwards for over a hundred feet.

As we descended through the bedrock that composed the hill that made Surrek, I began swearing over and over, inventively, under my breath.

So there was a whole subterranean side to Surrek I hadn’t known existed.

“My love,” Dallinya breathed in the voice of the Governess. “What is a cunt bucket?”

I shut my yap before the seneschal overheard me.

Soon we came to an underground level lit with mana lamps, then continued down again, to another subterranean level.

This was the city’s dungeon, and was enormous. It was a hall of worked stone and heavily enchanted doors. Each door had a slot in the bottom for a plate of food. Interspersed down the halls were weakly glowing mana lamps

No jailor. No one else down here except me to keep prisoners in.

I peered through the little barred window of the first door and found it occupied by a huddled shape. The weak light filtering in here was hardly enough to make out who this might be.

How many of these cells were occupied?

I kept myself from allowing my shoulders to slump at the notion of political prisoners, and instead hauled open the door to the first empty cell. It too was incredibly heavy, so that only people of Silver tier strength could push it open.

“Three days of dark and silence,” I said. “No more, unless you speak.”

With any luck (not that I was counting on it) the magic in the cell doors would understand and enforce the terms.

I shoved Ferrok inside, and closed the door. Then rinse, lather, repeat for the next three. The seneschal handed me a set of keys he’d gotten from somewhere and indicated a thing that looked like a wax seal. I pressed it against the door and watched as a thin wave of blue magic spread outwards, enveloping the entire door, sinking into the runes.

“Governor,” T’charrk said from within.

Boy was I not ready to be called that. “Yes?”

“I beg of you, honor your word.”


14- Ready Your Body

Everything had gone tits up in an awful hurry, and it wasn’t even my fault. Unless you considered me freeing the women to think and act for themselves as something I ought to be blamed for… which I didn’t. That was just something one did when not an asshole.

The girls had gotten drunk with power and thought themselves so damn clever. If they’d found any way to just sneak in and listen to the Shadow Council meeting, Trusk would still be alive, the other four wouldn’t be locked up, they wouldn’t know I was Silver, the seneschal wouldn’t be relaying the news to everyone interested that the Governor was back.

I could’ve just done the one thing I’d been planning to do, then step back and see how Hivvir and his new empowered harem handled things. Simple, compact, under control.

But no.

I strode back into the Governor’s harem feeling overwhelmed again. A lot of faces turned in my direction and dropped with fear, but as soon as the door closed I dropped the illusion and all those expressions changed.

They went immediately from terror to suspicion, and some of them showed flecks of hope.

“Okay,” I sighed. “I’m ready, I guess.”

Dallinya was a ways off, and already had a cluster of women around her. Meanwhile Hellera had another young lady off to one side, nodding slowly. Dallinya held up a finger, stopping me in my tracks.

“Just take off your clothes,” I called.

“Not helping!” Dallinya called back.

“Did they see the marks?”

“They saw the marks!”

A dwarf woman approached. “Is it true?”

“It depends on what you were told. But… most likely yes,” I told her. “I mean everything those two said is true, I think. I wasn’t here, but if they lied it’s on them.” She nodded curtly and headed off.

Several dozen more stood in loose cliques, staring at me and whispering between themselves.

I took the opportunity to look over the log of system messages. I was just about done healing up from Ferrok’s desperate hope that I didn’t have the Survivor’s Mark from Dallinya. The acid had inflicted a condition I hadn’t encountered before, the brilliantly named disintegrating. This dissolved my flesh, but I had enough injuries and healing to counter it. Part of my chest and neck was still filled with little blisters that itched like the devil. I put on the Bronze tier Mender’s Mark. Soon the blisters were popping and leaking a tiny bit of fluid before the area went from aggravated pink to regular old skin tone.

I hadn’t looked at the gift from Shennalil in some time, and I was delighted at how the power had progressed.

Mender’s Mark

*Spell, holy*

*Bronze tier, five stars*

Normal: Activate and touch yourself or an ally to heal two injuries immediately, and heal five more injuries over the course of two minutes. When used consecutively on the same target, the heal over time effect does not stack. When used on a target with a critical injury, stabilizes the target immediately but offers no further healing.

Lasts 2 minutes. Costs moderate mana. Cooldown: 10 seconds

Bronze: Activate and touch yourself or an ally to cleanse one damage condition and heal ten injuries over five minutes. When used consecutively, the heal over time effect stacks with the Normal tier effect, but not repeated uses of this effect.

In addition, Mending effects now deal damage to undead targets.

Lasts 5 minutes. Costs moderate mana. Cooldown: 1 minute.

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

With Beastmaster’s and Empath’s Marks as an indication, Silver tier would mean a lot of great things with all the various ladies. More water spells, more resilience, more mana pool and dragonnish effects, more goodness. If I could keep myself from snapping at Dallinya and Hellera for doing all this planning without including me, I might end up finding out. One day.

Also, the bit about undead targets… I needed to remember that. I now had a pretty significant array of magical abilities, and it was sometimes easy to forget which of them would fit best in any given situation. With Trusk, I had wanted to make an example, and freezing the fucker in place had been a great test of the Phase Shift ability and a wonderful showpiece for coming out as Silver tier.

Let T’charrk and Ferrok marinate on that for a couple of days.

Dallinya approached, followed by an even dozen women. She grinned, and I knew right then it was time to put on a show.

“Shirt off, Governor,” she said teasingly.

When I pulled off my shirt, the ladies all clustered around, then stared up into my eyes. Several walked around behind me and one even reached out to touch the Empath’s Mark. Possibly to see if I’d tried to paint it on, and if the paint would come off. Possibly to see if I was charged with electricity and would make her hair stand on end like a balloon, I don’t know.

I produced a pack of latex balloons from earth and put them in storage. When your mind goes like mine does, you take advantage of the hyperactive moments.

A lot of the harem ladies also approached Jim, once Dallinya explained and I told them yes, he was completely under my psychic control. This led to them touching him, then climbing on him and sliding down over his head onto the ground.

“What is happening right now?” I asked.

They’d never had a playground before, that’s what was happening. A lot of these girls weren’t ready to blossom yet, and were just in their teens. This place was basically just their prison until the Governor decided to, in his words: bed, sell, or slaughter.

Too bad that dickweed was dead. What an awful, awful shame the world no longer had him in it.

“They need to believe,” she replied. “If we could do this in every harem in the city, you wouldn’t have Masters and slaves any longer.”

I’d just been in several of the Masters’ mansions doing my superhero schtick, and I told her as much. This led to some more planning, including several of the new girls.

I was surprised to learn a lot of them knew women in other harems, and what was going on outside the walls. I was less surprised to learn they worked things out like prison inmates, relying on the cleaners, laundry servants and food delivery to catch up on Surrek news and gossip. This was both fascinating and sad. Some of these had lived out years and years in this single room, depositing waste over yonder in bedpans, and getting cleaned up over yonder at the large shower.

“They’re ready,” Dallinya finally said, grinning evilly at me. My cock lurched in my pants.

“For…” I asked, unnecessarily.

“For you to share feelings, silly.”

What a lovely euphemism for a public fuck with the Empath’s Mark on. Dallinya pointed out three recipients, but I decided to go all out. With the Archivist’s Mark on, I activated the gift from Avya over nine of the ones Dallinya identified. In the meantime, Dallinya had shucked her clothes and ripped my pants down. She then shoved me back onto the big circular bed behind me, ripped my weird Drifter jeans fully off, and left the socks on.

Business socks. For wearing whilst doing business.

She then smiled out at the gasps of fear from the various girls. Apparently a lot of them didn’t believe a thin little felinian would survive pushing a big scary Silver tier male. Surely I would be angered and moved to kill her outright for such insolence.

I snorted laughter and felt all eyes on my hardening boner.

My lithe, beautiful catgirl circled the bed, smiling down at me, and crawled on so we could get right to a delightful sixty-nine. Her ass came down on my face and though muffled, I could hear her talking to the assembled girls.

“The Drifter is different. I told you while he was gone, and you’ve already… unh, you’ve already seen… that’s right, lick right there. You’ve seen some of the evidence. Ohh… here is the rest.” She fell to all fours and engulfed my cock into her hot, talented mouth.

My hands came up and around her ass, grabbing at it and pressing into its spongy tautness. I pulled her cheeks apart and spread her open, enjoying the groan of pleasure coming from her and reverberating into her blowjob.

As always, Dallinya had the most expertise of any of them. She rolled her hips and fucked herself back and forth on me, basically getting herself off, and finally remembered the big length of cock in her mouth. She also twisted and took me deep, while not far off nine identical moans drifted through the room.

Dallinya now knew how gently she needed to be with the twins, and raked her fingernails lightly over my sack while taking drawing up and then plunging back down to the back of her throat.

In response I groaned in pleasure and frustration, took her tail in one hand and lightly squeezed. She already had me on the precipice, but knew the signs well enough to keep me from exploding down her throat. When my hips bucked of their own accord, she rose up off me.

“That’s right, Drifter, get your tongue in there. Deep in there.”

I did as told, and she rolled her slick pussy over my face so I could drive in. Now Silver tier, my tongue was able to do what my dick had been doing for the last month or so, and I got a taste of her I’d never experienced before. I felt ridges and bumps in her pussy that just hadn’t been possible for my tongue length before now.

“Ohhh gods,” she groaned. “That’s really, unh, deep. Holy gods in the skies, ohh, right there.”

She twitched a few times and I flicked this one particular place in her, over and over again. Her body began shaking, and she couldn’t concentrate on the blowjob. Instead she collapsed onto my body, breathing on my twig and berries, shivering uncontrollably.

“That’s… it… that’s…” she managed, along with several long trembling groans. “Ugghhh… Evvvv…”

Finally I traced over the place where her tail emerged with my fingertips, tongue as deep inside her sweet pussy as I could manage, and she came hard. Once she fell to the side, I sat up and peered around.

“I assume Dallinya has roped you into some plan, but it requires you to have the mark.” They stared at me. “Some of you have blossomed but never been taken, waiting for the Governor to hand you off as a gift.”

A few shy nods.

I slowly wrapped my hand around my hard, saliva-covered manhood and listened to their shaky gasps.

“Well?” I asked.

The first to step forward was a half orc woman with (no surprise here) fae blood. Her body was sea foam green with the slowly shifting white criss-cross lattice of rippling water under a clear sky. Her hair had the dark olive green and sheen of seaweed. Although she was an orc, she was just a shade smaller than me.

“What’s your name?”

“Yerrin,” she said. “Out of the western delta tribes, riders of the nintearren and scourge of the lizard folk.”

Hell of a resumé.

“Your magic wasn’t stolen?” I asked. She nodded curtly. “And you wish to liberate the city?” Another nod. “Then I’m honored to give you the mark.”

When I laid back on the bed, she seemed to get all shy again, until Dallinya finally stirred and took the girl’s hand.

“You make the choice,” she said. “You take him.”

More mutters from the spectators.

Soon enough Yerrin had gotten up the guts to place the head at her entrance and slowly sink down on my pole. Dallinya had greased me up, and she was my size, but it was still clenched fist tight around me and made Yerrin wince.

“Slow and easy,” Dallinya muttered, and snuck a hand down to rub over her green-furred slit. Yerrin began to moan and groan, and it wasn’t long before the head popped inside.

Dallinya looked at the others, who were down on their knees, staring between their legs. One fae girl was hunched over and staring at the place where her cock ought to be.

“You’ll want to get a mustache ride to ready your body,” Dallinya told them, while Yerrin rose up and forced another few inches of me inside with a grunt and hiss. “One at a time though.”

It was an elf next, with nearly black skin twinkling like the night’s sky. Her eyes were like nebulas out of the deep space photos, and her hair was the same: orange fading to blue and yellow with hints of purple, and twinkly bits spaced throughout.

She bent down in front of me. “I... wish to… also.”

I reached a hand up, hoping she wouldn’t flinch, and she didn’t. The skin of her cheek was just as smooth as I knew it would be, but I didn’t burn myself on the light of a thousand tiny suns, so that was nice. When I pulled her slowly, her eyes drifted closed and she accepted the kiss with a soft groan.

When she broke it, I said, “Get that essence sharing equipment right here, please and thank you.” And pointed at my lips.

Which is how I ended up having the night sky riding my face, and the shallow sea riding my shaft. The former tasted… incredible. I don’t know if I could describe how forever tasted, but she tasted like eternity and vastness. She hadn’t been whipped to within an inch of her life, and wasn’t filled with fear, so I got the core of her essence, and it was simply enormous.

In the meantime Yerrin got into the groove and slammed down onto my hips with every down stroke, wriggling her hips back and forth as Dallinya showed her. Squeals of pleasure and groans of ecstasy filled the hall. Whenever any of them came, I let the Empath’s ability go and tried to concentrate on not blowing my load in my current partner before she’d had her fun.

When Yerrin collapsed against the night elf’s back, the choice of dominate or share appeared, and it was no problem choosing the latter. Then I finally let go and came, hard. Hard enough that Yerrin grunted and muttered, “So much… so hot.”

And apparently it was enough that Dallinya could lick some off me.

The elf’s name was Sillandria, and she took Dallinya’s advice to ride me as well. It was fascinating to see the night black of her, with the pinpricks of stars shining throughout her body, spread wide and taking the whole length of me.

Sillandria felt amazing in a different way, since she was all about writhing back and forth, in circles. Rocking her hips this way and that, until she found what she liked.

She got into the act, baring her teeth and pushing my hands against her breasts. I pinched at her nipples, and this drove her wild more than any other I’d been with so far. So I sat up and got to licking and biting.

Soon the heavy breathing gave way to grunting and moaning, and that was replaced by her shuddering and shivering with orgasm. She clutched at my head, and didn’t object when I cradled her body, transitioning to missionary, and pounding at her.

All the other girls who’d been affected by the shared sensation were down for the count, quivering heaps, and I let the effect lapse so I could focus on Sillandria. Like Auralla, she locked her ankles behind my back. Unlike Auralla, she gasped out, “Yes! Yes! Yes! Yes!” Over and over again until I finally made the choice and poured seed into her.

After that, Dallinya coaxed a gnomish girl up onto the bed, where I took my time and gave her all the foreplay necessary before she was gasping that she was ready. She and several of her friends were simply astonished that my again-hard cock sank all the way inside. She was even more astonished to rise so far up and still have some left in her, then slide all way back down until it seemed like the head should be popping out of her throat.

I took her for a long, slow, relaxed ride, until it became clear she wanted it harder, then harder still. She kept telling me she could take more, and I didn’t hesitate. By the end I had her shoved down into the bed, body slapping into her ass and her friends with their jaws on the floor.

Her name was Jivianna, and I left her overflowing with seed as well. Not for long though, because Dallinya was there to lick up everything possible.

One of her friends was a dusty-skinned naga, who was absolutely gobsmacked that I could will a second cock into being. Dallinya was too, and got in real close before breathing that I had better save that trick for her later.

For now though I lay and played with the naga’s twin holes for a time, trying to get composed again. I needn’t have worried, because my Silver tier Tough made it possible for me to get hard and then orgasm more than five times in a row.

I learned that fact on that day, about a half hour later when I shared my power with the naga and dumped a hot load inside her. Immediately afterwards, a dragonite with turquoise scales was on me, and as soon as I was hard, she had me behind her. I knew the tail stroking technique pretty well, and she responded by bucking furiously into me. Instead of inner fire, this one began to emit little tongues of lightning, shocking Dallinya a bit and shocking me a whole lot more. I had some damage resistance, but not infinite, and by the time I gave her the Drifter’s Mark she’d done five injuries to me.

After that it was another elf. And after that a human woman with yellow skin and golden hair. They came to me, they came, I came, Dallinya tried to get at the leftover seed.

“That’s seven,” Dallinya said.

“That’s enough for right now,” I told her, and sat up. “All of you are welcome to sleep here, or I can take you to Ink to sleep with me… I’m afraid not all of you will fit on my bed. You can bed down in any of the other rooms, or in the Mage District mansion, or in Grain. For right now though, I’m going to get on the biggest, cushiest bed in this place and have a nap.”

The biggest, cushiest bed was a literal mountain of cushions and pillows, and I slumped down into it gratefully. Dallinya followed, curling up into my body and cooing.

“Is it really irresistible?” I asked.

“What?”

“My seed.”

“It’s better than you can imagine,” she muttered.

Before I fell asleep, several of the women I’d just fucked took their places around me. The night sky elf lay opposite Dallinya, until the tiny gnomish girl crawled between us and put her little head on my chest.

“Dallinya?” I asked quietly.

“Hmm?”

“What did we just do?”


15- More Suspicion Falls On Your Head

The logistics of the new harem members fell to Hellera and Velleth. I couldn’t, not the way I was right now. The next morning, I had a short visit with Avya, who again pounded on my chest and hissed at me that she couldn’t handle so many hours apart. I apologized again, feeling like a complete asshole, until she kicked me in the shin and grumped off.

Next, we brought all the girls to Aceter House through the Silver Door, and I stood there amazed. Still, soon enough I got my shit together and put on a stern face. Hellera and Velleth followed me upstairs, while the servants goggled at all the new mark-bearing women. That gave me another idea: I sent for the young man who had blossomed, whose name was Serro. I pushed him towards Dallinya, and told her that if he could be convinced, I was game to take him to the harem.

Dallinya grinned and took Serro by the hand, while I headed upstairs. She had him through the Silver Door about a half hour later. For now though, it was time to talk with the co-conspirators.

Once there, the pacing started up again. It was becoming my thing.

“Listen,” I told them both. “I’m signed onto this plan because there’s nothing else for me to do but accept it. I don’t really like it, I think it’s going to get people killed, and that means it’s risky.”

“Without risk, how can we advance?” Hellera asked.

“No risk, no reward,” I muttered.

Velleth beamed. “That is exactly right. Evan, are you a poet?”

Yes, I could claim credit for every idea any earthling had ever come up with. Heh. I shook my head and returned to the matter at hand.

“And you’re happy to take this responsibility? Organize everything? Letting me sit in Spice and do it how I thought it was going to go? Fuck, who am I kidding? If you’re organizing everything, you’ll have a job for me to do.”

The dragonite and the blue-skinned elf shared a look. “You mean… we tell you what to do?” Velleth asked.

I tried my very best not to explode with useless anger over the past, which could not be changed. Honestly, part of me was astonished that they’d managed to kill off so many petty Masters without being caught. “I want this thing to succeed, but… I don’t want to do any more thinking. I can’t plan right now. I need a break.” Joke’s on me, there would be no break.

“We will relay the plan to you,” Hellera said. “The newcomers will be grouped with us, according to their skill level, powers, and the danger posed by each district. We will be sure…”

I raised my hands. “I trust you. Just… be careful, okay? You’ve got two days to train them and get ready.”

Joke was on them, too.
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I spent the rest of the day first at the shop, selling things, and then at the harem, just lounging.

Now that I was Silver tier, I could import a whole lot more earth stuff than previously. I took the opportunity to grab some comic books, chocolate bars, bags of chips, tubes of other chips, and the sort of random stuff that could go either way. Paul had lived in Korea for a year and said he loved the soft indoor slippers, so I got some of those. I pulled in more yoga pants and various different tops for the girls.

All the girls. All million jillion of them.

Gods, my harem had just about doubled in size in one day. I now had a slew of minor, Normal tier powers: Raider’s Mark from the half orc, Turquoise Dragon’s Mark, Night’s Mark from the starry-bodied elf, Artificer’s Mark from the gnome, Venom’s Mark from the naga, the Druid’s Mark from the other elf, and finally Sun’s Mark from the human with the fae blood.

None of the powers seemed incredibly useful at the outset, since they were all zero stars at Normal rank, but I could now hide in shadows, throw a spear made of energy, breathe lightning three times a day, understand and dissect mechanical devices, deliver venom through biting people, identify herbs for their various properties, and light up a room.

I barely knew their names, but they now had some power of mine. They also had the freedom to get out of the house and act during the full moon, to turn Surrek inside out.

I had just sent Yann out the door when I heard a thunk, a gasped breath, and then a flaming ball of something smashed through the storefront’s only window. It smashed into one of the shelves and would’ve lit it up except I grabbed up Aquamancer’s Mark and blasted it with a ball of water.

“Mother f—”

Sprinting outside, I found Yann curled around a puddle of his own blood, and immediately threw the Bronze level Mender’s Mark ability on him and told him to get to safety.

The perpetrators were sprinting away between several of the shop buildings, out of the central market area.

More red exclamation points erupted into my view, one for each district, but I was already engaging Sylph’s Mark and getting a bird’s eye view. When I got high enough, I could count them.

Ten of them. One took flight, an avian with the head of a bird, and I immediately threw a water ball at him. When that slammed him to the side but didn’t get the full job done, I grabbed up Raider’s Mark and hurled a javelin of blue purple energy that speared him from behind and caused him to crash down to the street below. He first hit someone’s wall about three floors up, and finished his fall by slamming spine first into the edge of a cart.

Good, fuck that guy. Also, thanks to the seashore orc lady for the energy lance.

Next I summoned Jim from the inside of the Governor’s palace, to go deal with whatever was happening in Mage District. It was the nearest for him, but he might not get there in time. I was tempted to blast Jerry out of my chest onto the one group of five surging up the street, but thought better of it. Jim was far more powerful and difficult to take down.

Water balls took out first one, then another of the fleeing men. The balls splashed into them and threw them off their feet, slamming them into shop fronts or the walls of nearby buildings, and inflicted some bonus cephellian toxin.

Their leader stopped to try throwing out green arrows in my direction, but I angled down, took one straight in the shoulder, put on the form of the red dragon, and slammed into the purple-skinned orc from a drop of about four stories. Shoulder first, I drove into him before he could register me coming in like the fist of God.

You’ve never heard every single bone in a man’s ribcage splinter at the same time, and I hope you never have to. The sound was like snapping a whole handful of spaghetti noodles in half, but those noodles are as big around as your fingers. He coughed up a mouthful of dark blood, staring at the sky, and died about three seconds later with the most confused expression on his face. The Raider’s Mark javelin and the water ball took out two more of these non-Master pissants, before I sprinted back up into the sky and angled for Grain District.

Swearing the whole time.

Whichever asshole idiots decided they were going to deal with Ink District, God rest their souls. The flashing red exclamation point turned to orange for Ink, and even before I got airborne towards Grain, it had turned to yellow. It would be greenish before too much longer.

“Good girls,” I muttered, and resumed swearing.

Archivist’s Mark went on next, to help boost my mana regeneration, though I didn’t know if I’d need it.

A few columns of smoke announced what was happening in Grain. For now the people could worry about the fires. I was looking for the assholes who were now retreating down various back alleys. Once I had them on my radar, I swooped in and pitched the Raider’s Mark javelin at them, loving the way it took them off their feet, pitched them forward and started a process of rolling bonelessly to a stop some ten or fifteen feet down the rough cobblestones.

Then I’d angle back upwards, come around and sight in the next one.

I got four of them like this before a bolt of bluish lightning got me from behind. I nearly went ass over teakettle, before snapping the wings out and descending toward the origin of the lightning bolt.

I found myself faced with two different guys, one of them a feathered human like Hivvir and the other another goblin, this one gray-skinned and veined like marble with threads of pink and red. The goblin shot another lightning blast and I just took it full force. Then I threw on both Normal and Bronze Mender’s abilities and sneered at the look of horror now spreading onto their faces.

“Petty Masters, I presume?” I asked.

The feathered human rushed at me, and swept a hand back, so before he got the chance to deal me anymore damage, I blasted him in the side with a water ball. A slew of knife-like projectiles of yellow-green went clattering off and vanished. The water ball slammed him against the alley wall and knocked him right out.

Or possibly killed him. I didn’t care at this point.

“You lightning me again and you die without another question,” I told him, then for good measure drove him insane. The silver Empath’s Mark ability drove him into psychosis, synesthesia, shock, vertigo and terror, meaning he fell down screaming, so I had his arms behind his back and his face in the street by the time I let up on the effect.

“Who’s your Master?” I asked.

“D-d-d—”

“Wrong question. New Question, which district is it?”

“Glass,” he said. Then he didn’t say anything else, because I slammed his face into the street, twice.

With a Silver Door to the mansion in Ink District, I found Zati and all the new girls huddled with weapons trained.

“Evan?” Zati asked.

“Tell Hellera that there’s more going on in Mage too. I have Jim headed that way. He should be able to handle anyone who hasn’t run off.”

“Jim? The vedris?”

“The very same. Got to go.”

I let the door dissolve away before heading back to where the fires were going. Like I’d suspected, people were lined up all the way to the nearby well, and had a bucket chain going. I came down and crashed ice balls into the fire, along with several water balls before the worst of it was over.

I had been hoping to come find some delightful scone or croissant equivalent here after the shop closed, but that was out the window.

While the people of Grain cheered for me and began the slog of cleaning up the mess, I found something less than delightful in Grain District.

The exclamation points led me straight to the district management screens, and the news was not great. Overall, Grain’s levels in all the categories were up from where I’d started… except for Safety.

In fact, now looking over all three districts, Safety was down in Ink and Mage as well. Under each was a new ‘special ability’ if it could be called that. A new write up anyhow.

Marked For Death level 5

The actions of your companions with the secret council has been traced back to you. With Trusk’s disappearance, more suspicion falls on your head. The Masters associated with the secret council have resolved to make the functions of your districts impossible.

As a result, Safety is decreased by a significant amount.

Attacks will likely continue. For as long as this condition is active, lowered Safety will bring down all other aspects of the district. The longer the condition is active, the longer it will take to regain levels in Happiness, Health, Population, and Wealth.

Well that was completely unacceptable.

When I landed in Wax District a good thirty minutes later, it was to general dismay. People left what they were doing and went inside. Some came out of their homes, thinking I was about to tear the entire district apart and they weren’t safe in their homes. A steady stream of civilians became a stream of temporary refugees.

The Wax mansion looked more like a fortress now than before, though it wasn’t going to keep me out if I wanted in. Nothing was going to stop me right now.

Finally Rukluk appeared, along with a small army of spearmen. Archers arrived at the top of the walls, at the guard towers at the corners, and atop the guard towers too. Several petty Masters walked behind the archers, calling out orders.

“What is it?” the goblin called, from at least fifty feet off.

“Your Shadow Council just attacked all three of my districts, and the central market as well,” I told him. I turned on the Normal ability from Empath’s Mark just in case, to comb through his surface thoughts.

“I don’t know what you’re talking about!” Surprise surprise, he didn’t actually know what I was talking about.

“You can see the smoke. Now, give me the names.”

“And then what?”

“Then I go and kill every single one of them. And if I find out any of your petty Masters attacked my people, I come back here afterwards.”

None of his people had gone after the Drifter, his mind told me, not after I’d showed up here immediately after the prior attack. He didn’t know how I’d been so fast about it, but Rukluk was scared of me. He didn’t want anything to do with the secret council anymore, but he was afraid they’d turn on him.

“Names!” I called out.

The names came out of his mouth, and also into his mind. Trusk. So-and-so out of Glass District. This other guy out of Grellak District. Some dude with a name from Rope. The Master of Pigment District. And on. And on some more.

I grabbed up my phone from the Normal Door and typed out the names into my Notepad app.

Weave District, Gladiator District, Fish District. It seemed like the only names not on the list were Kinniash, who was still up in the north breaking the river blockage, and the four small council members I had locked up.

“Where will they be?” I asked, suddenly tired. This could be laid at the feet of Hellera, Velleth and Dallinya, or at the feet of the whole douchebag class of monsters running this city. It would be easy to go back home and snap at the girls, going ‘Seeee? This is what you started.’ But this Shadow Council had convened because the Governor had disappeared, and people liked scapegoats. Not because the girls waltzed around with their marks out, or denied some prick something…

Anyway.

Rukluk was staring at me. “Is that all?” I asked.
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I’d also never been to Glass, but the map informed me it wasn’t far from Carpentry. That made sense, and led me across town completely. Night was about to fall, and I needed to at least send a message.

The Master of Glass District was very briefly a red-skinned tiefling guy who screamed and began to turn himself to blue fire when I crashed through the sun roof of his mansion.

My ice ball shields put a stop to the transforming and the screaming, pummeling him again and again from either side, while I raked his face and breathed a bolt of lightning directly into his eye sockets. He died without being able to fully transform, though I did suffer a good three injuries from sitting on his transforming, flaming chest.

Then I sprinted up a spiral staircase of air directly back out of his mansion and into the sky.
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Rope was situated directly next door to Grain, and that was two districts over, then one to the south. Basically all the straw from the harvests went to Rope District, as did the hemp-like substance that was probably also being sold as a drug that I didn’t know about.

It was one of the less wealthy districts, similar in feel to Ink, but the people there stared at me when I slammed down onto the cobbles and demanded to know where the Master was.

Then, once they’d pointed, I ran back into the air and up the street to a rather impressive mansion. I was most of the way there before I was spotted and the alarm went up, but by then I had the brutal axe out and swept it in an arc to blast the front doors off their hinges with a hail of metal. They actually swung inward, smashed against the walls, then rebounded into my face by the time I flew into the house.

I didn’t let that stop me. But I did check my phone, having checked Glass off the list, and located the second name.

“Urinnte!” I screamed.

Three petty Masters and a fully tattooed Master I recognized came into view. This was the human douche canoe who offered to pay for my goods with slaves.

Now I had two reasons to murder him.

The Raider’s javelin went into the first petty Master, while I teleported further into the room and swung the axe through the second and third of Urinnte’s goons.

The Master of the house opened his mouth to begin trying to talk his way out of it, but thought better of that. Maybe he saw the look on my face and understood that talking was useless here.

Quicker than the last guy, he teleported once, twice, and a third time. In each case, he left a copy of himself behind. Fortunately for me, they didn’t have brains, because the real Slim Shady fell screaming with his hands clutching his head when I used Empath’s Mark to give him five mental or emotional conditions at once.

Then I casually swiped the brutal axe through the copies, enjoying the crunch and squelch of the actual bodies. They weren’t illusions exactly, or they were highly effective illusions. In either case, they died like real people, and that was awesome. I got to kill this bastard four times.

Finally, I buried the brutal axe in his neck, and stepped on his head in order to jerk the blade back out of his severed spinal column. Then I made sure it was all the way off, in case he had some regeneration power I didn’t have or know about.

Super fuck this guy.

The first of the petty Masters was crawling away, trying to be quiet about it, but I caught up with him and ended his suffering.
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The Masters of Weave and Fish fell to my blade, followed not long after by the Master of Pigment. Then I took care of the Master in Grellak, and another. And another. By the time I reached Instrument District, the Master had fled. The Master of the next district on my list had fled as well. Well, I didn’t know where they’d all gone off to, so I made sure to visit each of the mansions in turn, and put a note next to their names on my phone.

It turned out the highly advanced technology of earth was useful after all. Still, the lack of targets only stoked my boiling fury, and it was all I could do to resist destroying the buildings outright.

Turned out all of them had holed up at the gladiatorial arena. The last stop on my list before hitting Wax a second time.

I wasn’t sure how Paint District differed from Pigment, until I took in all the framed paintings in the Master’s mansion. Arts, cool. I’d have to stop back here some time.

“I’m coming for you,” I told no one in the middle of whatever Paint District’s mansion was called. Or maybe the servants were brave enough to remain close enough to overhear. I didn’t bother to check.


16- Marked For Death Level 5

Ibroke into each of the mansions one after another, and found no one. And, finding no one, I took a moment to let my mana recharge, and get a little something in case they were ganging up on me and hoping to ambush me.

Only the gladiatorial arena remained. I’d been reacting on autopilot: get to the mansion as fast as possible, neutralize whatever resistance sat there. Only once I stared at the words Gladiator District did it make perfect sense. They could all bundle together in a large open area, they could control the surroundings. The arena had those statues on the outside with glowing eyes that were almost certainly security measures.

But I was Silver now, and I had the Dimension Door at Silver tier. Those security statues didn’t matter, so long as I could portal in there.

Would the private booth at the arena qualify as a door? It certainly was a doorway, like First Domi’s tent flap had been. I tried to visualize it and open the Silver Door, then grinned. The darkened private booth appeared, fan-shaped with a few plush chairs and a few more flimsy ones for the poor, pathetic slave girls.

Even better, it was empty. I stepped through grinning like a legitimate psychopath.

I hadn’t thought bloodlust was a real thing, but I was now spattered with the blood of easily two dozen people. I was looking forward to more.

That thought should’ve given me pause. I had spent most of my time here trying to make friends, trying to keep people alive. Placating. Giving gifts. Giving discounts. Taking the things assholes said to me in stride. Grinning even through veiled threats.

Even Vintra I’d tried to leave alive when I could’ve merely ended him. The girls had stopped that sort of thinking. Ryellin had sent people to kill me and I’d paired up with him in the dungeon.

Well that was over. I was done playing nice.

Across the arena, in the large area specifically for the Governor, the bulk of them were spread out and facing the flat arena space. They’d have the high ground, up ten rows of stadium seating. They had barricaded the stairs and seats with shards of glass or spiky ball contraptions or something. Surrounded themselves.

Or rather they’d boxed themselves in.

Nine of them were full-fledged Masters, but another thirteen petty Masters stood around the Governor’s box. Twenty-two to one was not great odds, assuming they could all hit me with something powerful before I reached them.

Then again…

I took stock of my abilities, here where they couldn’t see me. First, I grabbed up the Silver tier Beastmaster’s Mark effect, and called the beasts. It cost no mana, which suited my needs perfectly.

Next, while waiting for every beast in the area to appear, I threw on the Silver tier ability from Empath’s Mark and blanketed the whole arena in soothing, quiet sleepiness.

After only three minutes, it had worked well: one of the Masters was raging around, staring out into the darkness, kicking out at the ones falling asleep. He shouted for me to come out, coward, and face them like a man. Yeah, face twenty-plus super-powered opponents, just lil old me. Only a great fool would march into those odds, and since I was not a great fool, I would not choose the battle in front of me.

Then the rats came burbling up out of the sewers and out of the darkness. I don’t actually have names for what they really were, but cities in all realities apparently had vermin. Thousands of these things came, biting and scratching with stats enhanced by the Beastmaster’s Mark. I let the empathy spell go and listened to the screams of pain and terror from across the arena.

They were just delicious to hear.

Rage and the squeals of dying vermin gradually replaced the screams of the men, which meant it was time to get in there and get my hands dirty.

With the form of the red dragon on and ice ball shields rotating around me, I vaulted out of the darkness on a shout from my brutal axe. The mighty leap let me soar through the air, and also gave me a good thirty feet to start running on air with the Sylph’s Mark. I zigged when the first of the energy bolts came flying out of the assembled Masters, and zagged when a large cone of blistering cold shot out. That one slammed into the left half of my body and spun me around, but worst of all it broke my concentration and I fell twenty feet to the arena floor.

I took four injuries from the cone, and another three from the impact, but I sprang up on Silver tier Quick and threw out several illusion copies of me. That done, I initiated another instance of Empath’s Mark and threw a blanket of confusion over them.

When I leapt up to the Governor’s box (my box, T’charrk had admitted) fully half the men were dead and several were still wrestling with the vermin pouring over them. Three of them hid in a shield and blew a concentrated magic attacks out at the not-rats.

I teleported into the center of them, bypassing the shield, and ripped the brutal axe across the nearest one’s back and side. When the second one turned, I breathed fire directly in his face.

The third one had the gumption to get away from me, spin and launch a cloud of arrows at me, but the ice shields took care of most of these, and I bombed him with poisoned water.

Then I turned to the nearest, who was covered in a suit of armor made of crackling lightning, and blasted him with the Raider’s javelin. He went to throw lightning at me, but I chucked the brutal axe overhand at him, and took him full in the chest. The momentum took him off his feet and he landed on the back of this neck.

Fifteen were down; seven remained.

I turned and launched water balls at two others, and sighted a moving shadow out of the corner of my eye. That turned out to be a Master who launched himself out of the shadow at me, got smashed in the face with several ice shields, and then had his wrists held while I bashed my forehead into his face repeatedly.

“Fuck. All. You. Assholes,” I hissed, punctuating each word by breaking his nose in a fresh new way.

When he fell, I slammed a water ball down on him and turned to the remaining four.

“Wait!” one of them begged. This was a tiefling orc mix, huge and horned and tusked. His hands were outstretched, and when I stared at him, he dropped his hand axes.

“You thought the Governor being gone meant you could come after me? Come after my women and my people? Now you want to talk?”

One of them fired an arrow at me, but I took it in the ribs. It exploded with bright flame, so I slapped the Mender’s Mark to life, happy for the Red Dragon’s Mark to reduce the fire damage by half. A ball of toxic water blasted him in the face, and then another one slammed into him, and I commanded it to stop before it splashed away.

If he didn’t die from the paralyzing cephellian toxin, he’d drown in three inches of water.

The orc began to protest, “The law—”

“I’m the law now,” I told him, and Jerry surged out of my chest to tackle and get a good mouthful of Master arm. Just for good measure, before this asshole could retaliate, I had Jerry move aside so I could grab a sword from my inventory and fill him full of holes.

The last two tried to rabbit, but I was faster than them, and the brutal axe still had two daily charges, so I retrieved it. Then I spent those charges on two hails of shards. With them damaged, it was only a matter of Raider’s Mark javelins and Aquamancer’s Mark water balls.

I stood there, breathing hard and down about ten injuries. A quick check told me that I got two for every star of Normal, so six, two for every star of Bronze, so fourteen more, and three injuries for each star of Silver. Three more there.

I would ordinarily have twenty-three injuries (and five critical injuries based on some calculation I couldn’t see) but the Survivor’s Mark from Dallinya had tripled that.

Survivor’s Mark

*Passive*

*Bronze tier, five stars*

Normal: You gain moderate resistance to physical damage. You may suffer up to triple your normal Wounds before falling to Critical Wounds. You gain a moderate regeneration for wounds caused by physical damage.

Bronze: You gain significant resistance to physical and toxic conditions above your current tier. Poisons, toxins, and physical debuffs run their course significantly faster than they otherwise would. Your capacity for Wounds and Critical Wounds is increased further.

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

Giving me a grand total of sixty-nine injuries.

“Nice,” I told a number of dead bodies. Best number of injuries, honestly, although I wanted to push higher.

It was now time to see how Ink and Mage fared, return to see if Dallinya had succeeded with Senno the blossomed male from Ink’s serving staff. Things I didn’t particularly want to be forced to deal with. Things that I had to deal with, now that I was basically the acting Governor and the city needed about two dozen Masters to replace all the ones I’d just taken out.

“Okay let’s try something,” I told myself, then opened the Black Door to my inventory warehouse. I threw the nearest dead body in there, then closed the door. No living creatures, and apparently bacteria in his guts or living on his face didn’t count.

I piled the rest of the bodies in there, and vowed to force Hellera to empty all of them out as soon as I figured out the home situation. Then I emptied a whole barrel full of water over the most bloodstained parts of the floor here and watched as some of it drifted away.
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A deep breath later, I stepped through the Silver Door and into Aceter House. I’d burned a lot of mana teleporting around and smashing people with toxic water attacks, but I still had a good third of my mana pool even after using the Silver Door here. Thankfully the Black Door storage warehouse only took a tiny amount.

I slumped into a large sofa on the first floor and sighed.

A whole lot of faces turned my way, half of them unknown to me. I truthfully didn’t know most of the girls I’d just bedded as part of Dallinya’s plan. That felt sad, but I didn’t currently have the energy to be accommodating or even very kind.

“Report?” I asked with another heavy sigh.

Zati slithered up. “We were attacked by a number of petty Masters and one full-fledged Master, along with nearly two dozen unmarked guards.”

I waited for her to go on, and she waited for me to cut her off, and it was awkward. I loved her for that, a little. Some of my old friends would just talk over each other any time they got together, which I found both rude and exhausting to listen to. Michael was one of the rare exceptions, a guy who listened well, and responded thoughtfully.

“Hellera, Velleth and Quavallie helped to defend the house and put out the fires.” I swore quietly, but rolled my hand as a signal for her to continue. “Shennalil also helped out a great deal. Her combat skills were a great asset. As you recall, Dallinya has been in the Governor’s harem.”

I nodded.

“Paul and his girls acquitted themselves well in combat, though they were overwhelmed and had to be saved by Hellera. Michael and Nazira also fought well, and he took wounds in the melee. It was nothing to heal him, though. The new additions to the harem used their marks from behind the lines and assisted in the fighting.”

“Any losses?”

“Only injuries, and they are now healed.”

None. That was something.

They weren’t here now. “Are they still in Mage?”

She nodded. “I’m under the impression that the hedge mages did most of the fighting, and there were some losses before the vedris made his appearance.”

Well, I wasn’t Marked for Death Level 5 any longer. That condition had been deleted from the District Management menu. What sat in its place now was a different warning.

Congratulations! Your actions have left you in control of the city of Surrek. Your District Management menu has been upgraded to a City Management menu.

The City Management menu was… a lot. A whole lot. There were lists of goods being created and being sold, long lists with prices attached. Everything from simple twine sold from Rope to dyed and perfumed specialty candles out of Wax. The prices of grain, sides of the pork-like grellak, the common mudfish, and a chicken adjacent creature called a tifter were highlighted at the top. Tifter eggs were just below that, along with various different fruits, and below them different, slightly rarer fish.

Then you got into tabs by the type of goods, though I could sort them by district of origin and price variance by district.

“Holy hell…”

I didn’t know yet what all the prices were, but I was surprised to find grain was over ten coppers per sack, but happy that a side of grellak was less than a silver, ninety-five copper right now. Both were huge for the functioning of the city. The ooze situation had caused a price spike in grain, along with the magical efforts of the hedge mages to force another growing season on my farms.

After that, imports and exports both had tabs. I skimmed these for now, frowning at the price of importing mana crystals.

I now also had a map of the empire at large added to my regular map from my inherent power. The cities themselves weren’t named, but I now had a clearer picture of the gigantic city near the center of the twelve satellites. In between was a massive stretch of land, a lot of it a patchwork of farmland.

The twelve surrounding cities weren’t in a ring, but it was pretty close. A huge sea coast cut inland with a large city at either side. Where the massive river finally came together after a fan-shaped delta, the central imperial city sat on an island larger than Surrek, and surrounded by even more city beyond the far banks of the river.

We were some two hundred and fifty miles from the imperial center, but less than a hundred miles from the nearest city to the east. This one sat just south of Kentir though, so the hope was that they were too busy fending off Kentir to bother sending people over to poor, isolated Surrek.

All that was only the beginning of being in charge of Surrek. I now had a detailed list of all the districts and their Masters. I had a tab labeled Intelligence Reports, which presently stood empty, and read: intelligence assets have not delivered any reports to the city’s Spymaster or the harem’s Chief Slave since your ascendency. Next to that, a tab labeled Threats. I noted the first, labeled as an external threat, being ’the mysterious tower in the north’ and a short write up that I’d essentially produced. The next one was labeled an internal threat, and that one was from a profusion of young and inexperienced Masters, and Masters missing from their posts.

Well, they brought that on themselves…

The congratulatory message was followed immediately by a warning.

Warning! Nearly half of districts presently function without a Master. This will cause reductions in Wealth in the short term, and reductions in all aspects of city life in the longer term. Appointing competent Masters will alleviate this issue.

Warning! Your Legitimacy level is too low to appoint Masters without pushback or the threat of rebellion. Edicts and commands will suffer until Legitimacy is secured.

Well I had a Legitimacy rating, and it currently stood at zero. Zilch. Nada. Nil. There just wasn’t a bar to be in the red. I couldn’t say I wanted a Legitimacy rating, or dominion over the whole city, or to have murdered several dozen people who may or may not have deserved it.

But here we were.

A short time later, the rest of the ladies returned, save Dallinya.

Hellera, Velleth and Quavallie stared at me. Shennalil zipped in, excitedly talking about how many of them she’d taken out, before realizing that the whole place had gone silent. It was then she finally opened her eyes, saw me, and went, “Oh.”

Paul and Michael strode in after this, grinning and joking, but they soon fell silent as well.

“Bro,” Michael said. “You okay?”

I swept open the Black Door and showed them exactly how many bodies were piled in there. Some gasps followed. I couldn’t look anyone in the eye right now, so I couldn’t be sure who it was.

If I saw jubilation on Hellera’s face, I didn’t trust myself not to take her out back and do something awful. And if there was delight on Quavallie’s face, or Velleth’s, I didn’t know how I might react. My friends from earth now understood that I was a killer, and there was no way of knowing how they’d react. I didn’t want to see their reactions, couldn’t see their reactions. If I saw the horror on the other girls’ faces, I wouldn’t be able to handle being in the same room with them. So I kept my eyes to the floor and showed them the aftermath.

How many people had seen me tonight, running around and slinging death like it was my job? How many people had personally witnessed me breaking the laws of the city? Had anyone seen me murder someone who was begging for their life?

All those were important questions with no answers presently.

“In two days, everything has to change, and it has to go perfectly,” I told them. “We have one chance to get this right or the whole city burns to the ground. I’m going to bed.” If I was lucky, I’d sleep.

The thing from the north had something to say about me casually throwing plans around like they were certainties. Its time had come.


17- You Haven’t Been Paying Attention

The morning found Avya snuggled into me, and Auralla spooning me, but the room otherwise vacant. Shit.

I didn’t like the idea of the rest of them being scared away by what I’d done the night before, but I couldn’t reverse what had happened. I’d just have to live with the goddamn consequences. It stung more because the whole shadow council showdown felt like it was Hellera’s fault, and now they feared me.

But whatever it turned into, it was what it was. I had to figure out a way forward.

Checking over my Relationships tab showed that I’d lost some status with Velleth, Hellera, Quavallie, and Shennalil. I barely had a relationship with the new seven from the Governor’s harem, but what had been half a first star was now a sliver of a first star.

While I hated that, I had to admit it was very difficult to have a million relationships and keep them all up. The abilities made me a warrior, and I couldn’t fuck and fight at the same time.

Well, I had to rip the scab off, and after a tender forehead kiss for Avya, a much less chaste kiss for Auralla, I headed downstairs.

Hellera, Quavallie, Velleth and Zati were all huddled over a map of the city in one of the larger first floor rooms. The seven newbies stood around the table as well, along with Illeri. So many women, and so many of them wearing practically nothing. All the low, intense conversation stopped as soon as Velleth looked up.

I just leaned in. “I wanted to apologize for that display last night,” I told them. “We all… we all made it, amazingly enough. So, all the training and planning you’ve been doing, it’s been working.”

The first to break the silence was Zati. “Thank you, Evan.”

“Tomorrow night…”

“We will handle tomorrow night,” Hellera said. “Rest yourself. After the full moon, it may be necessary to assume the mantle of Governor. Direct the people. Provide a sense of security.”

I took a deep breath and nodded. “The mantle of Governor already automatically passed to me. But I’m not going to do anything until the full moon is over.”

She passed me a list of districts she planned to hit, but the list was already messed up because of the whole slew of districts that now sat unoccupied.

And that meant I needed to see Dallinya. I should’ve seen her before bed, but I’d been so messed up following the massacre… that didn’t matter. It was Silver Door time. I opened it into the harem, stepped through, and found Dallinya almost immediately.

“What happened?”

She darted a hate-filled glance over to where Serro was tied up, gagged, and terrified. He was half fae and half nellwyn, a tiny version of the volcano man Arlen, who had not survived the battle with the ooze. Kind of.

“It didn’t work,” she replied flatly.

“What? You’re kidding.”

“I wish.”

When I hauled Serro to his feet, I saw that indeed, he had a bronze mark on his shoulder. He was staring at me, sweating buckets.

I produced the brutal axe and let it thunk into the floor before hunkering down. Then I untied the gag. “That true, Serro?”

“Ehh…”

“She warned you, didn’t she?”

“She’s nothing but a slave!” he protested.

“A slave who handed you your ass,” I remarked. “You do realize that you’re part of Ink District, don’t you? Becoming a petty Master doesn’t mean shit if I decide you’d look better without a head.”

“What? You would side with the slave over another Master?”

The project for tomorrow night was fucking doomed. My heart sank listening to this idiot kid spout his idiot nonsense. All these preparations would come to nothing. Hellera and Velleth were working hard just to have it go completely sideways.

“Whoever bests you is your better,” I told him. “Dallinya is better than you. She’s got more marks of power than you’ll ever have.”

“What?”

“Do you even know how to use what you just stole?” I hauled him to his feet and began shoving him down toward the corner of the room, where we then turned and made our way to the Governor’s harem torture room.

“What are you doing?” he asked, voice quavering.

“You haven’t been paying attention,” I hissed. “And then you ignored what Dallinya told you. The Governor is dead, and I killed a whole lot of people last night just so Dallinya could help you do what you failed to do last night.”

I clapped his wrists in irons, then his ankles too. Before I made my way out, I paused. “I’ll see you at the next full moon, kid. I hope your attitude’s adjusted before then. I also hope the girls haven’t killed you.”

“Wait!”

I didn’t.
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I went to the girl who’d lost her virginity to Serro, a yellow-furred tiefling with shiny jet black horns, who was now stone-faced in the corner. The other harem slaves had surrounded her, along with Dallinya. I knelt, and apologized, though I wasn’t sure if she heard me.

“You’re all free to go into the torture room,” I told them. “You’re free to do what you like. If you feel like he deserves a second chance, don’t kill him. If not…”

I left it there.

Dallinya joined me on the way out of the harem, and clutched onto my arm. “I thought it would work. I thought he’d seen the others in the house.”

“I know,” I told her quietly. “I’m sorry.”

The doors were even harder to open than they looked. It took literally all of my strength to push the door open far enough for Dallinya to squeeze her way out, and then the door clanged closed again. So I summoned Jim to come help me. The big beautiful bastard shouldered the door open and shoved his way out after I exited the harem.

When I got there, the seneschal was hurrying up.

I hadn’t paid much attention to this guy before, but he looked to be a very large gnomish. Like a human and a gnome had fallen in love, or spent too much time around a fae. He was older, and bespectacled, and gray in the hair he had left.

“Who are—” he started to demand, but I pulled off the shirt and showed him the big silver mark on my chest.

“Unfortunately I’m the new Governor.”

“But you’re… you’re the Drifter.”

I nodded. “I need to see intel reports, I’m told.”

“A replacement Governor was sent for,” he stammered. “I don’t… what will happen?”

“Combat, most likely,” I said. “Listen to me. This city is about to be in the grips of some pretty terrible fighting, like urban warfare situation, so you need to shut up and get me what I need, understand?”

He backed up a step, before shaking his head. “The Governor—”

“Look, the Governor died. He was killed by the gigantic ooze out during the battle.” I used the Trickster’s illusion and became him, then flipped it back off. “It’s been me, okay? I grabbed the Governess, I’ve been in the harem taking the prisoners out of that fucking awful torture dungeon. It’s all me.”

Look at me, my tone said, staring him in the eyes, I am the Governor now.

I’ll give credit where credit’s due: a lot went through this man’s mind in a very short span of time, and he adjusted quickly.

Congratulations! You have gained your first point of Legitimacy. Although you still require more in order to rule effectively, taking over the running of the Governor’s palace is an excellent first step, and convincing the Governor’s seneschal is perhaps the first and best toehold of legitimacy a new ruler can have.

“Yes, your excellency,” he said. “I will gather the Spymaster and the Chief Slave… oh, the Chief Slave is Tavayanni. Was Tavayanni. Apologies, your excellency. I’m unaware of the existence of a second.”

“I’ll handle that,” I told him. I was on fairly good terms with the harem, seeing as how I’d shot loads inside seven of them already, and freed all the ones strung up in his torture chamber.

“You will need the Governor’s Orb,” he said.

The Governor had at least one ball. Now we were talking.

Dallinya and I followed him to a bronze platform, and he quickly swished us up a ridiculous amount of floors to the very summit of the tower. My sexy felinian companion had a hold of my elbow, but soon enough got a two hand grip on my upper arm that bordered on painful. It got to the point where I pried her left hand free and laced my fingers with hers. She stared at me, eyes wider than ever before, jaw threatening to drop.

“Unbelievable, huh?” I asked quietly.

She just nodded, staring around at the lavish surroundings we were passing, floor by floor. Then she hugged onto my arm, settled her cheek against my shoulder, and watched all the stuff that now belonged to us come and go. I basked in her sense of awe, wonder, amazement, disbelief.

I’d assumed the tower was somewhere around thirty stories high, about three hundred feet, but each level was easily fifteen feet high, and the last one was higher.

It was a single, open room about the size of my courtyard, some fifty feet in every direction from the center. The whole place was thickly carpeted in silver trimmed purple shag, and the cushiest chairs imaginable sat in several rings. A mammoth bed sat against one wall, covered in purple silk sheets and framed in a great semicircle of carved, painted silver. Gauzy purple curtains hung from a sloped ceiling, and at the very pinnacle was a platform maybe ten feet across, with no means of climbing to it.

I suddenly wondered how much I could carry while running on air.

The walls were transparent. We could see a view of the entire city from up here, in all directions. I’d seen this tower before, and it certainly wasn’t made of glass, which meant all the stones in this tower were enchanted to be one way glass.

Dallinya had already sprinted to the bed, leapt on it, and was rolling around. She got up on her elbows, eyes glinting dangerously. “It’s like water beneath me. And these sheets.”

Opposite the bed, at the other end of this monumental apartment, sat a huge slab of a desk painted in silver, exquisitely carved, and bearing a large felt cover in rich royal purple. The cover spilled off the ends with silver tassels, feeling more like it belonged in a church.

And the orb. It was silvery, the size of a melon, resting on a purple cushion with silver tassels, and that cushion rested atop another intricately carved, silver and purple piece of furniture, a pedestal about three feet high.

I turned to the seneschal, grinning. “The orb.” He nodded.

“Should your excellency need anything, you have but to ask.”

“How do I send for you when you’re away?” I asked.

“Eh, my link to the office of Governor informs me whenever you require my presence. The entirety of the building, should someone need my assistance, is known to me.”

“This is how you knew when I came to inform the Governor about the ooze.”

He nodded.

But how he didn’t know I’d been in the harem. I hadn’t needed anything from him, or the Governor, at that time. Good to know.

“Leave me, then. I will send for you soon.”

He bowed and pressed his hands to his forehead, then retreated to the bronze platform and descended.

“Dall—” When I turned, Dallinya had her clothes off, and she had the unmistakable look in her eyes. She wanted a deep and thorough fucking, right now. On her knees on the bed, tail swishing excitedly, biting her bottom lip, she looked incredible.

“I know you should have Auralla here first,” she said, her voice fogged with arousal and lust, “and I’m sorry, but I need you. I need you bad, Evan.”

“Because we’re in the Governor’s apartment.”

“I want the Governor inside me right now,” she said. She turned and raised her tail, on her hands and knees, waving her ass back and forth like a charmed snake. “Please, Evan.”

The idea of it was a huge turn on for me as well. I threw off my clothes and stalked over to her, while she watched me over her shoulder, smiling hugely and the issue with Serro already forgotten.

“Come on, Governor, take your slave where she’s never been before.”

My hands fell to her ass, and I bent to get in a few deep and tasty licks of her. She was more than ready for me, and the flavors of her soul came out bright and unmistakable as I ran my tongue up and down the length of her pussy.

Governor Evan. Governor Drifter. None of the people down below would believe I got on my knees for a woman who’d served as a whipping post for years. None of them would dare to believe I buried my tongue in this poor felinian’s pussy, looking to expose her clit and drive her insane with pleasure.

The Governor’s palace was the quintessential location for exercising his brutality, where he could best crush all who he viewed in his iron grip. It wasn’t the place where he reached forward and took a nipple between his thumb and forefinger, teasing and twisting and pinching while his slave ground her ass against his face.

“Fuck,” she moaned out. “Pinch them. Play with them, Governor. Pull on them while you eat my essence.” Her hips were rolling in a slow circle now, down and around, then with her arched back her clit rubbed against my tongue and she groaned. “The Governor’s tongue is inside me, ohh…”

She let me proceed for some minutes, hunching her abs and arching her back as well as shifting her hips to get just the right angle, and then she froze, letting me lick, and lick, and lick.

“Enough of that. Get up here,” she panted. “I want you. I need that cock inside me, right now. Please.”

When I rose though, I had another idea. I snatched up her hand and led Dallinya up to the invisible wall, and laid my hand on the cool stone.

“What?” Then I laid her hand on it, and she instinctively pulled back before touching it again. Then I placed her other hand against the wall. She simply stared in shock while I went around behind her and slipped my hard cock down between her legs.

“Ohh gods in the stars,” she cried, almost falling down of its own accord. Her body was still convinced she would pitch out of the tower at any second, but I nudged the engorged head up between her lower lips and pushed in. That was much more real, and in her fright she clamped tightly around me, denying me full entry.

“Fuck!” she called out. “Oh gods, why did you—”

“Just imagine,” I breathed in her ear. “Imagine all of them can see you right now, and they know you’re the most powerful woman in the whole city right this moment.”

Her knees shook, and she cried out with the twin sensations of me buried up to the hilt inside her glorious pussy, and the very idea that she was in the highest position of the highest location in the whole city.

“What are you doing to me?” she whined.

“Imagine all the men know who you are and what that means.”

She was imagining it, and it was turning her on as much as it was me. Absolute power arouses absolutely. When I slid deeper within her, she pressed back against me, hard. She was finally getting used to the idea that she wasn’t going to fall to her death, and used the invisible wall as leverage.

“Unh!” Was the only sound she made, over and over. “Unh, unh, unh!” For the first time, Dallinya had lost her cool and been rendered speechless.

“How does it feel, fucking the Governor?” I asked, teasing and mischievous.

“It’s… so good…”

“You’ve been so good,” I told her. “You deserve a gift or three.”

“Ohhhhh,” she moaned in response, and took my hand from her hip, then guided it up to her breast. I kneaded it, and pinched and rolled her nipple, and listened to the slap of flesh combined with her wordless cries.

“Beautiful,” I told her, and thrust against her again. Each word was punctuated with a hard thrust and a slap of our bodies. “Intelligent… committed… endearing… irresistible…”

She started to come, and leaned her head back against my shoulder, so I began kissing until she realized what was happening and kissed me back. With one perfect breast in each hand, I rolled my hips up into her, and tried to press my abs against the base of her tail. Then my hands were roaming over the gentle curves of her sides and abs, her mound and hips, down her thighs… every part I could reach needed to be caressed.

“This poor slave,” she moaned. “Getting fucked by the Governor. How lucky she is.”

“Gorgeous slave,” I mumbled, kissing and licking down her neck, trying desperately not to explode in her just yet. The moment needed to be stretched out as long as possible. It needed to last. “Perfect slave, powerful slave.”

“Give me…” she breathed. “Give me your seed, Governor.”

I kept fucking her, hard, and she kept right on shivering and moaning.

“I love you,” I breathed, and she shivered.

“I want the Governor’s seed in me,” she said, and turned to kiss me. And into that kiss, she confessed, “I love you.”

You have joined in the flesh with Dallinya of Surrek. Will you take the power offered to you, advance your relationship to a higher level, or share further power with her?

Oh fuck.

I chose advance your relationship, unable to think in this moment.

Finally her dirty talk, and the situation, and the incredible feel of her wrapped around my cock all became too much. And I came. Hard. Whether it was the mantle of Governor, the situation, or my increasing Silver attributes that did it, I thrust up and caused Dallinya to cry out. She pressed her fingers down against her own clit and started a second orgasm, shuddering with her back against me.

Dallinya of Surrek has given herself over to you, shared more of her soul. You have transformed every portion of her life, and the vast majority of it for the better. You have shown her such unimaginable sights, and treated her with kindness and compassion. This has enabled you to push your relationship into territories previously unknown.

And that was how I took the Governor’s personal apartments as my own.

As for how long that would last, that was another question entirely. We were already under attack down below, and neither of us had any idea.


18- Delusions of Grandeur and Splendor

First, I had to review how the Survivor’s Mark progressed. And cuddle a little on silk sheets, on a bed that practically had its own area code.

Survivor’s Mark

*Passive*

*Silver tier, one star*

Normal: You gain moderate resistance to physical damage. You may suffer up to triple your normal Wounds before falling to Critical Wounds. You gain a moderate regeneration for wounds caused by physical damage.

Bronze: You gain significant resistance to physical, mental, emotional, magic, and toxic conditions above your current tier. Poisons, toxins, and physical debuffs run their course significantly faster than they otherwise would. Your capacity for Wounds and Critical Wounds is increased further.

Silver: Your body is able to funnel mana into the suppression of all types of conditions. These cost variable amounts of mana, dependent on tier. You are also able to take mana as damage rather than physical injuries: the first three injuries of any strike cost moderate mana to absorb.

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

First, the Bronze tier ability now gave me access to new condition types. I’d only been able to resist physical and toxic conditions before, but now could withstand much more.

Secondly, the Silver tier ability would make me absolutely unstoppable. I’d already been largely ignoring some damage, knowing I could heal it up with Mender’s Mark, but now that wouldn’t even be necessary. Now I really could take shotgun blasts directly to the face and shrug them off. I still had no intention of doing so, but holy crap.

Unfortunately there were things to do. After a few minutes of kissing Dallinya’s shoulders and neck, and having her clutch my arms to her body, she reluctantly allowed me to slip out of bed and go grab the city by the ball.

I meant to bring the orb back to bed where Dallinya was now resting and show it to her. Of course, we intended a lot of things to happen, but if wishes were fishes, you know?

The instant I touched the silvery ball, things started to go tits up.

Amelgar’s Orb

Viewing orb, legendary quality, enchanted

Gold tier

Qualities: Ageless, extremely durable, emits no aura, greatly enhanced effect

Abilities: Automatically attunes to the present Governor of Surrek. Allows for complete oversight of the city of Surrek, and surrounding area up to one thousand feet. While in use, Attuned is greatly enhanced. When touched, inflicts extremely high necrotic damage on anyone not attuned to the orb.

Note: You are presently the Governor of Surrek.

And it was like I was flying over the city. I was something like a thousand feet in the air, staring down at the city’s ring-ish shape, seeing how all of it looked from a bird’s eye view. The arena and the grand temple both stood out, as did the Governor’s palatial spire, but the height made it impossible to discern the various districts. The river ran up and along the city on its western edge, where Fish and a few other sea-related districts were. Then the river peeled off and to the northwest, where it presumably joined up with the huge river in the north that blocked off the kaiju monsters from the empire.

The thing was utterly terrifying, and utterly exhilarating. Because sure, I thought I knew what flying was, and I could run on air. This thing was far more.

I wasn’t in an airplane. I didn’t have a parachute or one of those glider suits. I was just a thousand feet in the air one second, and at street level the next. By pulling back up, suddenly boom I was back up to a thousand feet again. Best I can describe was like slowly clenching your entire body in order to descend any slower than warp speed.

It was nauseating for the first minute or two.

I eventually got the hang of it. By leaning down, I could ‘fall’ toward the city, then swoop this way and that over the various buildings. I could only enter buildings through open windows, but there were a surprising amount of open windows.

People swarmed everywhere, seen but not heard. And also, weirdly, I could see magic with incredible ease. The closer I got, the more apparent Mage and Ink districts became. The haze of multicolored fog that blanketed Ink and Mage was nearly absent over the majority of the city, but in some places it coalesced: Tome, directly adjacent to Ink, Gladiator, where the arena had been enchanted, the Governor’s tower, my shop in the central market, and a few others.

And there, at the north gate, something was wrong. The thin haze of magic over the whole city was… gone.

The situation and the view were almost intoxicating enough that I didn’t feel Dallinya slide her arms around me and press herself into my back. As soon as she stopped humming and speaking softly to me, and went to touch the orb though, I snapped back to myself and grabbed her wrist.

“What?”

“It’ll kill you,” I told her. Then, when she arched an eyebrow, I told her, “I’m not being cute. It will literally rot your arm off if you touch it.”

She exhaled shakily, but then got on her tip toes and kissed me. “As you say, Governor.”

The delusions of grandeur and splendor were wearing off. “There’s something wrong.”

[image: ]

Rather than riding down the bronze elevator platform, Dallinya and I took the Silver Door back to Ink. It was still in the middle of the morning, and that meant Hellera was hurrying everyone to finish breakfast so training could start.

“Something’s wrong,” I told her.

“What?”

“We’re going to find out.”

“We?”

“All of us. Five minutes.”

That got a lot more attention than the vague ‘something’s wrong’, and soon enough all of them were suited up with weapons and even a little armor. I had to remind myself that only a few of us had damage resistance from Dallinya, a very short list that did not include Auralla or Avya.

Most of our armor was enchanted with light self-repair and protective qualities, but with seven newbies we had to grab up some of the plain old stuff waiting for enchantment. For this we had to dip into the copper coin, which I’d gifted to the girls.

We had plenty of weapons, and the ladies got kitted up, ready to go.

“What about the shadow council? Or the other Masters?”

I had harbored the thin hope that the other Masters not involved in the Shadow Council debacle would’ve figured everything out, but it hadn’t been long enough to spread the word.

“Did the security systems get installed?” I asked, and was met with nods. I had to chuckle at that; the security systems were finished but only after we’d been attacked. “Well then we all go.”

The weird vortex of magic I’d seen with the Governor’s silver testicle had me spooked.

“We move together!” Hellera shouted, while we stalked through the streets northward. “Stay with your squad leader. Do not get separated.”

I noted that the new girls, and Paul and Michael, were stuck to the core group. Hellera had four of the new members, while Velleth had command of the other three, along with Zati. Dallinya and Quavallie shielded Paul and his two mark bearing girls, Altherrin and Nerunna. Avya and Auralla hadn’t trained heavily under Hellera, and stuck close to me. Shennalil somehow commanded Illeri, Big Mike and Nazira.

Shennalil, who a month ago was sobbing on my bed because she’d been unable to sleep. Shennalil, who had barely wielded a weapon since she came into my service. Well, Illeri was a firebrand, and Big Mike and Nazira were very intimidating at least.

It occurred to me at this point that we had, if not an army, then a platoon.

We stalked through the streets together, and watched the stares of confusion and fear coming from the people. I didn’t have to bark at them to get back in their homes; they naturally froze, then got the fuck out of there.

Not five minutes later, we heard the first of the screams. A few people began appearing from up north and west, fleeing. That trickle soon became a stream.

I took to the air and ran on ahead, getting height enough to see what we were fighting against.

What we were fighting against didn’t make any sense. Something large, hunched and gray currently held a woman against the cobbles. It reminded me of a comic character I’d once seen, a berserker thing with furious eyes, limp, matted hair, and just so much muscle. But for all that, it was humanoid: two big ass arms, two tree trunk legs, and one thick torso with barely any neck.

The victim was a struggling fae, purple of skin with purplish fly wings, but… the color was going out of her. She was struggling ineffectually, screaming in terror and pain, and also… her face was graying out. The purple of her skin had gone slate gray.

When I ran up in midair, it twitched and fixed its eyes on me.

Three more came around from behind it, smaller but just as leeched of color. Similarities: long claws instead of fingernails, hulking out of their ripped and torn clothes, identical snarls of bloodlust.

The huge one also looked familiar, somehow. Like a dwarf who’d grown to absolutely massive proportions. He let up on the woman’s back, and she stopped struggling. All the color had been sucked out of her. Her wings crumbled to ash and drifted off, but while the huge one lumbered toward me, this little fae twitched and shivered on the street. Then she started to get up.

“Well I’m sufficiently creeped out.”

I tried to use my shitty Reveal spell, but the three running at me closed the distance too fast. It was time to show them how a Silver tier dealt with… whatever was going on here.

Driving them insane with the Empath’s Mark did not work. I threw the Raider’s Mark javelin at the lead one, and it spun away, only to get back up, noticeably larger than before.

So I did the shout and swept the brutal axe across, showering them with a hail of metal shards.

All three crumpled.

Okay, Reveal spell. I drew on it, and got some mana going, only to frown when the three runners got up. They weren’t just a little bigger than before. Their torsos were now armored with metallic triangles. And the big badass one was catching up to them.

Oh, and I spotted another half a dozen running up the street behind him.

“Got to be fucking kidding me,” I muttered, and blasted them with water balls.

They faltered a step, then grew larger and continued advancing.

Now it was my turn to falter a step. What the hell was going on here?

I produced a couple of illusion copies of me and teleported backwards to try and get Reveal going. So far this was an absolute shit show. I hadn’t killed any, hadn’t done any damage, and they all looked stronger for what I was doing.

The vampires went right after my illusions, and literally vacuumed them up. They now had suction nozzles for mouths, apparently, and the illusions came apart into multi-colored streamers.

You’ve used Reveal to aid in identifying the creature.

Lesser null vampire

Adaptive undead, Bronze tier, mythical

Approximated attributes:

Attuned— Bronze*

Clever— Normal (no stars)

Charming— Normal (no stars)

Fierce— Bronze**

Sly— Normal (no stars)

Quick— Bronze*

Tough— Bronze**

Abilities:

Quintessence Absorption: These creatures feed on and absorb magic attacks made against them. Mana absorbed in this way aids in regeneration. Enchanted objects have no effect on them, and may be consumed. Touch attacks made by null vampires drain the victim’s mana.

Attribute enhancement: feeding on mana allows the creature’s stats to deviate from the typical array.

Shifting form: when this creature is subject to a magic effect, it causes the creature’s inherent form to deviate.

Observed abilities:

Viral spread: victims of mana drain may be animated to create additional null vampires.

Your spell was unable to determine more of the monster’s abilities. Increase your spell’s tier or your monster knowledge to learn more.

I immediately turned and ran off. Call me whatever you like, but a strategic retreat was in order. I had only magic attacks and a magic axe at my disposal, so… not great.

“Hellera!” I screamed. “Hellera!”

They had fanned out over the whole of the thoroughfare like a wedge, with Hellera in the middle. With the Sylph’s Mark off, I fell hard in a shitty version of a superhero pose, because I stumbled, but they all stopped.

“All enchanted items off. We have to go plain vanilla on this.”

The level of skepticism on her face was just amazing. She managed a, “Drifter—”

“There’s no time to argue with me!” I screamed. “These things just took every spell I had and it all made them stronger. Now take off all your magic gear and throw it in the storage device, get out plain old weapons and shields and armor, and don’t use any marks.”

She went to open her mouth again, and I swore real ugly-like at her.

“Fucking listen to me: they touch you, they suck your magic out, you die, you become one of them.”

She nodded, and began barking orders.

Magic weapons got put away, and I took a big honking maul.

“If things get bad, I’m going to send you back through the Silver Door, got it?” In fact… “Shen, my darling?”

She whisked up, while the others sighted in the first of the null vampires rounding the corner. “Yes?”

“Could I ask a huge favor of you? Could you grab those manacles we used on the Governess, then bring them to me?”

Hellera just couldn’t help herself. She shot a stream of water at the first null vampire and blasted it backwards, but it rose a few seconds later, larger, dripping with darkness now.

Shennalil screeched a teensy, adorable scream and flew off.

Arrows from Zati and Nazira flew out and thumped into the vampires, followed by a javelin from Auralla that skewered the lead and drove it back.

Melee was joined. The things crashed into our shields, my maul crashed into one of their heads, and wonder of wonders, it started working.

Finally!

I slammed one in the head and felled it, only to have the Governor’s harem girls strike out and stab it until it stopped moving. Once it died, the whole thing collapsed into a pile of ash.

Several cheers went up, including a primal bellow from yours truly. When the next one came, it absorbed the maul hit with a forearm that seemed to be made of stone, but its face was a pincushion of arrow shots. It grabbed me by the shoulder, only to have Dallinya spear it under the chin and kill it.

But in that second my mana pool dropped like I’d just done a Silver Door. It was like someone sucked the will to stand up right out of me.

The thing’s eyes flashed with power, but another half a dozen sword thrusts from the ladies killed it. It fell and splattered into a wave of ashy black flakes that lost humanoid shape.

The little fae woman sprinted up and leaped straight onto a spear held by the Governor’s harem ladies. It went clean through her, and the fae woman grabbed onto the shaft, dragging itself closer and closer despite her impalement, as though pain just wasn’t an issue. Finally it got a hand on the spear wielder, only to have Hellera take its head off at the shoulders. The remainder of the null’s body fluffed away.

The third original one was dead, but the massive lumbering guy was making his slow, casual way up the street. Around him, another half dozen of the things ran forward. Some were clearly felinians or dragonites or fae, while others had been warped by magical attacks they’d shrugged off, and it wasn’t possible to tell their species.

These also leapt into the fray without weapons or care about suffering damage. Two died right off, but another with a spear stuck through it got a hand on Hellera, and began draining the red right out of her scales. Hellera gasped and jerked, but I was there, and stove in the thing’s head with the maul.

“Fall back and recover,” I told her, and took another one’s head off.

Another of the nulls dove forward, full of spear points, and seized one of the Governor’s harem girls by the ankle. It only managed to pull her off her feet before Dallinya came in and chopped its arm off with a bastard sword. The human, giver of the Sun’s Mark, scrambled back and joined Hellera.

“Fall back,” I called, and hoped that Hellera drilled them on this kind of thing. “Keep ranks and fall back!”

Arrows were flying fast, each one embedding itself in the target with deadly precision. The gigantic null though, it raised one rocky arm and the arrows bounced off rather than taking arrows in the head. More and more of the dead gray things emerged, one a gnomish with a huge and twisted arm, the next a human lacking a foot, with armored shoulders.

The more the girls fought, the better they did, but every time a wave of five to eight of the things appeared, one of them would inevitably get a hand on someone. Hellera was still having trouble shaking off the effects, as was the Sun girl. Illeri suffered some mana drain and fell back as well, causing us to tighten up ranks again, then again.

We weren’t fast enough to keep the huge one at bay. It was making up the distance slowly but surely, first forty and then thirty feet away. Then twenty. My maul was effective in bashing down arms and legs, smashing in heads and leaving a trail of grayish corpses collapsing into flurries of black flakes all along the route, but… we weren’t even fighting the whole force. Some of these things hadn’t followed us, and were rampaging through other parts of the city.

That gigantic one, the first one I’d seen, suddenly surged forward and closed the last fifteen feet in a single ape-like bound. It swept one rocky forearm out and sent four of the ladies flying, including Dallinya.

“No!” I screamed, and teleported behind the thing. Then I took a wild haymaker and swept both of its smaller legs out from under it. As it was falling the hammer came back around and crunched into the side of its head brutally.

Wait.

I grabbed up the pistol out of my inventory and emptied the clip into the thing, then popped the clip, reached back into the inventory for the only other clip, rammed that puppy home, and spent five more shots splattering its head all over the cobblestones. Fucker died after an even dozen shots.

I was screaming. Also, the next null was behind me. I felt its icy touch a moment before my legs were bowled out from under me. The second this happened, four arrows slammed into the creature, and Avya popped up with her spear shooting up. The null took the spearpoint in through the groin and out under its ribcage, but it still didn’t die. With nothing but the hunger for my Silver tier mana, it ripped its own useless guts out of its back to fall on me.

I had it by the throat, with a knee at its midsection, but its eyes flared with my mana. It was strong, and the more it sucked out of me, the stronger it got. It got one of its hands on mine, then a second, and began crushing my wrists.

The feeling of having my mana drained… was awful. Cold, soulless, like having my identity taken away. None of my attributes dropped, only my mana pool, but I felt weaker, the world had its color and reality ripped away from me.

“How do I do this stupid thing?” Avya sobbed, showing me the pistol.

My mana was under a third. All this thing’s injuries were healing up; the bar above its head went from a quarter health to full in a heartbeat. Its shoulders were swelling, and the bones in my wrists were grinding together. I was suffering one, three, six, and then seven injuries in rapid succession. This thing didn’t care about Dallinya’s new gift to me, I was spending mana and injuries faster than I could pay for them.

“Point the hole… at its head,” I grunted. “Pull… the trigger.”

The gun went off once. Then five more times.


19- Null Precurser

Iwasn’t faster to recover than Hellera; the girls formed ranks around me until Zati hefted me up and began slithering away with me in tow. Never mind that I was protesting, and that I didn’t know where Avya was.

I had mana for one Silver Door, but when I raised the idea I was shouted down.

“We need a plan,” Hellera said, rubbing at the place where she’d had her mana sucked out.

“Did we lose anyone?” I asked.

“Not yet,” Quavallie said.

“They’ll go for Ink and Mage,” I told them weakly, and turned on the Archivist’s Mark to help all of us regain whatever mana we’d had sucked out. “They want the mana. We can lure them.”

I did have the mana to steal another handgun, a box of ammunition, and an additional clip. After that though I was running on empty.

And I also had a super powerful Avatar of something something from the very first dungeon. I had largely ignored it throughout our adventures because it was so damned powerful I couldn’t even see what it was all about. It had specified that I could only try to awaken it from Gold tier and up, but now that I was Silver I might be able to learn more about the thing.

Avatar of Innarine

mythical quality construct

Platinum tier

Attributes: Unknown

Qualities: font of mana, extremely durable, product of the Innar, (more currently unknown)

Abilities:

Peacekeeper aura: While inside the aura of influence, the effects of tier are ignored up to Platinum, such as resistance and damage reduction. The Avatar of Innarine is not affected by this ability.

You do not yet possess the tier or abilities to fathom the full extent of the Avatar’s qualities or abilities. You may attempt to unlock this knowledge by magical means, or by increasing your tier.

You do not yet possess the means or tier to bring Innarine’s Avatar to life. You may attempt the activation at Gold tier, with the proper activation items.

This thing was mana incarnate, that much my Attuned senses had no trouble piecing together. A buzzing field of mana particles emanated from it like a magnetic field, spreading outward from various points and orbiting the woman’s body. I hadn’t been able to detect this when I’d put her into my inventory before, but now it was a marvel to see… and smell. She had the scent of power, which I know, is impossible to describe correctly to someone who’s never smelled mana before.

It was also a gorgeous golden nude woman who appeared human, though it wasn’t possible to tell. She was a ‘construct’ and apparently that meant synthetic, though to the touch it wasn’t possible to differentiate between her and a real person.

“Except for the stiff as a board part,” I muttered. Her body was rigid and unbending, except for the hair, which operated by gravity’s rules. A clinical part of me wanted to try and see if I was strong enough to move or affect a Platinum tier being, but there wasn’t time. And despite any scientific detachment I might try to keep myself to, it would still feel like I was creeping on her.

It was really hard to believe she wasn’t real.

When I retrieved her (it) from my inventory, it was like I’d set off an EMP. All the nulls down the streets froze. Even the ones I could see much farther off stopped running this way or that.

“What are you doing?” Velleth asked.

“Let’s get inside,” I told them, and I was promptly dragged into a house through a guarded retreat. I set to showing Quavallie how to load the clip, while outside the nulls all began swarming the Avatar of Innarine.

“They won’t pay attention to us,” I told them. “We can take them out now.” Before any of them ballooned out into a massive monstrosity. “Velleth and Dallinya, I believe your Drifter’s Mark ability should work. Avya… where’s Avya?”

“I’ll get her,” Auralla and Hellera exclaimed in unison, and both dashed outside.

With the nulls occupied, all the women filed out, again in a line, and approached the hungry vampires warily. They fed in eerie silence. Everything was happening now with quiet tension.

I followed after, shooting the first one in the head three, then four times before it died. Another null ripped its brother’s disintegrating body away from the golden statue lady so it could feed instead, and I fired four rounds into its head next.

When that one was pulled away for vampiric access, the girls went to work, stabbing and hacking. None of the nulls seemed bothered that their brethren were getting hacked to pieces or shot in the head.

Quavallie loaded ammunition into the clip quickly, while I circled around beyond the melee weapons, and fired point blank shots at any of them who were actually touching the magical construct doll.

Avya and Shennalil reappeared at the same time, the nellwyn with a savage look on her face and a huge handgun in her hand, Shennalil with the manacles and wild-eyed fear. The Glock looked just obscene in her little nellwyn hands. The other four who had been catapulted away by the gigantic null were also retrieved and healed. Shennalil was much happier doing that then hacking at the gigantic moths flocking to this deadly flame.

Quavallie quickly showed Hellera how to reload the clip, slotting the bullets in and pushing them down. Then it was just a matter of showing Avya how to rack the chamber, point, and pull the trigger. Four or five well-placed shots would do it.

Nulls were appearing from different directions now. Many of them had been attracted to Mage and Ink, only to feel something Platinum tier glowing magnetically nearby. I made room for them to fall on the golden statue lady, and put bullets in their heads until they died.

Only once did one of them fly into the fray from a nearby alley, get two hands on the Avatar, and rapidly swell to three times its former size. It began to rumble deep in its chest while Avya and I put bullet after bullet into the thing’s head and chest, but the rounds healed just as fast as we could make them. Finally Auralla stooped and placed the golden statue into her storage bracelet, sending the null into a frenzy.

It knocked her back and into the rest of the women, whirled on me, and was just about to bring two hands down before I teleported away.

It took four full clips of ammo, a number of throat slashes from Velleth and Dallinya, and over a dozen arrows before it finally died and stopped moving.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay.”

It wasn’t okay. Another roar echoed over this section of the city, and Kinniash lumbered into town.
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I knew it was Kinniash because of the beard of roots, the gems and crystals stuck in it, and his diamond eyes. Otherwise he was nothing like the dwarf-sized Master who had headed north a week ago.

First, he was over twenty feet tall. Tall enough that he had to duck to get in through the north gate. His arms were grossly extended, giving him an ape-like character, and one of his arms was studded with familiar stegosaurus plates made of stone. After he’d become a vampire, he’d come across another vedris and gotten all of those launched into him. Except, all those plates were magically charged. Meaning he had absorbed them, then healed the damage effortlessly. Other spines and teeth stuck out of his skin in odd places, where creatures had fought back but then died with their own magic essences extracted.

If we were lucky at all, it was that Kinniash the null vampire was slow as hell. I had enough time to use Reveal on him, if for no other reason than to see what we were dealing with.

Adapted null vampire

Adaptive undead, Bronze tier, mythical

Approximated attributes:

Attuned— Bronze**

Clever— Normal***

Charming— Normal (no stars)

Fierce— Bronze*****

Sly— Normal (no stars)

Quick— Bronze*

Tough— Bronze*******

The spell hadn’t gotten more out of any of the abilities. I saw that they were all the same as the others. Interestingly, it was smarter than the others. Sure the Tough and the Fierce were bad, but the increased Clever felt worse for some reason.

“Avya, sweetheart,” I told her.

“Yeah?”

“If I use the power to grab something from earth, can you follow where I am and take the same type of thing?”

She nodded sharply. Yep! that nod said.

Archivist’s Mark wasn’t working fast enough, and I only had enough to reach in for another Glock. Then, breathing slow and trying to conserve mana, I kept the little portal open to show her the shop I was flagrantly stealing from, a sporting goods store almost as big as Ink District, filled with boats and RVs and fishing poles.

“Those black boxes have the ammunition we need. The nine millimeter stuff.”

“I like the red boxes!” she told me.

“I’m sure you do, but the bullets won’t work for these guns.” She grabbed one, and then a second black box of 9mm rounds. “You’re the very best,” I told her shakily.

Mana burn was getting to me. An exclamation point in blue told me as much.

You are suffering from mana burn! Having too much drained, recharged, and reused all at once has caused your mana regeneration and ability use to be hampered. You suffer three injuries every time you attempt to use mana, and one injury for each minute your mana regeneration is boosted. These injuries may not be avoided through resistance.

You are also suffering from exhaustion. This is a side effect of mana burn. You suffer -3 stars on all actions until mana burn is recovered.

Note: your Silver tier Survivor’s Mark ability does not prevent these conditions, as your mana is too low.

Shit.

Amazing that it hadn’t happened until I hit Silver tier. I dropped the Archivist’s Mark Aura and tried to concentrate on something other than the bone-deep ache of mana loss.

“Okay, hyper fast gun training session incoming,” I told them. “Who’s ready to use their first earth weapon?”

Hands were raised.

“Hey, Ev?” Paul called.

I laughed to myself. “Forgot you assholes were here.”

I passed one to Paul, another to Michael, and Avya kept the third one. She was adamant about not handing it over. I would have agreed with her under any other circumstances, but this evil Kinniash looked absolutely pissed off.

“Quavallie will show you how to load the extra magazines,” I told them.

Then I snapped the manacle onto my one wrist.

Congratulations! You are no longer suffering from mana burn or exhaustion!

Warning! You have been cut off from mana entirely, and are suffering from mana severance. Without the flow of mana from the world around you or within you, you will be unable to use your marks of power or inherent magical abilities while this condition is in effect. Your Attuned attribute under mana severance is effectively Normal (no stars).

Mana severance didn’t feel much different than I had while under the influence of the null vampires. Yeah, everything felt and looked flatter. Smells were dulled. Sounds came to my ears feeling hollow, and there was a distinct sense of loss and cold, as if magic kept the world warmer than on earth. On the other hand, the one significant difference was that it wasn’t deepening toward my death. It was just a plain old feeling of shittiness.

“Yeah go fuck yourself,” I muttered to the interface warning. Then, with all of my other Attributes back to normal, I pulled up the maul and strode out into the street.

Kinniash, huge and ponderous, didn’t pause to regard me. Instead he stared right through me at the golden lady lying in the road, seemingly asleep.

“Evan?” Auralla asked. A glance at her told me she was very unhappy with what I’d done; and worse, the Drifter’s Mark had already faded to a dull bronze color on her neck.

I gave her a hug and a quick kiss. “Sorry, my lovely.” I pointed to the Avatar of Innarine. “Keep that thing away from that asshole. There might be a few more slow ones trying to come this way. You all can hold them off, right? Us earth boys have to go kill us some bitches.”

Michael and Paul weren’t waiting. Both adopted the stance, steadied their aim with a second hand, and spent their rounds in controlled bursts.

Kinniash got down on all fours like a gorilla and began shuffling forward much, much faster than before. All us earth boys swore creatively.

Two clips down, and the HP bar above Kinniash’s head had only shifted by maybe five or ten percent.

Avya joined in, while my two buddies popped their clips and handed them off for reload, then slammed two new clips home and opened fire again.

As for me, I made a beeline for this fucker and got him right on the inside of one knee. I was then promptly swatted aside.

You have suffered four injuries! Impacting the wall of the building has dealt an additional injury.

I had to remember that without the Survivor’s Mark I only had a grand total of twenty three. With the manacles blocking mana flow, Mender’s Mark wouldn’t work on me.

The hail of gunfire paused, for too long. I got up and went back after the huge null Kinniash. I managed to catch his big gorilla hand with the maul as he hopped forward. See, my stats were all back to normal: Fierce was Silver with two stars, and that was still higher than this fucker.

My hammer blow came at the right moment: right as he was about to use his arm to walk on. The blow sent him crashing to the ground, and I gave him another big swing to the shoulder.

“Get some space!” I shouted, and went to wind up again, but Kinniash was too fast like this. Shifting onto his back, he lashed out with that other gigantic arm, and I was forced to hurdle that bastard, then pop him another one in the knee.

I’d gotten very used to using all the marks of power so much that I half expected to be able to run on air and get away, or for the ice shields to smash into any oncoming attack. Reconfiguring my whole way of thinking about battle wasn’t a simple matter, and the giant got in a glancing blow kicking out at me.

It was practically throwing a tantrum.

I went spinning off, but got my balance after only a single injury.

But it got back to its feet, and instead of charging up the road to where Auralla and the girls were towing the Avatar of Innarine, it immediately clapped its hands around one of the shooters.

“No!” several people screamed, and one of them was me.

I crushed the big hammer against one hip, swung the maul around and got it in the back of the leg again, then twirled my whole body in one of those moves that only works on the big screen, and crushed the maul so far into this thing’s leg that I couldn’t get it back out again.

I took to punching the fucker again, and again, feeling the rock-like texture of the leg crack and crumble. Eventually punching it caused me to suffer injuries, as my knuckles began to bleed. Again and again, until its knee buckled and the whole bottom half of its leg came off entirely.

It pitched back and fell heavily to the cobbles with me wrenching the maul free of its thigh. Its big arms went back over its head, and Paul rolled out onto the street.

Rushing up onto its chest, Avya shot it all ten times directly in one diamond eye before scrambling away. I didn’t think its mana senses needed eyes to work, but so long as it was on its back, I pulled up the maul and slammed it against the creature’s forehead once, then again. After dodging a clumsy swipe, I gave him a third knock in the side of the head.

“Die you cunt flap!” I screamed, while it got to an elbow and shielded its head. “Why don’t you die?”

No way. Another swing took that elbow out from under it, and I rolled away while it fell back once again. Paul wasn’t moving. I leapt over its hand again and crashed the maul into its forehead once, then twice before it grabbed me. And a third time.

The third strike exploded the creature’s head and it dropped me.

Congratulations! You have slain Adapted Null Vampire.

This is a boss fight! You have gained a star to add to the attribute of your choosing, in addition to experience in your Clever, Fierce, Quick and Tough attributes.

You have looted 12 gold coins, and 38 silver coins, and 85 copper coins.

You have looted 16 precious gems of various types.

You have looted 37 gem shards.

I spat curses at it, darker than before, and stumbled up the cobbles to ask Shennalil where the key for these manacles might be found.

This could not have come at a worse time.


20- More of Her Soul

Alot of facts came spilling out in the aftermath of the attack.

The thing in the north, driving Silver and Gold tier threats at us, it had bad intentions. It had gotten as far as the river. It turned Kinniash and his workers into mana-hungry vampires who had likewise converted a good seventy-some people into null vampires.

Magic wouldn’t work against them, so a repeat of the great big fuck-off spell we’d used on the ooze wouldn’t work, and would only make the next null vampire insanely strong.

Kinniash had failed, was another lesson to be learned. His efforts to break the river blockage were either partially done, or not completed at all. The thing in the north had no natural barrier between it and us, which… sucked.

Paul was inches from death. The healing from Mender’s Mark wouldn’t work on him, so we were forced to take him to Healing District. Luckily (and unluckily) I was the VIP slave of the goddess, which meant we got to the ER with the best healthcare available.

The goddess herself appeared once again, lighting the eyes of the stocky woman with radiant, brilliant green power.

“What have you brought here?” she demanded.

“You wanted suffering and healing, you got it,” I said.

“This one has the touch of another god on his soul,” she told me. “As do you, Drifter. Pelliak, goddess of Thievery. I dislike this.”

“I told you something was coming out of the north, okay? You dismissed it. It’s bad. It’s…” Probably going to tear this city apart, I didn’t say. The girls were in the next room, and I couldn’t have them overhearing me arguing with a goddess. About this. “But right now, can we focus on Paul here? I’ll pay.”

“The taint of the god prevents mana from joining with your friend. I may only impart a trickle at a time. The healing will go slowly.”

“Can he remain here?”

She nodded. “I will add this matter to your debt to me.”

“Nope, no way. Not a chance.”

For the first time since I’d come here, I had the rare privilege of witnessing the raw power of a god of Ethetria. The whole room seemed to fill with oppressive magic, the type of power that Avatar of Innarine sent out, but much more potent and intentional. The woman channeling the goddess fell to her knees, but in her place was a radiant, bright green form, huge and terrible. I suddenly understood why the ceilings in all these rooms were like fifty feet. She swelled out, and a cloak seemed to manifest of white energy, bearing the green triangle, and the hood drew up over her face.

She was larger than Kinniash had been, easy. And finally, she was a huge humanoid with a face in shadow, with twin eyes glowing just like before. She began pacing the room, circling the bed Paul lay on.

“Your manners are lacking, Drifter. Mortals do not refuse me without consequences.” Her voice came from everywhere at once.

The pressure of her magic and her power was cloying; it stopped up my sinuses and overwhelmed my Attuned sense of magic. Everything was Caderyn. “Then please let me apologize, with deepest regret.”

That was more like it, apparently. The magic pressure from the room lessened.

“Please understand I mean no offense,” I told her.

“Yet I have been offended.”

Jeez, what was she, three years old? “Please understand, I have no wish to extend a period of slavery to you or anyone else. Slavery is against all I stand for. I have entered into a pact with you not knowing what the cost was, and that was foolish of me.”

She froze in her pacing. “Perhaps it was. Listen to me, Drifter, and listen well. Your service to me is not ended. Until it is complete, your every action must be focused on the attainment of my goal.”

“Freeing the people to worship you.”

“Indeed.”

“Short term, that’s probably a simple matter. I declare myself Governor, put Healing District under the same stricture as the central market, and appoint a whole slew of Masters who see things my way.” If Serro was any indication this was not going to end well, but whatever. It was the plan and we were sticking to it. “That could be as soon as tomorrow.”

The city needed a leader.

“Longer term, well, there’s going to be no one left to serve you if that thing from the north finally arrives. This temple is going to be destroyed.”

“You are certain,” she said.

“As certain as you are the Paul is touched by Pelliak.” Goddess of Thievery. So weird.

“Your next goal is to end this threat in the north. I will heal your friend, then release him once this is done. Until that is done, he remains with me.”
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Losing Paul wouldn’t have been bad enough, but Altherrin and Nerunna both refused to leave his side. They stayed just outside the room where he lay, weeping.

I sighed, unable to delay any longer. I couldn’t head to the shop or Spice harem and pretend the city wasn’t technically mine, or the thing coming from the north wasn’t a big fucking deal, or that tonight wasn’t the full moon. I couldn’t just ignore the fact that something like thirty districts didn’t have Masters.

I could, however, spend a star I’d gotten for defeating the vampire version of Kinniash. Lucky for me, I’d gotten a bunch for fighting the nulls and fighting Trusk and fighting the shadow council.

“Doing entirely too much fighting,” I told myself.

Attuned— Silver**

Clever— Silver**

Charming— Silver**

Fierce— Silver***

Sly— Silver ***

Quick— Silver**

Tough— Silver***

The easy decision was Charming. If there was any chance to convince all these people do abandon the way they’d done things all their lives, I’d need to be more convincing. I put the star there and clicked ‘final answer’ when he prompt asked me if I was really sure.

Yep, I was sure.

Hellera, Velleth, Auralla, Avya, Dallinya and all the rest of them convened at Aceter House to discuss all the things. The serving staff had arranged a huge round table, and it wasn’t even big enough. We were forced to have a second row, with core members of the team on the inside, and the newer members on the outside.

Hellera and I sat opposite one another. She was flanked by Velleth and Dallinya, while I got Avya and Auralla. Over to one side sat Michael, looking glum, and Nazira, with Zati and Shennalil beside them. Quavallie sat beside Illeri at the other side, the green-skinned elf bright-eyed and ready. Then, arrayed around or behind them were the seven newbies.

I really had no idea how to handle seven nubile young maidens, level up their abilities with me, and still have time to do any of the other things on the list. It just didn’t seem possible.

We didn’t even know where to start, until Velleth got us under way with a detailed list: casualties (Paul, and the convalescing human from the Governor’s harem), followed by the number of dead nulls: nearly a hundred. Many people had fled them, locked their doors, and forced them to come after whoever was left in the streets. Kinniash had left with some fifty people, so a number of them must have simply been killed and never returned back to the city.

From there, Velleth took us to the number of districts currently without Masters, and what to do about them. Ideas came forward: nominate a new Master only after they’d been vetted by our crack team of awesome ladies, or like Hivvir, simply chain up the new Master and command him to do power right. If he did it wrong, simply kill him. That had been the plan all along, when we could monitor roughly six districts.

“We have Masters ready to take charge of their districts. Eight in all,” Dallinya said.

“This requires us to declare you as the Governor tomorrow,” Hellera stated. “We can’t monitor everyone everywhere all at once.”

“… but also there are a heap of new vacancies,” Quavallie added. From the massacre I’d perpetrated on the shadow council.

“Right now all of the shadow council guys are just missing, right?” Auralla asked. Nods all around. “So from tomorrow, can Evan declare himself Governor, then… I don’t know… meet with some petty Masters privately, one by one?”

“It’s a good idea,” Velleth admitted.

“It will take time,” Dallinya said.

The last thing I wanted to do was a bunch of administrating. There was serious work to do. We couldn’t be micromanaging every single district. Unfortunately that’s what it looked like we were about to do.

“We need legitimacy,” I told them.

“What do you mean?” Auralla asked.

“I’m not a Gleaming Silver yet, nobody knows that except a few people. The Governor’s just missing, presumed dead. And I’m definitely not appointed by the Emperor. Long story short, nobody’s going to take orders from me.”

“Show of strength?” Hellera asked.

“Do you ever get your head out of the battlefield?” Dallinya laughed.

“Do you ever get your head out of Evan’s pants?” she shot back. This caused Dallinya and several others to burst out laughing.

“Can we do the initial eight tonight?” I asked. “Is that even possible?”

“Hellera has a plan,” Velleth said.

And the plan spilled out, took shape, took critiques, was reshaped, and amended, and by the time it was over, neither Hellera nor I was satisfied with it. But it was done, everyone had a role to play, and we got to preparing.
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“Drifter?” Avya asked after the meeting ended, tugging on my hand.

I knelt and smiled. “Yes, my love?”

It was lovely to see her dark brown face and lavender eyes brighten every time I said the words. “Can I speak with you… in private?”

“Sure thing.”

She led me into the nearest room, which happened to be one of the guest bedrooms. As soon as the door closed behind me, she spun with a beaming smile.

“It’s gone!” she bubbled, and pulled the sleeve of her shirt up. The little scythe dripping blood that had been hanging over her Drifter’s Mark had disappeared. As for the mark itself, it now shone with Silvery color. Meaning that, even without looking at the system message, it was clear both the Blood Debt was cleared and our relationship had gone up to Silver.

“That’s–“

She had thrown herself into my arms before I even had a chance to finish. So I did what any man would do when faced with a joyous, exuberant young lady throwing herself at him who happens to be half his size: I stood with her in my arms and spun us around a bunch of times until I got dizzy.

Then I tossed her, giggling, to the bed and thumped down next to her.

“Thank you for saving my life,” I told her. It had been the one who’d been on top of me that she’d shot through the head, there was no doubt about that.

“Thank you for saving my life first,” she whispered. “And not abusing the Blood Debt. It was the worst.”

“I couldn’t imagine ordering you around,” I said. “Auralla on the other hand…”

She giggled. “Auralla is up for anything.” Then she got in real close, and kissed me softly. “Thank you again… and thank you for loving me.”

“It’s very much my pleasure,” I told her. “I don’t know what I’d do without you.” And without the mark of power written up my neck and into my scalp. It had come in so handy for so long.

Before I knew she was even touching me, she had the snap on my pants undone and was dragging the zipper down. When I took the job as Governor, my days of wearing pants were over. I was going to go back to the skirt situation, and in a hurry. Avya shifted, and wrenched my pants down under my ass.

“And thank you, big guy,” she told my half-hard cock. “You’ve been a steadfast companion throughout all this, and I love you more than anything.”

“Uh, I’m up here you know.”

“Don’t listen to him,” she told my dick conspiratorially. “He only likes getting between us and our love for one another.”

I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“You’ve really helped me get through a lot,” she went on, talking to the monster now held in two hands, “and I appreciate you being there for me.”

Through thick and thin. And hard and long and deep, and fast and slow. Through the painful times, the screaming times, the flooded times, and the wrung out limp, hardly able to move times.

Shifting on the bed, Avya kissed the head and then took it into her foul mouth, humming over it and sending shockwaves of pleasure through me. I responded by pulling her pants down and coaxing a finger into her. The humming intensified, and her wet pussy squeezed around me.

“Maybe you should let me do all the work,” I told her. “You saved my life after all.”

Besides, we did need to get a move on if we were going to enact this cockamamie plan.

Avya ignored me and slurped and sucked on me, using her hands to stroke the parts she couldn’t fit down her throat. She was positioned sideways now, so I brushed back that gigantic lavender braid to see her going to town. If she wasn’t going to listen, I could at least get an amazing show.

I also kept both hands working over her amazing little body. One finger to pump in and out of her, while I located her clit with my thumb and began rolling it around. The other, awkwardly, inched her shirt up over her exquisite full breasts. Taking turns between rolling the nipple around, pinching it, and caressing the whole thing, I soon had Avya writhing around and glaring at me with some serious side eye.

Finally, after making her buck her hips a number of times, she broke off. “How am I supposed to enjoy my time with my lover when you’re back there messing things up?”

“You’d better jump on your lover, or else he’s going to punish you.”

She squeezed the base tightly, causing me to wince. “Oh yeah?”

“Be careful now,” I grunted.

“Or what?” She went back to sucking, and giving me the most smug little expression I’d ever seen.

Finally the irritation bubbled over, and I pulled out of her. She went, “Hey! You get back here, you big bully!”

But I wasn’t having any of that, and threw her bodily back onto another part of the big bed. Then before she could move, I put a hand at her back and pinned her there, tore her pants off, and got behind her.

“Easy,” she warned, now a little fearful. “Eas… ohhhhh…”

Since the Blood Debt was gone, I automatically resized to be what she needed, and what she needed was a nellwyn sized tool, but slightly bigger. With my knees about at her shoulder level, I gave her a long, deep fucking from the very tip to the very bottom. Her whole manner changed, from adversarial and pushy to slack-jawed and submissive, while I pumped her full of me from behind and flattened her to the bed.

She was wonderfully tight and responsive, with her tiny ass cheeks rippling ever so much with each thrust. When I got down over top her on all fours, she just disappeared beneath me, and I had space to rest my head on the bed to look down at her from above. I could see her face, tears threatening, and teeth clenched, but blushing with arousal and moaning at every harsh exhale.

“Easy like this?” I asked.

The tiniest of nods was all she could manage in response.

I kept up the slow pace with very deep strokes, and her tiny groans transformed into squeals. She climaxed once, and finally got the wherewithal to move, and begin slapping at my wrist. Then the hits faded off, and she started into a second orgasm.

I did back off a bit this time, because she pinched my wrist, hard, but as soon as she opened her mouth to speak I started in on her again, deep and slow, long and balls deep thrusts. This time when she came, she squirted, and I didn’t let up. She came over and over and over again, shivering and juddering and leaking fluid.

“There you go,” I told her. “That’s perfect. I love the way you come over and over again.”

After grinding and thrusting, fucking and fucking, I was approaching climax. Her body felt simply fantastic to be inside, and her responsiveness was beyond flattering. So when I felt the oncoming orgasm, I found that same message I’d gotten with Auralla and then Dallinya.

You have joined in the flesh with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire. Will you take the power offered to you, advance your relationship to a higher level, or share further power with her?

This time, I was very tempted to advance the relationship, but I ultimately went with share further power. Sure it would be nice to have a couple of extra stars in the relationship with Avya, but I wanted to find out for sure what share further power meant. I had a suspicion as to what would happen, and I was proven right.

More importantly, I was delighted to read the message.

Avya Dalewind of Sunspire has given herself over to you, shared more of her soul. Avya’s trust in you has been tested by the power of the Blood Debt, but borne out through your actions. You stared absolute power in the face with her, and chose not to have it corrupt you absolutely. This means more to Avya than perhaps you previously knew.

I now discovered the new mark of power on my neck, a grinning face holding up a single finger as if to shush me, which likewise shone with silver luminescence.

Mischief’s Mark

*Special ability*

*Silver tier, one star*

Normal: Nellwyns often get by, even when engaged in significant mischief. Activate this ability to increase the result of the next Charming or Sly check against a single target by a significant amount.

Costs moderate mana. Cooldown: 1 hour.

Bronze: Nellwyns are rarely outmaneuvered socially. Activate this ability to gain significant resistance against Charming, Clever, or Sly checks used against you for the next ten minutes.

Costs high mana. Cooldown: 1 hour.

In addition, the Normal ability may be used on up to 10 targets at once, for high mana.

Silver: Nellwyns know you’re full of it. Activate this ability to detect any lie told to you over the next ten minutes. This ability’s effects are hampered by those of higher tier.

Costs high mana. Cooldown: 1 hour.

In addition, the Normal ability may be used on up to 100 targets at once, for extremely high mana.

You gained this ability after joining with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire. This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Avya Dalewind of Sunspire.

I bent down, scooped Avya up, and twirled her around again. She’d been staring at a new mark of power, this one on the inside of her other wrist.

“Thank you!” I told her, then brought her in for a tight hug. “Thank you thank you thank you!”

“You’re welcome,” she mumbled groggily, “Just keep giving me what you just gave me and we’ll call it even.”


21- Operation Kindergarten

Tonight was the full moon. Today was also the day we’d been attacked out of the north, by the thing in that moving tower shaped like a mushroom. Now that I thought about it, it would suck incredibly if that mushroom tower was some kind of sex-related building. We’d already been attacked by sorcerers using sex demons and lust spells. What if this was the tentacle porn tower?

I shuddered, and then tried to convince myself it was definitely a fearful shudder.

“Don’t lie to yourself,” I murmured. “You know you want to see the tentacle porn tower.”

I went to Spice District first. It had a head start and everything was going to end up going all right. It cost less mana to run on air, so Sylph’s Mark it was. When I arrived, Hivvir stood and stared from where he was chained to the wall.

He looked like shit, what with the bruises and the bags under his eyes from barely sleeping, and the gaunt look of barely eating, but I didn’t have time for that.

“Listen to me,” I told him, and pointed a finger. “Children on earth all have to go to school together, and the very first school we go to is called kindergarten. Are you with me?”

He nodded.

“The whole time, children in kindergarten are basically taught one thing: learn to share. Sharing is caring. It’s better to share because everyone’s happier. So, I’m calling tonight Operation Kindergarten. Your entire job is to bring a single new female into your harem. Instead of taking, you share.”

I stared at him, and he stared right back.

“Nod if you understand.”

He did the nod thing.

“The girls have explicit orders to kill you if you don’t share. If the mark doesn’t show up, you die. I’m not going to be here to keep an eye on them. Just know that tonight you choose your own fate.”

I swept my gaze over the ladies, trying to make eye contact with as many as I could, and activated the Normal tier Mischief’s Mark over the lot of them. My Sly and Charming both got the dramatic boost for this Persuasion check.

“Tonight you’ll have your magic back,” I told them, grinning. “Tonight, you get to be free.”

Hope was the number one thing I saw on the faces around me, though on a lot of faces was something else.

“Cindra has agreed to be our guinea pig this evening.”

“What’s a guinea pig?” one of them wondered.

“Like a grellak?” another asked.

“Cindra is going to see about the power sharing first. She and I have spoken, and she agreed. Once she has her mark of power, the rest of you can begin the process.

“But listen, this is the important part… if you get the mark of power,” I told them, “I urge you to let bygones be bygones. Remember that this man is not your enemy. Rejoice in the first real victory. Make merry. If this Master dies, all those marks disappear. But for tonight, you’re on your own. Good luck, and goodnight.”

The anger I’d seen on some of those faces was worrisome.

I sped out of there and headed over to the first district on the list.

The Master of Lumber was a new guy, the replacement for Ryellin, and he met me at one of the mills. He was a bit wary, but not wary enough to shake hands. At that moment, I slapped the first manacle around his wrist, then the other around his other wrist before he had a chance to react.

He merely looked at me in confusion a moment before attempting to swell to enormous size, but I head butted him, swung his entire body over my head like a great green monsters superhero, and slammed him to the ground. Knocked the wind directly out of him.

Peering down over his purple, wheezing face, I told him, “New Governor coming to check in.”

Ten minutes later I’d found his harem, dragging him throughout the entire mansion, and froze him in place with Phase Shift. This gave me the time necessary to go find the keys to the manacles.

This asshole had all the wall manacles filled. Once freed, the women scrambled away from me. Everyone looked on with wonder as I yanked the deflating Master over to the wall and locked him up.

Then I turned to the ladies and threw on the Normal Mischief’s Mark for another Persuasion check. “Hey! Sorry about the abruptness. We’ll have some ladies in here to explain everything in a minute. I know tonight’s the full moon… how many of you need to do the ritual tonight?”

A lot of them exchanged shocked, silent glances. After a few moments, a few hands started to go up.

“By the end of the night, everything’s going to be different, okay? Don’t do anything until someone from Ink District shows up and explains.”

Not knowing what else to do, I shot them some finger guns and got to the next errand on the list.
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I ended up visiting twelve different districts before the sun dipped beyond the horizon.

Finally, I popped in to call on the petty Masters currently overseeing Iron District. Five petty Masters lived and worked there, doing glorified bouncer work under Ferrok. When I dropped in at the massive tavern near the city’s north gates, I found all five of them talking and grabassing the bar wenches while some brave souls played at cards or talked at the fringes. The stink of alcohol was pretty thick in the air, and I realized that the Inkpot bars had cleaned up a hell of a lot since I’d taken over.

The place itself was redolent of pipe smoke but for all that, cozy in its own way. The timbers making up the whole place had been carved with visitor names and messages. Several orcs were just this moment at one of the higher spots with their daggers, chuckling over whatever lewd graffiti they were immortalizing.

Among the five petty Masters, there was an array of reactions, because they hadn’t seen Ferrok in several days, but also they’d made a lot of good money off me when the raiders attacked.

When the thing in the north drove the raiders south a good six months earlier than they were supposed to arrive. Which was not today’s problem.

“Brog Boulderfists,” I said.

The thickly muscled, red-bearded dwarf gave me a nod. “Drifter.”

“Other guys who also have names that I don’t remember,” I said, and sketched them a little bow. They returned the dude nod, and grumbled about how I hadn’t remembered their names.

“That’s fair,” I told them. “I was in a bit of a hurry when we did the contract, but apologies anyway. Hey listen… I uh… I’m the Governor now.”

Brog erupted in laughter, and soon enough the others followed suit.

“Can we get a private space?” I asked, and passed the bartender a gold piece. The laughter died down a bit when this happened, and the uncertain muttered conversation that followed filled me with pride. Was I really the Governor? What the hell was I really doing here?

The bartender escorted us into a back room several bar wenches and the young help were clearing out double time. With the door closed, I showed them.

When I removed my shirt, the laughter cut short. I got an uptick of Legitimacy, but not nearly as much as I needed. Still, it was gratifying to think that all I’d need to do was show the masses how I’d grabbed up some silver powers, and they’d believe. It probably wasn’t, but one could hope.

The first thing they wanted to do was check out all the marks, but they also immediately got the impression they should fall back and possibly take defensive positions. But I had silver marks, bronze marks, and some of the dark tan or tattoo colored normal tier marks. That didn’t jive with the old Governor, who was silver all over, or their boss, who was bronze all over.

“Look, Ferrok attacked me, and he’s locked up for the moment,” I explained. “I plan to release him tomorrow, after I declare that I’m the Governor.”

“What happened—”

“The Governor? He’s dead,” I said. “Died fighting the gigantic ooze.” This wasn’t a lie, strictly speaking. Whether or not they believed that was another thing. Technically speaking, my Sly attribute was up in Silver tier.

“What are you doing here?” one of them asked.

“I’d like to offer each of you a district of your own.”

Now that got their attention.

Rope District, Pigment, Paint, and others needed new leadership. Tonight was the full moon.

I opened the Silver Door and gestured to Quavallie to join me. She came through the door while the five men again seemed to go through that telepathic dance of glances and looks, where all of them tried to figure out if they needed to attack, and if so, who was going to be the gutsy vanguard willing to die so the others could attack with any hope of success.

“There’s a slight catch though,” I told them.

Quavallie unzipped and peeled off her hoodie, exposing all her bronze marks.
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The rest of the evening was spent checking on things, and ferrying the ladies around with the Archivist’s Mark aura going. Mine needed a new guy after Kinniash’s death, Grellak, Fish, Gladiator, Lumber, Paint, Pigment, Weave, Rope, you name it. Trusk alone had commanded five whole districts, and Kinniash had held three.

I couldn’t even keep track of them all. The UI was some help, because I could stick pins in districts needing Masters, or districts that had just been taken after the raider attack, but whose harems wouldn’t be ready until the full moon. Velleth did most of the logistical work, figuring out where I’d have to go and open the Silver Door, who could head through, and how far they’d have to go on foot to get to the mansions themselves. Between the Silver Door and running on air, I’d been over and through most of the city three or four times over, shuffling the ladies back and forth.

It was exhausting for me, but even weirder for the ladies, who were basically watching two people have sex to make sure they were doing it right.

On review though, a lot of the sex I’d been having had been exhibitionist, with others watching. Or even participating. I was lucky enough to have the Empath’s Mark to share what I was feeling out to the audience members. So far as I could tell, only the Governor had had something similar to that.

I wondered in my exhaustion whether there was a master list of gifts and how they manifested at various tiers. And, given how few Gold tier individuals there were (let alone higher tiers) I wondered if records existed of how powers might look or act at even higher tier.

Sure it was a pipe dream to see what Platinum tier Beastmaster or Red Dragon might mean, but that didn’t stop me from wanting to know. Every video game I’d ever fallen in love with was chiefly in figuring out how the rules worked.

Avya was paired with Michael and Nazira, where they could stage performance sex showing the ladies and new Masters how it was supposed to go. Hellera and the Governor’s harem ladies were paired up in other places to show off the marks, and administer swift punishment to any Masters who disobeyed. Velleth had two more from the Governor’s harem, as did Dallinya. Squads were set up with at least one powerful core group member. The ladies had planned well.

We’d even made use of the massive pile of corpses on hand, and gave some of the ladies storage devices they could use to show the dead body of the former district Master, to scare compliance into these fuckheads.

As for me, I showed off the silver marks, tried a few inspiring speeches bolstered by the new Mischief’s Mark, and then fucked off home.
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Auralla had chosen to stay behind at Aceter House with Illeri. They were in the midst of the purification ritual when I arrived, and one of the cephellian servant children stared defiantly up at me when I went to try and find them.

She was standing in front of the bathroom door as though she could stop me from entering, but I smiled and held up my hands, backed slowly away from the imperious, defiant child, then turned and headed to the fourth floor bedroom.

The idea of a powerless child standing up to me as a Silver tier newly-minted Governor was a fun one.

Pure, lovely silence enveloped me in the bedroom. After so many women, and so much planning, it was a delight to just lay down and have myself to myself. The shutters were closed up, a mana lamp burned silently over at the desk, but otherwise there was nothing. Just me, and a gigantic bed.

It might be okay to just close my eyes for a second, I thought.

When I woke it was to two mouths and four hands on my junk. I had no idea how much later it was, but the little dusk light from before had fled and left with complete darkness. Had I really fallen asleep?

“Gently,” Auralla whispered. “He will wake soon.”

“This is how a slave acts,” Illeri said, but that didn’t stop her from licking up the side of my shaft or popping one of my balls into her mouth and rolling it around.

“Slaves are chained and forced,” Auralla replied. “None can do this.”

She climbed onto the bed and settled her midsection over my head, careful not to kneel on top of my arms. I felt her breasts pressing against my abs, but my hands automatically went up to her ass. Then she bent and continued worshipping the rod.

I bent forward to begin licking and sucking, but mostly licking. Auralla’s unique magic scent of some alien fruit began to leak out of her, while I navigated her delicious pussy and located the clit, then nudged it back and forth with my tongue.

“Ugh,” she moaned. “Somebody’s awake, I see.”

Illeri was moving lower, beneath my balls, then came up quickly and stuffed half of my cock into her mouth all at once. Her manner was erratic and energetic, a weird contrast to the rest of the women here in Ink. Her nails raked down the tops of my thighs, then again up at the sides of my abs. As soon as her mouth disappeared, Auralla’s familiar mouth replaced it.

“The best way to wake up, to two purified maidens worshipping me,” I said, and continued working on my OG. This time I sank two fingers into her and explored the interior of her tight channel for a time. In the meantime I got my tongue up further, into her ass. She was startled, but got into it, hunching against my fingers before rotating her hips around.

“I want it too,” Illeri said, and practically pushed Auralla off me. My rainbow-haired beauty didn’t mind this, and instead chuckled at Illeri’s forcefulness. Illeri straddled my midsection, staring down at me.

The hair covering her mound had been neatly trimmed to a little racing stripe, the sides shaved, which I found weirdly earth like.

“I want the roles reversed,” she grumbled, before settling her midsection overtop my mouth. “I can be the invading Master, you be the docile slave.”

Roleplay, huh? Kinky, I thought, and gripped her ass tightly. Sure we could play pretend, but I was the Governor of the city now, and she was about to have magic for the first time in perhaps years.

She wanted to grab fistfuls of my hair and wrench me in, but after a few seconds of my tongue inside, she slumped forward, hands on the bed. There she could only make appreciative sounds, and occasionally say words like ‘gods’ and ‘never’ and ‘yes’ and ‘right there’. While I felt Auralla’s slick pussy envelop me and sink slowly down my length, Illeri lit from within and began to close in on a powerful climax.

Sliding my hands up her body and cupping her breasts, I gently pinched at her nipples while swirling my tongue in the way she liked. She bucked and writhed, now grinding her pussy down onto my face and smearing it with juices. She ground down hard, almost painfully hard against my face, to the point where it was difficult to breathe, but with a final grunt and shudder, she came.

Illeri’s magic essence woke slowly, and it tasted different than the other girls. Of course it did, they were each unique. But this was metallic, like the smell of a Fourth of July sparkler, with undercurrents of sweetness that didn’t make sense.

I gently pushed her off me and rose to kiss Auralla, who was rocking forward and back, then rotating her hips around slowly. She knew I had to spill my seed in Illeri tonight.

“You’re so good at sharing. Not being greedy. This is one reason I love you,” I breathed, “so much.”

“Mmm,” she responded. “And I love you, Drifter.”

Something was a little off though. When I said the words she had tensed. The discussion I’d had with her came back to mind; she had hoped we could simply bail on the city, go live near Sunspire, conquer dungeons, be a harem, have sex all the time in peace. Not surrounded by the masses, with their conflicting needs.

So I went all over her throat, neck, up her ears, kissing and breathing those hot breaths. My hands were in motion, as were my hips, back and forth.

She responded well, breath catching in her throat, moaning appreciatively. Then I rolled her over and raised her legs up, settling her ankles onto my shoulders. She threw her head back in ecstasy and let out a loud groan.

“Ohhh. You’re deep. So deep.”

I pulled all the way out with each stroke, and slammed back down. It drove the wind out of her, and she began gasping. After several minutes she began to shake, but Illeri had also roused, crawling back over to where I was pounding Auralla mercilessly.

“I want it,” she told me. “It’s my turn.”

“Just… a bit… more,” I told her. There, Auralla’s back arched up, her mouth opened in a soundless cry, and she shuddered with orgasm. “She’s so gorgeous when she does that, wouldn’t you agree?”

Instead of replying, Illeri attacked me with kisses, then some nibbles, pulling Aura’s ankle off my shoulder. Trying to detangle Aura and I so she could get at me, Illeri pushed me away from my OG. I scooched back and onto my butt, allowing her to crawl up my body. The contrast of our body colors was strangely intoxicating. I had just been counting my lucky stars with Velleth and Fayeen, but now that I had my eyes open, it was so clear we were so different, and it was kind of awesome.

The kiss kept on, but she did all the work, straddling me, grabbing onto my cock, soaked with Auralla’s juices, then mounting me. She lined me up and pushed down. She was incredibly tight, whether from the ritual or not I had no idea. I felt every bump and ridge, and it felt as though I was literally opening her up.

She felt the same, because she hissed, drew back up, then forced herself down on me again.

“You are really tight,” I said.

“I am ready,” she hissed.

“Not yet you’re not,” I told her, and started thrusting from below.

This took her by surprise, and she yelped. After several hard thrusts, she fell forward, and that must’ve been the right angle, because her eyes shot open and stared into mine.

“That’s… right…” I growled. “Give… yourself… over.”

Her mouth worked open and closed silently, but then she began to moan. The longer this went on the louder she got, until I rolled her over to be on top, and then I could really give it to her.

Fistfuls of bedsheets, eyes open and disbelieving, chest heaving with breath, sweat running between her breasts and whole body rocking up and down on the mattress… she came once. Then she came again, jerking like she’d been struck by lightning, grabbing onto my shoulders, nails digging into my flesh.

“Now you’re ready,” I told her.

The look on her face was the same as sergeants riding into battle: resolute, determined, defiant.

And I felt the tide rising, lapping at the shore, and spilling over.

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

I made my choice and shouted as I filled her up.


22- Hellera and Velleth

Istayed up with the help of coffee, and decided to ignore the new mark of power from Illeri. New marks, especially at Normal ability, weren’t usually very useful, and Puppeteer’s Mark sounded like something I just wouldn’t use. Once it hit Bronze I’d look it up and get a feel for how I could integrate it into my power set.

Puppeteer’s Mark

*Spell, magical (enchantment)*

*Normal tier, one star*

Normal: Overriding the will is much more difficult than overriding the body. Use the word ‘fight’, ‘flee’ or ‘freeze’ and a single subject will obey it physically, resisting with Grit (Attuned) or Grit (Charming) against your Attuned score to reduce the effect. The subject’s Relationship with you will decrease steadily the longer this spell is kept in effect.

Costs extremely high mana to activate and high mana per minute to maintain. Cooldown: 1 hour.

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

Gross. I already had this issue with telling people what to do, and I wasn’t comfortable reading the thoughts of most people unless I needed to use that information to protect my inner circle. This was… awful.

I could only hope that it would transform into something better, or the mana cost would decrease with more stars.

Although I hadn’t needed any since hitting Bronze tier and then once getting several stars into Bronze, I’d just been through too much today. My newly built body normally felt like it had enough energy every day to race around, train up as much as I needed to, and then fuck my way towards a restful night.

My Silver tier Tough, combined with a diet that was almost exclusively protein and vegetables certainly helped a lot.

The difference now was I’d been at it for over a week straight. The battle over the Shadow Council and then the null vampires had really taken it out of me. More than that, taking the magic out of me had really really taken it out of me. Then I’d spent this evening being everywhere I could be as fast as I could be there.

So, coffee.

“I can’t believe I didn’t think of this before either,” I told myself quietly. Energy drinks had been my daily go-to for so long that I didn’t even consider having ground up hot bean water. It came in a big plastic container with a convenient handle, already ground if I wanted, exactly a handful and large enough to feel like a good investment for the mana expenditure.

Like the liquor, I had no clue about quality. Taste didn’t matter. I’d always considered coffee to be disgusting, and I hated bitter tasting anything. Now though it wasn’t so bad. My taste buds had developed, along with my understanding of my own body, and I could literally feel the caffeine doing its thing.

Starting whenever I had a moment, like everything else, I’d import a shit ton of coffee. Avya could help.

Whenever I had a moment. More and more it seemed like that was not in the cards.

I ran my hands over my exhausted face and listened to Auralla and Illeri talk outside the bedroom.

“The power… it feels…”

“How does it feel?” Auralla asked.

“Like I was buried all this time, and only now clawed my way out of the dirt. I can see for the first time, hear for the first time. Everything I touch feels more. All the smells are flashes of wonder.”

“Can I ask?” Auralla asked. “What you can do?”

“I don’t know how to explain it exactly. I know there’s a curtain separating Ethetria from… so much. The curtain is everywhere. Now, if I want, I can stick something into that curtain. It’s wrong, and damaging for anyone to touch. Look.”

Illeri did the Phase Shift, Normal tier power, and Auralla cooed in wonder and surprise.

“It just hangs in the air,” Auralla said reverently.

Illeri drew in a breath, sharply. “I can’t wait, you know. To get out. To be my own person.”

“I understand,” Auralla said.

“Do you?” The elf snapped. It was very clear she considered Auralla a Sunspire native first, and a citizen of Surrek only recently.

“You mean the fear? Yes, Sunspire was constantly in danger of being raided by the Masters. It may still be. Until the last Master is converted, that danger will remain.”

“I’ve never known freedom,” Illeri said. “Never. My mother birthed me here in this very city seventy-five years ago. Nearly a hundred years I’ve watched them chain us, beat us, rape us. Kill us.”

“That’s terrible. I’m so sorry,” Auralla said softly.

“This is my rebirth,” Illeri said. “I’ve never been outside that fucking room. Every morning the harem, every afternoon, and every night. The chained ones coming and staying and dying. Every single day before has been just terror and no more. I want to burn it all. All the pillows and the curtains and sofas and beds. That place can get sucked into the deepest reaches of hell, and the sooner the better.”

A hot splash of acid leapt to my throat. I hadn’t known anything about Illeri other than she wanted out of the harem, she was the first and most ready to stand up to the Masters. Now I was listening to a fanatic.

“It’s all going to change.” I loved to hear the purity, the hope in Auralla’s tone. I could tell she was smiling, her very green eyes shining. “You’ll be able to live without the brand. You’ll be able to walk the streets without fear. Breathe free air, smell fresh bread without a Master to escort you, you’ll be able to touch market goods, make your own money, and spend it on whatever you like.”

“And what about the others?” Illeri asked.

“What do you mean?”

“I mean what happens to the Masters who have never shared? Some half the city.”

“Oh, we’ll deal with them.” I could just about see Auralla flip her hand dismissively. The city was already ours, in her mind.

“How?”

“The same way we’re doing now, at the next full moon.”

When Illeri spoke next, it was a dangerous hiss. She’d leaned forward, eyes gleaming with malice. “As long as one of them is in chains, all of us are in chains. The slavery of one is the slavery of all.”

“We will get to them,” Auralla tried.
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Despite the coffee, I dozed a bit, and only woke to the whooping and shouting of the girls downstairs. Satisfied sighs, and excited chatter filled the alleys outside, and then were muted by three floors of mansion. I rose to go meet them, but stayed out of sight for just a moment.

“—thought with what you told me, it wouldn’t work,” Quavallie was saying. “The Serro situation doesn’t make any sense.”

“I take it as a good thing,” Velleth said. “Without Serro, perhaps we wouldn’t have been so careful or forceful as we had to be tonight.”

“Did you see the look on that felinian’s face when I showed him my marks?” Dallinya asked, and laughed. “Hahahaha, that poor creature, he challenged me to show him they weren’t fake, and I whipped his ass like my mother used to do when I ran off into the tall grasses.”

“How many?” Illeri demanded loudly.

“How many what? Districts?” When Illeri nodded, Quavallie answered, “Shennalil and I got through four.”

“Hellera’s still not back. She wanted to try for six,” Dallinya said. “My team got through four also.”

“We did four,” one of the new girls said. “Velleth was amazing! Did you know she can create a real dragon that flies and breathes fire? Not even an illusion.”

“It looks like an illusion,” another of the girls said. “But the fire is very real.”

“Stop,” Velleth said, but it was clear she was grinning and blushing.

They started to ask Velleth how she’d even ended up with Hellera’s mark and all those other marks anyway, when I tromped down the last flight of steps.

“Evvie!” Shennalil screeched, and flew over into my arms.

“Shen,” I said, while she nuzzled into the hollow of my throat. “How did it go? Did all four work out?”

“Yep!”

Relief washed through me. It was like I’d been holding my breath for the last three hours. “Dallinya?” I asked.

“Four successes,” Dallinya said.

“Velleth too?”

They announced that, yes, Velleth’s team had also been successful. Twelve districts in total. “Did we check on Spice?”

“I saw Hivvir. That cunt is alive,” Shennalil said. “And the girls had marks.”

I was honestly astonished that it had gone so well (and at Shen’s insistence on using my favorite word). Of course, two of our teams still hadn’t returned: Michael, Nazira and Avya’s team, and Hellera with two of the newbies. We weren’t completely out of the weeds.

“I’m proud of all of you. You’ve all done amazing work. And if we’re lucky, the whole city is going to thank you for all you’ve done. If anyone is still up for it, we could head out and check up on the last two teams.”

Nazira opened the door and Avya entered, along with Michael. Big Mike was holding Nazira’s hand, while Avya immediately came over and kicked me in the ankle.

“Last one team,” I amended, and glared down at Avya for a second, before giving her a grin. “How many districts did you get through? All of them?”

“One idiot thought we wouldn’t notice him steal the power from the second woman he joined with, so we beat the ever-loving snot out of him and went with Michael’s plan B.”

“What’s plan B?” I asked. Not the birth control pill, obviously.

“We made a list of males from Ink, Mage and Grain who had blossomed. We came back to Ink and grabbed up one of the shopkeep’s sons. Then we told him the deal, and the other idiot got to watch a fresh-faced virgin take six girls in a row.”

“He was in heaven,” Nazira said. “Not like the former guy.”

“I’ve never seen that look on another person’s face,” Michael said, laughing.

“Well, he’s dead now, so fuck him,” Avya said cheerfully, beaming up at me.

“That’s… great.” Had Avya been responsible for killing the guy who was supposed to take over an entire district? Holy hell.

Well hell, who was I to complain? I’d taken down so many unmarked males, petty Masters and full-fledged Masters I could now confidently call myself the biggest mass murderer in Surrek. Still, casually remarking on the death of a guy, and from someone so tiny and cute, held a special kind of menace.

Whatever. I’d get over my reluctance and shock in a minute, and move onto the next thing. I couldn’t just sit and debate the ethics of killing a guy who was chained up. We had shit to do.

“Anyone still up for checking on Hellera?” I asked.
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All of them, as it turned out, were happy to head over to Brick District just a few hours before dawn. A huge motley crew of two guys and over a dozen women all confidently walking the night streets.

Nobody wanted to stop us. We were seen on the main street that served as a border between a lot of districts by a number of guards and petty Masters. We crossed unmolested on west, past Iron and then into several other districts I didn’t recognize or bother to look up. Other people, drunk and tottering toward home, gave us plenty of space to be about our business.

Brick was located close to Lumber, for obvious firewood-related reasons. Even though the days were shortening and the weather was getting cooler, Brick was warm. The buildings were all brick, because of course they were, and the furnaces for baking those bricks seemed to be in every other building. Unlike earth, the bricks came in any color imaginable, because clay didn’t work here like it worked on earth. There were buildings of bright orange and startling yellow, one in green, and others in gray. Plenty had had bricks placed into decorative patterns, like a yellow sunburst or a two story green leaf.

The mansion itself was a towering structure of five stories, looking very much like a step pyramid but in bricks of charcoal gray. A step pyramid with guard towers at the corners.

Still, set into the brickwork were huge stained glass windows with lots of glorious color, which was on display since they were lit from within by white mana lamps. Given the gray of the bricks, the colors seemed even more vibrant.

The guards stared at us and tried stepping up to stop us, but the lowered spearpoints didn’t work when they didn’t put any muscle behind them. I led the charge by taking the spearpoint in hand and hitting both guys with a concentrated fear blast. They dropped their spears and ran for it.

Further inside, it was clear there’d been a confrontation. Furniture had been upended, scorched, and bashed to splinters. Even further on, we came across the first of the bodies. This one had been bashed around the head and shoulders, and leaked blood on the mansion’s exquisite rug. The second one was the orc raider girl, Yerrin.

At the end of this hallway, where tighter security led to the harem complex, but that security was likewise dead. One hung from where he’d been slammed through the entire door headfirst. The other had slivers of wooden door punched through him, big ones, like two and three feet long. The second thick oak door was mostly destroyed.

We ventured in, and found the site of a battle. Four more men, and another of my new Governor’s harem recruits lay dead. Hellera was chained to the wall by one hand, unconscious, coated in golden blood, and missing one leg below the knee. One of her horns had been cracked and stuck in the stone wall.

Shennalil took care of Hellera’s wounds with care and precision, better than I could manage. Once her leg was restored, it was time to get her out of the cuffs.

Without a key, I was forced to Phase Shift the manacle and slip her hand through the dimensionally bound circle of iron, then heal up the dimensional wounds of sliding her hand through the shifted object.

While the others took care of the two bodies of their fallen friends, and helping Hellera regain consciousness, I cast a wave of calm over the women here in the harem. Brick wasn’t a large or prosperous district; only an even dozen of them sat huddled in the corner. While they relaxed some, their eyes were still filled with fear.

“I’m not going to touch or hurt any of you,” I told them. “I just need to know what happened.”

All heads turned to a stricken dwarf. All the others had calmed significantly, but this dwarf woman was a) apart from the others, and b) so blatantly terrified that not even the Empath’s Mark had done much.

“She told the Master,” one of the others said. She was a gnomish, but gigantic for a gnomish, and halfway to being a sylph. “She heard what your dragonite had to say, and when she left, this completely mindless fool went and told the guards. She’s never been the Master’s favored, and she wanted to climb that ladder by exposing the plan.”

Another one took up the thread. “When they entered, the Master had his petty Masters hiding, ready. They chained the dragonite to the wall before she could react.”

“But she was strong,” the gnomish continued. “She had so much magic… it was unbelievable. I’ve never seen anyone move that fast, or hit that hard, even chained. We’ve never seen a female with marks like that.”

The other dead harem member was the gnomish who’d given me the Artificer’s Mark, Jivianna. Their marks were already not just faded, but flat gone.

I hadn’t realized. With the notifications of everyone in the entire city, and all the skill checks and damage checks, notifications of people I’d defeated, and all that, I just hadn’t noticed.

I felt a brief flash of anger at the Raider’s Mark being gone, then slapped myself upside the head. Two people were dead. It wasn’t just that their powers were missing, but their laughter, their personalities, their hopes and dreams.

It was important to me not to be a heartless prick about this.

Deep breaths, I told myself.

“Is this true?” I asked the others. They all nodded. Then I turned on the Silver tier Mischief’s Mark, and immediately knew the dwarf was lying when she denied everything. I mean, she claimed that the Master knew Hellera’s plan all along, and then when I continued staring at her, she blamed the other eleven, saying that all of them had told the Master.

I didn’t need the Silver Mischief’s Mark to do the talking on this one, but a palpable red aura lit around her each time she lied. The other girls radiated green, and green was truth apparently.

“We’re going to get you a Master we can deal with,” I told them. Then I turned to the dwarf. “Not you, of course.”

Narcs were destined for the Governor’s harem torture dungeon thingy. With the Silver Door open, I picked this one up bodily and pitched her through. She stumbled, tripped, fell, and lay there on the floor of the Governor’s harem, while I explained what needed to happen. Quavallie was already on this, and divided the force in half to go after the first eligible young man from Grain, the nearest of my three districts.

Then I went through the Silver Door and joined the narc.

“You’ve never been in the Governor’s harem,” I told her. “I can tell by the way you’re staring at everything with your mouth open, even though I’ve just called you out as a liar and thrown you through a portal door.”

“Please—”

I took off my shirt. “Save it. You’re speaking to the Governor now.”

If her jaw hadn’t fully dropped before, it did now. She went boneless while I dragged her through the length of the harem, past the nice parts, and through the long hallways to the torture chamber part.

“All you had to do was stay silent,” I told her. “You could’ve had your magic back. Ha! What am I saying? You’ll have your magic back, but you won’t be able to enjoy the freedom that would’ve come with having a decent Master instead of a douchebag.”

I clapped her in irons, beside the twitching and stirring Serro.

“I see a time when there’s no one in this fucking room,” I told her.

“Wait!” she called. I paused, but she only begged. “Please! Please.”

I left her like that, and returned to Brick District, where a bewildered and half asleep young man hadn’t yet arrived. Instead, I heard what sounded like the breaking of glass and distant screams.

Now what?

“Evan?” Auralla called, and trotted over.

“What’s going on?”

“Velleth,” was all the explanation I got, before Auralla and Dallinya were pulling me out of the harem.

Beyond, I found fires already started. Velleth floated in midair, in the midst of a huge red dragon’s illusionary, transparent body. Her hair wafted around her head as someone was blowing on it and her hands were spread wide. It was a supervillain pose if ever I’ve seen one.

The dragon was in the midst of bathing the door guards in blue flame. And dousing the big double doors in fire as well. Servants were screaming.

As we watched, the dragon stomped out, scraping its back against the doorway. It then began climbing the exterior wall of the mansion.

“What the fuck?” I asked, and began throwing water balls at the flaming doors. Dallinya soon joined in.

With the fires extinguished, I ran out just in time to see a flaming guard slam into the ground a few feet away. The other guard was still in the corner tower, though it was hard to see clearly. Clinging to the wall, the dragon’s long neck arched up and around, so it could turn its flamethrower on the occupants of the guard tower. Inside, it was just possible to see flailing limbs from a dancing, burning man within the inferno.

She didn’t stop there, and it was now I noted Illeri also outside the mansion. Standing, staring at the spectacle, smiling vacantly, the green-skinned elf didn’t notice me.

The dragon (and Velleth) turned and made their way over to the next guard tower. One of the guys had apparently decided it was safer to drop twenty feet to the ground than be in the guard tower or the spiral staircase leading down, because he was dangling from the brick crenellations. He fell, landed hard, and even I heard the snap of bone from his leg taking the fall badly.

“Velleth!” I shouted.

Velleth’s red dragon got him anyway. The dragon angled downward and poured on the fire, so much so that I had to back off a few steps, and I was a good thirty feet away. The guard was there one second, shielding his head with one arm, and the next it was like the sun had descended on him specifically.

“Velleth, stop!”

She didn’t stop.


23- Your Wish Is My Command

The dragon climbed over to the second guard tower, stuck its big wedge of a head into the open window, and breathed fire down the trapdoor entrance and the spiral staircase.

I turned on the Silver tier Empath’s Mark and drove Velleth insane. She couldn’t resist the effects, and luckily shock was one of the conditions she got, because the ghostly image of the red dragon flickered and vanished. Velleth fell, but I was there to catch her.

When I let up on the insanity effect, she stared around in a daze, met my eyes, and her face twitched. One second she seemed like the old Velleth, the next second I saw the same Velleth who’d been subservient and begging to be punished to death. Then I saw a third Velleth in there.

At the time, I was certain: all this was my imagination. There was only one Velleth, and it was the one from our first meeting in the woods after Giskennen. There might’ve still been a bit of the submissive punishment loving slut in there, a remnant of the second Velleth under the influence of the Governess. This was a slip of anger, I knew, because of what had happened with Hellera.

“Why did you do that?” Illeri asked.

“She was ready to burn down the whole mansion,” I said.

“And?”
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Pointing a finger at Velleth, now laying on my bed, I barked a simple command and watched her terrified face fill with understanding. Then eight more of the ladies went through the Silver Door, filing into the room. Immediately afterwards, I opened it again and ushered the rest of them through.

Avya, Shennalil, Dallinya, Michael and Nazira would stay behind and instruct the lucky bastard from Grain district on what it might mean to run Brick, how to handle the unbelievable amount of sex that was to follow, and point to the dead bodies as a reminder of what exactly would happen if he chose not to share in the power once joined with all these luscious, purified women.

As for the guy himself, he was a tiefling with a thin layer of fur of midnight blue, and stubby horns at either side of his forehead, in the same place as Fayeen’s. This guy took one look at the silver marks on me and deflated. Then did a double take on seeing Avya with not one but two silver marks. Whatever arrogance or preconceptions he might’ve had about becoming a petty Master one day, or any pipe dreams he had about mastering an entire district of his own if he got incredibly lucky, we flushed those right down the toilet.

I knelt and embraced Avya. “If he misbehaves,” I breathed, “Use the phase shift and freeze him in place. Then just poke a finger into his arm or leg once and wait for him to go back to normal.”

Avya grinned delightedly. We had a silver tier relationship, and the Phase Shifter’s Mark had appeared with three distinct powers all at once.

“Just be careful… more than one and he might explode.”

It made me want to reconsider picking someone for that Favored Consort position. I had two ideas, but neither of them were Auralla and that saddened me considerably. I really wanted her gorgeous orange skin to be full of silver tier marks, but without the Blood Debt.

I opened a second Silver Door and came through after the remainder of the ladies. I had Hellera in my arms, and after allowing the portal door to close, I strode to the bed and laid her gently upon it.

As soon as Velleth moved to comfort Hellera, I hissed out a breath and she froze.

“What, the fuck, was that?” I demanded.

It was Illeri who ended up answering, not Velleth. “They were oppressors. Now they are dead oppressors. They got what they deserved.”

I turned, and the rest of the ladies tensed.

“Look at this,” Illeri said, gesturing to the rest of them. “You said you were free, but you’re all waiting for big Master Evan to speak. You’re waiting for his judgment to come down on you. Will he punish us? Will he spare the punishment and be kind? That’s still slavery.”

“Anyone who would like to stay and have this discussion, feel free to have this discussion,” I said quietly, with eyes locked on Illeri. “You are free to stay or go, and do what you like. I know I’m dead tired, and I would much rather be sleeping right now.”

I’ll give the green-skinned elf this much, she had no lack of balls. Or guts, rather. She stood there with one two mark of power, given to her by me, free to disagree with me because I’d freed her, one hand cocked on a hip and staring defiantly upward.

All of the Governor’s former harem members left the room, along with Zati. Zati hadn’t been on any of the teams, but instead had been scrying the thing in the north over and over, to get a better understanding of what we were dealing with. I probably needed an update on the situation with the threat in the north, but not now.

Quavallie, Auralla and Hellera remained, along with a frozen Velleth. Her hair obscured most of her face, but the elf with the dragon problem peered through the curtain of hair and stared at me from where I’d thrown her on the bed.

“Now,” I said, directly to Illeri. “I’m going to ask Velleth a question, and Velleth is going to answer. Afterwards you and I can talk philosophy. Just a reminder though, that you’re free to fuck off right now if you like.”

She crossed her arms resolutely and extra cocked her hip.

I turned back to Velleth. “What happened out there?”

Now the gorgeous blue elf stirred, lifted herself up on one elbow. “I don’t know, M-mas—”

“I told you not to call me Master,” I said.

“She’s obviously angry over what happened to Hellera,” Illeri said.

I turned once again.

“Am I going to regret gifting you powers rather than dominating you?” I asked.

“Look at this,” Illeri mocked. “His first recourse is to try and silence me, and now he’ll threaten me.”

“When people are assholes,” I growled, “they get to experience the full brunt of consequences. And right now you’re being an asshole.”

“You—”

I reached behind me and grabbed out the bronze manacles for cutting one off from the flow of mana. Illeri was fast, but she was quite likely Normal tier, or low into Bronze at most. She simply wasn’t fast enough to see what was coming, or evade it. I slapped the manacle around her wrist, then got the other one and clamped it down around the other.

Illeri moaned as all the mana and power were drained out of her body by the manacles, and cut her off from the vibrance that Attuned brought with it.

“I have never once regretted giving any of these women their freedom,” I told her. “So far I have a perfect track record. Don’t break that.”

“Oppressor,” she whispered. “Slaver.”

“You have no idea how much freedom was won tonight. And that freedom cost lives. Two of ours, and a dozen or so people out of Brick District. Now, practice being silent.” I hefted her body easily, dumped her to the floor outside my bedroom.

Back inside, I made sure to lock the door. I gave Quavallie, Auralla and Hellera a look.

“You too?”

Somehow, by not having a relationship with Hellera for the last week, I’d gained two full stars of Bronze. Putting her in charge of the reclamation of districts was a big job and she knew what the trust meant.

I put a hand on Hellera’s shoulder, and drew her in so our foreheads touched.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“You don’t want me to thank you for doing exemplary work through the usual method,” I muttered. “So just allow me to say thank you, and I’m sorry you were betrayed. You’ve gone above and beyond what I asked of you. We’re twenty…three? Over twenty districts up in one night. I had hoped for one. Apparently I’d set my sights about twenty districts too low.”

Little gouts of flame seeped out of the sides of her mouth, and she gave me a fierce hug. “Thank you, Drifter.”

“I’m pretty sure you mean ‘you’re welcome,’” I told her.

Hellera chuckled. She literally laughed. Once. Or possibly it was a cough.

I grinned at Auralla. “You were perfect as always,” I told her.

“Drifter,” she said, “you don’t need to tell me anything. Simply see to the issues of the hour. Then I hope to share your bed until the sun rouses us.”

To Quavallie, I gave the same spiel, but this involved several kisses. She had the flashing luminescent spots look of a cephellian who was ready to get stuffed full of Drifter meat, but I had a small matter of one Velleth to deal with. So it was time to address the dragon flame killer in the room.

“Why did you do that?”

Velleth’s explanation came in a confusing torrent.

“You… were doing so well. We were all doing so well. We made the plan when you were having difficulties managing everything at once. The small council, the Governor’s mantle… the tower in the north. I wanted this to be perfect.” Her eyes were darting everywhere, and her thoughts were coming in randomly. “I love Hellera. She’s been a sister to me for many years here. She has been with Ink District almost as long as I have. I… this plan was hers, and at the last moment Master Evan had to see the plan beginning to fail.”

I’m not your Master! I wanted to scream.

“And this… Illeri has spoken to me so much about the existence of the oppressor. All the guards, all the petty Masters, the Masters, the Governor. They push the situation along, keep it alive. Every one of them is like a stone in the castle of slavery.”

“Let me guess,” I said. “Even the servants who bake the meals and serve the slaves should be accountable because they don’t break the chains of slavery.”

“What? No, that’s—”

“But they have the opportunity to break the chains. Every day they bring the meals, they could bring a saw, or use magic to destroy the manacles and free the slaves. But they don’t. So they must be responsible too. We should kill them.”

This had Velleth aghast. “No!”

“That’s Illeri's logic here. Anyone who doesn’t resist all the time, with every fiber of their being, is part of the institution of slavery.” I was pacing again. Kind of my thing. “The guards have only a tiny bit more power than the servants, and probably less opportunity to help. They couldn’t dismantle slavery even if they wanted to. They’d be crushed. They’d have to take the risk of convincing the petty Masters to gang up and attack the Master, and a lot of Masters are powerful and paranoid.”

I stopped with the pacing. “So in essence you’re saying that Illeri talked a lot over the past week, you listened, and then tonight things didn’t go perfectly so you got really upset.”

She started to nod, but froze.

“What?”

She glanced to Hellera and Quavallie. Her embarrassment probably meant this had something to do with her punishment fetish, so I got down on the bed and hugged her tight. “It’s all right.”

“Master hasn’t touched me in days,” she mumbled. “Not even in punishment.”

“Well, ordinarily I’d say this was time for celebration, but you just went off the reservation. So I’ll need to punish you. That’s what you need, isn’t it?”

She swallowed and nodded, just a fraction of a nod.

A few minutes later I had her bound and gagged. I’d taken the time to stroke her skin before pulling the ropes tight and looping them around so she could tell I meant this for her own good.

Honestly this would never have even rated in my top ten kinks, but there was something about Velleth’s subservience mixed up with her defiance mixed up with her arousal that got me. The scent of her magic invaded my nostrils while I worked.

She was more than excited, she was once again soaking through the pants. So I tore them off and bound up her ankles just like I’d done with her hands. Although she made no sound, I could tell just by the scent of her coming into my Attuned senses that she was seriously getting off on the attention, the feather touch, the thought I put into this.

Finally, I brought Illeri back into the room, and called out for Zati. The green-skinned newbie started to scoff and tease, but I grabbed a ball gag from earth for her too, and strapped it around her head to shut her up.

“All the freedom you’ve been given over the past week, and the promise of more, and it still isn’t enough. You’ve seen the work Hellera and Velleth have been doing, you were part of the planning, and you know, and it still wasn’t enough, huh?”

She glared at me.

“You’d best understand that there’s a social contract, kiddo. In Evan’s Surrek, people don’t hurt people. The only rule is don’t hurt others.” I patted Velleth’s head. “Unless they ask you to. The quicker you learn that your words have consequences, and those consequences have nothing to do with slavery, the better you’ll fit in here.”

Then I reminded the ladies they were welcome to sleep elsewhere if they wanted. Auralla immediately settled in with her head on my chest, and Hellera spooned Velleth. Quavallie went off to the underground section of river, and Zati curled around Illeri. She seemed to sense that Illeri might try something stupid.

Eventually we were joined by the five new girls from the Governor’s harem. Several of them stared down at us. Two joined us on the bed, and three others found somewhere else to sleep. I didn’t bother to gloat to Illeri; I knew she would be able to twist it to make me seem like evil oppressor.

She’d have a few days to see the change coming over the city. She’d see how wrong she was. With time, I was sure she’d come around.
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Waking in the morning found Auralla staring into my eyes. I use the term morning loosely, since we’d gone to bed at maybe five, but Auralla was inches away. I couldn’t help but smile, and she smiled in return.

Around us the others still slept, which was unusual but understandable.

Her hands weren’t inches from me, though. Her fingers were running up and down my chest, down my abs, and then straight to the hardening cock. Really what was the point of having a harem of gorgeous women to constantly fuck if you were going to sleep with clothes on?

Auralla watched my face with her own serious expression, and those extremely green eyes twinkling in the late morning light filtering in through the shuttered windows. I smiled contentedly at her, and her face lit up in return.

Mouthing the words I love you got an immediate response: she shifted forward, draping one leg over mine and pressing her breasts against my chest.

“You snored,” she breathed, while still slowly stroking my hard on with both hands.

“Oh yeah?”

“It was very cute.”

Now when she released me and ran her hands up my torso, her hips slowly bucked and brought us into contact. She was already hot, and slippery with juices.

“Did Avya and the others come back?” I asked, and got a handful of her perfect breast, then caressed her down further, over her perfect ass.

“Mmm,” she muttered, then kissed me softly. “Looking out for your people first. What a gentleman.”

“At your service, madam,” I breathed, and returned the kiss several times.

“They arrived just now,” she said. “Avya’s curled up with Dallinya.”

I pulled on her ass, squashing our naughty bits together and making Auralla bite her lip. Then I really kissed her. Kissed her like we’d been apart, like I’d gone off to war and only returned now.

We had done it, all in one very long night. Fully a third of the entire city. The success of it filled me with joy and lust.

“Turn around,” I told her.

When she did, and settled her ass directly onto the length of me, slowly gyrating up and back down. I let her go, and let my hands do the roaming, until I couldn’t bear not to be inside her any longer, and then parted her legs with my knee, grabbed the base, and sank slowly into her tight confines.

“Ohhhh,” she moaned. So did I.

Her hand came back around my head and she turned to continue kissing me, while her entire body heaved and shoved me in and out. Gods, she felt divine. The meager light filtering in here caught the rainbow highlights of her hair, and her every curve felt just right for my exploring hands. Stiff nipples begged me to tease them. The curve of her hip melded just right into her taut abs, flexing and contracting to get more friction out of me.

“You seem… bigger…” she breathed.

After going for some time, I felt another hand drift into my hair. It was Velleth’s, both of her hands actually, since she was still tied up from the night before.

“Zati, could I ask a favor of you?”

“Of course,” the gorgeous naga woman responded after a yawn and a stretch.

“Could you make sure Velleth can’t move a muscle, pretty please?”

She smiled. “Should I ask why?”

“It’s part of her self-inflicted punishment.” I had to make sure Illeri could hear this. “The punishment she specifically requested because she’s been naughty.”

Zati chuckled, again exhausted, and wrapped Velleth tight in her coils. Illeri had spent the last number of hours shackled and gagged, possibly having slept, possibly not.

I gave Auralla a slowly built orgasm while making constant eye contact with Velleth. Auralla was vocal all throughout, and I couldn’t blame her; her inner walls massaged me so well. Even before my body began adapting to the partner, she had seemed made just for me.

Eventually the others began to stir and wake, when I couldn’t control myself any longer and got up on my knees to give Auralla the scissor action, one leg beneath me and the other stretched up the length of my body. It gave me the best access to the deep parts of Auralla, and her moans got much louder much faster.

It was time: I threw the Empath’s Mark onto Illeri and Velleth simultaneously, and a second later it wasn’t possible to remain asleep. A chorus of moans erupted even through the ball gag.

“Evan,” Zati pleaded. “Please.”

I gave her the Empath’s Mark power as well, while beneath me Auralla crashed headlong into a deep pool of orgasmic pleasure, struggling to get her breath.

Shifting position, it was now time to get those long beautiful legs up around Auralla’s ears, and go to town even harder.

“Are you enjoying yourself?” I asked her, but turned my gaze to Illeri.

Auralla gasped out a, “Yes!”

“You woke me up, didn’t you?” I asked.

“Yes! Yes!”

“Just to have me inside you.”

“So… deep… inside.”

“Tell me what you want,” I said, my eyes never leaving Illeri’s. The elf girl was humping the air, hands bound behind her back, eyes glazed over.

“Give me… your seed,” she said.

“Your wish is my command,” I groaned, and unloaded inside her with a shout.

Zati, Velleth and Illeri all came in time with me.


24- Descend!

After waking to take Auralla for a long, pleasure-filled romp, Quavallie entered the bedroom and practically jumped my bones. She had the length of me all the way down her throat before I even managed to soften even a little bit. Soon enough she had me hard, mounted me, and was bracing herself above me while I pistoned up from below. I went just as brutally fast and hard as I could.

Not only did I know her flexible jellyfish body could take it, I knew she liked it that way. If I crushed her body down through her pussy and was penetrating up to the middle of her stomach, all the better as far as she was concerned.

This time we drew more of a crowd: Hellera had finally woken, as had Dallinya and Shennalil. Auralla laid next to me and watched in fascination, until she tried kissing me and had to have Shennalil heal her. She’d gotten some of Quavallie’s cephellian toxin on herself.

Eventually Quavallie collapsed to the side, twitching, and I took a breather to free up Velleth and Illeri. Velleth immediately asked if she could finish out her punishment by cleaning me off, which I allowed. The film of purple cephellian toxin had mixed with my seed, but she went all the way down on me. She’d learned how to suppress her gag reflex by now.

She then forced herself to suffer the cephellian toxin until I ordered her to allow someone to heal her.

“Now,” I told Illeri. “Are you going to play nice?”

She bit her cheek and wisely stayed silent. I could tell she wanted to complain, argue, or both, but she was surrounded by my staunchest allies after showing her that they got what they wanted from living with the evil, slaver, asshole Drifter.

Hellera demanded to be taken before Illeri could open her mouth as well, and I shifted into red dragon form so I could satisfy her without taking too much damage. Also, in this form I had something like a red dragon would use to mate.

When we really got into the act, with Hellera on her side and me giving it to her hard from behind, clutching her tail, it got hot enough that everyone had to get off the bed. They could only watch, and in several cases experience what I was feeling from several feet off, as if we were a bonfire.

Hellera never made noise, never talked during the act. The most sound she ever made was a series of grunts with her claws locked onto the bed. The one time she’d shredded the covers and one of the many mattresses on this enormous bed, but the girls had complained enough that now she was clutching the bed frame.

With my fucking enormous, spike-headed dragon cloaca thing, I pummeled the furnace of her depths mercilessly. I knew she didn’t want soft lovemaking; she wanted to feel as though she’d lost control. So when I crashed into her sex again and again, driving her forward, I eventually forced her off the bed entirely and onto the floor. Finally I got one arm around her one leg, scissoring for the second time that morning, and the other hand on her tail, for maximum leverage in slamming into her over, and over, and over.

Eventually she came with a loud roar and a jet of flame, and that was the catalyst. Her insides crushed down against mine painfully, adding to the fire damage I was taking. The pain would’ve driven out all the pleasure in my regular form, but in this red dragon form the pain on my spiked club of a cock only spurred me further toward a massive climax.

The railing I’d given Auralla and Quavallie helped me in the endurance department, but Hellera’s fiery climax pushed me over the line and I came inside the third woman in a single morning.

From there, I sought out the two ladies from the Governor’s harem who shared my bed and gave them a hug. After a short commiseration, they nodded and accepted the fact that two of their friends had been killed with typical Surrek citizen fortitude. Still, I reassured both of them they were completely free to hang around the house, or head out into Ink District with Velleth if they wanted, and if they were feeling homesick, they could spend time with their harem friends. I would make the whole palace available to them.

Both were incredulous at the options, because they’d live for years in the same room, and thanked me profusely. For now though they promised to just explore this strange mansion in Ink District and wait for me to return.

When we finally got downstairs for breakfast, it was well past lunchtime, and the servants dished up platters of bread, slices of meat, and hunks of different cheeses in between soft and creamy and sharper than I could handle. The three of the Governor’s harem ladies who decided to sleep elsewhere were given the same talking to and commiseration.

Shennalil was a sort of trained psychologist, and had shared the harem with them for quite a while, so I asked her to remain with the ladies today and give them whatever help they needed.
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When I strode into the Governor’s palace two hours later with Auralla and Quavallie, true to form, the seneschal was already there. My intent for needing him had triggered whatever magic power he had, and he arrived ready to meet that need. He bowed, then seemed bewildered when I returned the bow.

“Good afternoon, Governor.”

How was it already mid afternoon?

“Governor?”

Oh right, pressing business. “Call a grand council,” I told him.

“Very good, Governor.”

“How long does that typically take?”

“I can have them assembled inside of two hours.”

Giving him the finger guns, I told him, “I have no concept of what time it is, but I’ll take your word for it.”

I now knew the way down to the dungeons, so I popped down to the bronze platform and frowned. It had a control panel without any inscription, manual or even pictograms. Not a key for the dungeon, or a barred door. I sighed, placed my hand on the thing, which hummed quietly. Nice, I thought. I could figure out this damnable artifice contraption. So I said, “Dungeon level.”

Nothing.

“Take me to the dungeon level.”

Nothing.

“Down please.”

I swore.

“Take me down to the paradise city.”

Nothing.

“Piece of monkey shit. Basement levels. B1. Take me down.”

A whole lot more nothing.

However, when I went to remove my hand from the little console, the platform shuddered and slid down a good foot, then stopped.

“Okay what the fuck?”

I placed my hand on the console yet again, and felt the humming once more. Around my hand, the ordinarily flat black surface glowed with bluish energy.

“Down, motherfucker, descend!” And you’ll never guess how much nothing happened. A whole lot of nothing.

Deep cleansing breaths later, I slid my hand down on the console and began to descend. Basically I just had to place my hand there and pull down. Then it went.

I laughed at how simple it was, and pulled down further to speed up a bit. It was difficult to recall just how far down we’d gone on this platform, since I’d had other stuff on my mind. That said, the label next to the level, and the big steel doors loudly shouted dungeon, so I stopped the platform at the dungeon level and got off.

“I hope you’ve been fed and watered,” I told the hallway.

“Drifter, let us out of here.”

“It’s been three days, right? That was the deal… but there’s a lot you need to know.” I let them know what was going on, topside. Kinniash had returned, but transformed into a monster. The new vampire threat trudging north had the power to drain the mana out of people and transform them into mana suckers like them. It was an apocalypse scenario, and it was heading toward the city.

The shadow council had attacked me and paid the price in blood. Over thirty people were dead at my hand in just one day, and a whole lot of them had happened at the very same time. They’d used fire, which Ferrok and T’charrk had told me wouldn’t be a worry, and they’d attacked the central market, which was strictly off limits.

“These assholes hated me enough to break every law possible. I wanted you to know all this before I let you out, because I’m calling a grand council. It’s either going to be warmly received, or it’s going to be another bloodbath. Honestly, I don’t give a shit how it turns out. I’m silver and I destroyed the last Gleaming Silver who came after me.”

That wasn’t exactly true. It had taken the combined work of myself, Hellera, Velleth, and Quavallie, plus a lot of unnamed cephellians channeling a river to come and drown the volcano bastard.

Whatever, I hadn’t been silver tier when I fought the guy, and now I had two new silver tier abilities since fighting him. One of those would make me practically invulnerable when it came to fighting Masters.

Ferrok’s voice drifted out of his cell. “You have been busy, Governor Drifter.”

“Oh, there’s a lot more,” I said with a chuckle. “You’ll never guess how much of the city is now under the command of Masters sharing essence instead of taking it.”

Silence reigned while I let them absorb this.

“What… do you mean?”

“I’m going to let Quavallie take over here.”

The cephellian strode forward, and once again ripped off her zip up hoodie. In the dim that dominated the dungeon, the bronze marks of power showed up much more strongly than they would’ve under full sunlight. You could even see the little magic streamers coruscating off the edges of the marks, and the oil-like sheen of magic that flashed over the mark itself every so often.

Quavallie did this fantastic model walk through the dungeon hallway, then executed another perfect turn and strutted back to me.

“How?” one of the other two small council members asked, clearly awed.

“That’s for me to know and you to wonder about,” I told them. “So listen, the last thing I didn’t tell you guys about was that last night, we installed over twenty new Masters who shared their powers instead of ripping powers off the ladies. One of the consequences of so many assholes coming after me just before the full moon. There should be another ten or so today.”

“Last thing before I let you fellas go. Right now I’ve got the Sword of Damocles hanging over all four of your heads. We’re going to present a united front for the Masters who show up at the grand council today.”

“Is that right?” Ferrok asked.

“That’s right,” I told him. “You know what the other option is for anyone who tries some dumb bullshit. The Trusk treatment.”

“You’re a monster,” T’charrk told me.

“Oh that’s rich, coming from a bunch of rapist, murderous slavers. Yeah, condemn me. Go for it. There’s not much more I like better than going ‘yeah but you’re a rapist’ every time you open your mouth to tell me how bad I am. Where I’m from, rapists don’t live long in prisons. Other criminals find a way to kill them.”

“And what happens when the Emperor shows up?”

“You think he’s going to pay a visit to this backwater shithole up in the north? Pffft, I doubt it.” I didn’t actually doubt it, but it was a problem for another day. Right now I had power to consolidate. Unlocking the cells, I gestured foer the four of them to shuffle on out of there. “Now, we’ve got a united front to present.”
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I surveyed the assembled Masters who’d showed up. Less than thirty of them had made it, which caused no small amount of muttering between both the small council members and all the mass of Masters who hadn’t been visited by my elves in the night.

The seneschal reported that a number of Masters weren’t accessible for some reason he couldn’t fathom, and the smile I gave him really freaked him out. So he turned and headed back into the calm sanctity of the palace.

So now, with Empath’s Mark broadcasting a sense of serenity and acceptance to the crowd, I did the pacing thing.

“So as it turns out, I’m the Governor now,” I told them.

You could hear an ant shit it was so quiet.

“It’s true. I went and turned Silver.” Then I went over the attacks against me in the past forty-eight hours, and what they amounted to. The Shadow Council had been led by Trusk, and now he was so much glitter at their feet. Several of them actually lifted their feet and peered at the bottom of their sandals and shoes at this.

“Okay, if you need the proof, the other small council members watched Trusk die by my hand. See them nodding? So yeah, anyway that’s true. They watched it and they hate me but it’s an undeniable fact that I could kill you guys. I have the dead bodies of all the assholes who tried to come after me two nights ago. So there’s that.”

I flung the first one out onto the floor, down the little deus at the feet of the first row, then the second. Then I took my shirt off and displayed the silver marks of power.

This gained me a whole lot of Legitimacy points, I don’t mind telling you.

“I have about twenty more where that came from. Bodies, not silver marks.”

Another Legitimacy point.

“First thing I’ll do is kill anybody who’s ready to be the Governor instead of me. You want the job, you kill me to get it. So I’ll take applications here and now. Hands up if you’re ready.”

None of them moved, but the whispering got real intense. Was I serious? I appeared serious. I had the silver marks to back it up. I waved to Ferrok, T’charrk and the other two, and had them sit in the front row with the others, and they were forced to step around the bodies of the others.

“You may have noticed a curious lack of other Masters. They’re part of the new program of how to be a Master, and they’ll be with us here next time the grand council meets.

“A lot of the same laws you’re used to will stay in effect. Some of them will change. For now, the really important two are these: one, nobody attacks another Master in their territory, or another Master’s territory. Yes, Trusk and these other guys attacked me, and yes they’ve paid for it. That’s over. You come after someone in their district and retribution is severe.

“Next thing is the brand new one that might be a little strange. It goes like this: no more taking women off the streets.”

I waited, and the shocked, confused silence I got was so very sweet. It was gorgeous. I lost Legitimacy points here, almost all of them. That didn’t matter.

“If any regular shopkeep or merchant or street sweeper mother and father come to me and tell me that you’ve taken their daughter without their permission, the punishment is losing your district. I’ll give it to some kid who knows what my plan’s all about, you’ll go in the dungeon, and after the next full moon you won’t have a single mark.”

Gasps and cries of disbelief and outrage. Apparently Empath’s Mark at Bronze tier wasn’t enough to cool them down completely. Well, I hadn’t anticipated it would. Now came the fun part.

“I know what you’re thinking to ask: you’re thinking ‘How, Mister Governor, am I supposed to grab new marks of power if I can’t just take any woman I want?’ The answer is this: you’re free to ask permission to bring the girl into your household. If she says yes, add her to your harem collection. If she says no, you’re not allowed to take her. You’re also not allowed to punish the whole family if someone denies you. That’s now the same as attacking another Master in their home district.”

Somebody stood up. “You can’t do this!”

“I just did. So unless you want to challenge me for the Governor’s position, you follow my new law.”

“And what if I want to challenge you?” he barked.

I just stared at him. It wasn’t even a staring contest, really. I stared into him, and he looked over his options. I didn’t have the most marks of any of us. That was still Ferrok’s record. But I had one prominent silvery mark on my chest, and that was more than enough to take down one guy… or several if they decided to go that route and dogpile me.

Eventually, he sat back down.

I gained several points of Legitimacy in an awful hurry.

“Next. Brands are a thing of the past. Since you can’t snatch up women willy-nilly off the street or from your districts, there’s no need for a brand. I’m going to have a talk with Caderyn over in Healing District about reducing the fee to remove the brands. She’s keen to have worshippers at her temple, and that brings us to thing three: no more captive womenfolk. They’ll be free to move about the city as they please.”

A lot more amazed and disgruntled murmured conversations followed, and I let them. All the speculation (he knows Caderyn? The goddess of healing Caderyn?) and disbelief (how am I supposed to keep my women safe from other district Masters if they just walk around out in the open?) and outrage (this Drifter thinks he can just go and make Surrek just like earth? Well he’s got another thing coming).

“So, let’s review. Back to the big one: new members of your household by permission. I’m going to have Proclamation send out the criers to let everyone—”

The guy who’d sat down sprang into the air, along with three other Masters. His Thursday night poker buddies maybe. By the time he bounded over and beyond the three rows in front of him, he’d taken on the form of a white dragon and had launched a group of arrows at me. The scales gleamed with pearlescent color, and he had already gotten a big ball of sunny white energy started glowing in his mouth.

One of them dodged aside, strafing, beginning to disappear into thin air. The third guy sprang out of the first row, his body growing thick, thorny vines around himself. At the same time he was suffused with purple energy, an aura around him mirrored by the purple overtaking his eyes.

A lot happened at once. I waved a hand behind me, to let the ladies know everything was just fine and they could keep their marks to themselves. At the same moment, Jim sprang from my chest in time to take several of the arrows straight in his big, flat blue head. He ignored these, since they were only a few attacks, and Bronze tier.

He also tackled the white dragon guy out of the air. Floating downward slowly had been number one’s big mistake. Unless you counted challenging me in the first place.

Several other Masters froze in the process of standing up, mouths agape.

I took two arrows to the body before teleporting behind the second guy who was in the midst of going invisible. Him I dropped with the silver Empath’s Mark ability, which incapacitated him with shock, paralysis, psychosis, agoraphobia and bloodlust. The only necessary ones were paralysis and shock, but it was fun to imagine him in a mindless panic and a boundless rage at the same time.

The brutal axe slammed down into his neck once.

In the meantime the third guy froze and began looking around for me, so I strode forward and breathed lightning on him. I followed this up with a water ball. Then another. Then another lightning breath, which conducted quite well with him being very wet.

The first guy was pounding on Jim’s head from where Jim currently had chomped onto him at the waist, throwing green sparks at my best boi. Jim dropped him just in time for me to teleport behind this guy.

I tore his head off.

That’s not a joke or some kind of euphemism. The first thing I did was go have Jim take care of thorns guy, but for this first guy, I threw him bodily up on stage, teleported over behind him, and get him around the head with my legs. From there, it was possible to loop my bicep around under his chin, link hands, and wrench backwards.

I had Silver tier Fierce at two stars, so this took some time, but a high keening noise began coming out of him before the first audible pop. After the second loud pop, it went quick. Squelching, ripping, wrenching. Spurting blood onto me, then out at the audience.

When it was over I tossed his head at the feet of the first row. And last but not least, to the guy who hadn’t been killed by the first swing of the brutal axe, mister invisibility, I took his head off with the second chop.


25- Swing and Miss

I’m pleased to report that the grand council gave me a whole lot more Legitimacy points after I beheaded three of their members all in under a minute. They still didn’t like me, of course, and my Legitimacy rating was down in the orangey side of yellow, but by now it was at least a third of the way along.

I had no illusions that a full green Legitimacy bar was even possible. Rule through fear and hate wasn’t my jam, but it’d do if absolutely necessary. I’d just make it a very slow burn until all the Masters were replaced by my people.

There were three new district Master openings! What a perfectly predictable bonus item to fall out of the sky and land in our open hands. These would be hand selected from Mage, Ink or Grain and instructed carefully by Avya and a group of other ladies there for security purposes. They’d join the other handful of districts currently operating without Masters, but this could happen slowly.

I was under no illusions about the danger to my life and the lives of the women under me now. After all, a new condition called Deep Hatred Level 4 had popped into existence once the meeting was over.

Deep Hatred Level 4

You have upended the lives of these thirty-some men in the stroke of a pen. Such radical change is never accepted well overnight. Most of these people are apt to bide their time and plan to take you down by any means at their disposal.

Effect: the Safety of Ink, Mage, and Grain districts is now at risk, along with anyone who identifies with, follows, and advocates for the Drifter Governor’s orders.

T’charrk didn’t need much convincing to head to Proclamation District and begin the process of declaring me the Governor, along with the new decree. He bowed obeisance and hurried off to get that started right away, Governor, right away.

With that done, I let everybody know that they were welcome to come talk with me at my shop, that I would be there today, and that everything would be at a discount for the time being. Just a single gold piece for earth stuff.

I caught up with Rukluk on his way out of the coliseum, further south into the sections of the city that were utterly alien to me.

“I’m sorry to cause such a stir,” I told him.

The furious goblin glared up at me. “What you doing here? What the fuck you want?”

“To thank you for giving up the shadow council or whatever they called themselves.”

“Oh yeah?”

“I’ve got earth stuff as a gift. People are big fans of towels, shampoo, ice cream, plungers…”

He shook his head. “Need security. You put a target on Rukluk’s back.”

“That’s fair. I can offer up a lady or two, but the stricture stands. You can’t force her. I can’t force her.”

He sneered at me, and I found myself fascinated with goblin teeth. How did that many teeth fit inside a being’s football shaped head? Also, what did he eat to end up with breath like that?

“How you the Governor if you can’t force?”

I cracked my knuckles. “You’ll believe this one day, but not today… I’m trying to help all you guys.” All I had to do was murder fully half the population of Masters in the city.

He blew a raspberry. “Pfffttt. Help us.”

“Like I said, you won’t believe me now. See this silver mark here?”

He had to crane his neck, only being about four feet and a couple of inches.

“My ladyfriend has one from me. Also silver.”

He stared at me for a moment before spitting something curse-like under his breath. I produced a combo tube of toothpaste with toothbrush set with my Adrift ability and handed it to him.

“Two to three minutes of vigorous brushing after every meal, okay?” Hell, he had a lot of teeth. “On second thought, better make it five minutes. You’re like ninety percent teeth.”

“Don’t want no Drifter gifts.”

I cocked a half smile and shrugged. “Sell it for gold then. Your call.” For a second I considered giving him one of the pistols, but decided against it. The handguns were for the nulls, whenever they returned.

Soon, most likely.

He snatched the plastic coated package out of my hands like it was one of the severed heads in the coliseum. I added a three pack of body wash to that, and he grumbled at me.

“Sorry about the target on your back!” I called to his receding form. He made a rude gesture at me, but didn’t turn.
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It took some time before Ferrok appeared in the streets of Iron District, where people were swerving to avoid me, and a crowd of onlookers had gathered, but at a distance. Had they heard that I decapitated a man with my bare hands?

I suppressed a shudder, and told myself that the safety of the ladies was at stake, and that the head had been a slaver rapist’s head.

When Ferrok did show his face, at last, it was freshly washed, and his teeth freshly brushed.

Look, when you’re Silver tier you begin to notice a lot more things, and smell was one of those things. I was going to have to get that shit under control and in a hurry. If I had to smell this entire city all the time I was going to become an even worse mass murderer than presently. Most of the people would be found guilty of bad smell, and that wasn’t a good enough justification to put them in the ground.

“Drifter,” he said.

“It’s going to have to be Governor now.”

He nodded and kept his face carefully composed. “Governor.”

“Listen you don’t have to sound so reluctant. Chances are pretty good that the replacement is on the way here, will be here soon, and will wipe the floor with me.

“Also you don’t get to sound reluctant. You infested my district with mana thingies that almost murdered me. My hand exploded because of one of those little bastards.”

A grim smile came over his face. “I won’t ask how you found out.”

“That’s good, because I wasn’t about to tell.” There was no way I’d put Zati in the sights of this gigantic, powerful bastard.

“But if it’s all the same, I don’t regret it. You’re the Governor now. I knew exactly what I was doing and why. I knew you were rising faster than the morning sun. You’ve been selling enchanted socks and skivvies by the fucking boatload. I almost had a walkout on my hands when I refused to let the smiths buy the cooling necklaces. Those bastards are giddy you showed up… I think they would’ve just stopped working if I hadn’t pitched in money for the enchanted gear.”

“The money isn’t what drove me,” I told him.

“I don’t believe that for a second,” he replied. “You’re a smart guy, Drifter.”

“Governor.”

“Governor. You’re a thousand times smarter than Giskennen ever was on his soberest day. Whatever you did to make those mages speed up by a thousand thousand percent, they turned their shitty little enchantment magic into a waterfall of gold. And when you started ordering metal tools by the hundreds, I knew you had to be taken down a peg. Trusk knew it, T’charrk knew it, I knew it. The whole small council knew it. So we got our hands on some mana gluttons. The idea wasn’t mine but I seized on it.”

“Are you suggesting I shouldn’t punish T’charrk at all?”

“You punish who you see fit,” he said. “You’re the Governor. That fact is unbelievable to me, but there it is.”

“Thanks!” I told him brightly.

He didn’t look happy with the way this conversation was going. That was fine. “Anyway this is partially a social call, to let you know that part of your punishment for the mana thingies is already over. You tried to kill me, but I’ll chalk two days of confinement to that, and the third day of confinement can work towards the sabotage efforts.”

Curiously, the blood began to drain out of his face and he also became righteously angry at the same time. Fear and fury mixed right in there.

“You are already aware that branding is over. I wanted to reiterate, maybe watch you inform the smiths, that they won’t be making brands for anybody. If any of them makes a brand for a Master after today, it’s not on them, it’s on you.”

Incredulity flashed over his frightened and angry face. “What?”

“You’re responsible for your people defying my new decrees. Also, I’m happy to take a list of any Masters who come asking after a brand even though I’ve expressly forbidden it. That will build some goodwill between us, if I get to catch and punish somebody breaking my laws.”

He nodded, but I doubted he would come with any names, even if Masters wanted to defy my orders and brand their ladies anyway.

An anti-Drifter Governor rebellion would build, and I’d have to be ready to put it down. Trouble was, historically, cowards didn’t strike at the well-defended ruler’s house. No, usually they’d go after people considered my allies, or sympathizers.

I knew this, but I couldn’t be sure what I’d need to do to put it down. Carrot or stick? Honey as opposed to vinegar? What would motivate Ferrok to give up people, or see things my way?

I needed to think it over, and also prepare for the approaching northern threat, and be ready to handle a replacement Governor. I might just need a Favored Consort after all.

“Oh, I almost forgot! I gave your petty Masters their own districts,” I called. “Sorry!”

“You what?”

[image: ]

“So… I think the time for a Favored Consort is here. I don’t like it, and I know none of you like the idea either, but we’re going to be facing an uprising from the Masters. They’ll go after the new district Masters first, or Paul and Michael, or some of you. They’ll try to cut me off at the knees however they can.

“Ideally, the Favored Consort situation is best suited to someone who is okay taking orders from me, won’t resent me asking them to do a lot, and someone who’s ready to be a lot more powerful all at once. It’s a lot of marks of power… but the cost is high.”

Naturally, my mind fell on the candidate I thought would be best suited to this. But there was an order to things. To make things seem fair.

I turned to Auralla. “I want to ask you first because you’re my OG. You don’t have the brand, and I’ve never pushed you on it. Now… I’ve made brands illegal, and theoretically you can walk around the city without one.” She beamed at me. Fuck, I’d done all this because I swore to her she’d never have to take the brand. The others were just getting back from Healing, where they’d paid to have their brands removed.

“You’ve only got the Drifter’s Mark. Somehow the others ended up with more marks. So I’ll extend the offer to you first.”

“I can’t take it,” she said, and opened her mouth to speak further but I cut her off by raising my hands in surrender.

“I get it. I wouldn’t dream of judging you for the decision. You have reasons and aren’t required to tell me what they are. Your decision is yours and I respect that.” Then, to the rest of them, “I also don’t want anybody upset because they think I favor one of you over the others. I love all of you.”

Quavallie, Dallinya, Velleth, Hellera, Shennalil, Auralla, Zati and Avya sat in a circle in the Governor’s apartment. My core group. I wasn’t about to profess love for the new ones I hardly knew, and Illeri was an active pain in my ass. I didn’t trust her, let alone love her.

“Now… except for Zati and Avya, the rest of you have a ton going on already. You’re practically district Masters in power level without bonus anything. With that in mind, I’m going to extend the offer of Favored Consort to Avya and Zati first. They have the most to gain.”

Avya was nestled in Zati’s coils, and Dallinya was as well, leaning on the giant snake tail and idly rubbing her hands over the rough scales.

“It is something I find interesting in the academic way,” Zati said. “The stipulation making it impossible to remove without death is unnerving, however. I must also pass.”

“Fair, understandable, and you don’t have to explain yourself either.” Besides, Zati was busy researching spells and lore regarding the thing in the north. That would make her a bad candidate anyway, since I would need a Favored Consort to be boots on the ground, active troubleshooter. I had plans to ferry her out there with the Silver Door and give her some time to study it further, so we knew what the hell we were dealing with.

So many plans and so little time.

Offering the Favored Consort to Avya was just a formality. She’d had the Blood Debt and despised it. Still, she was part of the team and had the fewest marks, so theoretically the most to gain. I had to at least say the words. “Avya, I’m certain you’ll dismiss this offer out of hand—”

“Don’t put words in my mouth!” my tiny titan spat.

Well, consider me shocked. “I just thought, because of the—”

“I know, shut up!” She squeezed her eyes shut and clamped her hands over her ears. “Let me think, okay?”

Wait… what? Why would she be considering this? I had thought perhaps to offer it up to one of the girls out of the Governor’s harem, though I seriously doubted any one of them would take it.

“I’ve… I’ve never been powerful,” she said.

“You don’t need to be powerful,” Auralla urged. “It’s just a brand, Avi, nothing more. You didn’t want the brand. You hated the Debt.”

“I know!” She whined. “But you’re wrong… it’s a lot more than a brand. I’ll get all the powers. All of them! I’ll be faster, stronger, tougher, sneakier. Will you hate me if I take it, Aura?”

Auralla reacted like Avya had grown to the size of a giant and punched her in the stomach.

“How could I hate you?”

“You hate the brand, but the Blood Debt… I had it already. I know how to handle it.” She turned to me. “I’ll get the door one, right? And the teleport one?”

“You get all the ones I’ve got. Door, Steel Will, Drifter… shit,” I said, and swept my arm across the room. “These ones too: Red Dragon, Aquamancer, Trickster, Survivor, Archivist, Beastmaster… hell, you’ll get all the ones I just got. Sylph, Puppeteer, Night, Sun, Venom, Turquoise Dragon, Druid, and then Suppressor from Sechelle.”

“Avya,” Auralla said, and knelt to take her by the shoulders. “Are you sure?”

“No,” Avya said. “But I’ll be a giant.”

“Is this because—”

“No!” Avya basically shouted. Auralla pulled back, stung again.

The rest of the girls exchanged a whole lot of glances between one another. I could just about see the conversations going on in their heads: after she’d gained all this freedom, was she really willing to give it up for power? Would it really be worth it after all? And they were also sending those questioning vibes to one another: did you want it? No, I didn’t want it… did you?

I was tempted to use the Empath’s Mark to see what was going on in Auralla’s mind. There was something, some Sunspire village thing she hadn’t been able to get out before Avya shut it down.

“I want it,” Avya muttered, full of that familiar Avya conviction.

“I’ve changed my mind,” Auralla said. “I want it.”

“What are you doing?” Avya demanded. “You can’t take it just because you don’t want me to be bound again.”

“I’m not doing any such thing,” Auralla lied.

“I’m a nellwyn, Aura, I know when you’re trying to bluff me. You don’t want this, and you don’t want me to have it. Just let me make my decision.”

Auralla’s mouth flattened into a tight line. It was not the first time I’d seen her worried or upset, but it was the first time I’d seen her this upset.

“Okay listen,” I said. “I’m going to lay out the rules one more time. Fair?”

Avya nodded, so I pulled up the Favored Consort write up from the user interface, shaking my head slowly. I read it all out, while a lot of glances went around the circle of ladies.

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.

They were intrigued (mostly Zati) about the stars and attributes thing, so I spent some time going over what it meant, and what their attributes were. Hellera, Dallinya, Velleth and Quavallie were most of the way to Silver, with all the training and fighting they’d been doing, but Avya and Auralla were halfway there as well. Shennalil was the weakest in terms of attributes, though her Charming and Quick were both quite high.

So all attention fell to Avya.

“I can do this,” Avya said.

“No one doubts your courage,” Hellera said.

“We want what’s best for you,” Dallinya urged softly. “We want to be sure.”

“And we want you to go into this with a clear mind,” Shennalil added.

“Every time we’ve gained these marks, it’s because of a sacrifice,” Quavallie said.

“Sometimes it feels worth the cost,” Velleth said. “But every time I use these marks, I remember…” Fayeen, she didn’t say, but the name hung in the air.

“I know!” Avya said. “She was my friend too.” Then she turned away from the girls, to me. “Give it to me.”

“Avi,” Auralla breathed.

“Don’t listen to them,” she told me defiantly. “Give it to me.”

“Avya, I’m happy to talk this over a little more, but—”

She kicked me in the shin. “Stop telling me you’re going to respect my wishes if you’re not going to do any such thing, you big pansy. Now, give!”

Sometimes life throws you a curveball, and you’re left wondering how it slipped by you when you swing and miss. So instead I blinked, steadied myself, nodded, and extended the invitation.

After all, what could go wrong?


26- The Process of Becoming

Warning! You are about to extend an invitation to become a Favored Consort. This action cannot be undone. Do you wish to continue? Yes/No

There was no flying back up once I stepped of this ledge. I looked to the assembled ladies, then mentally pressed Yes. She had my shirt pulled up over my face before the warning had even disappeared. She was kissing me before my shirt was off.

“I need it… to complete the process,” she whispered, in between kisses and aroused sighs. “I need it. Please give it to me. Or tell me to take it.”

The lust was coming off her in slowly radiating waves. Her expression had slackened for a moment when I pressed the button, then clouded with need. Now she was feverish with it.

“You do what you need to do,” I told her, still uncomfortable with the idea of a Blood Debtor being magically bound to do my bidding at all times. We’d just gotten over that massive fucking hurdle. I was uncomfortable because of other reasons too. Clothes binding my hardening cock, for instance.

I was in the Governor’s apartment… there was no reason for me to be wearing a shirt, no reason for any of us to be wearing anything. Except perhaps to avoid the temptation to fall into a tangle of limbs and just sate all our desires while ignoring the running of the city.

Wouldn’t that be nice.

The lust in me was rising, and it was because of her own use of her empathy ability. I cold feel the red orange, honey spiced magic of it radiating out of her. All the others were feeling it too.

Avya’s mana pool had just grown exponentially out, by growing to Silver and grabbing the Red Dragon’s Mark. She gifted me her feelings, and a second layer of feelings draped over my own. I felt her desire ramp up in me, I felt her tongue pressed against the roof of my mouth and then her teeth nibbling my bottom lip.

“There’s so much,” she breathed. Her breasts were up against my chest, and I felt the jolts of pleasure radiating out of her hardened nipples as she dragged them over my skin. The feelings were beginning to blur together. My skin was her skin, my lips and her lips were the same, I was breathing heavily into my own mouth. Our moans were symmetrical. And the pleasure was multiplying. Was this how it felt when I layered on my feelings to the others?

My opening, her opening, was hot, wet, moistening. It wanted to be filled up, touched everywhere at once, massaged. Slow or fast didn’t matter, it craved to have me inside.

So when Avya pushed me onto my back, I didn’t resist. She cursed under her breath at the snap and zipper, then was wrenching them off my legs. The hunger in us was growing. All the other girls had fallen silent.

Clothes slid down my slim nellwyn hips, and then skin slid against skin as she straddled me and climbed up over my body. My breath rushed out against my erection, and when I closed my eyes I could see it through Avya’s.

Then I felt her tongue on me from both sides, and felt her mouth close over the head. Well she could handle a taste of her own medicine. I activated the Empath’s Mark and gave her what she was giving me. Both of us groaned at the pleasure of having our cock sucked.

All the others moaned as well. The silver tier empath’s ability from Avya was working too well, and lust completely overtook them. Zati and Dallinya were already at it, with Zati wrapping up Dallinya, fingering her, sticking that long tongue down the catgirl’s throat and gagging her. They were soon moving into a sixty-nine configuration, with Zati doing the vast majority of the work.

The rest found their partners. Hellera also had a long tongue and was using it on Velleth’s wide open legs. Auralla and Quavallie had Shennalil between them, making a sort of chain. The oil slick glimmer of Quavallie’s skin told me she didn’t have much control over the cephellian toxin, but they the Mender’s Mark. The white blue healing magic was already working between the three of them.

“They’re celebrating,” I told Avya, who could see what I saw while she sucked me off. “They’re overcome with lust over your decision.”

“Master,” she hissed. “I want you inside me.”

“Do what you want,” I told her.

She was on top of me and dragging our sopping, needy slit over our thick, engorged cock. Moaning in time with one another. Lubricating us further.

But we couldn’t wait. She grabbed the head and pushed us in. I couldn’t be sure how much the Blood Debt was in effect now, or if she’d already pushed into Silver. She must have, because my cock slid smoothly in for several inches. We were so tight, so hard, so hot, but she drew up off me and got several more inches in.

The other ladies erupted into a chorus of loud moans.

My hands were all over Avya, and I felt every caress I made, in addition to the doubled up sensation of the penetration. I was quickly rising toward a fast and hard climax, something that hadn’t happened in a long time, and it caused me to grab onto Avya’s slim hips, then stop her from fucking herself on my rigid pole.

I hissed breaths out through gritted teeth and tried to get my shit under better control, or else I’d be blasting off before Avya had a chance—

She was now arching her back, rolling her hips back and forth. This rubbed the head against a place that set Avya off. Stars exploded in my empathically projected pussy.

“If you keep doing that...”

I couldn’t even finish the sentence though. My back arched, hips thrust up, and Avya rose off the bed completely while I climaxed inside her. I roared with the frustration of coming too fast, and also the intense pleasure washing through my whole body from being overfilled.

Avya’s short legs literally couldn’t reach the bed, and she toppled forward, stopping herself with palms flat against my chest. She was coming too, crying out, but I could barely hear anything but the rushing of blood in my ears.

I only vaguely knew the others existed. Later, I’d find all of them limp, sweaty and dazed from the extreme lust radiating out of Avya, projecting her feelings out into them as well. Hellera and Velleth I found spooning. Based on the look of things, I thought Hellera might’ve been fisting the blue-skinned elf. Dallinya was still all wrapped up in Zati, with her ass and legs squashing Zati’s enormous boobs, and her head peeking out at the end of Zati’s tail. Quavallie had produced a tub and was having a dip, while Shennalil gently cleansed poison from Auralla. It seemed that in the sex frenzy, Quavallie hadn’t controlled her toxin production very well.

The process of becoming Favored Consort had already begun, I knew, because Avya had used her Silver tier empathy ability. It turned out that was only the beginning. The message burst in front of my eyes, and the screaming began.

Congratulations! Avya Dalewind of Sunspire has become your Favored Consort.

The result shouldn’t have been startling, but it was. Avya fell to the ground shrieking, clutching her head, and the others roused, wide-eyed just in time for a beam of white light to erupt out of her and shoot up into the ceiling. They fell back and away from her, while the screaming continued.

The marks were appearing, flashing here and there on her body, while at the same time her boosted mental stats were taking effect all at once. The physical changes were immense. By the time the light faded, what little fat there was on her body was gone, and she was left with a runner’s build. Her eyes seemed to gleam with more wisdom than before.

But she was covered, and I mean covered, with marks of power. In addition to the Adrift Mark she’d gotten before I’d even gotten the power, she also had the Phase Shifter’s Mark before becoming Favored Consort.

Now she had one for each of the Silver abilities I had, and they were all at Silver: Dimension Door’s Mark, Steel-Willed Mark, and Drifter’s Mark were all added to her body, in addition to all the marks from the other ladies.

It took some time for the screaming to stop, and for the headaches to fade away. I’d guess a good twenty minutes of heavy breathing, intermittent painful moaning, and holding her head later, and it was over. She held her head like it was ready to explode and only her splayed hands could keep it together.

Once it was over, a naked and mark-filled Avya got up and surveyed the room.

You have gained ranks in each of Avya’s skills. Avya has crossed the threshold into Silver tier, and has gained a new ability. You have gained Dalewind’s Mark as a result of this process. You have gained two stars in all attributes.

“How do you feel?” Auralla asked.

“Like me. I’m myself, just… more,” she said, gave her best friend a hug, and then approached me.

“You’d better not order me around, okay?” she warned. She went to pinch my cheek, but instead just rubbed her thumb against it. This brought a scowl to her face, so she tried to kick me in the ankle and instead rubbed her foot against mine. She hissed, then pouted, then peered apologetically at me.

She couldn’t hurt me, but I also couldn’t bring myself to taunt her about it. I could say ‘or what’ and there was literally nothing she could do. Except scar me emotionally, I supposed.

“Can I get a hug?” I asked.

Having a gorgeous, naked young woman crawl into my lap again and hug me was a delight.

“So you’re a Dalewind eh?” My new mark was called Dalewind’s Mark. “I don’t know what that means. I don’t think you want to tell me either.”

“You won’t ask?” Her words were muffled from being pressed into my chest.

“Do you want to?”

She shook her head, just a minute amount.

“Then no, I won’t push.”

She melted into my embrace, relaxing, and not long after I felt tears wetting my skin. She was strong enough not to just ignore the shudders and the hitches her body wanted her to do. Whatever the hell had happened in Sunspire a long time ago to make her like this, she didn’t want anyone else to know.

“When you’re ready,” I murmured to her, “I’ll ask you what it was. But I won’t do that now. For now it’ll be all questions. I’m not going to tell you what to do.”

“You promise?” The muffled words came up from my chest.

“I promise,” I said, and massaged her scalp and ears.

“How did we get you?” she asked.

“What do you mean?”

“We don’t deserve you,” she said, then burst past that. “I… can see all the stars and thingies now. I can read it all in the… user interface. I don’t know what that means yet. There’s so much. How do you even… oh okay I figured it out.” She released a shaky sigh. “Oh wow. Wow wow wow.”

“Yeah,” I chuckled. “It’s a lot.”

Good gravy. I couldn’t help myself, and had a look over my stats.

Attuned— Silver****

Clever— Silver****

Charming— Silver*****

Fierce— Silver******

Sly— Silver *****

Quick— Silver****

Tough— Silver******

I stared at them for a long, long time while Avya cried and hugged me and needed reassurance. Next to each stat were the stars that had been filled in, but Silver had twelve stars for each attribute. I only just halfway in Fierce and Tough, my new top attributes.

Fierce and Tough were my top attributes. It was a bit sad to see that Clever had been overtaken by the ruthless ferocity I’d been displaying all too often lately.

It was what it was, and I couldn’t change that. Still, the feeling of increased strength, toughness, quickness and mental sharpness were palpable. Measurable.

“Can you access them all?” I asked. She nodded and began to read out the names of the marks quietly: Drifter’s Mark, Steel-Willed Mark, Dimension Door’s Mark, Phase Shifter’s Mark, Beastmaster’s Mark, the list went on. And on.

Eventually I went through the vast amounts of UI, past all the city management, the district management, the inventory, the skills, the Relationships, innate abilities, special abilities tied to my attributes, and found Dalewind’s Mark.

I had never stopped to question why Avya had a last name and Auralla didn’t. The others didn’t either. They were all ‘of Surrek’ or ‘of location X’. Zati (Dellendri) was the sole exception, but Dellendri was also a place.

I’d been so focused on all the things that needed doing, that I didn’t stop and smell the roses. The roses being the gorgeous, capable women in my company who all had life stories and lived experiences.

Right after Dalewind’s Mark I’d delve deeper into what I’d been missing out on.

Dalewind’s Mark

*Special Ability, Magical*

*Silver tier, one star*

Normal: The Dalewind clan is known for its deep knowledge of magic. Five times per day you may call upon a spell known by Avya. These spells include: banish element, create element, shape element, gust, weave mana, purify water, shock, minor telekinesis, bubble shield, counter.

Costs minimal mana. Cooldown: none.

Bronze: The Dalewind clan is known for its connection to the natural eddies and ley lines of magic that course over the world. You may saturate or banish all magic energies to a location nearby, of about thirty feet in diameter, not farther than a hundred feet from you.

Costs high mana to cast and high mana per minute to maintain. Cooldown: 1 minute.

In addition, the Normal ability may be used for greater effect by paying high mana, up to 5 times a day. Cooldown: none.

Silver: The Dalewind family became notorious for their brutality in leeching mana. You may drain extremely high mana from a target by touch, or high mana from a target within thirty feet of you. Mana gained above your maximum in this way is channeled into a force blast against your enemies, emanating from the target. You may also drain extremely high mana from an area by touch, creating a mana crystal in your hand. The area in question requires a high magic density for you to use this ability.

Costs high mana. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

In addition, the Normal ability may be used for significantly greater effect by paying extremely high mana, up to five times a day. Cooldown: None.

This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Avya Dalewind, Favored Consort of Evan Westfield of Earth.

I stared at the long write up, and tried to soak it all in. This… told me a lot about Avya, though massive chunks of information were missing. First of all, in looking over the other two marks from her, it was now clear that the UI considered her completely severed from Sunspire. She was no longer ‘of Sunspire’ but my boon companion.

Next, if she could do magic, why didn’t she? Even at Normal or Bronze, she would’ve been able to… oh. This family connection only manifested when she reached Silver tier. Her Bronze ability was the nellwyn mark of Mischief, apparently, and it was phenomenal, but she hadn’t had access to this treasure trove of abilities before now.

It was bizarre that she just suddenly had a whole new set of abilities, until I realized that I also had just done that same thing, and twice. Once with Silver tier, and another with the dungeon cores. She had three, I had five.

But it also opened a new book regarding Avya’s life. The Dalewind family was renowned, and then notorious. The signature attack leeched mana away from their enemies, and presumably used that as a springboard for killing them once they couldn’t use any of their own abilities. Controlling the eddies and flow of magic in an area sounded incredibly powerful, and I couldn’t wait to test it out.

So the natural question became Avya’s relationship to the remainder of the Dalewind family. Was Avya an outcast, or had she run away? Was the Third Domi a part of the Dalewind family? Or had the family been hunted down because of their abilities and proclivities? I wanted to know everything, and had a feeling based on the interaction between Avi and Aura that this wasn’t a ball of yarn Avya wanted untangled.

It was now time to go and see about addressing the huddled masses, yearning to breathe free. A guy couldn’t hang out in his apartment in the sky, naked, surrounded by gorgeous super-powered fuck buddies, could he? Not when there was so much work to do.

“Put some clothes on,” I told all of them. “We’ve got a disaster to avert. Or several disasters.”

So many disasters to avert.


27- The Masses

Ihave to say, the reception to my new decrees was as surprising as it was disappointing. Criers went out to every market area in the city, the little ones in the back corner districts that mass produced plates or the nice districts that turned silver into thick badass bracelets for Masters who wanted to look tough but also needed that bling.

They repeated the same refrain for two full days: females were free to leave the harems. They could throw off the brand and walk around town without fear of rape or kidnapping. Healing District was the place to have your brand removed and it was accepting all comers.

Hellera took a contingent of the ladies with Avya to initiate another young stud to the new districts I’d just freed up by soaking my clothes in blood. Or should I say, Avya took the ladies. She was a fucking powerhouse now, make no mistake, nearly a rival to my power, and that was astonishing.

Usually, Avya just went with the core group, along with Michael and Nazira for instructional purposes. Sometimes the Governor’s harem ladies went as well, but there were just too many running around now to keep track of. They could be anywhere, and that was kind of the point, to let them run free if that’s what they wanted.

Knowing what I now knew, it was extremely lucky to have ambushed the Governor’s Favored Consort the way I did. Without the mana restricting manacles, I would’ve failed, and hard. Even with the Silver tier Empath’s Mark ability giving her three conditions, she’d been remarkably hard to take down.

Avya went with the ladies to show off their marks to a very confused, young nobody, instruct them in the correct way to fuck (sorry, make love) and bestow the mark through sharing. To coax him to arousal, get his cherry popped, and watch him as he consummated his unbelievably good luck in taking over an entire district.

Then, once the first mark appeared, they explained what this meant to all the members of the harem who’d just lost their Master to the Governor’s punishment.

Newly imbued harem members were now free to move about the mansion, and the district, and the city. They could hold coin and shop at the markets. They could rebuff the new Master if he tried to push them… after all, they had magic just like he did.

Most importantly, the ladies were all responsible for the security of the district, because for right now, the Master was confined to the harem. We instituted a probation period of a full week, during which the gentleman in question needed to learn how to talk to the ladies, learn what ladies with magic and marks of power meant, and agree wholeheartedly to abide by Avya’s words, because she could reduce these guys to so much offal for the pigs with hardly a thought, with her new power.

If the ladies and the new Master could handle cohabitating with the marks of power and their magic back, he could cultivate relationships with them, which Avya explained was how Normal tier shared marks turned to Bronze, and then how those turned to Silver.

Because, as Michael and Nazira showed all of them, (with Avya’s help) sex was awesome. Incredible. It not only felt great but it was a good way to earn yourself some free magical gifts.

But, see, it didn’t work.

But for all that I’d planned and done to help the situation of the slave girls in the city, nothing changed in the two days when the proclamations went out. I saw wives on the arms of their husbands, the people who hurried to the nearest small market in order to buy the bread and supplies necessary to live. I watched as Masters walked the streets with impunity, and (I’ll add) failed to raise a hand in greeting me, their Governor.

In every respect, Project Kindergarten and Project Benevolent Governor were going the way of the Hindenburg.

To temper my frustration over the lack of any real gains, I stayed in the shop as much as possible, to help make sure Yann got things set up and priced out correctly. Of course patronage plummeted, to zero. Nobody wanted them some Drifter shit anymore, not when they all hated his guts for becoming the new Governor and getting involved in their lives.

I should’ve seen that coming.

They were quiet hours in the shop, but not lonely. For all the still and silence of pricing enchanted materials nobody wanted to buy any longer, there were a lot of faces at the shop window. Hey, come see the Governor, all those faces seemed to say. He’s just puttering around his shop. What a total tool bag. Can you believe he actually thought he could change things? Don’t tap on the glass, honey, you’ll spook him. I heard he’s strong enough to pull a man’s head off with his bare hands.

Auralla and the other girls told me it would take time for them to accept the new decrees, and the way things were supposed to be now. As for me, I was torn between the possibility of the women walking around the city without brands, and them getting attacked at any time by people who couldn’t accept my rule. Legitimacy was slow to come by, apparently.

Two days of no big changes became a week. Avya’s team of new Master converters handled settling a new Master into each of the unattended districts. The vast majority were straight out of Mage or Grain, now that Ink had been plundered of all eligible males.

Except the idiot Serro.

Speaking of, I let Serro out of the Governor’s dungeon, and put him back under the watchful eye of his furious parents. They were enraged that I, the head of the district, now the Governor, had given him a golden opportunity and he had completely squandered it. Much smacking about the head and shoulders followed.

This was the only time that I really experienced any pangs of homesickness. Weirdly it was watching this teenager, this young adult, getting walloped in the shoulders by his screeching mother that made me think about heading back.

Earth would never accept me like this. I knew that. I’d either end up as a science experiment in a black site, if the magic even worked, or completely dirt poor if it didn’t.

And if any of the ladies wanted to come along and stay with me? Not only would earth society not accept them as people, it wouldn’t accept the relationship I so many women at once. And kicker, I wouldn’t be able to support all of them, let alone myself. Mass murder via magic wasn’t a marketable skill back in the States.

“I could empty the treasury into earth,” I told myself. The Governor’s palace had a highly secure vault filled with coins, gems, artifacts and such that I hadn’t even really set eyes on.

I had to assume that coming back to earth with a dragon’s hoard of gold probably would go the same way as bringing back a half-snake half-supermodel, among other unearthly beauties.

Nope, I was in a hole I’d dug for myself. Earth was only a convenient next door reality from which I could nab whatever my heart desired. Right now it desired more Glock handguns and boxes of ammunition.

Zati had informed me that the approaching thing in the north was moving glacially slow. Thank the heavens for small favors, right? Still, it was an itch at the back of my mind, and wouldn’t be banished. No matter how much I scratched it or squeezed at it, it was still around and wouldn’t go away.

The only hope was that Avya, convincing little firebrand that she was, coupled with the horny immensity of Michael and his fuck buddy Nazira, were showing the new Masters that sharing was caring.

Each evening that week, I took out one of the ladies. The idea was to show the masses how to handle a Master (or in this case a Governor) being out in public with a woman who wasn’t utterly subservient. We’d talk and get to know one another, have dinner somewhere. All districts were now open to me, the Governor.

I also needed that bloody Legitimacy to consolidate my power, and sniff out rebellion from the remaining Masters. Still about half of these guys were entrenched in their way of doing things, and there was no good way to know whether Operation Kindergarten was successful so early. I might end up having enemies on both sides of the aisle.

So I made myself, as Governor, known to all the people of all the districts.

I tried to work with the Governor’s harem ladies first, and had decent enough success there. First on the agenda was learning their friggin names, how long they’d been here, what they were all about, and apologize for how things had shaken out so far. By that I meant not getting to know any of them before, um, knowing them carnally.

Sillandria liked the nickname Silla, and was quietly astonished by the city. Although she initially didn’t want to let go of me, arms wrapped around mine and hugging tight against my shoulder, she loosened up a little later and was able to only hold my hand.

She was still holding my hand in both of hers, but baby steps, right?

Sure, individuals I could win over. The masses were another story entirely. I wasn’t a party guy, I was a sit and talk guy, or a play video games with your best friend guy.

I liked the starry-bodied elf, with her twin nebula eyes and her ability to just about vanish if she stood still in a shadow. Like the hand holding thing, she was hard to pry open, but once I got her talking she simply wouldn’t stop. After a couple of hours of being together, she wanted to tell me about how the awning over there flapped in the breeze, how these things over here, the bread with the bits of cheese in them smelled so wonderful, she could eat one even though we’d just had dinner, and look at those cute little things she’d never seen before with their twinkly little eyes. And was it true that I’d been outside the city? Like outside the walls?

So when I took her there, to Sunspire, she nearly collapsed from the overstimulation and introduction to new things. She could barely handle the idea that Sunspire was just a doorway away, and she couldn’t at all handle the idea of pissing off First Domi.

I just shrugged, grinned, and apologized for barging in unannounced.

The following day could not have been more different.

The human woman who’d gifted me the Sun’s Mark had healed from the null attacks slowly, but she was the next to volunteer for date night. I learned her name was Liyelle, she had been in the harem for four years, and the city seemed completely changed from what she remembered. She had much less trouble opening up, and it wasn’t that we were both humans. She was far more at ease around the city, since she hadn’t grown up in the harem or spent the majority of her life tucked away.

We visited the places she’d known and loved when she visited the first time: the fountain in the central market, a park near the edge of Wax District I hadn’t known existed before, and the Governor’s palace. She’d walked up to it when visiting, to gaze up all the hundreds of feet it rose in the air, and the way the threads of rainbow marbling twinkled in the sunlight.

Listening to her story, I couldn’t help but get upset once again. She’d been traveling a circuit of the twelve cities with her merchant parents as part of a large defended caravan, only to find themselves ambushed and the women taken. When the merchants all cried out for the security to help them, they accepted pay from the ambushers, killed the merchants, stole the wares and the women, and settled in Surrek.

So she had been to all the cities in the empire! She’d seen the lands beyond those cities, the tiny villages and hamlets where farmer families often gathered to sell their grain and trade for goods coming out of the cities, the interior settlements protected by the Emperor against forceful enslavement by the Masters. She had even been to one of the central Golden cities, and set eyes on the Platinum palace in the very center of the whole empire.

All those names went into my map, but really I just enjoyed hearing her talk about the main differences between the cities, the different weather and plants and trees and fruits. In Treshkegal almost half the city’s space was devoted to fourteen different Orchard Districts (all named after the fruit they produced, like Gnilla District), including a species of trees that were almost as tall as the Governor’s tower, and which produced nuts bigger than your head.

I couldn’t be sure if she was exaggerating because she’d been young when she went through Treshkegal. It didn’t matter as much as her feelings about Treshkegal and sharing them with me. It made her feel better, and as a nice side effect, listening to her just talk and talk and talk gave me an entire free star plus some extra.

The expensive dinner up in Mage District did wonders for her attitude as well.

The following evening found me commiserating over the loss of the gnomish Artificer Jivianna with the naga who’d given me Venom’s Mark, named Eshenti. The two of them had been quite good friends, and Jivianna was always trying to scrawl down plans for devices, which Eshenti hid from the cleaners, the interior security, and the seneschal by being a huge, intimidating and venomous snake lady.

The little gnomish had been so full of energy and joy for the day she got out of the harem and rejoined her people back in the foothill warrens of the gnomish societies. Out in the foothills near Kentir were the small gnomish settlements, too small for most of the big species to bother with, busy crafting, experimenting, and imbuing things with magic to sell or barter.

That was gone, which saddened Eshenti a great deal. Well, I told her, the least we could do was return Jivianna’s body to the place where she was born, and send our solemn regards to her parents.

This perked up Eshenti immensely, and I was glad to see it. She was pretty torn up over the little gnomish’s death. In fact, it wouldn’t be difficult to teleport halfway there with the Silver Door, direct to Sunspire, then make the rest of the trip on foot.

I went through an entire dinner and a tour of Ink and Mage Districts, a good two hour walk, listening to all the ways Jivianna was amazing, what ideas Jivianna had, and how simple and elegant her inventions would prove to be one day, when they had the opportunity to get created and help people live their lives.

Eshenti talked little about her own upbringing, but brightened when she learned that Zati was an Archivist. Apparently Archivists were held in very high esteem in the Dellendri desert wastes.

At the end of the night, she and I both got copies of the Artificer’s Mark tattooed on the insides of our wrists. I showed her Fayeen’s Swiftwind’s Mark, and we added the Raider’s Mark to my other wrist.

It wouldn’t be the last tattoo I got, before the whole sorry business of my ascendency to Governor was over.

I left Eshenti that night vowing to make it out to the foothills near Kentir, to see if we couldn’t deal with the Jivianna situation. I was betting we could, although I might need several more of those shrinking potions I’d taken in that Mage District restaurant. And a bunch for Eshenti as well.

The next evening I spent with the elf who’d given me the Druid’s Mark, whose name was Viyalla, out beyond the city walls. She taught me how to hunt for this and that berry, this and that herb by leaf and stem and root.

She grinned the whole time, around the outskirts of New Sunspire, humming and singing. Furry woodland creatures came and nuzzled against her, and her singing was sweet and clear. After the first few lessons we spoke little, just hunted and collected, and enjoyed the solitude or the company, however you considered it.

With each of them (save the blue-scaled dragonite) I ended the evening up about a star, sometimes a bit more, having learned a lot about each of them and their personalities, ambitions, dreams, what they loved and what drove them to excitement.

As for me, I quietly wondered when the other shoe was going to drop. I scanned the city the whole time I was out with the ladies, looking for aberrant feelings with the Normal Empath’s Mark ability. Was someone inordinately focused on me? It was hard to tell now that I was the Governor. The Governor was a figure shrouded in mastery, whose moves and words were incredibly important, so when I turned up at a restaurant all emotions shifted dramatically. A spy or an assassin could get away with lurking there easily.

This didn’t sour the night, but I couldn’t devote my whole self to the ladies and be totally present, and that sucked. It wasn’t fair to them or me.

Fair or not, that’s how it went. It was only after the evening that we retired back to Aceter House, then used the Silver Door to teleport to the Governor’s palace, that I could really enjoy myself in the arms of any gorgeous playmate who would have me. The security was important now, with the Deep Hatred in effect.

Each night we’d ascend into the gigantic, unbelievable suite at the very top of the Governor’s palace and get a point of Legitimacy just for staying the night there. The ladies would settle into anywhere they wanted to, since the top three floors were all lavish apartments, and I’d hit the sack with whoever shared the mammoth bed. Usually this meant a murmured conversation with whoever stuck around, a session tailored to their particular wants and needs, and then I’d drift off to sleep with hands all over me.


28- The Cage

Four lovely nights after four memorable evenings followed.

The first date with Sillandria went well enough, but she was too stiff and afraid of life beyond the harem to even consider taking her to bed that night. Still, once we arrived at the place where she was sleeping in the Governor’s palace, I bid her goodnight and went to leave, only to feel her tugging lightly at my wrist.

She released my arm, apologizing already, and when I told her that was hardly necessary, she asked me if I’d like to stay a little longer.

Sillandria was some sort of elf I’d never heard of before, or just a fae with an elemental aspect that was really rare, so staring down at her was so, so weird. And great. Don’t get me wrong, it was just practically impossible to see her in the darkened apartment. When I asked if she’d like some light, she informed me that she could see just perfectly, thank you, and that she wanted to thank me for all I’d done for her.

Although that wasn’t necessary, I could hardly see her freeing up my cock or leaning forward to slide her tongue over it. She began to blow me with, for the first time since I’d gotten here, an adept touch and an impressive level of skill.

I was fully hard in under a minute, and especially hard once she began to knead the sack with an expert touch, and press one finger up between my balls and asshole.

I went to open my mouth, but felt a weird rush of pleasure when one finger opened me up from behind. This impressively skilled elf slid forward and poked her tongue out to lick at my balls, while her throat convulsed around the head.

At that point, I took her head and pulled her back an iota, meaning to stop her from making me explode, but the scales were tipped and I filled her mouth.

She kept my seed in there until I slumped onto a huge cushion, staring at the darkness. Then, the darkness opened its mouth to show me a mouthful of semen floating in the pitch black, before it disappeared again. She swallowed noisily.

“You taste wonderful, Master,” she told me quietly.

“So they keep telling me,” I told her, then reached forward until she slid her face into my open palm. I chuckled, and she had a laugh over it too. “I’d like it if you called me Evan.”

“Yes… Evan. Thank you for this evening.”

“And hopefully more like it to come,” I told her.

When I ascended the platform one more level to the grand apartments, Auralla and Avya were waiting to see how this one had gone. Mostly they were looking to see if I’d gotten lucky, and when I told them I had, they shared a smirk. Avya paid Auralla a handful of copper pieces, muttering. Then when I explained it was only a blowjob, Auralla returned the copper pieces.

They fell on me then, tickling and laughing and kissing and licking. Auralla moaned about needing me, wanting me, needing to have me inside. This time I didn’t wait any longer, but fully lubricated her back door and gave her several fingers’ worth of warning. After some foreplay in her pussy, up against that terrifying window wall, I withdrew and whispered in her ear: it was time.

She just nodded silently, then accepted with a grunt when the head slipped past the ring and into her asshole. Avya felt every bit of this, which reminded us both of making love to Avya for the first, second, third…basically all the times. Auralla had some trouble getting used to the idea of relaxing as opposed to clenching, flexing, working. Instead she breathed and accepted the dick as her full and complete master. In the meantime I concentrated, hard, on being able to satisfy Auralla completely, absolutely. Soon enough, I had a second erection directly below the first, and I was feeding it to her.

Avya did not handle this news well. I was already double penetrating Aura by the time she got down to see exactly what was happening. She’d felt it through the empathic bond, but needed to watch the dual dicks go in and slowly out of her best friend. What she wanted was to have me at the same time I was in Auralla.

She was also in no condition to have that, since she collapsed onto her back with her legs spread and her fingers massaging both her holes to repeated, continuous orgasm.

I promised she could have that next time. Then I turned my attentions back to Auralla, lifted her legs up, and drilled her while staring down at the city.

When I filled her with my seed, both at once, Avya was there to help clean her up.
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Liyelle was not so demure as Sillandria, and talked all about our sex throughout dinner. She had seen the Governor have his way with the members of the harem, and he was robotic, expressionless and severe.

“When you took Sillandria I knew you were different,” she told me. “I needed to have you.”

She was happy to learn she could have me again, and this evening. And after that, she was delighted to learn she could prepare herself throughout the entire meal and I wouldn’t scold her. On the contrary, when she rotated her shapely ass on the booth bench across from me, I knew she was getting aroused.

She then accepted my offer of the vibrating, warming stone I had used on Velleth for so long. I watched her face as she inserted it, trying not to show everyone in the restaurant how turned on she was getting. Then, with the stone inside, she leaned forward, blushed, and grinned at me.

She couldn’t believe she was with the Governor, one on one. She couldn’t believe that the Governor listened to the words she said, or cared about what she wanted. She promised to give me everything she could.

If I wanted to fuck her right here in the restaurant with everyone watching, she was ready. If I wanted her to parade through the streets completely nude, she would probably orgasm just from being next to me.

She was in a completely wound up state when I told her I’d like to fly with her in my arms. I took her up on the Sylph’s Mark air step, listening to her purr and coo about how lucky she was, how much fun she was having, how it hadn’t been this good in years. She commenced to kissing my neck and licking my ear before we even landed at that large park she remembered.

With dusk falling, she fell to her knees in the midst of a closed park and gave me an exuberant, fairly skilled blowjob. I didn’t know where Sillandria had learned to do the things she’d done, but Liyelle was all excitement and I was there for it.

Afterwards I lifted one leg and pounded into her standing up. She’d…never… imagined…

After slamming into her for a good five minutes, listening to her moan and call my name, it was time for something else she’d never imagined. With my newfound strength, I had her link her hands around my neck, and pulled her other foot off the ground. Now she was folded in half and suspended midair, completely open to me, and slamming into some deep place, her own special g-spot, which sent her into orbit.

She threw her head back and was vocal in her appreciation. With every breath she seemed to grow louder, until I was sure the entire district could hear us.

Finally, still inside and fucking her, I opened the Silver Door and headed back to the mansion to continue these activities. It got to the point where Dallinya, Sillandria, Auralla and Quavallie showed up, then demanded to be given the Empath’s Mark ability to get off too.

So with four women arrayed around me, I used Liyelle's body to get all of them off.
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The third date had been with Eshenti, who informed me that she had had a lovely time but if it was all right she could use a little time to grieve over Jivianna, and prepare herself mentally for a possible day she might meet Jivianna’s family.

All this told me either Eshenti and Jivianna had been seriously deep friends, or lovers, and it didn’t matter either way. I embraced her, told her I was sorry about what had happened another time, and let her cry a little bit more. Hellera had already been around that block several times, apparently.

This surprised me, but only a little.

Quavallie was there for me when I went upstairs to shower. She was simply in the shower behind me when I began to soap up, embracing me from behind and massaging the full muscles of my torso. In the meantime, her hair crept over my much larger shoulder muscles and gave them kissy little massages there too.

I let her soap me up and wash me fully, though my shower soon turned into a hot session. I had three fingers, then four inside Quavallie, and I was lapping at her breasts… when Shennalil entered the shower.

One look at the shock and blush running rampant over her cheeks, up her ears and halfway down her neck told me she wanted in. She nearly flew right out of the bathroom, but I grabbed onto one of her ankles and threw the Empath’s Mark on so she could feel Quavallie’s tentacles massaging the whole length of me at once.

Shennalil landed on the floor and began shuddering. “Ohh, you cunt,” she muttered.

And when I told her she was welcome to join the festivities and get clean the fun way, she got unsteadily to her feet, looked up at me, looked at the door, back at Quavallie licking while her tentacles did most of the work, then carefully made her way into the shower.

See, with Silver tier strength, I could lift Shennalil and hold her up to my face to eat her out with literally zero strain on my muscles. She weighed less than sixty pounds, being four foot nothing, and spread her legs with an astonished cooing noise that melted my heart a little.

I could stand and have Quavallie suck me off, and also enjoy a nice appetizer with Shen.

Eventually the cephellian tired of doing all the work with no reward, stood, and started making demands of me. It was difficult to see with Shen’s legs wrapped around my head, and her body hunched over me, so I took a pause and got the delicious, toxic cephellian situated. It just amounted to shifting Shen to the side a tiny bit, then squish Quavallie against the shower wall with one leg up.

Of all the girls, Quavallie felt the weirdest to be inside. All the others (save Hellera) were more or less human but X: human but small, human but with a tail, human but with horns. Quavallie wasn’t that at all, she was spongy, muscly, jelly stuff, and there was no need to hold back during sex.

She took the pounding I gave her loudly, and it unfazed her when I slammed in there harder, and harder still. It eventually got to where I couldn’t easily keep Shen wrapped around my head. Still, she’d been having a continuous stream of orgasms in her adorable high pitched voice, both from the eating out and the empathic ability to feel everything happening with my body.

This went on way past lights out, until at last Quavallie shuddered with orgasm and melted to the floor under the spray of hot shower water. Then I helped Shennalil to mount me, and grinned down at her determination to get me off. With all Quavallie had put me through, it wasn’t difficult to manage. I dumped what felt like a huge load inside the tiny fae, who collapsed down onto me with a sigh and passed out. I had to hold her up to get her to brush her teeth, and carry her to bed.
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Viyella, after basking in the scents and sights of the outdoors for several hours, asked me shyly if I was going to take her again. You see, she explained, there were rumors that Master Evan liked to seed his girls even when there wasn’t any power to be gained.

The elf’s demure, roundabout way of getting to the point made me grin and nearly laugh, but I held back. Instead, I extended a hand and told her I was more than happy to take her again if that was her wish.

Yes, yes it was, but like the outdoors, she wanted the time to fully explore and enjoy it. That was more than fine by me. I let her disrobe me and trace over all the marks of power with her fingertips. She cooed and muttered about how many there were, and how strongly this or that one glowed. She wanted to know the names of the marks, and she wanted to know how each of the girls felt.

They were all different, of course. Even now, when I had Velleth, Illeri, and now Sillandria and Viyalla, each of the four elves were different as well. Velleth for obvious reasons I didn’t get into, but Sillandria for her skills, Illeri for the incredible boundless passion, and now Viyalla.

Even their bodies were different: Velleth was shorter, curvier, but Sillandria (I was pretty sure) was lithe and long, less busty. Illeri was compact, without a hint of fat, shorter than the others.

Viyalla traced her fingertips over the various muscles still developing on my trunk. I had bit sloping pecs now, and abs that were coming in. Even the weird muscles making that V down to my groin were starting to show, the ones only professional bodybuilders had.

She knelt before my stirring member and stared at it for a time, sniffed at it, touched it delicately, and sucked the head into her mouth. In response, I snaked my fingers into her lovely blonde hair, then rubbed over the tips of her pointed ears.

This caused her to blush, break away, and ask how I knew she liked that so much. I just grinned and guided her back to the job at hand, while I rubbed over her ears and got her all worked up. After some time, she timidly asked if she could have it inside her… and have me play with her ears.

I was more than happy to comply.

Once deep inside Viyalla, she groaned and shuddered just from having me take my time getting situated, falling onto my chest and putting me in the perfect position to continue the ear massage. She liked it even more when I rolled us over, her onto the soft moss, and did all the work. Savoring the sensation of her clutching onto my back, as though I might disappear at any moment, I used a variety of different angles and rotations until I found the one she liked. I was even able to stay on my elbows, and get my fingers all over those ears she liked to have rubbed so much.

She was in a continual state of wordless, breathless bliss for the next little while, until she too gushed fluids all over the forest floor. Then she tried to beg me to stop, only to fall squealing again. A few minutes later, she convulsed and squirted again.

And this is true, she passed out from the sex about five minutes of continued pounding later. She could literally handle no more sweaty, writhing thrusting at the one spot that drove her wild.

Whoops.

I apologized when she came to, and received a lazy, drunken grin in response. She had literally, never in her life, felt like that.

I was honored to give that experience to her.
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Once back in Ink District, I found a party laid out by the ladies. I’d been quietly paranoid something terrible was going to happen, and had been on my toes throughout each of our dates. It wasn’t a mental place I wanted to stay in every day, fearing for the women and for the thing I’d built.

It felt like a cage Hellera, Velleth, Dallinya and the others had built while I was off playing with dolls. Sure they hadn’t known they were constructing it out of the resentment and frustration that came with being forced to accept something very alien in a short amount of time.

Every time I’d gotten a new job, every time I’d moved into a new house, or broken up with a girlfriend who just happened to be cheating on me for months with a work buddy, the transition period had been hard. All the new shit all at once. The bullshit you didn’t want to have to put up with, that got in the way of you living your life, but was unavoidable, that’s what I’d just signed the whole city up for.

And based on every history podcast from every different country, from any period of history ever, I was in for some shit. The citizens wouldn’t see me discarding their traditions and familiar every day lives, and go ‘yeah, sure, sounds good’. There would be blood.

Lucky for me, there was alcohol. I pounded down beer after beer, enjoyed some earth snacks care of Avya’s newly increased mana pool, and took my sweet time getting drunk. With my Silver tier Tough attribute dealing with most of it, drunkenness was ever more difficult to achieve. Apparently I passed out at some point.

That’s how, on the morning of the fifth day, I woke up in a cage.


29- My Leniency Weakens

Ididn’t wake up when I should’ve, I think, because I’d been poisoned. My recall of the last few hours that night wasn’t great, but sometime in the night I thought one of the ladies had woken me up with some murmured words and a kiss.

In between the words and the kiss, dripping something into my mouth. I couldn’t picture their face in my mind… in fact, the drinks and late night appetizers we’d eaten that night at Aceter House might have been poisoned too. The girls should’ve woken up when I was hauled bodily into a cage just larger than a coffin, and that cage was dragged out the door.

Unless they were poisoned too. That thought jolted me awake with a thrill of fear. If they’d been poisoned with whatever knocked me out at Silver tier, they might be dead.

No, the UI showed I still had all my marks of power at the same Relationship level as when I’d had that party. Relieved, I tried to recall what had actually happened last night that I knew for sure.

We hadn’t taken the Silver Door back to the Governor’s mansion that last night. The poison must’ve done it. Or I’d been too drunk and merry. It didn’t matter which; I was in serious trouble.

Although there was nothing to see, with my mana cut off by the manacles and the blindfold over my eyes, I wouldn’t have long to wonder who’d done it, anyway.

Illeri. She or the turquoise dragonite were the only two left, and the lady dragonite hadn’t expressed any of the same bullshit ‘you’re a slaver’ attitude the green-skinned elf had.

Avya was not going to take this well.

“What do you mean?” I heard the unmistakable lilt of Illeri’s voice. “You funded this entire operation. You’re taking him.”

“It’s too dangerous. I just wanted him out of the way. Just kill him.”

“Are you insane? The girls have each others’ powers,” she said. “I can’t kill him. They’ll… they’ll put me back. They’ll torture me. They’ll…” They’ll kill me, she didn’t say.

“Well then, just keep him for a few days.”

“What are you going to do?” she asked.

“Better if you didn’t know,” the other voice said.

“You have to take him! That was the deal.”

And now whatever conspiratorial elements existed here were already at each other’s throats. It was almost as sad as it was cliched. Illeri didn’t know what she was doing, obviously, which was maybe why she needed the help in the first place. The other voice was male, and I’d bet either T’charrk or Ferrok’s people. Possibly one of the other small council members, given the idea by T’charrk. I’d had a run in with T’charrk’s people in Proclamation District over Valentine’s Day, but I hadn’t heard all of them speak. It could just be a middle man about to be very rich, or very dead, depending on how the Master who’d paid him operated.

I was testing my bonds at this point. I could barely get to my knees without slamming my back against a set of cold iron bars. I couldn’t turn around. With my hands bound behind my back, it was even more ridiculous to imagine me busting out of here, but I’d try it once they left me alone. No need to advertise that I was trying to get free.

“Watch him,” the male told Illeri. “He may try to get free. The longer you keep him, the more lax your people will get. You have guards to watch him, do you not?”

“Of course not, you utter imbecile. The agreement was you’d take him. Why would I bring guards to keep watch over him when I wasn’t supposed to have him in the first place?”

“More’s the fool you,” he said.

“You do know that the Drifter imbued me with some of his power, don’t you?”

“Are you threat—” was as far as he got before Illeri did something to attack him. Whether she pulled a distance strike with one of the miniature portals or phase shifted him, or just killed him with a plain old weapon, it didn’t matter. A body slumped to the floor immediately afterwards, and my senses were still sharp enough to detect the coppery tang of blood in the air.

“Now your Master doesn’t get to pay you,” Illeri spat. “What a shame there’s one less rapist slaver in the city.”

“The Master who hired him to work with you will know when that man doesn’t come back,” I told her.

“I don’t need your advice, ideas, or help,” she said.

“What’s your play then? I’m not in a place you figured I’d be in. You don’t have anyone to guard me. I bet wherever we are isn’t an ideal place.”

“Be quiet.”

“Or you’ll kill me?” I asked.

“Don’t speak and I won’t do something we’ll both regret.”

I wanted to laugh. We already both regretted this, whatever this was. “Illeri—”

“Shut your mouth!” she shrieked. “Don’t speak! I need to think!”

I gave her a minute to heave and stomp her foot on the ground, mutter curses to herself and perhaps the gods. Now it was her turn to pace, even though it was kind of my thing.

But I didn’t want her to leave without putting an idea in her mind. A reasonable idea. Calm, reassuring, quiet, niggling into her brain. I’d need to be helpful and calm, yes, that was my middle name. Not Christopher. Evan Helpfulandcalm Westfield.

“I want what you want,” I told her. “Let me go and I can help you do that. I took you into my house. Fed and clothed you. I promised to help you. We can talk about this, you show me where I went wrong, and I’ll figure out what I can do—”

The door had slammed shut. She’d left without answering, her footfalls receding until she reached the door.

The cage was quality, and so were the manacles. The very same manacles I’d commissioned to be crafted specifically to hold the Governess. What delicious irony this was.

I strained upwards until my body began to complain loudly that I was going to pop something out of joint, pull a muscle, or worse. The UI actually popped into my darkened vision and told me I was about to cause myself an injury, or several, if I continued doing this.

While this was going on, the nulls started showing up again. I didn’t know, and wouldn’t know for some time, but those things were showing up at the north gate and trying to scale the walls. Thankfully, it was only a trickle.

Even without the Governor, the city was getting used to the idea that shit needed to get done, and passing decisions up the chain of command was only going to get people killed. Guards on duty took them down with the weapons we’d put at the walls and gates.

Most of them had non-magical weapons, and the enchanted weapons they did have were tied with a blue ribbon to differentiate them.

Sometime later, several voices could be heard discussing something in heated tones. Probably what to do about the Governor they had and didn’t want to keep.

They couldn’t take me far; it was going to be morning soon and people were already about. Gagging me wouldn’t be a simple task, because they’d have to reach through the bars, and I was still a dangerous guy.

As for me, I tested out the limits of my cage. It was about coffin sized, just over six feet in length, three feet wide, with thick steel bars running the length, and just about two feet high.

There were places where my foot could stick through, but it would be an awful stroke of luck if someone got within two inches of the cage so I could kick out at them. Sure, my leg might get up to about twelve inches out, but I knew through online videos that your reach and your effective punching range are two very different things.

I didn’t know how much time had passed in between Illeri leaving and returning. It could’ve been ten minutes or an hour. Hell, it could’ve been three hours. It certainly felt like ten hours. Eventually my legs got sore, and the rest of my body got sore, and I resorted to trying to stretch myself in various ways to keep the time and make sure my body didn’t stiffen up from being unable to move.

I also managed, by rubbing my face and the back of my head against the bars, to loosen up and dislodge the blindfold.

When I found out where I was, I had to choke off laughter.

I’d been dragged to the very back of my shop’s storeroom. Illeri didn’t trip the security system, since she was one of mine, and once she unlocked the door and invited people in, all they had to do was not attack me to set it off. I wondered if the manacles would prevent the security system from recognizing I was in here, because that fact gave me an idea.

They’d set me down behind a huge stack of paper products we’d never been able to move. Someone had gone through the trouble of moving hundreds of pounds of paper to clear a space at the very back of the shop’s back storeroom.

In any event, the door opened and several sets of feet entered. I really wanted it to be Auralla and Avya, but they were several lady voices I didn’t recognize. There’d been so many women, in so many harems. And hell, they could’ve just been shopkeepers’ wives or laundry women, seamstresses, market stall ladies, vagrants, or women attached to the groffere raiders for all I knew… the city had maybe half a million people, and there was no way to know who these ones were.

I only caught a glimpse of them rounding the corner and surrounding the cage, so it wasn’t possible to make out their species, skin color, hair color, type of clothing, nothing.

“I can’t believe this,” one of them said. She had a husky voice that I’d put at one of the larger species. A dragonite or an orc, maybe, or a well built human. “How did you let this happen?”

“That doesn’t matter,” Illeri said. “We need to get the body out of here.”

“How do we do that?” The second one asked. She had the silky voice of an elf or a felinian.

“Of course it matters!” the big one growled. “This wasn’t part of the plan.”

“The guy who gave me all the potions lied, okay? There was no money, there was no clean up crew. He just wanted the Governor out of commission for whatever reason.”

A chill ran through me. I had a gathering of guerrilla insurgents in here telling me they’d briefly been in bed with another band of insurgents looking to upset the apple cart of my brand new reign. I had no idea what was happening outside in the city right now, but it was probably very bad.

“Fire?” Another one suggested. She had the voice of a little person, and shifted back and forth on her feet a lot. Probably a nellwyn. “He’ll burn, after the paper and the building.”

“Tiresha, are you out of your mind?” the silky voiced one asked. “We’ll end up burning half the city down.”

“You said we do whatever we have to do, didn’t you? No Masters, no slavers, no slaves, no rules, and no names, right Ivy? Sorry, Ivennia of Carpentry District.” The tone from the little one, Tiresha, flared with accusation. “And so what if we burn half the city down? What’s this city ever done for us? Chained us up, whipped us to death, fucked us raw, and kept us in the dark. I’ll happily burn the whole empire.”

“Gods, this is all going wrong,” Illeri moaned. “Everyone get out before he hears anything else.”

“It’s almost a certainty that he has to die now,” the big one stated flatly. “He knows Illeri already, and we just gave him two of our names.”

“No he doesn’t have to die now,” Illeri insisted.

That’s right, I thought. I freed you, I gave you the power, and you took that freedom and built a rebellion with it. This all had the smell of something well planned out. Like Illeri had stayed behind in all the harems over the past several weeks, talking up the merits of open rebellion quietly, away from the chained Masters on probation.

After all, I hadn’t freed all the women. Only half the city was under new management. The other half of the city’s womenfolk were powerless fuck dolls waiting for the newly empowered to liberate them, stuck in harems and in chains. I’d left the job half done and stoked a lot of resentment because of that. Fuck, I should’ve seen this coming.

“Let me go,” I said quietly. “This ends, we all walk away. I have a plan for all the established Masters. There’s a plan, but we need to be patient and work together.”

“That doesn’t work,” the silky-voiced Ivy said.

“Let me go. The new Governor is on his way and I have to at least meet with him, probably kill him. I’m the only one who can.”

A thick, awed silence fell over them. Yes, I had them now. They wouldn’t give a shit about some nebulous threat from the north, but they sure would care a lot about the next Gleaming Silver come to put them all back in chains. An asshole Governor was a known quantity.

“We walk away from this,” I said. “Nobody dies. Then if you want, in a week, I’ll listen to your complaints and do what I can.”

“How about acid?” Tiresha the little one asked. “I’ve got some here.”

“What are you doing?” Illeri shrieked.

Oh shit. Tiresha was a gnomish artificer or alchemist. The moment I heard the stopper pop free of the beaker I couldn’t see, I tensed. Then, the moment I felt the first drip, I jerked my whole body to one side of the cage and tried to rub the acid off the middle of my back, onto the bars.

“No!” the big one barked. “Don’t touch her. You started this, we finish it.”

Looking down, I could see a thin line of green death pouring down from above, and beginning to move across towards the side of the cage I’d moved to.

I had to hope my Silver tier Quick, along with my Silver Clever and Tough were up to the next task that suddenly sprang to the fore in my big Silver tier Clever brain.

Quicker than Tiresha could possibly react to, I slid back over to the center of the cage and pulled my hands up. It took a second, where acid was burrowing its way into my lower back, then into my forearm, then the manacle on my left wrist.

Injuries popped to life, first one, then two, then four, then six, then eight. Without the damage resistance of the Survivor’s Mark I only had thirty-five as opposed to over a hundred.

Then, with a precision I wouldn’t have even dreamed was possible back on earth, or even when fighting the raider sorcerers in the first dungeon, I pulled my hands aside, keeping the drip of acid centered on the manacles: first the chain connecting them, then the other side.

The acid was gone a moment later. Peering aside now let me see the gnomish girl with the neon orange hair struggling against a lioness felinian. Tiresha the gnomish, and Ivy the felinian.

“You idiot!” Ivy screamed.

“Get… off… me!”

“Everyone out!” Illeri called.

The UI informed me that my mana was extremely low, but the situation with the manacles was promising; they were at least partially broken.

I was gaining mana, and that’s what was important. I had access to the marks, which meant I was far, far from dead. I’d gone from thirty-five to a hundred and five injuries in a heartbeat.

Or… maybe not. All the passive abilities were on, but the activation ones couldn’t be activated. I wished I had a passive strength mark, and could simply tear these manacles apart.

“He has to die now,” the big one said. “We have to do it now.”

“Enough,” I told them, straining against the manacles and the pain of the acid still working through my back and forearm. “You don’t have to make this situation any worse than it already is. You can still walk away.”

A blade cleared a scabbard.

I strained harder, and remembered the acid was also working on at least two of the bars I’d seen, perhaps three.

“Illeri,” I called. “Stop her. My leniency weakens every time somebody suggests killing me.”

The blade came through the bars at the same time I jerked my knees up in front of me, and it scored a gash along my scalp for five injuries instead of opening a smile along my throat.

I slammed my body against the bars and felt them flex. I also wrenched my hands apart, straining harder than before. The injuries started coming, but boy did I have some to spare, so I let the blood come, heard the primal scream begin low in my chest, and ripped the weakened chains apart.

Warning! You have suffered thirty-one injuries. Should you suffer more at this rate—

I stopped reading and shoved myself against the side of the cage again, just in time to take this sword thrust in the rib instead of the throat. Seven more injuries.

“I’m running out… of patience… for this,” I rasped, and surged forward to latch onto the hand holding it. Now I was staring up at the green face of a half orc. The very surprised face.

I crushed the hand holding the sword and heard the shout of agony. Then I freed that sword up and rammed it back through the bars, up into her guts. And with the preternatural speed that set me above her, I grabbed the ruined hand and yanked the rest of her toward me. I broke her arm high up near the shoulder.

Now she screamed. This was a full-throated, drawn-in breath, straight into my face scream. A knowledge of oncoming death scream.

“You should’ve killed me before trying to acid me,” I told her, and watched her die. I’d be happy if she haunted me so I could tease and taunt her all over again.

“Illeri!” I roared. “If the next thing you do isn’t unlocking this cage, you’ll join your friend.”

I had a tiny window through the bars and past the orc to where Illeri stood, mouth agape.

“I’m getting out of this cage,” I told her. “With your help or without it. Decide now whether or not you want to die when I do.”

Goddamn I really sounded like a supervillain now. I was past caring. I had a mountain of bodies now, and if I added one more… ah well. My blood was spilling out of me, and if that required another response, fine. If I had to start putting heads on pikes outside of the mansions of Ink, Mage, Grain, and outside the Governor’s mansion, I already had something like forty.

Whatever she was thinking, she seemed to jolt to life, but it was like someone else had taken over her body. She moved in fits and starts, produced the key ring, fumbled and dropped it, and began sobbing.

“I—”

“No words,” I told her. “Just keys.”

Fumbling the key ring again, her shoulders hitching, she finally managed to get hold of the thing and insert it into the lock. Like the orc, her face was slack with the knowledge of her oncoming death, and her inability to stop it.

The key turned, the lock popped, and for a brief and terrified moment she couldn’t get the lock out of the metal hinge thing. The cries started all over again.

I handled this one, worming my hand through a bar to pop the latch and slam the door at the top of the cage open, then crawl out.

The felinian and the gnomish were still struggling, but both stopped and turned toward me. I had them both by the throats before the felinian could even get up. She rose to her feet without issue, clamping her hands onto my fingers, but she might as well have been trying to bash her way out of cage I’d just come out of.

The gnomish didn’t have it so easy. Tiresha the gnomish I lifted straight up into the air by her neck.

“Don’t,” I hissed. “Don’t do anything, and you might end up living through the next few minutes. Illeri’s definitely not going to try and slink away.”

I looked behind me, to see her staring dumbly at her dead friend.

“That’s right.” Turning back to my two captives, I gave the gnomish a terrifying look. “Thank you for the acid. You’ve helped me escape. Do you have more?”

She didn’t respond, but instead pumped her legs like she was riding a bike, and clawed ineffectually at my fingers.

“Blink once for yes and twice for no.”

She blinked once.

“Good. Give it to me.”


30- I’m the Bad Guy

Finishing eroding both of the shackles off my wrists just in time, I heard the first of the people talking from the other side of the shop’s wall. It was muffled, but I could hear them with my Silver tier attributes like I had my ear to the wall.

Lowering the gnomish to the floor, I put my finger to my lips and engaged the Bronze tier Phase Shift ability. Now that my hands were freed, mana was coming in much faster, and I had access to both my abilities and my marks of power.

I hadn’t used Phase Shift in this way before, and activating it was distracting. Another world sat overtop this one: my location somewhere in mid Michigan, maybe somewhere around Lansing, maybe a little south. Still with shreds of winter clinging to the world: the remnants of snow, all the many trees, the freeway stretching off into forever. And on top of that, my shop. The stock in the back room, the girls who’d tried to imprison me to carry out whatever agenda they needed.

Well, I walked right up to the wall and disregarded it. Instead I walked right up to the shoulder of the freeway, either 96 or 94, running in an east west stripe over lower Michigan between Detroit and either Grand Rapids (96) or Chicago (94). That took me through the wall.

There were six of them on the other side, but once I stepped through the wall, I noted a seventh. I was in another stock room behind a shop, piled high with bolts of cloth, with hanging racks where more cloth was rolled onto great big spools.

These guys wore clothes. It was almost certainly a reaction to the knowledge that I’d been hiding silver marks of power. Deception was on the rise, and intimidating bravado was in decline.

“Hi, boys,” I said, and grabbed onto the first one. I was strong enough to use him as a weapon, so I swung him into the next guy and ignored the thud, the whoosh of a man getting the wind knocked out of him, the snap of ribs.

A knife was in me, but I was fast enough to grab and crush the wrist, then fling that guy by his broken wrist into the next guy. Ice balls came to life and several immediately slammed into the guy trying to get behind me, crashing him against the wall.

That was four attacked, possibly down. A water ball splashed into the fifth, also dealing the cephellian toxin from Aquamancer’s Mark, and I breathed lightning into him for good measure. The UI announced that due to the conductivity of water, my electric breath dealt a whole slew of extra damage!

Nice.

The next moment found a spear of stone crashing into me, and though the ice balls smashed this sixth guy, he sent the damn thing through my guts and pinned me to the wall. Nine injuries was almost a record. I activated Mender’s Mark.

Nope, not necessary. I still had Phase Shift engaged, so I sidestepped that and re-solidified, then grabbed onto this guy in a full bear hug and squeezed. Like squeezed the absolute hell out of him. He began screaming, hoarsely, before I dropped him to the floor. Then I reached down, grabbed him again, and threw him into the air as hard as I could.

I hadn’t tested the limits of my enhanced body. Since taking the Favored Consort I was significantly stronger, tougher, and faster than before, and this proved it. He flew a good twelve feet in the air before coming down on a crate, and not well. Not a pile of fabric, but a wooden crate.

He didn’t get up.

These guys must not have had the Survivor’s Mark.

Seventh guy also had a blade, but it sank into my shoulder from a distance. He was already on his way out the door. A quick teleport with Drifter got me out of the storeroom and into the bit of shopfront I could see. He turned, saw me, and took Jerry the jiddara straight in the face. Jerry clamped his jaws down on the guy’s head and began shaking. The jiddara was like a shark in that it went through teeth like nobody’s business. Several teeth clattered to the floor.

I wanted to make sure he was dead, but needn’t have worried. Jerry chomped him once, twice, and then shook his big ugly head back and forth. By the time that was over, the guy’s legs weren’t moving. He was gone.

I marched back into the storeroom and found several of them alive. They went directly through the Silver Door. Unlike the Bronze Door this one didn’t require only allies or willing participants. I had them slung into the dungeons in no time, and banished Jerry a second later. The magical backlash injury came and was nothing. Then I summoned Jim and set him to watch over the dungeon until I could get the Governor’s seal from the seneschal and lock the doors.

Jim took up basically the whole dungeon, with his rocky stegosaurus plates scraping the ceiling. Luckily the hallway space gave him enough room to turn around and growl at the people who’d nearly come through the wall at me.

These assholes would be interrogated, but not before Illeri and her accomplices told me what was going on, why, and how far it had spread throughout the city.

I stepped back through the Silver Door and went to face the three young rebels.
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Not five minutes had passed before I had the gnomish Tyresha, the felinian Ivy, and Illeri chained up in the harem. Most of my injuries were healed up, the manacles were long gone, and I was filling up with mana. In fact, I felt good enough that I slammed my arm against the wall over Illeri’s head, causing her to cry out.

“There will be no more defiance,” I told her. “No more bullshit about how I’m the bad guy slaver and you’re poor, put upon slave girls without any say or power. I want you to remember what happened to that orc who tried to kill me. I was chained up and denied my powers, and I still beat her. I gave you chance after chance to release me, to talk things over, for me to help you. Now that’s over. You ate through the rest of my patience and goodwill when you tried to kill me. Twice.”

I threw on the Empath’s Mark to read her surface thoughts, and the lie detector from the Mischief’s Mark. “How long has it been? How long was I in the cage?”

Almost two days, was the answer, but I let Illeri open her traitorous mouth and say it. Empath’s Mark told me her thoughts: she was numb and dead inside. She was robotic now, on autopilot. Every word that came from her lips was a word more than she thought she’d ever be allowed to speak.

“A day and a half.” A day. And a half. Thirty-six hours with me either unconscious or caged up.

“What’s happened in that time?”

“We led the revolt. We attacked the Masters.”

Nulls kept hitting the north gate, one after another, sometimes in small clumps of up to a half dozen, forcing the guards and petty Masters to deal with them. And external threat that could destroy your entire city was a wee bit more important than an internal threat from a group of people considered to be powerless until now.

“Where are my girls?” I asked. “Hellera, Velleth, Dallinya, Auralla, Avya, Shen, Quavallie, and the others?”

“The palace dungeon,” she responded.

She had used her gift to overpower the seneschal’s body. Puppeteer’s Mark indeed.

“If you hurt any of them, it’s going to get far worse than this,” I told her. The potent mix of fear, sorrow, regret, guilt, and shame were delicious to me in this state.

Although I had the Archivist’s Mark on for the mana regeneration aura, I’d just spent the mana for the Silver Door twice. I was already dangerously close to mana burn and mana burn sucked. So it came down to the bronze platform, riding halfway down the Governor’s tower and then down several underground levels to get to the dungeons.

This time the seneschal was there, and I released the girls. The last thirty-six hours hadn’t done their worst; with the cells there was some way to provide food to the cells and export waste. I used the Governor’s seal to lock the four attackers in, while the girls all streamed out of the cells, where some had been kept in pairs, others in solitary.

Many hugs were shared around, and some tears thumbed away from cheeks.

Avya stomped out of where she’d been kept in solitary, her eyes blazing with fury.

“Where are they?” she demanded.

“I think we may actually have bigger problems,” I told her.

Two minutes later Avya was striding through the harem, and a whole bevy of women were shrinking away from her. Technically they were free to move about the city, but none had taken me up on the offer, and apparently with good reason.

The harem itself, and the women still there reminded me of all the plans I’d made that would have to wait for peace. If peace ever came, the drow were going to be heading back to wherever they came from, and hopefully I could visit, and then I’d be taking Eshenti the naga to go visit her friend’s family near Kentir.

If the city didn’t burn itself to the ground first, or end up in the clutches of the mana-draining thing from the north.

I sent Shennalil back to Zati with a message: we needed a clear view of the tower thing in the north, and we needed it with all available speed. I also told her to use the word ‘cunt’ at least if at all possible. She was getting the hang of using it.

If Avya and I needed to mass import handguns to fight wave after wave of nulls, then by the gods we would do that. The city could tear itself apart without us, if it meant we could save the damn thing.

I’d gotten very attached to Surrek. Funny that, since the district I’d started out with had been an absolute shit heap. Why did I feel like I owed this city my life to try to save it?

Was it the pastoral shopkeeping, where I could slowly forget how long I’d been lonely on the road, and just talk with a person to find out how to best serve their needs? Was it the fact that I’d consummated my hold over Ink District with no less than three women less than an hour after I’d gotten here?

It had to be the light in the eyes of the girls under my ‘protection’ and how that compared with the beaten down look of everyone else in Surrek.

“Don’t kill any of them,” I told her quietly.

“Fine,” she snarled, and crossed her arms. Shit, I’d given her an order already. Like I said I wouldn’t.

“We’re here for answers.”

She strode forward and spat directly in Illeri’s face. Growling, she transformed into the red dragon form, gaining over a foot of height. I’d never seen the process happen in someone else, and this was something. The scales came out in a flash, but her hands and feet also morphed into several wicked looking claws. Her face disappeared beneath a mask that looked a lot like Hellera’s draconic visage.

And the wings were simply gruesome. Bubbling flesh at her back erupted into red wings with gleaming black claws at the end of each bat-like super finger.

She roared.

As for me, I put on an air of disappointment. “I thought I’d saved you from this kind of thing,” I told her. “Yet here you are again, back where you started.”

Her expression was a delight to behold.

“You’re lucky the Governor just ordered me not to kill you,” Avya said, in a deeper and raspier voice. “He did not, however, say I couldn’t hurt you.”

I stepped in and cleared my throat, hoping she understood it to mean not to flay the three girls alive. “We need to know everything you planned, who’s in on it, and if there’s a leader beyond Illeri.”

I’ll give them credit. They tried to hold out. They really did. But they just weren’t prepared for Avya’s ferocity. She had at least an intimidation bonus from the Red Dragon’s Mark, and then the lie detector and the persuasion bonus from Mischief. And that was not even counting her own Empath ability, and how it could compel truth by intimidating the girls.

“You’re no women, you’re just more Masters. Masters in all but name,” Avya hissed, and the words fell like hammer blows. Then she paced back and forth between the three of them. “You’re more tyrants who just can’t wait to be in charge of the whole city. Death to the Masters, all hail the new Masters. You think I haven’t seen this same from Sunspire? The ones who rise up are nothing more than rulers unprepared, disgruntled but with no real plan. My Evan doesn’t even want to be Governor, and that’s the best kind of leader.”

My Evan. Well, that was now a thing.

“Now tell us,” she commanded.

With Mischief and Empath available to us, the girls began to spill.

As it turned out, many of the harems had been in contact. They were using serving staff to relay messages at the smaller markets, and the central city market. House servants would pass along messages to and from the harems, and had been doing so for years. There was a carefully built and maintained system in place for who would meet who, and when.

And although Ivy the felinian tried to shush Illeri, there was no keeping it from Avya. She silenced Ivy with a look, while Tyresha stared on with horror and Illeri sobbed.

These select servants would usually convene at a specific market stall while shopping for produce and exchange ‘gossip’ with others, who would then pass it to the stall merchant for distribution back at the warehouse to the other produce sellers.

So, when hundreds and hundreds of them suddenly got not only their magic back, but marks of power, they just stayed home and let the servants do the work for them.

After the fifth night, the plan was to go on the offensive. All members of the northeast quadrant, east of the main thoroughfare leading to the central market, were going to close on a single nearby district. The same went for the northwest, southwest, and southeast quadrant’s newly freed slaves. Illeri was the pivot point in all this, because she had direct access to the Governor, and just had to take them out in order to start the revolution.

Four districts were facing four separate battles, or had been over the course of the last thirty-six hours. Those battles were probably over, but I took Avya aside. It was time to check on those and see what had happened.

“Avya,” I said. “Are you ready?”

Her mouth snapped closed, with twin gouts of flame slipping out the sides of her mouth. She turned and followed me to the bronze platform.

Back in the Governor’s grand apartment, I laid my hand on the orb and flew over the city. Although several plumes of smoke rose in the air, and a couple of dust clouds marked places where fighting had been, the city wasn’t yet aflame.

Overlaying my map of the city, it showed Alchemy District had been under attack, not far from Ink, Mage, and Tome. Wax had seen fighting as well.

“Alchemy and Wax,” I said. “Alchemy’s closer.”
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Alchemy wasn’t a district I’d visited. It was owned, according to the UI information, by the red-skinned tiefling, the last member of the small council. His name was Gallenden, and the attack against him had gone poorly.

Alchemy itself had echoes of Mage District, with more enchantments than most other places around the city, construction that slowly warped with the amount of magic that seeped out of the various potion shops and creationaries. I didn’t know if I was reading that word correct, and I had to really concentrate until I got the Surrek word, but it really was like ‘creation shop’ in their language.

The buildings here also appeared older, squatter, like huge mushrooms that slowly morphed into creations of wood, plaster, and straw overhanging the windows, and walls that bulged out at weird organic ways. It was like the buildings had developed beer guts.

This was the only place in the city where you could buy enchanted liquor or ale. You could get emotions infused with your berry juice, or you could get a hallucination beer. A legendary lucid latte, which threw you into someone’s pre-recorded story or dream.

It was also a place that probably did a lot of illicit shit. People weren’t supposed to spend themselves into starvation, but Alchemy District could do just that, lacing their work with enchantments to make the products addictive. When you could fuck with emotions, it really started to look quite morally gray.

Hrm. I needed to rethink the Empath’s Mark.

“Later,” I muttered to myself.

Gallenden came out to meet me, his manner rigid. Behind him were several petty Masters in various states of health, with one heavily injured.

The Master took a knee, as did the other petty Masters. “Governor,” he said, followed by the others.

“I was detained,” I said. “But I heard your district came under attack.”

“You heard correctly.”

And then the awkward silence came and settled in for a nice awkward session of being right fucking there. Someone coughed. A hunched old woman swept her storefront. The body of a young woman lay not far from the entrance to the Master’s mansion.

“Look, we’re still in the first month of me being Governor, so I don’t know the protocol. I’m just going to walk into your mansion, and hopefully I do so with you, and with your approval, and everybody’s chill about this.”

“As the Governor wills,” he said, turned and gestured behind him.

“How many attacked?” I asked quietly.

“Not a great deal,” he responded. “Perhaps eighty?”

“Ah.”

We cleared the outer walls of the Alchemy District mansion, which had a name I didn’t bother to learn. It also had the gingerbread house feel of the rest of Alchemy District, with the weirdly sagging walls and the overly ornamental everything. The windows were bordered by a swirly design that felt like it should have gum drops in the spaces. There was a line running parallel to the ground at about fifteen feet, with something like a candy cane stripe.

The whole time, I tried not to think about a hundred dead young women. A hundred dead girls who had gotten their marks, listened to me decree freedom, and then went with civil war.

The one outside looked to be sleeping, thank the gods.

Fucking hell, I’d wanted the sharing of marks to be a good thing, a thing that everyone would be happy to take on, the menfolk would see that the women with marks made them safer and more secure. Instead…

Several more bodies littered the huge open lobby space, with its twin curving staircases and its statue of Gallenden. It was in the same vein as the Governor’s fountain in the main market square, with him standing regally over a huddled mass of poor wretches.

“Where are the rest?” I was honestly amazed to see only a handful of corpses.

“Fled, chained, what does it matter?”

How was I supposed to drill it into this idiot’s big thick skull? Would screaming work? Hey idiot, people matter! People were better alive than dead.

On the other hand…


31- He Must Be Tested

Oddly, the Governor’s words came to mind at this point. I’d only seen him hand down a few pronouncements, but my ‘aw shucks, we’re all buddies’ approach wasn’t working. This man had watched me pull a man’s head right off his body, and kill two others of roughly his power level, and after less than a week he still didn’t respect my authority.

‘Neither of those powerless slaves posed a threat to you in your own house,’ he’d said. ‘You have marks enough to take even a slash to the throat without falling, and thus your life was never in any real danger.’

“What threat did these ones pose to you?” I asked, peering about.

“What?” Gallenden asked.

“You don’t appear to have lost any men,” I said. “The guards are well enough. Your petty Masters stand behind you.”

“What are you driving at?”

“Your response was to kill another Master’s women when your own life was never in any real danger.”

My hand shot out and clamped around his neck. A whole lot of swords, spears, and magic flared to life then, but nobody moved. Maybe word of my decapitation stunt had gotten around after all.

“You would punish me?” he asked. The words came out raspy. “For defending myself in my own territory? What sort of Gov—”

His words were choked off when I both squeezed and raised. I did have to hand it to these guys though; they knew things wouldn’t go their way if they suddenly decided fucking with me was on the menu.

I leaned in close and explained. “Half of the Masters in Surrek now share the power with their womenfolk. Thirty Masters, ten or twelve women apiece… sometimes more… all of them with magic. And you with, what, a total of five mark-bearing men?”

I could finally see the computational section of his brain begin to shake the rust off and lurch into motion for the first time in a long time… possibly ever. The math just wouldn’t work, not out of the gate, but when thirty met ten or twelve and ballooned outwards, some part of him must have gotten the idea, because his eyes widened with fear and understanding.

“None of you ever dared to question how it was that I ended up at Silver so fast,” I breathed. “None of you paused to question what edge I had over you? It wasn’t some amazing magic item. It was ten women all with marks of power from me, magic of their own, and a fierce desire to protect me. Love, as it turns out, is the best way to turn all your ladies into petty Masters.”

I nodded, while he kept choking.

I added Mischief to the mix, to boost the lie that was coming. “There’s a scholar from earth, from hundreds of years ago… his axiom is this: it’s better to be loved than feared.” As lies went, it came out smooth as silk. The UI informed me that my Deception success with Sly had been very successful.

I pushed Gallenden back away from me, where he stumbled and bumped against the wall, and began rubbing his throat.

I pointed. “I’m only going to say this once—”

Zati’s face appeared in the middle of the air, along with a purply-green-black window made of crackling energy. Her fingers curled around the sides of the window.

“Drifter Evan, uh… Governor!” She said, then saw Gallenden. “Oh, oops.”

“This sounds like an emergency,” I said. “Don’t worry about it. What is it?”

“The Gleaming Silvers have arrived.” Zati never minced words or spoke in error. She’d said Gleaming Silvers. Plural.

“Mother f—”
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You know shit is going to go sideways when one of the people you might need to kill is riding a flying thing that looks like a very small dragon.

We arrived through the Silver Door, though I put on the Archivist’s Mark and took a bit of a breather in case all of these assholes decided to do the negotiating with their fists. The Governor’s apartments now seemed garish and overdone, like I’d been living in the lap of luxury for the last week plus, and all this soft purple shit had rendered me weak.

Alone against one of them, I could probably stand well, but against more than one, I didn’t like my chances.

“What about the ball?” Avya asked.

The ball. Yes, the viewing ball. The Silvers were in my city. That meant I could observe them freely. Upon touching the sphere, my vision over the whole city expanded outward and upward, then flew down to where Zati had said the three Gleaming Silvers now waited in the palace. They were only some few floors beneath us, waiting for me to arrive, brimming with power and carrying orders.

Luckily the majority of the palace had no walls, and the viewing sphere allowed me to fly in to see them.

The oddest was a lizard man with the look of a chameleon: big, wide, droopy clown face, swiveling independent eyes, and karate chop hands. Still, he had several silvery marks of power gleaming on his many-colored scales. Lizardfolk didn’t wear clothes, but he had a sort of sash that doubled as an ammo belt and satchel. The bottom part that hugged his back was bulging with items.

The most recognizable was the huge gray green orc. He was easily the size of Trusk, maybe ten feet or so and wide enough to require a specially built house. He also had several silver marks on his skin, and the one I recognized was a dragon’s mark. Twin axes leaned up against the arms of the chair he sat in.

The third had fae blood, but was a nellwyn of all things. He was tiny, and had the same shape in the head as Avya, but his skin was candy apple red. At his joints and his temples, little twigs poked out with fall colored leaves at the ends. Elbows, shoulders, and head were all adorned with autumn colors.

Okay maybe the third guy was the oddest.

I brought all the girls in for a huddle. “Listen, I don’t want to mess this up. I don’t know the protocol. I don’t think anybody does.” They confirmed this: the Governor I accidentally dusted had been the Governor for over three decades, and Velleth could barely remember the guy who’d come before, except that he’d been a slob and a lady killer. Literally. She hadn’t been paying close attention when the new Governor got sworn in, because she’d probably been holed up in a harem.

The seneschal appeared when needed, and I needed him now, so I just watched the body language on the three Gleaming Silvers while the old man made his way up the bronze platform to the very top.

“I need to know how this is going to go,” I told the seneschal. “The Governor died in the line of duty, I took over in his place.” Even though I hadn’t wanted to and expressly told the girls that was the case. I pushed past that and focused on the here and now.

The seneschal rubbed his chin. “Well… if I recall correctly, a new Silver in the city can establish dominance and take over operations. But he must be tested.”

“Tested.”

“Tested,” he repeated, unnecessarily.

“No I heard you. What kind of tests are we talking?” I was not great at pen and paper, had slouched and slumped all through high school testing, but this was a different world. Paper and literacy weren’t valued here. I had this hunch the tests would involve the coliseum and gladiatorial combat. I could take maybe one of these guys, but probably not two, and definitely not three. Even with the ladies at my back, we would suffer all kinds of unacceptable casualties. I couldn’t think of a single one of them I would be okay with losing.

But they wouldn’t devise an impossible test, would they? Ethetria had things like advisers and bureaucrats, so maybe there was some kind of written test. An oral test perhaps. Could I command the people? Yes, they followed my orders, great, you’re Governor.

“Generally a Governor’s place is already assured, and the test is ceremonial, not truly necessary.” That wasn’t me. “Likely that won’t be the case here. The historical records of governance don’t have a contested challenge in hundreds of years, but if I recall correctly, there was a duel between the candidates to be Governor.”

“What are the chances that I can just give up the Governor’s seat and go back to overseeing Ink, Mage and Grain?” Yes, the three super powerful slaver rapists would listen to a calm, rational explanation. Yes, that’s how people, especially Ethetrian menfolk, usually worked.

“You will always be regarded as a threat, I assume,” the seneschal said, which was as disappointing as it was predictable.

“To the death?” I asked.

“It seems an awful waste of talented power,” the seneschal replied. “The Governor was under instructions to send off anyone who reached Gleaming Silver to the Golden cities in the empire’s center, rather than have a challenger to his power.”

It must’ve happened very infrequently, if none of the women and none of the Masters knew about this policy. It also didn’t surprise very much. Most of the Masters didn’t train like Giskennen had, and few ranged afield to beat up on monsters. While they were dangerous, it seemed like a lot of them were glass cannons who didn’t know about the Survivor’s Mark. I was an outlier, who relied on women to have his back, rather than a suicidal macho idiot.

Although, if I had it over, I’d prefer Dallinya didn’t have a back full of old whip scars. On the other hand, my ability to take damage was triple what it otherwise would be, not including the ability to simply shrug off some of the injuries coming in, and very slow regeneration.

I needed to thank Dallinya more often, for taking all that punishment once upon a time, and ensuring I lived.

“Can I tell these guys I’m happy to head into one of the golden cities?”

I wasn’t, but I needed to know if there were diplomatic options available.

“It’s never been done like this,” the seneschal replied.

“I can be pretty persuasive,” I said, but wondered. They were Silver also, meaning they’d have Silver resistances. They were probably way higher than halfway through Silver also. Maybe. I’d need to get a measure of their capabilities without provoking them into killing me.

I realized now I wasn’t sure if these Gleaming Silvers had shared essence like I had, or if they’d found a better way to dominate. Like by dominating for a certain amount of time, they could just make their powers more powerful. Maybe by dominating them… to death?

I was being stupid. Unless some hedge mage ritual transferred the woman’s mark over to you permanently during the domination and made it Silver. Because otherwise, they’d be permanently Bronze marks like all the regular Masters had.

In feeling the acid blast and the eye beams from Ferrok, I’d realized that the domination powers were probably the peak of Bronze. You dominated, you got high Bronze tier, like all the stars. Those attacks from Ferrok hadn’t been one or two star attacks.

I wasn’t getting anywhere with this line of speculation.

“We need a plan,” I told the ladies. “Ideas are welcome.”

“Challenge,” Hellera said. “You can handle them. We could help.”

“No, you can’t,” I said. “If it’s a test, there’s going to be strictly enforced rules. If these guys have Favored Consorts there is zero chance we can handle six Silvers at once. I appreciate the enthusiasm but that’s just not on the menu.”

Hellera folded her arms over her chest and snorted.

Quavallie, Velleth, and Dallinya hemmed and hawed a little, but ultimately came up with nothing. Avya, of course, was all about the idea of the challenge. She wanted in. The little one was raring to use all the abilities at her disposal. She’d been training like crazy in the dojo.

“Michael, I’m giving you Grain. You’re going to take it over, become a full-fledged Master, cultivate some of the same fierce loyalty in others that you’ve got in Nazira. Paul, I’m giving you Mage. Same deal there.”

“Uh…” Paul said. “You’re acting a lot like someone who’s about to throw himself out of a window or put a gun to his head.”

“You two need to get powerful, and get there fast. Hard training, okay? Either they’ll take me up on my offer to head to the central cities, and some other Governor will take my place, or they’ll force me into the test.” There’d be every chance that it was rigged. “Point is, those are the options. If you two are leading districts, you can maybe build up the kind of power, keep the ladies in other districts looking up. I don’t know.”

I felt a hand in mine, and I turned to find Auralla staring me in the face.

Now, that look said. I didn’t need to use the Empath’s Mark and get her surface thoughts. We could leave now. Pack up everything in the storage unit, get the fuck out of this deathtrap of a city, blaze our own trail. All I had to do was completely abandon the people of the city. Let the ladies here fall back into slavery. Let the Masters go back to doing what they’d always done. Trust that the Gleaming Silvers wouldn’t pursue me.

Pretending to be Governor… what had I been thinking? The whole thing had felt a lot like playacting. Adopting a part. Not really being ready or able to handle the job.

The Gleaming Silvers wouldn’t understand. They were just up-jumped Masters, and they’d see strength as favorable, weakness as something to be killed off and replaced.

If I met them, it was going to go one way or the other. Once I met them, Auralla’s suggestion of GTFO was out forever.

Auralla’s eyes pled with me. Let’s just go. This got too big. We were having fun and playing at changing things. It couldn’t last.

“No,” I said. “I promised you wouldn’t have to take the brand, I promised to take the city. I’m taking the fucking city.”

Famous last words.

When I turned, Auralla fell to her knees and buried her face in her hands. I lost half a relationship star with her all at once, and flinched to see the UI notification.

Fuck.

I turned and fell to my knees at the same time, while the seneschal looked uncomfortable. I wondered how many times the business of Gleaming Silvers ended up delayed on account of a sobbing slave lady. Probably less than one.

“Hey,” I told her gently.

“It’s… over,” she sobbed.

“It’s not over. You can’t count your chickens before they’ve hatched, okay?”

She shook her head. “I don’t… want you… to die.”

I kissed her on the forehead, then slowly urged her to face me, so I could wipe away her tears. “I promised you, no more brand. I didn’t lie! We did it, together. All of us.”

Her terror and uncertainty weren’t diminished, but I’d gotten her attention.

“But it’s got to be for everybody. All of them.”

Her face crumpled, and she flung herself away from me, eventually heading for the bed, which she collapsed onto. Zati and the girls from the Governor’s harem clustered around her. The fear and certainty I was going to die was contagious, and they turned looks on me, like I was already a dead man.

“I’m sorry. I love you.”

With nothing else to say, I turned to go.

Dallinya and Avya strode along behind me, to be joined by Quavallie, Hellera, Velleth and Shennalil.

“I don’t want to lie,” I told them, “this could get ugly.”
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I realized on the way down the bronze platform with Avya that the city had been dominated just like a woman, and that I was trying to share my essence with the whole damn place. I was trying to make this Evan’s Surrek, and it was resisting me. The harder I tried to dominate it, to take that power, the harder it would fight back against me.

I stopped the platform, stripped off the form-fitting long sleeved t-shirt, and removed my pants. Then I grabbed the leather skirt Auralla had made me and slipped it on. There. Some of the marks were Silver, some weren’t. Fuck it. They’d know if they fought me anyway.

Then I took a deep, steadying breath. Okay.

A single hand fell onto the muscles of my back, warm and reassuring. Small. Shennalil. It was quickly followed by another (the feel of Quavallie being unmistakable) massaging the base of my neck. Avya’s hand slipped into mine while another came onto my back (Velleth’s) and finally the hot scaled hand of Hellera.

Okay. We could do this the old fashioned ‘share essence’ way. This could work.

They’d listen. They’d understand. I wasn’t from around here, but goddamned if I wasn’t powerful. Powerful enough to be allowed to run the city, or head back to the central cities.

Powerful enough to take on all the toughest Masters in the city. Powerful enough to end some thirty Masters at once without breaking much of a sweat. Powerful enough (and smart enough) to end the null threat when Kinniash returned to try to spread their anti-magic vampire plague.

I started. A new idea formed.

“Oh yeah,” I told myself, and slapped myself upside the head. “Listen, new plan…”


32- Carving a Path of Destruction

Ithrew on Archivist’s Mark just in case, armed myself with a slew of things I was planning to do, used Mischief’s Mark to boost all my social checks for the next ten minutes, and strode in like I owned the place.

Honestly it probably looked like a model runway walk. I put some extra hip action into it. Don’t judge. Fluffing yourself up as a defense mechanism is all over the place in nature.

The teensy little (read: 12 foot tall) dragon thing belonged to the nellwyn, and shifted when I entered the room to watch me pass. This dragon thing was called a wyvern, and only had two back legs, no forelegs. Still, it used its wing knuckles to walk around less awkwardly.

As soon as it started moving to track my motion through the room I realized I’d been in error; it might not be able to carry me easily, but it had a four foot neck and at least a twelve foot tail, meaning it was at least twenty feet long.

“Don’t say anything,” I muttered, and plastered a big friendly smile on my face to go along with the Mischief I was currently about to attempt.

The chameleon lizard guy had himself a Favored Consort, the most adorable fae I’d seen yet. She had actual, literal butterfly wings, the shimmery almost purple color of a species I didn’t know off hand, but she was much smaller than Shennalil, just over a foot tall, and standing on the corner of the chair’s high back.

Unlike with the Governess, this fae wore her marks out and proud on her skin: one a lightning bolt, the other a lizard man silhouette, and perhaps a third I couldn’t see. I resisted the urge to squeal about how cute she was.

We were about to be in some serious business.

As for the orc, he sat slumped in his chair with an incongruous flute of bubbly bubblegum pink stuff in one hand scarred hand. Twin battle axes leaned up against the plush seat. He scowled as only orcs can do.

“Gentlemen, and lady consort,” I nodded toward the adorable fae, “you have arrived at exactly the right time, Surrek’s hour of need!”

I crossed the distance with the sphere on its pillow held before me like a plate of appetizers. When they went to get up, I waved them back down.

“No need to bow or kneel or any of that, I’ll only take a moment of your time and we’ll be off.” Good gods, was I really doing this? “Not far up north is a tower taller than this one, and it’s moving. It’s heading southward. Now, Arlen, Rettis and the Governor all died in the aftermath of the Gold tier monster that attacked Surrek, and we’re still reeling from that, but that Gold tier monster was pushed south by this.”

I’d had the image through Zati’s portal window inscribed like a photograph onto an enormous sheet of paper. Dallinya and Quavallie held it up, and it unrolled in a big flourish.

If there was one thing I did not lack for, it was fucking paper. Ink District still had paper coming out of its ears. I was pretty sure one of the reports from the girls contained a bit about someone finding a hidden door in their apartment building, and behind that door, floor to ceiling paper.

The orc sat forward and squinted at the photo. “Wot is dat?” he asked around his tusks.

Avya squeezed my hand.

“Not a week ago some monsters came from it, attacking, able to drain magic at a touch. Vampires. They’ve been attacking at a trickle, but the main force is coming. We’re due that big wave soon, if they aren’t at the gates right now. But since the city’s been without a Governor for so long, I was forced to step up and take over. And, well,” I waved my hands up and down, pointing to my face. “If you haven’t already guessed by the way I talk, I’m a Drifter, and I didn’t know the protocols for taking over a city. It’s become a bit of a shit show, honestly. Absent leadership from this world, I’ve been forced to improvise.”

The three of them shared a look.

“Look, I know what you’re thinking, and I really have no interest in holding the city as Governor. If everyone could forget I’m a Silver, that’d be great. I’d like to go back to killing dungeons and selling stuff from my world at my shop. I’m pretty good at both.”

Assuming I’d just succeeded, now came the real question: let these idiots bash themselves against the gigantic mobile tower and die, or actually help them.

“I’ve been told that one of the ways you deal with Silvers is to ship them back to the center of the empire. Honestly though, I’ve made this place my home. I’d just as soon stick around and defend Surrek.”

The nellwyn stood. “You’re using magic right now.”

The orc stood, and the two battle axes flipped up into his hands like magnets.

I laughed. “Fuck yes I am! I had no idea whether you’d try to kill me from the word go or not. None of what I told you was a lie—”

The nellwyn flung out a finger and pointed it at me. “Violator!”

I activated both first and second Phase Shift abilities, the first one on the orb, and the second one naturally on myself.

In the meantime, the wyvern roared in challenge.

I about pissed myself.

People always have so much bravado when they talk. From an early age, right? My dad can beat up your dad. My big brother will kick your ass. I’m a black belt in tae kwon do. Everybody wants to imagine they’re the protagonist, and they know how things will go.

Either the wyvern had a natural shit ton of intimidation against me, or (more likely) it was just really fucking scary to have a dragon turn its attention on you. Either way, my guts all froze into a big icy lump and seemed to sink down into my balls.

My only saving grace was suddenly being over a hundred feet in the air over mid Michigan at the same time, and watching a thunderstorm roll over the state. It was… majestic. And also familiar.

A lot of things happened at once. The nellwyn charged forward, throwing out a hand in the direction of the orc and the lizardman.

“The Violator of the Oath of Governance cannot be allowed to live,” the nellwyn seethed.

“Oh, and you’re going to be the one to kill me?” I asked. “Why not let one of these big boys handle the job, little guy?”

It was a dirty trick, sure. Little people are just as much people as big people, and it’s easy to rile them up over something they have no control over.

On the other hand, fuck this guy and both the others for not accommodating me even a little bit. If I had to reach for low-hanging fruit in order to face down only him and his terrifying dragon mount, so be it.

He roared and transformed his entire body into demonic grayish flames.

Well.

“I’ll warn you only once,” I said, “I’m going to kill you, and if your dragon thing isn’t made of magic, I’m going to make it fly me and the girls around so I can join the Mile High Club.”

He covered the distance between us in a flash of motion that was nearly too fast to track. He got as far as the sphere before jolting back away. He then ducked under it and came at me, but only succeeded in phasing through my incorporeal body harmlessly. The girls behind me had scattered.

“Whoa!” I shouted. “What are the rules here?”

“One of you submits to the other,” the chameleon said.

“One on one then?” I asked. The Phase Shift on me was running out. “No ganging up?”

The orc appeared confused that I wasn’t attacking, and the chameleon man cocked his gigantic triangular head. My opponent came back after me, but I’d moved around the sphere, and he whacked into it again. Bounced off it, twitching.

“One against one,” the chameleon man confirmed.

“Great,” I said.

“With your consorts, of course.”

Oh yeah, I thought wryly. The consorts. “Avya, my love?”

I teleported over in front of the wyvern and punched it directly in its big dragon head. Then I punched it again a second time, and when a third time seemed to daze it a little, I opened the Silver Door and began dragging it through into the palace dungeon. In the meantime I took on the form of the red dragon and engaged the ice shields, then threw out half a dozen illusions of Avya to fan out around the room.
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The very instant the word consort was mentioned, Avya breathed lightning into the nellwyn and took the form of the red dragon. The lightning damage had a chance to stun, but in this case it didn’t work.

In the meantime though, a doluss made entirely of magic sprang out and thumped down into the gigantic room, already blasting out its bluish shield magic and charging toward the other nellwyn.

Water ball after water ball crashed into the ashy looking flames this guy was now made of, and Avya kept darting this way and that to try to keep the sphere in between them. He’d figured out something was wrong with the sphere, but not precisely what.

He had shields of sorts, big purple windows of magic glass that appeared and got shattered. He jumped up onto one of them, using them as platforms. Then he’d launch a meteor of earth down from above and try to land on her with some other super power.

She was ready for that shit. Avya had learned the fundamentals of teleporting, and did so liberally. She was also using the Suppressor’s Mark to drain his mana any time she got a good hit in.

A few seconds after the battle began, the whole room was filled with purple glass shards of the nellwyn’s shields, and they suddenly came to life. The ice shields from Aquamancer’s Mark intercepted a good amount of them, but Avya took a good shredding.

I’d told her not to use the Bronze Door for hiding unless absolutely necessary, because it used up a good amount of mana, and the same went for the Phase Shift powers.

The nellwyn either didn’t have a lot of marks he wanted to use, or he was holding back his powers. It was likely the second one. I couldn’t imagine a Silver living long if they didn’t have a ton of abilities at their disposal.

That said, the rules could be different and I just didn’t know.

I kept hammering this big dragon face with elbows, trying to keep its big mouth from opening, and pulling it through the Silver Door. If only I had some kind of earth manipulation power and could earthbend a huge slab of stone to shove this dumb dragon through the dumb door.

“I… want… to ride… you,” I grunted. And not in a sexual way.

Sure, I know, a lot of people would naturally want to help out their hyperactive, psychopathic tiny little Favored Consort sex friend go up against a full-fledged Gleaming Silver. But here’s the thing: Avya and I hadn’t fought together as a team yet. I didn’t know what her style was and whether or not I’d get in her way.

I knew she could also get to safety through the Silver Door unless she pushed herself dangerously close to the edge of mana drain. She also hadn’t unleashed the best power in her arsenal.

Nope, there it was.

The nellwyn flopped to the floor clutching his head, and she appeared behind him. Blindness, shock, and psychosis had taken effect.

With one hand, she lifted him up by his neck and shoved his face into the orb.

Amelgar’s Orb

Viewing orb, legendary quality, enchanted

Gold tier

Qualities: Ageless, extremely durable, emits no aura, greatly enhanced effect

Abilities: Automatically attunes to the present Governor of Surrek. Allows for complete oversight of the city of Surrek, and surrounding area up to one thousand feet. While in use, Attuned is greatly enhanced. When touched, inflicts extremely high necrotic damage on anyone not attuned to the orb.

Note: You are presently the Governor of Surrek.

The nellwyn didn’t take the combination of dimensional damage and extremely high Gold tier necrotic damage very well. Hard not to, honestly, when you’re a full level beneath the damage type, and this was his third dose.

The fire effect blanketing his whole body fell away, revealing a blackened and rotting half of his face. The blackness was rapidly spreading around where she’d got him on the cheek and one eye.

The eye itself was gone, turned to goo, as was half his nose. You could see his skull.

In my hands, the wyvern roared and threw back its head, but I had it held tight. I’d never once wrestled an alligator in my life, but if I ever went back to earth I was going to claim to be a world class gator rassler. I flew well up into the air and nearly bashed completely against the floor. If I hadn’t head butted the big bastard in the throat with my red dragon face spines I’d have probably been crushed into the floor, like with the vurdok king.

The wyvern froze, seeming confused, and I realized what it was doing a moment later. You know when you nearly choke on something and it gets stuck in your throat, and you feel like it’s still in there for the rest of the whole friggin day? I think this wyvern had just gotten a bit of that, and was trying to retch. Throw up something that just wasn’t there.

Not far off, the nellwyn staggered back, screaming, holding his face, only to have Avya teleport behind him and kick him forward, back into the dimensionally frozen orb. This time he got it in the top of the head, and fell immediately to the ground.

Good. I let the Phase Shift go, and the orb dropped directly onto his stomach. He had enough strength to bat the thing away, and moan piteously at the extra damage this caused.

The wyvern roared as he died.

“My sweet, if either of those guys attacks you,” I called. “You take the Silver Door the fuck out of here, understand?”

Avya nodded, and stared at the two remaining Gleaming Silvers in challenge.

This wyvern wrangling wasn’t any fun anymore. The hope was that with the nellwyn dead or too far away, it would be docile and I could, I don’t know, convince it to be my buddy so I could fly without sprinting on thin air.

It also didn’t disappear into I grabbed out the brutal axe and Jim the rockplate vedris. We dealt with the wyvern in another couple of stunned seconds. I made the fifty foot walk back to the seating area dripping with wyvern blood.

This whole thing was leaving a bad taste in my mouth. The cunning route hadn’t worked with Trusk, the charming route hadn’t worked here, and I was getting to the point where I was just going to use violence first and ask questions never. Suggesting the non-violent route and being disappointed was wearing on me.

“We could’ve used his help!” I yelled, and headed back toward them. “I was serious about the tower, you know. It’s a big deal and probably beyond the five of us put together.”

“Whatever do you mean, the five of us?” the chameleon Master asked.

“The five… Silvers… in the room?” When he still seemed perplexed at the simple math, I just sighed and let it go. If he didn’t want to count Avya, who’d just outmaneuvered a Gleaming Silver and put him out of his misery, or his own Favored Consort, so be it. He was just showing his true self. “Anyway did I pass the test to keep my Governorship, or is there a series of etiquette and protocol questions I have to answer? Do I have to descend to hell and grab up some golden apples from a tree guarded by a minotaur or something?”

“You showed yer mettle,” the orc one said.

I wanted to point to Avya, reverting back to her usual adorable self, but they wouldn’t get it.

I tried to put Amelgar’s Orb into the Black Door, but it didn’t work. The orb was tethered to the city. Not that I thought it would work against the tower, but it would be nice to have a big weapon.

“And that means the city is mine?”

The orc just nodded. Jeez, I didn’t even have these guys’ names yet.

“We’ll send word back to the Golden Cities, but it will be confirmed,” the chameleon said.

“Iss done,” the orc said. Which told me his Favored Consort had to be in the Golden City, and that she could handle long distance, extended periods apart. Perhaps the Blood Debt aspect of the Favored Consort lessened as you got more powerful.

And once more, I wished these guys weren’t utter assholes about having to be here, the situation, and could freely discuss this kind of thing. It reminded me of the way I’d had to give out gifts in order to get even a shred of information out of the Domi, so very long ago.

Several months. Heh.

“Okay next order of business,” I said. “You’ve just declared me Governor. That allows me to govern over the whole city as I please, correct?”

They shared another look, one full of some apprehension, then nodded.

“Okay. I’m under the impression that you guys are subject to the whim of the Governor of Surrek and I get to order you around.”

“Technically…” the chameleon man said.

“That was phrased badly,” I said. “I mean we have problems here, and you’re here, so I need your help. I probably can’t order you to go against the Emperor or anything insane or illegal like that.” They both seemed to leak out a ton of tension at these words. “But for now I need the two of you to help me figure out how many more of the Emperor’s resources I need to demand to stop this thing from carving a path of destruction down into the center of the empire.

“This isn’t going to be a thing for Gleaming Silvers to deal with,” I told them. “Whoever’s in the center of the empire with Gold powers, we’re going to need them.”


33- Judge Me All You Want

Both Gleaming Silvers, and the Favored Consort fae who apparently didn’t count were exhausted from their journey. I set them up with the seneschal, who supplied them with quarters and whatever food they required. We agreed to convene under the light of the stars, in a part of the palace I hadn’t heard of, which was apparently an open air balcony. That gave us over twelve hours.

I had gained a full twenty Legitimacy points in there, elevating me from deep reddish orange to light orange, nearing yellow. This was accompanied by the notification that these Legitimacy points would be secured once word of my exploits reached the ears of the people.

I wasn’t about to act on that information, and go tell the people what a badass I was. Hell with that. No, the serving staff of the Governor’s palace would handle that task, telling the tale of the dragon being wrestled by the mostly-naked Drifter, and the super powered fight between the two nellwyns.

As for my stats, I’d gained a lot of experience in Clever and Sly for the trick with orb, along with less experience for Fierce, Tough and Quick. My relationship with Avya had been boosted by another significant amount, since she’d done all the heavy lifting. She wasn’t used to being trusted with anything important. Or, what she considered important. She’d done a lot of the networking and I was shit at it, but she’d been so proud when I took her out monster slaying.

If left like that, it was going to be months of her beating major ass before she got tired of it. My tiny titan was drunk on the power.

As for Avya and I, we split up after the fight. I gave her a sweet kiss and told her to get some rest. She was beat from the damn fine job she’d done taking down another Silver basically all by her lonesome. She headed to the ginormous silken bed, commented groggily about how lucky she was to have sheets made of this material, and fell asleep with a fistful of silky sheet.

As for Auralla… I went to get her. I found her recovered, but still sullen, staring down at the city from above.

“Do you need some Sunspire time?” I asked.

She shook her head, reconsidered, nodded, shook her head again, then nodded again.

“Do you hate me?” She asked.

I looked down at the silvery Beastmaster’s Mark on my chest. “Are you kidding? I love you.”

I wrapped her up in a huge embrace, and hugged her until she groaned from the pressure and the lack of air.

“I imagined you might leave me here and make for the central cities. I don’t know why you love me. I can’t stand the city.”

Fear had gotten the better of her good sense. She knew better than that, deep in her heart.

“That fear is unfounded. You’re a delight, even when we disagree. Being surrounded by yes-men has undermined a lot of important people throughout history. George Lucas is probably the most famous recent example.”

She nodded, but didn’t press. She knew better than to ask about silly Drifter shit that had little bearing on the present reality.

“I understand the fear of taking risks, I really do. There’s a lot of history on my world about new rulers being assassinated in the palace coup or the popular uprising, and we’re having to weather both at the same time. A lot of the new leader’s work is convincing people to follow them, or murder them off and replace them with people who will.”

“Leadership on earth sounds dark,” she breathed.

“Right? Most of earth history is nightmare after nightmare.”

One Silver Door later and we were standing in the large bedroom in Ink District, the fourth floor of Aceter House. The girls would take some time in getting back, so I had a lay down on the gigantic bed with Auralla, started to enjoy the feel of her soft kisses on my chest and neck, then promptly fell asleep.

Mortal combat will do that to a guy.

When I woke, I found a pair of curious sensations: one, I was already hard, and two, a long tongue had wrapped itself around my erection. That tongue was writhing and pulsating. Hot breath poured over my midsection.

Hellera?

Auralla’s face hovered over mine, and she dipped down for a lengthy, exploratory kiss. She tucked her hair behind her ear before her hand fell lightly onto my chest, and traced over all the still-growing muscles.

“What—” I started, but was interrupted by having Auralla’s tongue in my mouth yet again.

Hellera’s tongue was incredibly long, and very strong. Like having a snake wrapped around me and trying to make me come. The heat emanating from her mouth caused me to shrink back, and after another couple of constricting pulses of tongue muscle, the dragonite rose to her knees.

“Take the dragon’s form, Drifter,” she told me, and crawled overtop me to get into penetration position.

“What’s going on here?”

“Take the form.” The lust and command in her voice brooked no disagreement, so I tapped into the Red Dragon’s Mark and transformed.

I wasn’t even done before Hellera shoved me inside her. She groaned with pleasure and spat flames up toward the ceiling, while Auralla pulled back, blinking.

“You can climb on too,” I rumbled, my voice changed as well.

She grinned, but worry tinged her expression. “I couldn’t… you could burn me.”

I reached a long, long reptilian tongue out and licked just the tip of her chin. She blinked in surprise, amazement, and then finally realization. She slipped off her yoga leggings and got up on her knees.

In the meantime Hellera took me into her heated depths and half groaned, half roared. I ran my clawed hands over her body, looking for places of sensitivity, but also simply feeling her. She was sleek, powerful, and taut. There was no fat on the dragonite; among her people she probably rated a ten, like a supermodel.

The only thing I could manage was to bring my feet up behind her and press her tail between them. After all, Auralla was climbing onto my face and already moaning loudly from having my long tongue run the length of her for a good twelve or fourteen inches. She still tasted of exotic otherworldly fruit, sweet and tart, and the next stroke sent that long tongue up into her.

Deep.

Auralla cried out like I hadn’t heard in a long time, in surprised bliss. She flexed around my tongue and reached down to grab onto my ears, to pull me in deeper.

That wouldn’t work, since my mouth was mostly dragon teeth, but I did tongue her dripping pussy like I’d never done before, exploring all the crevices over and over. Listening to her try to catch breath and try to catch out only made me harder.

Hellera apparently enjoyed the tail treatment, because she fell back onto her hands and rode me fast and hard. She was already getting riled up, really riled up, because I started taking injuries already.

My treatment sent Auralla over the edge after only about a minute, and she hunched forward, panting. I full on fucked her with my tongue, rubbing over Hellera’s thighs and flat stomach scales, until Auralla cried out again and bucked hard enough she threw herself off me.

Now I got onto my elbows and faced Hellera.

“What’s brought this on?” I asked, and began really hunching upwards every time she came down. The effect was immediate; she could barely reply from the force of the impact, and the pleasure of it.

“Uh… uh… uh… the… uh…” she started, then erupted in full body flame. I grabbed her and launched us off the bed. She had to weigh something like two hundred pounds, maybe more, and this wasn’t easy, but it got easier when she wrapped her legs around me, and looped her hands around my neck.

“All… our plans…” she gasped. “You never… punished us.”

I had already taken eight injuries from her scorching hot cavity. Now she blazed with radiance, and stubby little wings appeared at each of her shoulders.

“Of course I didn’t,” I hissed, and seized her hips to continue plunging into her. The pain of the fire only kept my climax at bay. “You succeeded. I was angry at not being consulted, but who am I to argue with results?”

“But you…” Her head fell back and another roar emerged. More flames. The wings at her back grew larger and stretched out, shivering and shuddering. “You… could have… died.”

Her hips and thighs were flexing, helping her to back off and then slam back down on my draconic cock, back into her volcanic depths again and again.

“For the same reason I do this, even though it’s enough to kill people,” I grunted, and buried myself in her, then rolled my hips several times. I didn’t think she had a clit, but on the off chance… better safe than sorry.

Her wings and her aura of flame grew further still. What in the fuck was happening here, aside from the fucking of course. Her claws dug furrows into the meat of my shoulders. This hurt even more; I was up to fourteen injuries, now seventeen with the claws, and both Normal and Bronze Mender’s Mark were necessary now. Whatever healing magic normally felt like, it was drowned out by the heat of Hellera fully giving in to whatever was happening to her.

In response I pulled her body up, still doing the standing up fucking position, and I bent down over her, biting down on her neck.

Now she roared out. This was a full body orgasm now, bucking and shuddering, each twelve foot wing outstretched and shivering, white flame pouring up towards the fifteen foot ceiling. Her thighs clenched around my scaly trunk, and her molten pussy clamped down on me.

Hellera of Surrek has given herself over to you, shared more of her soul. Your relationship has been rocky, but at every turn you have been clear, strong, and resolute in your actions toward her. Giving her authority and the ability to act independently has caused her to share herself fully, even despite the dangers her actions have created as a consequence. This has enabled you to push your relationship into territories previously unknown.

Shit, we were at Silver tier relationship status? Yes, a quick check of the UI showed me that we’d just grabbed up the last star of Bronze all at once.

If ‘all at once’ meant weathering the last two weeks of the Shadow Council’s plotting and backstabbing, followed by the girls’ efforts to infiltrate and counter them, then install friendly Masters in over twenty districts.

And me confronting the small council. And the Shadow Council. And now this thing with the Gleaming Silvers.

Yeah okay, a star was warranted. And if I could get a bonus star in Silver that’d be great too.

Directly on the heels of this came that other message I’d gotten with Auralla and Avya. This happened right at the moment where I could hold back no longer, and poured molten dragon seed into her.

You have joined in the flesh with Hellera of Surrek. Will you take the power offered to you, advance your relationship to a higher level, or share further power with her?

Share further power. Grab the Red Dragon’s Mark at Silver tier, and also grab another one at the same time? Or take the Silver tier power up a couple of stars instantaneously?

I thought about Velleth going apeshit with the spectral dragon surrounding her body, and chose Share further power. I had a shit ton of powers already, but more attack magic was possibly on the table.

Hellera continued to buck and shudder in ecstasy, and I lowered to my knees so we could both rest on the floor. In the meantime I went to check out what I’d ended up getting.

Inferno’s Mark

Spell, magical (elemental)

*Silver tier, no stars*

Normal: Cast to create a distracting blaze of bright white flame at a point no farther than fifty feet from you. Spell deals moderate fire damage, and has a chance of inflicting blindness and burning.

Alternately, if fire already exists around you, the white flame will be composed of this nearby fire and be up to triple in size.

Costs high mana, with no cooldown.

Bronze: Cast to surround yourself with armor of flames. Each melee attack against you inflicts moderate damage on the attacker and inflicts burning. You gain minimal damage resistance to magic attacks, and each attack against you restores minimal mana. While active, you become impervious to fire effects.

Alternately, if fire already exists around you, the armor will consume the flames and decrease the cost of maintaining the effect.

Costs high mana to cast, and high mana per minute to maintain. No cooldown.

Silver: Cast to create a roiling ball of fire that explodes on impact with at target no farther than 100 feet away. The fireball is ten feet by ten feet, and affects all within a thirty foot radius of the blast. The site of impact takes extremely high fire damage, and the explosion deals high fire damage, with a chance to knock enemies prone and inflict burning.

Alternately, if fire already exists around you, the fireball will consume the flames and originate with the fire, extending the range by 50 feet.

Note: you may not designate allies or enemies with any of these effects.

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

I literally squealed with joy. I mean, honestly, I hadn’t played many roleplaying games, and when I’d played any MMORPGs I tended toward tanky tanks or damage dealers at range, usually grenadiers, crackshots or rangers. Wizards weren’t really my thing, but nobody would be upset if life handed them the chance to create a fucking fireball.

So this is part of the reason why I fell on Hellera’s exhausted, pleasure-wracked body and hugged her tight. The other part was her belief in me, and her appreciation for all the risks I’d had to take because of them.

Hellera gained as well, grabbing the Phase Shifter’s Mark at Silver. It made sense for her to ‘randomly’ be assigned the most attack-heavy of my core abilities. It was now clearer to me than ever that the city was ours and nobody would be able to fuck with us.

Nobody in this city anyway.

This is how the ladies found us, my beautiful and deadly war council: with me still buried inside Hellera’s glowing hot red dragon orifice. This meant all the ladies, standing at the entrance to the big room, and included Michael and Nazira.

“Judge me all you want,” I muttered, mostly to myself, “I can throw a fireball now.”
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With the war council gathered up—all of them excluding Illeri—we sat around the large table on the third floor and discussed what they could do while I went north with the Gleaming Silvers. The big meeting room went largely unused most of the time, but now it felt too small. Hellera, Dallinya and Velleth sat at the foot of the table, with everyone else arrayed down either of the long sides.

Paul had gone directly to Mage to work on literacy classes with the masses, bless his heart. He really had no will to connive and scheme and plot, the horny little bastard. He just wanted to sit in front of a video game console or do his job. When those weren’t available, he turned to bedding the whole lot of Mage District’s available womenfolk in between teaching the classes. I couldn’t really blame him. After all, I’d now had sex with… nearly two dozen women.

“What do we have?” I asked, feeling both bone tired and weirdly invigorated. I could probably sleep for twelve hours, or take all these women to bed and drill them into a fugue state. Then sleep.

Bands of newly marked women had gone on the attack and tried to liberate several non-liberated district harems. They hadn’t been ready, and now they were on the back foot, retreating across the city or holed up in secret, waiting for their turn to strike.

“While we’re gone, there won’t be a Governor in the city, it’ll just be you and the Governess… can you handle it?” I asked.

Velleth and Dallinya sat straight, and both nodded.

“We have the weapons from the storage devices, enough for all the ladies. You have your specialties. I’d prefer it if you weren’t out in any more than two teams, but I won’t be here to stop you. You made efficient work of the situations you’ve been presented so far, so I’ll say I trust you and leave it at that.”

“That’s it?” Dallinya asked.

“No, come to think of it. One, please don’t kill the three young ladies in the harem’s torture chamber. Two, that wasn’t a polite request. Don’t kill them. Three, I’d like to take Shennalil along with me on this journey, if she’s amenable.”

Shennalil was already pale, but she whitened further. The sky blue patches of skin over various parts of her body dimmed. She looked around to the others, who nodded and hovered out of her chair and up over to me. I gave her a thankful hand squeeze, thought better of it, and kissed her knuckles.

“Now, is there anything I can do for you before I leave with the two Gleaming Silvers?” And the one who didn’t count. Hard eye roll.

I’d had to work under and with so many of these assholes it was getting to feel like normal.

“We need more of those manacles,” Velleth said.

Those manacles being a sword that cut both ways.

“Funny you should mention that.”

Ten minutes later the whole gigantic mass of us was waiting outside the lead hedge mage’s shop, waiting for him to reappear. We’d nearly frightened him out of his skin when we opened the door and all filed in. Then I gave him the dude nod, which he understood to mean ‘time to grab up the special projects I’ve asked you about’ and he disappeared into the back room, where the special projects were very carefully hidden away.

He returned with a rolled piece of soft velvet, which he spread onto the showcase before spreading out a handful of bracelets. These were all identical to the Silver tier manacles, except they only went on a single wrist and unlocked with a specific shout we all quickly learned.

“Getting them on one wrist will just disrupt the flow of mana, not completely incapacitate,” the hedge mage explained. “But both wrists will make sure they can’t do magic at all.”

We tested this out, and found that just one wrist was plenty disorienting, since it choked off mana generation and stopped powers of high mana or higher.

They were thinner though, a byproduct of creating almost two dozen of the things in very short order, without telling anyone. I thumped a bag of gold pieces on the counter, and told him to count them.

We also practiced the shout necessary to unclasp them, so each of the ladies could feel what it was like and also get out of it if they ended up in the wrong hands. I took four for myself, just in case I had to blast the Gleaming Silvers.

“While I’m here,” I told the hedge mage, “there’s something I haven’t tried yet.”

Now reaching into my bevy of magic powers, I grabbed up the Dalewind’s Mark and sapped all the mana from the room to create a mana crystal.

The Silver tier effect was even more disorienting than slapping on one of the bracelets. Normally, mana saturation simply felt… natural. It leaked out of everything, probably circulating the world like the water cycle, but this was like leeching all the oxygen out of a room for a good ten seconds, before enough oxygen can get in through the windows to stop you choking to death.

I was left with a bad headache like a hangover, and a crystal made of pure magic in my hand. It was about as big around as a baseball and a good foot long, imperfect but gleaming in the weak light, transparent, and a weird blue green color that was difficult to describe. Not quite as deep as turquoise, anyway.

Quavallie’s hand clapped onto my bicep. “Never… do that… again…”

I blinked several times and shook my head, then regretted it. “I don’t plan on it, no.”

But I would outside the city, that was for sure.

When I handed the mage the mana crystal, he pushed the sack of coins back my way. “It’s worth double the amount of bracelets I just made for ya, even if it did make me throw up in my mouth a little.”


34- Laylenna of Surrek

Lastly, I approached the turquoise dragonite from the Governor’s harem. Her name was on my character sheet, so I didn’t have to feel like an asshole asking her.

Laylenna. Pretty name. “Laylenna?”

She whirled and clearly tried hard not to look intimidated. I wasn’t sure why; she was the one with the glittering turquoise scales, the badass claws, twin white horns sticking back off her head a good six inches, and the yellowish spines running down the length of her back when she was uncomfortable. They normally lay flat.

In other words, she was almost as badass looking as Hellera.

“Someone drugged and kidnapped me before we got a chance to spend any time together,” I told her, and took her hand. “Sorry about that.”

“Oh!” she said. “Why would you be sorry?”

“It wasn’t my fault, but I still feel upset that we lost out on our scheduled time. And now events are kind of getting away from us. How would you feel about a quick lunch, a walk about, and some talking? A quick date.”

She blinked in confusion. “A date?”

“I guess those aren’t really a thing here,” I said, then put on my thinking face. “Uh, dates are special days when you get together with the person important to you, go do some special things, and then it often ends up with sex. It’s a my world thing, we can do it however we want.”

“The sex?”

I laughed. “We can do the date however we want. Sex optional. I’m always ready, you just say the word when it’s time to wrap up the date.”

She narrowed her eyes. “Are you sure there’s… not something more important to do?”

Of course there were plenty of important things to do. But relationships were power in this world, and more importantly, she was a real person with real feelings and thoughts and hopes and such. Although I wanted to shift forms into a dope ass turquoise dragon, I also wanted to know who I was dealing with. And lastly, the Drifter’s Mark I’d given her would help her survive if our connection was stronger.

“Of course there are, but you’re important to me,” I said.

She stared. Gods, the disbelief got through even her scaly dragonite mask that normally banished all the distractions.

I raised my hands in surrender. “I just haven’t had a chance to convince you it’s true. That ends now.”

She relented, and in short order we were walking through the immaculate streets of Mage District.

“How long?” I asked.

“The harem?” She asked. When I nodded, she went on. “Only a year.”

“Sorry.”

“Why? Most of the girls there grew up in the palace, and went to the harem once they’d flowered. Or they grew up in the city and the Governor took possession of them after the Master had broken the laws. At least I was able to travel and see some of the empire before ending up here.”

“How did that happen?”

“My father. We were attacked by monsters, and a full merchant haul was ruined. He’d bought something… insurance I think he called it.”

“Your father bought a broken promise, did he?” This story wouldn’t end with the girl a slave if the insurance worked as intended.

She nodded ruefully. “The paper was supposed to save my father from ruin. But the broker paid down his debts with my father’s money and disappeared. The promise was broken, as you say.”

She gestured back to the Governor’s tower. “So I ended up sold to pay his debts. I wish I knew what happened to him.”

“What’s his name?” I asked.

“Divarre,” she said. “Divarre of Endregal.”

I brought up the city management UI and tried to see if I could search out his name. Turned out I could, and his name was part of a long list. He had been pressed into service at the coliseum, and had fought to pay down his debts.

But he wasn’t on a list of men who’d survived gladiatorial combat.

“I’m terribly sorry, Laylenna,” I said. “Your father survived nine gladiator matches.”

“Not the tenth,” she said.

“For a merchant that’s incredible,” I told her. “Was he quite the fighter?”

Just this brightened her considerably. “Oh yes! He trained with the bow for hunting when we were between cities, and when we stopped, he trained with the sword. The mercenary protectors were always happy to show him. And then once night fell, he would instruct me.”

She took my hand and pressed her to her chest. “Thank you, Governor. Without you, I would not have known.”

“Just Evan is fine, please. I don’t need this Governor thing to inflate my head too much.”

“Evan, you are indeed just. Just Evan is a fine name.”

“I mean Evan. Call me Evan, please.”

An arched eyebrow told me she’d just made fun of me. We were passing a section of the district that was specifically built for nellwyns and gnomish. The buildings were barely large enough for us to enter and stand around, with doors only about five feet high but painted very colorfully. I felt like a giant against this backdrop.

She asked me about earth while we wound our way through the labyrinthine and twisty little streets of Mage, and soaked in the sights. After a little while trying not to moan and complain about my world, I turned it around and asked what she missed most about being free of the harem.

“Oh, I don’t know,” she said. “The harem wasn’t as terrible as some of the others made it out. We were sheltered from the elements and the fighting, fed, and there was company to be found. News came in from the servants now and again. New girls came, others were taken. We hardly saw the Governor for more than a minute.”

“Really?”

“I didn’t have the men whispering about what it might be like to take on a dragonite. Whether the domination would kill them or make them unable to have other females.”

“Not an issue with me,” I said hopefully, trying to cheer her up. “Hellera did burn the shit out of me, but I’m lucky to have the marks to handle the wounds. It’s a challenge, but I’m ready to handle it.”

“Not many can handle the shocks,” she said. “I often wish I could simply become a human, or an elf.” A dark chuckle escaped her. “I could take being an orc or a gnomish or a nellwyn as well.”

“Really?”

“I get tired of the stares,” she said. “The whispers. The fear. Less of it in the harem, but not a lot less.”

I took her hand. “Follow me.”

I guess I could understand wanting to be somebody else pretty well. After all, I might still be myself, but I’d just been handed a ticket to a complete do over. Aside from the escalating series of near-death experiences, it was pretty nice.

Soon we were up that little hill, past the shops selling scrolls and wands for prices that were simply ludicrous, but the restaurant was still there. Same tables outside with merchants and shopkeepers having food and drinks outside, same extravagant but also somehow understated decor, same well-dressed servers, same magic scents wafting up into the very visible spectrum.

“What is this?” she asked.

“There’s no signboard,” I said, “And last time, I was too overwhelmed by the whole thing to ask about the name.”

I knew there were perks to owning the whole district, but I wasn’t sure if I could just turn up and demand a table.

“Master Evan,” the maitre d’ said, then blinked. “Eh… Governor Evan?”

“Just Governor is fine, please.”

Beside me, Laylanna snorted.

“The Master’s booth, or would you like us to prepare a space on the street?”

“The Master’s booth will do nicely, thank you.”

It turned out I could simply demand a table. We were taken back to a private booth further into the restaurant than we’d been before, a place that appeared to be nothing more than an ordinary wall, until the server stepped through it. It rippled like the surface of a pond, and reasserted the illusion after a few seconds. After another few moments, his head reappeared out of the solid wall.

“Right this way, Governor.”

Once seated, at a gleaming hardwood table stained deep maroon, I leaned toward the maitre d’ conspiratorially. “Last time, the ladies had arranged a potion… might I request something different this time?”

I told him what I was looking for, thinking when he pursed his lips that it wasn’t going to work out, but he placed the menu under one arm and stuck a finger in the air.

“Let me see what can be done.”

Laylanna placed a hand over mine and leaned toward him. “If this isn’t possible, there’s—”

“Nonsense,” I told her, and waved the man away. He disappeared.

“Governor—”

“Evan.”

“Evan, this is too much. I certainly don’t warrant this kind of attention, let alone this kind of expenditure.”

“Bah,” I said. “You’re eloquent enough to warrant an actual job. Are you lettered?”

Her flinch, like I’d just swatted her ass, told me that she was indeed lettered.

A new server appeared a minute later with goblets, a bottle of wine, a bucket of ice cubes, and more on his wide tray. “I am sorry to intrude on your conversation. Governor, Mistress, the mage on staff bade me tell you it would be thirty minutes to brew the potion to your specification. Is that amenable or would you prefer another selection?”

I barked out a laugh. “Thirty minutes? Tell the mage on staff he’s doing fine work and I’ll be thrilled if it’s available in thirty minutes. In the meantime I’ll have whatever’s on special, and the lady can select whatever she likes.”

Laylanna was staring in amazement and discomfort. The waiter rattled off what was on special, followed by several other choices, and she eventually went with a grellak steak with the equivalent of mashed potatoes and veggies, glancing at me the whole time as if I might jump in and take over, or jump in and declare that it was too expensive. When that didn’t happen, the waiter retreated and she kept her gaze firmly fixed on me.

That look gradually melted into wonderment, then admiration, and then affection.

“Why are you doing this?” she asked.

“Didn’t you speak with any of the others?” When she shook her head, I explained. “First of all, and this is the worst: practicality. The better my relationship with you, the more potent your mark of power becomes for me. And my mark on you goes up in power at the same time. Second, it’s fun. I’m lucky to be rich, and now lucky to be powerful, and I’m doubly lucky that all the ladies in this world have no idea how good it can get. So it’s lovely to see your face light up whenever I do even the least amount of anything for you.”

“The least!” she cried. “You just let me… pick my own… ah, I understand what you mean.”

I nodded, smiling.

Food began coming: hearty bread rolls hot from the oven with freshly churned butter to spread on them, followed by fried brown somethings with hot delicious something inside, like fried dumplings, and they were supposed to be dipped in a creamy white sauce that I assumed would taste like ranch, but was actually spicy and sweet.

Laylanna was apparently starving, or just a dragonite, because they brought at least fifty percent more food for her as me. The soup bowl was bigger, the plate of veggies contained a mountain of green leafy things with bits of fruit and dressing compared to my human-sized salad, and then the steak… jeez. Let’s just say I would’ve won a free dinner if I’d finished it and not thrown up. My special was tiny comparatively, though it was delicious.

We were about halfway through the main entree when the potion arrived. The waiter went to hand it to me, but I motioned to Laylanna. He bowed, still a little uncomfortable, and passed the potion to her instead.

“Drifter—”

“It’s not permanent,” I said. “You’ll have to really get used to the idea now. Test it out.”

She looked ready to argue, but then shrugged and drank.

Soon enough it became clear I hadn’t really thought this through very well. It was like watching the red dragon transformation in reverse: the scales disappeared into pink flesh, and then the scaly head melted back into a nose, cheekbones, full lips, and two triangular ears at the top of her head. Hair sprouted, lengthened, fell all around her face and shoulders, while a thin layer of fur came out, in stripes of black over white, like a Siberian tiger. She only had the one mark, on her bicep, so we’d given her a compression sleeve. In her smaller felinian form, it fell right off.

She was also stark naked, with the Drifter’s Mark looking like a tattoo high on her shoulder. As a dragonite this didn’t matter, but… as a felinian it still didn’t really matter. Ladies went with little to no clothing all the time.

The process of shrinking down hadn’t been painful for me, but Laylanna gave off several strained grunts, and now sat breathing heavily.

Not that big of an issue. I had extra clothes in the storage device, and—

She examined her hands and gasped, then looked to me. Instead of clothes, I produced a hand mirror and handed it to her.

“I’m… I’m beautiful,” she whispered reverently. My relationship rating with this new being shot through the roof, nearly hitting Bronze in an instant.

“I’d argue you were already beautiful,” I said. “You’re certainly… softer. Now, we can finish up the meal early, head outside, get some air as a felinian, see how you feel about people viewing you.”

Instead she lowered her eyes, to that instantly recognizable fogged look of arousal. “I know you share essence with the others even when there is no logical reason to do so.”

I smiled.

“And I recall how pleasing a sensation it was the first time, in the Governor’s harem. I want it now, in this body. I wish to compare. And I am aware that the magical protections over this place stop sounds from entering and leaving. We have privacy.”

“Who am I to tell a lady no?” I asked.

“You’re the Governor,” she breathed. “Whatever you wish must come to pass.”

“Then my wish is to make you happy,” I told her quietly, and I swear to the gods she almost broke down crying. After a moment to compose herself she darted forward and kissed me. She wrapped soft hands around my face, the back of my head, down my bare chest and over my abs.

She scooted into me, rubbing her soft-furred body up to mine. She swayed back and forth child kissing me, dragging hardened nipples over my arm and moaning.

I wasn’t just going to sit here, so I got a hand on the inside of her thigh and up toward where I could already feel the heat coming off her aroused pussy.

“It’s so… different,” she breathed. She certainly was a lot squishier as a squishy non reptile.

“Is that good?” I asked, rubbing over her inner thighs and causing her breath to catch.

“Mmm,” she breathed, and nodded. “It’s good.”

A second later she had freed up my erection and was stroking it beneath the table.

“I want it,” she said.

“So you’ve said,” I replied quietly. “Are you expecting me to stop you?”

“A bit,” she confessed, and pulled herself even closer. Now she was draped over me, one leg thrown over mine, kissing me furiously and licking over every part of my mouth. Her hands were all over me, pausing every now and again to stroke my full hard length.

“Well I’m hardly in a position to stop a beautiful woman from taking what she wants,” I said.

“You’re the Governor, you’re in a position to do anything you like.”

If only she knew how untrue that sentence was.

Still, she should’ve seen the signs, and known that I wasn’t going to risk blue balls and the wrath of a dragonite who was also a tiger. Better to just let her do her worst.

I slipped two fingers over her outer lips and found her wet, so I commenced with Operation Circle. This soon had her concentration all messed up, panting against my neck while I rubbed gently around the clit and felt her get incredibly wet incredibly fast.

“Drifter,” she whined. “What are you ooooohhhhh…”

All talk stopped when I plunged two fingers inside and pressed my palm against the top. Groaning loudly, she reacted violently. Her head snapped back and she shuddered, letting out a loud continuous groan.

“This body,” she finally managed, weakly.

So now I went on the attack, kissing and nibbling. With my other hand, I played with the base of her tail, listening to the delightful squishing noises of her insides while she appreciated my efforts loudly.

“Are you ready?” I murmured.

“So ready,” she said.

“Then tell me what you want.”

“I… ohhh… I want… it.”

“I don’t know what you mean,” I said.

She was getting close, I could feel the orgasm building. Hell, I could see it in the way the light gathered in her womb.

“Put it… in me. Now!”

I shoved the table away from us, got between her legs, and shoved myself roughly inside her. It was like I’d electrocuted her, the way her entire body arched and her head went all the way back. It turned out I’d also ground the base of her tail against the bench cushions. This sent her into overdrive, raking claws down my chest and groaning loudly while bliss washed all through her body.

From there, I got her onto her stomach and marveled as the glorious twin globes of her ass rippled, then squashed up against my torso. I’d been an ass and legs man for a long time, and this was so, so good.

I glided into her once more, and began to pound with abandon. Every time I came down was a slap of flesh on flesh, along with a groan of pleasure. Her eyes had gone glassy.

The amount of adorable on display here sent me right to the edge, where I held on for another several minutes of slapping down against her pert ass. I’m pretty sure a waiter or waitress entered for a second, but just as quickly vanished. Either they thought I was fucking my slave, or killing her. Between the redness of my face and the set of my jaw, I’m sure I looked like I was strangling her to death.

Finally I came, hard, grunting and depositing my seed into that glowing ball of ecstasy in her womb, then fell onto her and gave her several more kisses.

“You… need to go. Busy Governor.” True story, busy Governor was busy. But if you couldn’t take time out to have a little fun, really what was the point of ruling?

“Not before dessert,” I murmured in her ear.

“Restaurant dessert?

“Or sweet Laylenna pie? Your choice,” I told her.

“Ohhhh,” she moaned. “I can have that again?”

I kissed her softly on the cheek and grinned. “Only if you tell me exactly what you want.”


35- A Storm Such As I Made

Auralla had been uncharacteristically quiet throughout the war council. I found her in Aceter House when I dropped Laylenna off, sitting in a plush chair and staring at one of the pieces of art. It was one of the cephellian pieces, which used watercolors to show the oceans or the seas. I didn’t have a huge body of water on my map as it was, so I wondered how they’d all come to be in Surrek.

Auralla smiled at my entry. “The others are going over the plan for when you’re gone.”

“You’re not with them?”

She just shook her head. The changes to Avya since taking the Favored Consort position were severe, and I probably owed Auralla an apology for stealing her best friend away.

I extended my hand, which she took, and rose from the chair.

“You still want to take a break from the city,” I asked.

She regarded me with serious eyes. “You won’t be upset?”

“You’ve needed the time before. My opinion of you isn’t about to change just because you think I’m doing the wrong thing,” I told her. “I love you, and that’s not going to change because neither of us see the future.”

She hugged tight to my arm and nodded. “Yes. I need the trees, the moss, the herbs. There are too many cobbles here. Too much stone. Not enough life.”

“I have excellent news, because New Sunspire is only a Silver Door away, and that gives me an idea. Let’s grab the elf, Viyalla. I know she greatly prefers Sunspire to the city.”

One elf later, I swept open the Silver Door and gestured for them to step through. We were in New Sunspire a handful of moments later, with Zephellyn staring at us holding hands.

“You need to stop doing that!” she barked, going storm cloud gray.

Auralla fell to her knees and pressed her head against the rug. “Forgive me, Domi, please! I can’t control this foolish male. He simply does whatever comes into his empty head in order to make it empty once more, because having a brain brings him great pain.”

The elf druid stared back and forth between them and us, then left when I gave her an awkward smile.

“I know he does, sister,” First Domi said.

“Oh, we’re back on the roast Evan train, are we?” Apparently just the existence of nearby wilderness could do that to my OG.

“I have no idea what a train is,” First Domi said flatly, throwing hands to hips and giving me a frown.

“Come to think of it,” I said, “I basically had the idea, came here, and then boom. So I guess she’s not wrong.”

“Of course she’s not,” First Domi said. “Rise, sister. As for you, Drifter, state your reason for arriving on my doorstep again, uninvited, or risk my wrath.”

Her wrath had been worth a couple of hours of hard fucking and several loads of semen last time, so I did consider just playing dumb to get the ‘punishment’ treatment this time. For a second.

“Would you like to help liberate Surrek?” I asked.

Her eyes widened. “What?”

I explained all about what Hellera, Dallinya, and Velleth had planned. The fight over Surrek was going to be well underway, and probably done by the time the Gleaming Silvers and I returned from the north.

We were going to do recon, see if we could damage or derail the gigantic moving tower, and then we were going to return to Surrek to either gather an army, or report our findings back to the central empire to see what could be done. I fully believed that two Gleaming Silvers and one brand spanking new Governor weren’t going to be nearly enough to handle the situation.

But it was long past time to stare up northward at the thing. We needed real answers.

“If you like,” I told Auralla, “I can bring you with me up north to view the tower. We’d get plenty of fresh air along the way.”

She laughed. “Not on your life.”

I arched an eyebrow at the First Domi, but she shook her head and went to grab up the other three Domi. Soon the four of them had cushions out, and sat in a circle with space for Auralla and I.

“You did not bring your Drifter companions?” the second Domi asked.

“If you agree,” I told them, “You’ll be seeing them in just a few minutes.”

Some surprise met this, and I took in a deep breath of pure, forest air. Yes, I could see where Auralla got the impression that she should get back to the wilds every now and again.

The four Domi interrupted several times during my little speech, where I laid out the various problems in Surrek, but also the progress made. First, the small council that helped the Governor deliberate was no more. The former members of that council were alive and I was having a hard time thinking of reasons why they should remain so.

To that point, I was having a hard time thinking of reasons why any of the Masters should remain breathing. When the Domi started to pipe up, I waved their concerns down. Then reconsidered.

I hated to be wishy-washy. This was one of those traits that turned kings into former kings, brought low by the people and left them with their heads cut off. On the other hand, insane levels of brutality brought kings low as often, or more often. Here I was, about to head out on campaign with three incredibly powerful beings who could just as easily turn on me and hand me my ass.

So, if Ferrok, T’charrk and the other Masters died, I’d have to elevate another twenty-five or so petty Masters (or just nobodies) to positions of power just after the full moon. They might be able to pull the purification ritual and imbue some marks on some of the ladies, but they’d be weak.

Weak Masters could work in my favor, if all the townsfolk didn’t freak out and rebel. No… the women holding the marks would be able to stabilize the districts where issues cropped up.

I was forgetting the petty Masters from the old guard, the Domi reminded me. The ones who had toiled under the greater Masters for years, jockeying for positions. They could possibly band together and undo some of what we were trying to set up.

“You’re forgetting your Favored Consort,” Auralla said softly.

Surrek had its own Gleaming Silver, and Avya had all my powers at her disposal, including over a hundred injuries and healing. She could shrug off basically anything the petty Masters threw at her, and Hellera had just gifted us both the Inferno’s Mark.

“I’m inclined to give the Masters the option,” I said. “Remain under house arrest for the rest of the month, imbue their slaves with marks when the full moon hits.”

“Your conscience is a liability,” the tiny Second Domi replied. “They should die.”

“None of you think people can change? That redemption is possible?” I cast my eye around the four Domi and Auralla.

They didn’t. It made sense the more I thought about it. They were slaves to the dictates of the Masters out here. Their movements depended on how the Masters forced them to move. For decades, or longer, they had seen this brutal system kill their people, take their people, rape their people.

“They may be able to change,” First Domi said, once again being the voice of reason. A hush fell over the circle, here in the forest.

“What has come over you?” Third Domi asked. “Has your brain become so male-addled that you would risk leaving these men alive to stab us all in the back?”

“They should die,” the nellwyn Domi said, and the other two nodded in agreement.

“You don’t know how I began,” Zephellyn said softly. “How I came to be among you.”

She fell silent, as if just the hint of her background peeking out would be enough.

“I was chained to a ship of the great waters once,” the First Domi whispered. Her voice was full of horror, sadness, and for some reason a tinge of longing. “Against the prow. The sailors love and fear sylphs, of course, to gather the favorable winds and work magic to calm the storms.”

“You don’t have to do this,” I told her, but Auralla had laid a hand on my arm, and at the same moment Zephellyn raised a hand in that ubiquitous motion that meant ‘stop.’ The ladies were talking here, and I would do well just to listen.

“Every day the winds needed whipping up. Every day I filled their sails. When they veered too close to the shore, I would blow them back on course. When the calm descended, the deadly calm, they would call upon me.

“All this was due to a man. A sorcerer. He had once bound me to a contract, magical in nature. What I thought would be a single act, service for a day, was instead service for a lifetime. So long as that man stayed alive, I would be forced to serve him.

“For a time this worked. The sailors revered me. They praised me and pressed gifts and money into the sorcerer’s hands, and he showered me with favor. Jewelry built of the wind hung at my ears and my neck, for a sylph hates metal taken from the earth.” The rest were nodding, because of course that was how the world was. You could just build jewelry out of the winds.

“It did not last. When the calms persisted, and no land arrived, they would grumble. When the storms persisted and no relief from the clouds could be seen, they would whisper. When they lost their money and couldn’t take contracts fast enough to regain their fortunes, they began to throw blame in the direction of the wind giver. When their luck turned, it was because of the sylph, and her sorcerer master. Never their own incompetence, never their own choices.”

“Surely you hated him,” Second Domi said.

“At first I hated him very much. I was a storm front, flashing lightning from the eyes any time he approached with never-ceasing needs. For years I despised him.

“The ship fell to piracy and murder,” she said. “The captain had had enough of legitimate work and the ship fell on other ships, demanding their cargo, taking slaves… killing those who resisted.

“As the years passed though, I could see that he was in much the same position as he had put me. The captain or the first mate beat the sorcerer any time I failed to create the conditions needed. He would be slapped down, his food taken from him… eventually he would suffer the lash. All because I had only so much strength in me.

“Serves him right,” Fourth Domi muttered, the other three nodded. “No one should live in chains.”

“Correct,” Zephellyn said. “Neither I nor he should have been in thrall to the great ship or its captain.”

All three other Domi cast glances around in disbelief. Had the First Domi just defended a male? Surely that wasn’t possible.

“What happened, First Domi?” Auralla asked. “How did you end up free?”

“It did not happen for more years yet. In that time, I began to feel sorrow for the man. He would come to visit me at the prow, and tell me to feign sick. He commanded me to deliver the wind, but not as much as I could. Blunt the storm only a little, or not at all, and blame it on the presence of another sylph. He knew he would suffer for this betrayal. He knew he could demand more of me, and did not.”

The sorcerer had tried to get himself fired from his job as windsman. I found myself amazed that he had the guts to do that. It was ballsy to go against a whole crew of pirates.

“One day he did not appear on deck. The captain came to me and ordered me to make the wind, but I refused him. He yelled and he blustered and he roared, but he was not the man who held my bond. I soon learned that the captain had lost control one night, perhaps having drunk more than his share, and ordered the sorcerer’s lying tongue cut from his head. He could speak no more.”

I wanted to pelt her with questions, but I wisely shut the fuck up and let her finish it off.

“Days passed, and the captain finally hauled the sorcerer on deck, along with the contract. He was a sorry sight. He’d lost an eye, and his face was half black. They had crushed several of his fingers. The captain explained that he would be signing the contract over, binding me to the captain’s will instead.”

Pssh, I thought.

“Before the others could react, the sorcerer tore the contract asunder, and released me from bondage.”

“You killed them,” Auralla guessed.

“You have never seen a storm such as I made.” The dead quiet in her tone sent a little thrill through me. “I sent that ship to the depths and loved every second of the doing. Yet I also sent the sorcerer to his death.”

“They would have killed him in any event,” Second Domi said.

“Certainly. But I would have been in chains, perhaps to this day,” she said. “As for the sorcerer, I felt poorly over his death. He had released me… near the end, he had cared for me. He might have deserved to die, he might not have… but he died same as the others, without final words to me.

“Now, my days of easy killing are behind me. They weigh on me, like an anchor, and I would not give you those days if I can help it.”

“You made the choice,” I said. “I say we let the harems decide.”

My new plan would be for Avya, the girls, and anyone from Sunspire to chain up the old school Masters, bind them with the manacles. Then, the harems would be given the choice: discuss amongst themselves, strike the old Master down, have a new Master they had never known, who would share the power on pain of death. Or allow the old Master to live, and keep him in chains until the full moon gave him a chance to share power for the first time.

“You know what they’ll choose,” Auralla said.

Death to the old Masters. Every last one of them bristling with swords and spears like a hedgehog.

“Most likely,” I said. “But perhaps there’ll be a few surprises.” Then I turned to the four Domi. “Do you agree to this plan? It will mean handing the slaves the swords and standing back to allow them the freedom to choose. And in the meantime, the number one goal is to stop all the angry women from murdering every male they see. Peace.”

Zephellyn nodded. “I can abide by this plan. It will mean a great deal of strife, but perhaps we can help calm this storm.”

The other three Domi nodded as well.

“I want you guys to be really careful,” I said.

“Guys?” Zephellyn said, with a glint of humor in her eyes.

“Other world thing, sorry,” I said. “Everybody is guys…”

“If you ignore his Drifter mannerisms, he has moments where he can be quite charming,” Auralla explained.

“Are all of you just sitting around and talking with Avya about how to insult me constantly?”

She chuckled and tousled my hair, like I was an adorable little scamp. The rest of them seemed confused as to whether they should laugh at me or wait for me do violence.

As for me, I tried to appear serious with my hair looking like it was.

“If you move too fast, you’re likely to be spread too thin to take them safely. If you move too slow, they might catch on to what’s happening and band together. A big battle would be better avoided.” I didn’t want to lose another delightful life with a whole lot of hopes and dreams that would never be realized. “And don’t let Avya destroy herself doing this. She will.”

All four of them nodded.

“How many will travel?” I asked, knowing that only ten could pass at once, and ten was a massive amount of my mana pool.

“Two will go, two will remain, and we will ask for a dozen of the finest warriors.”

“Lovely. Make ready, and I’ll send you straight to the Governor’s apartments.” All three of the other Domi stared at me in shock. “Yeah, I have a Silver Door. It’s the absolute best thing ever. You didn’t think this plan was going to happen several days from now, did you? Nah, it’s starting like now.”
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Zephellyn practically dragged me into her tent. I had time enough to cast a glance back at Auralla before First Domi blew the front flap aside with a gust of wind and marched me directly into the big yurt.

Her eyes were big and wide when I finally turned to behold her.

“You are truly doing this?” she asked in a rushed whisper, her body clearing of clouds.

“Freeing the city?” I cocked my thumb over my shoulder. “I told Auralla I would, so she wouldn’t have to take the brand. So I did it.”

“You did.” The words dripped from her mouth, honey sweet and brimming with arousal.

“Now it seems like we have to get all the ladies used to powers before things settle.”

“First Domi?” Auralla asked from the entrance, and froze with her eyes wide. “Is… what has happened to you? You’re all… blue.”

She got real horny, I felt ready to say.

First Domi actually laughed, clouding over in thin white, and backed away with a bow at the waist. Embarrassment now coated her tone. “Come in, sister. I was… going to avail myself of the Drifter’s body if he was amenable, but he is yours. I know that. I should abide by it, but was swept up in the moment.”

“Oh!” Auralla chuckled and hugged me from behind. “I share, and Evan knows this. After all, Avya didn’t become Favored Consort by simply being nearby. Evan has given her his seed many times, and he can gift you his seed right now.”

“Whoa there,” I said. “Is anyone going to ask how I feel about all this?” I asked.

Auralla’s breath tickled the back of my neck and rolled over my ear. “How are you feeling about taking the First Domi of Sunspire while I help?”

“Feeling pretty great about it, unsurprisingly,” I said.

Auralla did the work of unlacing the leather skirt and dealing with the freeing up my rapidly hardening cock. She held it from behind while Zephellyn fell to her knees and took it in hand, then darted in for a lick.

I was getting used to the idea of having multiple women’s hands on me, and it was still a rush. Honestly, Silver tier strength and endurance were making me look like more and more an adonis, and the process was far faster than just going to the gym on earth.

Zephellyn’s hands pumped at me while Auralla reached down lower and massaged my sack. She was also kissing down my lower back, between my cheeks… and still kissing.

“Aura?” I asked quietly.

“You’ve done it for me,” she remarked quietly.

Fair point.

I relished in the delightfully strange sensation of a sylph’s mouth enveloping half of my length, then more, and finally the whole thing. Even as this happened, Aura’s tongue probed, and I pushed her gently away before the ticklish sensation continued. I’d given it the old college try, and it wasn’t for me.

“Get up here,” I told her.

She obliged, and was soon working over my nipples instead. This wasn’t what I’d wanted, but it still felt night, so I groaned in response and threaded my fingers into her rainbow-toned hair.

When Zephellyn rose, she was deep ultramarine, and I knew what that meant. It was time for some seriously deep dicking. I bent to grab her under the thighs, pull her up against me, and her hands looped around my neck. She was breathing heavily, even though I wasn’t convinced she needed to breathe at all, and Auralla helpfully lined up my cock with her entrance.

“Please, Drifter,” Zephellyn groaned. “Make me soar.”

One last cyclone of lust, eh?

I entered her smoothly, parting whatever fae sylph anatomy she had inside her. The feeling was once more so very strange. Soft but tight, cool but slick, perfectly fitted to the shape of me.

Auralla stared into my eyes over Zephellyn’s shoulder, drilling me with a look of lust so intense I couldn’t really focus on the amazing sex.

“Every full moon, we can perform a number of rituals,” she told me, while the First Domi of Sunspire bounced on my cock. I gritted my teeth, because Auralla’s silky tone of voice told me she had a naughty surprise. And I probably wasn’t ready for it. “The purification ritual you know. The acceptance ritual you haven’t known.”

Zephellyn flexed and tightened. She groaned out loud, opening her eyes to stare upwards, slack-faced, at the sky. Her whole body shuddered with bliss. In the meantime I pumped away, crushing her airy pelvis against mine with a hand on each perfect elemental ass cheek.

“What did you do?” I asked.

Auralla slowly made her way around us, behind me at the end, staring at me the whole time. “I prepared my body to receive your seed,” she confessed. “To give you a child. To give you an heir.”

I couldn’t help but suddenly blast forth with a bellow. I felt myself swell as I painted Zephellyn’s insides with hot seed.


36- Some Quick Reconnaissance

Two hours later I still hadn’t fully processed Auralla’s words. I also tried to think about when we’d had sex, and how many times I’d given her my seed. Gods, but there were so many women in my life now. I hoped it would stay like that. I couldn’t see how that was even remotely possible, but a guy can hope.

Was she already with child? I had no idea, but couldn’t get it off my mind. For now I turned the situation over and over in my head, while I ran on air northward, ever northward. Maybe I could tell with my Attuned senses. It felt like something like intuition, but sharper. I’d peer down at her womb with that sense and find out when I returned.

I’d taken all the warriors back through the Silver Door, numb with amazement and a sort of silly stupor. Me, a dad? It made me want to pick up Auralla, take her somewhere soft, and spend a good twelve hours fucking her senseless.

“Ev… Governor?” Shennalil asked.

Instead I’d collected Shennalil and everything I thought might be necessary for the storage device, and headed out with the Gleaming Silvers.

“Yes, my love?” I asked, and that immediately threw her off her game. She sputtered and blushed and stared.

“Wh- wh- what do you, what does that mean?”

A soft smile put her a bit more at ease, but she was still blinking rapidly and trying to search out the answer on my face. A flustered Shen was an adorable Shen.

“It means I love you,” I told her.

She blinked at me. “You… you love me? What?”

I grinned and continued running on the air. “It’s all right if you don’t say it back. I’ll try not to be too disappointed.”

A few moments later she crashed into me, and for a little while I was supporting her weight as well, while she clutched onto my side and rubbed one cheek against my pec. I tried not to whack into her wings in the middle of running. The whole scene was very Shennalil.

“No one has ever loved me,” she confessed.

Not even your parents? I wanted to ask, and decided not to. A lot of women in this world didn’t seem to have or remember their parents. I’m sure her parents had loved her, for as long as they’d been able.

“Well I do,” I said. “I will do my best to keep you safe, and make you happy.”

“I love you, Drifter,” she told my chest, and my heart melted. I very nearly stopped running and felt fifty feet to my death… or near death.

Falling damage… in every game, it was a sure way to get killed even when you were high level. To be avoided at all costs.

“Ooh I love you very much!” she gushed, and climbed up my body until I could give her a bemused few kisses. “Oh I love you, I love you, I love you!” Then she allowed me to pry her free of my trunk, and casually toss her aside. She flitted through the air and zipped up beside me with no effort.

“Now, my love, you have a question for me.”

She giggled. “Well, my love, why not bring Avya?” And why me, she seemed ready to ask.

“The city needs a Governor, or in this case a Governess. She has my full authority while I’m gone. And before you ask why you’re here instead, you already know the answer.”

“I can fly?”

I nodded. “You can indeed. We might need someone very fast, and that someone is you. If something happens to me, you need to get back to Surrek as fast as you can.” If something happened to me, she would lose my mark. Avya would lose all of them. Hellera, Quavallie, Dallinya and Velleth would know what to do.

She didn’t bother to say ‘surely nothing’s going to happen to you’ because obviously none of us had the power to tell the future. Just ask the full moon, the null attack, and the situation with the city’s newly-empowered slaves.

And also, the chameleon Master had his little fae with the blue butterfly wings, and that made me nervous. I knew how powerful Avya was now, and that little one could probably throw out a ton of hurt in a very short time if her Master decided she should ambush us.

“You’ve been training with Hellera and Quavallie, right?” I asked.

She nodded thoughtfully. “Do you think we’ll be attacked?”

We were outside the city now, with three Silver tier beings. The rules were typically ‘don’t attack or kill the others in your territory’ and that territory didn’t extend past the fifty foot walls. I tried not to glance their way, but Shennalil did that for me, frowning.

These two could just as easily gang up on me here and now, leave one in charge of Surrek, and the other would report back to the emperor that a crazy Drifter had ascended to the throne, but failed the test.

This horrible echo of the ooze situation felt like a disaster waiting to happen. Even zipping along through the air, feeling free, the feeling of a fist tightening around me remained. The brief interlude making the new girl’s dream come true wasn’t enough to give me that free feeling back, the one I’d gotten in the early days here. Sure people had been trying to kill me, but none of them seemed to know how to do it properly.

“Do you want me to make friends with her?”

“Uh, yes, of course I do.” I hadn’t thought of that at all. I was so deeply entrenched in Fight or Flight that this was a serious breath of fresh air.

She giggled and flew off.

Since there were no doors out here that I had access to, I had to run on the air with the Sylph’s Mark. Down some fifty or so feet below, the landscape passed with odd slowness. I was used to being in a plane and having everything be incredibly far below, or being in the truck and having everything be close up.

I was probably running at close to twenty miles per hour, which was very damn fast to maintain for any span of time. The aura from the Archivist’s Mark gave the other two with me a mana regeneration boost, while their own aura powers threw on a mana reduction effect (from the chameleon lizardman Tindeel) and a speed boost effect from a Swiftwind Aura, this one from the orc Korren. Going like this, it was just about possible to not worry about mana while traveling for hours on end.

But the Swiftwind’s Mark made me miss Fayeen. Again.

Tindeel had some flight power, but Korren was on the ground, speeding along about as fast as I was going. I kept pretty close, around fifty feet, where the effect of the aura started to wear off.

And I was left alone with my thoughts.

We stopped for a break when Shennalil returned to suggest one, and we descended toward Korren. She then got close and asked if I could run some interference, so she could have some time with the lizardfolk’s Favored Consort, the little fae with the butterfly wings. Tindeel, for as large and awkward as he looked, alighted on the ground gracefully, while I skidded to a stop, nearly tripped over a root, and ran on several more steps.

It was only a little bit of an act, to help make sure these guys would underestimate me if they suddenly decided to strike. We produced food out of the storage devices and ate quietly, before Korren turned a bored look on me.

“Ain’t never had yourself a harem back in your Drifter world, have ya?” he asked.

“Is it that obvious?”

“Talkin to the slaves, askin their opinions… Surrek will have itself a new Governor in just a few weeks if they know you’re spending too much time with the likes of them.”

“What does an Ethetrian Master spend his time doing?” I asked, not intending it to sound so fucking harsh.

“You already know the answer to that, if you’re a Gleaming Silver,” he said.

“Assume I got there by accident,” I said.

“Any Master worth his marks trains relentlessly,” Tindeel said, leaning forward. “Find yourself a weapons master, Drifter, and make all the weapons extensions of yourself. Acquaint yourself with your marks and how they can be used in any situation. Ply your allies with drink and suss out their weaknesses. Smile at your enemies and make them attack you.”

I nodded.

“So you were a merchant back in your world?” Korren asked. “Laborer?”

I shrugged. “A… drover I guess you could call me on my world. Except you don’t herd animals for days and days, you drive a cart for days and days. It’s all very different over there. No magic, for one.”

“No magic, ya say?” Korren asked, genuinely shocked.

“Not a mark to be found anywhere. No monsters either.”

Korren snorted. “Buncha soft weaklings in your world, I wager.”

I shrugged. “We have cities where the Governor’s palace would be lost in a forest of such buildings. Cities that span for dozens of miles… nothing but buildings as far as the eye can see.”

They fell silent, trying to imagine that.

“We ought to move,” Tindeel said, and stretched out. His back popped audibly several times as he swung his big lizard body to and fro.

“You don’t want to hear about how we do war without magic?” I asked, suddenly nervous. I wanted Shennalil to have enough time. I scored a bit of Sly experience here, along with Deception, but there was a second check immediately on its heels: Sway, with Charming. With Korren, I passed. With Tindeel, I failed.

“Got to see this thing with our own eyes,” he said. Trouble was, we could already see it, and that was problematic. It was just a shadow up in the distance, still a good forty or fifty miles off. Several more hours of running on air.

“Come now,” Kerron said. “We’ve only met the one Drifter, and we were on a mission to kill ‘em. Didn’t get a chance like this to find out what the other worlds are like.”

Tindeel grumbled and sat back down. It was clear he didn’t like the idea, but he was intrigued by all the stuff he’d never heard, seen, or even imagined. Relief washed through me. Apparently Korren’s Sway was higher than mine.

“Men have very different ways of going about killing one another,” I told him, and held up the Glock. “It’s why I’ve got these for the null vampires.”

“And what’s that then?”

“Metal thrower,” I said. “We call it a gun. It throws a speck of metal fast enough to punch through a person and out the other side.” I leaned forward, arms on my knees. “Have you guys got any experience fighting these nulls? They’re the exact opposite of mana gluttons. You hit it with the marks, it just gets bigger, stronger, angrier.”

The two of them thought this over.

“Magekillers have a way,” Tindeel said. “They have a mana drain effect, not powered by mana. It’s slow.”

“These things can drain and kill in a few moments,” I said. “They eat magic weapons and armor.” I almost wanted to tell them about the golden lady statue I had stored up in my inventory, and how well it had worked to draw aggro. Then I thought better of it.

I couldn’t trust any of these guys. So far the only ones I could pin my hopes on were the womenfolk, along with Michael and Paul. Even there, the women were proving to be difficult to… to what?

Control?

“And these metal throwers, how do they work?” Tindeel asked.

I took aim and squeezed off two shots at a nearby floating rock, about the size of Mack’s cab maybe fifty feet off. Chips of rock went flying, exposing a tiny vein of glimmering, color-shifting mana crystal.

The hedge mages had said if you mined the mana crystals wrong, you could really fuck things up. Like they could explode and that’d be the end of the miners. Why not, I thought, and squeezed off a third round directly into the exposed crystalline vein. I heard Tindeel start to shout in realization at the moment the entire rock exploded.

The results were apocalyptic. I was only thrown a few feet, but the closest tree was instantly covered in a sheet of thick ice. At its base, a cluster of huge mushrooms sprouted to life, then grew chitinous crabby legs and pulled themselves out of the ground. Two of them began fighting over a rock, but several others scuttled away.

Waves of color shifted and twisted through the grass in a shockwave, first bright orange, then lavender, and finally a neon green closer to the color of actual grass.

A roiling mushroom cloud of purple black energy went up, and when I got my senses, I saw that all my body hair had been singed off… or something. My skin was now either sunburnt or had just been magicked into a more bronze. Nope, it was metallic.

Korren was laughing hysterically, and I discovered why a second later when I turned to behold Tindeel. The chameleon had gone a miserable shade of bruise purple, with veins of furious red in his pebbly scales. His tail had grown a row of flowers that looked suspiciously like orchids, in magenta and white, and he was wincing as he clipped each of them off with his claws.

I couldn’t help but snort laughter.

“Damn fool Drifter,” he was muttering. “Trying to get us killed, is that it?”

“I had no idea that would happen,” I told him. “On the other hand, not sorry at all. Oh by the way, Korren, you’ve got a little…” I tapped at my nose.

His skin had gone transparent, and was showing his muscles and teeth, the skull. It was all pretty disgusting. And hilarious. He peered down at his own arms, seeing the muscles and tendons all throughout his hands, beginning to laugh. The laughter turned uncertain.

“This’ll wear off, wonnit?”

“Time will tell,” I said. “We’ve got some capable mages back in my home district and in Mage, so they can certainly help you.”

“Unfortunately you’ve just saturated us all with mana,” Tindeel said.

“Not mana poisoned,” I said, shuddering to think about the mana poisoning from the mana gluttons. But we were radiating more mana… interesting. When I’d first met Auralla, she’d said ‘you are magical’ and this is apparently what she meant. I’d been hanging around one of the floating rocks, getting all touchy feely with it.

You’ve become awash with pure magic! The UI explained. You will regenerate and mana much faster than normal, until the effect wears off. Your magic attacks have longer range, greater effect, and cost slightly less mana to cast.

“But if these mana vampires can smell magic,” Tindeel said, “they’ll be drawn directly toward us.”

I shrugged and tried to pass this off with a smirk. He wasn’t wrong. On the other hand, what a horrible problem it would be to have the nulls murder these two Gleaming Silvers, and put them out of my misery. “Now that I don’t doubt.”

“We need to move out.” The chameleon man snorted and looked around in two directions at once. “Where is that… pesky… little…”

Shit. Shennalil wasn’t back, meaning she was still out there doing whatever she was doing. “Hey, by the way, I neglected to give you guys gifts from my world.”

Deception (Sly) check had finally failed. Whoops.

“We’ve wasted enough time,” Tindeel snarled, and gave me a suspicious eye while rotating the other one to look for his fae.

“My friend, you have yet to witness the glories of the plunger.”

“Stow it, Drifter.” He turned away, shouting. “Tinnevrin? Where are you? Blasted slave!”

Shennalil appeared, and a second later the even smaller fae Tinnevrin flew into view. Tindeel licked his eyeballs, first one and then the other, went ‘harumph’ and took off into the air. The tiny fae with the shimmering butterfly wings cast me a long, searching glance, then shot off after her Master.

The thing, the tower we’d been calling it, grew in size. It was easily five hundred feet tall, and probably bigger than that. The sky would be blotted out by the time we reached it.

Because it was a tree after all. A massive root structure that seemed so vast I couldn’t even compare it to anything. Would it be as wide as Surrek? It was more than half as wide, at least. The trunk itself was easily two or three of the Governor’s towers all clumped together into a huge mass.

And then the branches. Since the roots were actually like legs, the outer branches didn’t have any leaves, but instead the branches poked out like the twisted fingers of gnarled witches. Some of them had broken off and crashed to the ground, where the roots were trampling over then.

It was the gigantic tree out of Norse myth: Yggdrasil I thought it was called. Maybe Yggdrasil had had sex with a tree person. Except… this tree was slowly dying.

A mammoth leaf probably the size of the mansion in Ink District detached and began to flutter slowly downward. We were too far away yet for the details, too far by hours, but that didn’t seem right. The Silver tier senses I now had showed me another teensy twig snap off and go careening down to the ground, where it blasted up a puff of dust like a bomb detonation.

And a whole lot of tiny creatures below got the hell out of the way as it happened.

“Evan?” Shen asked, flitting up beside me. “My love?”

“I’m… holy shit. You’re seeing this, right?”

“Yes,” she said, subdued.

“Sorry my love, your mission. How did things go with Tennevrin?” I asked.

She brightened as soon as I said the words. “She is a delight, my love.” And she really enjoyed using those words herself. “She was mystified to learn that I took the mark off you, even though we are very different in size.”

“She can’t go against her Master’s orders, can she?” I asked.

Shennalil shook her head. “Nor can she attack her Master.”

“But she can attack other Masters,” I said. “Korren, for instance.”

Shennalil’s eyes shot wide.

We discussed the possibilities on the approach to the great… tree… thing. I wanted to give it a fun name, and I really wanted to try using my Reveal spell on it, but I couldn’t use it unless I was right on top of the thing.

We were getting close. Down below, a smattering of nulls swelled into thicker clots of the bastards. Korren had enough speed to dodge most of the clumps, but also had a massive sword I’d given him. It was plain old steel, but did the trick well enough.

I gave Shennalil the signal to begin the descent. She also knew to go ask Tindeel to rendezvous with us below. Korren couldn’t fly, so he was the most at risk of being intercepted by one of the larger groups of nulls. As much as I wanted one of them to suck out all his power and decrease my number of worries, stronger nulls wasn’t a good trade off.

We gathered on a rise where Korren had blasted several trees out of the way, so we could gaze up at the utterly enormous tree still some five miles distant. Tindeel and Tinnevrin alighted on the rise, while I again had to skid and slide and make it look awkward.

I could feel Shennalil suppressing laughter, and I was glad she did. These guys had zero understanding of female happiness. Although I had to work with them, I had no illusions about what they were.

I did have to blast one of the null vampires with eight shots from the Glock. The others were much farther out and we’d have time to talk and do an inspection before there was any danger. Plus, in a pinch Tindeel could probably just airlift Korren out of there.

We knew the tree was dangerous, if for no other reason than the nulls came directly from it. Luckily there was no organization. It was a zombie horde, and I had tactics for zombie hordes for days. I’d lived through ten seasons of the one show, and all five movies in that other series. Plus, I’d played that horrible, heartbreaking, amazing video game.

But now that we were closer, there was more. The tree was clearly dying. The color had leeched out of the extremities and the leaves were withering and dying. This wasn’t the natural autumn color shift; curled leaves were brown and brittle looking, and falling off in patches, largely from the outside in.

It walked on a mobile root system, with each massive foot root being maybe as big around as a redwood. Or hell, maybe three times that size. The gigantic tree had dozens of these, but chunks of some of them were also being left behind, in a gigantic swath of rotting bits.

Worst was the concentration of nulls around the base of the tree. We’d seen a tiny but stead drip, drip, drip of nulls who were faster and had made it to the city walls in ones and twos, but here the ground was thick with hundreds, perhaps thousands. It was hard to see them, because they had spread out to look for sources of magic to drain. They were a pressing issue for Surrek.

“You spotted the likely cause?” Tindeel asked.

“I saw something,” I said. “Red veins, right?” Running the whole length of the world tree, from roots to canopy.

The Gleaming Silver nodded. “An infestation.”

I reloaded the Glock, fetched another box of ammunition from the sporting goods store, and shoved both into the dimensional storage. “Would you like to have the fae do some quick reconnaissance and report back, while we take out some of these nulls and regroup?”

Tindeel chewed this over, staring in several different directions at once. It was hard to get a bead on what this bastard was thinking, because his eyes were never looking at the same thing.

He nodded.

They flitted off.

They would not return.


37- Slaves to Unending Pleasure

Killing one of the nulls meant killing another, and then two more, and then five more, and then retreating to better territory before being overrun. I also grabbed out a big bastard sword from the dimensional storage. This bad boy was mundane, which cleaved off arms and heads cleanly with my Silver tier strength.

Curiously though after the twelfth or thirteenth kill, the sword broke. I was putting too much power into the strikes. The UI recommended getting a stronger blade, or an enchanted, unbreakable replacement.

“Now that’s something,” I said, and watched as Korren broke his blade on the hardened null bodies, maybe another twenty after mine.

Instead I pitched the remains of the bastard sword at another null and fished around in my inventory for another sword. Fuck it.

We took down enemies with Tindeel and Mr. Glock ensuring we had an escape route, watching as the two fae fluttered through the air and up toward the enormous tree. Tindeel had himself a specially made bow, which launched huge arrows. The arrowheads were larger than many spearpoints, and one of them could take a null’s limb off.

It took a while, and we killed over a hundred of the mana fuckers before it became clear we were nearly surrounded. Korren took off first, and I had myself a couple more kills before running up into the air and popping off Glock shots down into the masses below.

We were facing down a real, actual fucking army. This wasn’t a single creature, like the ooze, or little pockets of resistance like with the raider sorcerers. For every one you killed, three more were ready to try to get at you. Or ten. Or fifty.

It seemed like all the bullets in the world weren’t going to be enough. And even if we did kill any significant amount of the nulls, where were they coming from? Did the tree just fart them out? How in the hell could we go up against that gigantic ass thing?

Not far off, in the middle of the air, Tindeel winced and cried out. I searched for a null attached to his ankle, but didn’t find one.

“What happened?” I asked.

I turned back to the tiny specks that were the two fae. They were nowhere to be found. Something was wrong. As soon as I had that utterly stupid thought, another one came on its heels: of course something’s wrong. You’ve got enemies at the gates and enemies inside your own city. You’re allied with your enemies and trying to figure out a way to fight a colossal fucking tree.

“Tennevrin,” he said mournfully. “She’s… gone.”

I glanced down to where the band of Bronze should’ve been with a pit of horror within me. Far, far off, in the middle of that vast trunk, several of the reddish veins had reached out and snatched the two fae out of the sky and pulled them in.

Stupid ass Drifter, I immediately sprinted off north, directly towards the implacable, glacially moving tree with every intention of slicing through the red veins and grabbing Shennalil back.

I got about half a mile before Tindeel caught up with me.

“Drifter, do not do this thing!” he called.

I snarled and prepared to say something fucking wretched, like ‘if you cared at all for your Favored Consort, you fucking prick, you’d be helping me’ but I bit it off and continued running.

“If the fae were caught up, what gives you hope that you will be faster, or able to resist it?”

He wasn’t wrong, but I also wasn’t stopping.

“Drifter!” he called. “We need a plan. This only ends badly.”

Well, I had a great big fuck-off spell scroll in my inventory and was going to cut this tree down at the base. Maybe he’d reconsider fucking with me then.

And if all the destructive power of a platinum tier spell instead fuels a gigantic null capable of stomping the whole city to dust in one stride? If the spell healed the tree instead of hurting it? My brain worked furiously over the possibilities, and they weren’t good. Without more information, I couldn’t unleash the spell. Besides, if Shennalil was still alive there and the spell did work, she was as good as dead.

“Follow me then,” I growled, and started to head upwards.

I climbed, three or four stairs worth of altitude with every pump of the legs. I went in a slow spiral until I got high enough that I was starting to look down at this monstrosity.

Part of me had expected a necromancer, some kind of warlock in his grand mobile tower, like the wizard in that movie. The one with the walking castle, only evil. This was far weirder, and it reset my expectations. A wizard, somebody creating an army of mana sucking monsters, kind of made sense. Maybe the nulls could funnel mana back to the evil warlock. Then he has gigantic fuck-off spells for a while, you wear down his mana by dodging a lot, you eventually win.

But a tree? A tree that might just grow stronger with all the mana I put into it?

The thought that kept me moving was that tree was dying. The red veins were killing the tree. It would last far longer than was necessary to bowl through Surrek, and might last long enough to make it to the heart of the empire. That thought didn’t bother me as much as losing the city I was in the midst of transforming.

It wasn’t just my home now, it was my city, and no infested tree was going to ruin that for me.

We got close enough for me to use the Reveal spell, and good thing we did.

You’ve used Reveal to aid in identifying the threat.

World Tree

Plant, Platinum tier, legendary

Approximated attributes:

Attuned— Platinum************

Clever— Unknown

Charming— Unknown

Fierce— Unknown

Sly— Unknown

Quick— Unknown

Tough— Platinum*****

Abilities:

You are not high enough tier to get an accurate read on the capabilities of this being. Attributes and Abilities are being actively blocked from your senses and spell. Increase your spell’s level in order to gain more information, or increase any number of Knowledge skills.

Characteristics/Conditions: This being is afflicted with searing rot, from creature Puppeteer Vines.

When I’d fought the ooze, it had a health bar that ran down, revealing another color, then another color, until finally the red health bar with black beneath that told me it was ready for whatever afterlife oozes believed in.

This tree most likely had somewhere around seven to ten health bars.

Okay, it was time to cast another Reveal, and curse myself a little more for letting Shennalil go on ahead by herself. I had thought that perhaps Tennevrin would help keep her out of trouble, and that was another foolish move on my part.

Puppeteer Vines

Plant (demonic), Gold tier, rare

Approximated attributes:

Attuned— Gold*

Clever— Bronze***

Charming— Normal (no stars)

Fierce— Silver*****

Sly— Silver****

Quick— Silver****

Tough— Gold**

Abilities:

Front Row Seat: Puppeteer vines are able to grasp onto and inflict victims with paralysis, which is resisted with Grit (Tough). Once the vines attach to the victim’s nervous system, the target may no longer resist paralysis. The vines gain control of the body’s movements.

String Along: Once the victim is under bodily control, puppeteer vines will be able to access the victim’s magical abilities through hallucinatory toxin, which is resisted with Grit (Sly). Once the target is under full control, vines inflict searing rot on the target, which deals an increasing number of injuries per day.

Note: the Puppeteer Vines have a single point of origination, the portal that acts as a bridge between the infernal plane and this world. There the vines will be at their strongest, and most vulnerable.

I noted that the vines hadn’t gotten as far as the world tree’s top leaves, so I headed up and alighted on one of them. Tindeel followed after, clearly still in shock over losing his Favored Consort.

“I’m sorry about Tennevrin,” I told him.

“We’re too close,” he complained. “Too close. It could be coming after us right this moment. We need to get clear and report back to the emperor.”

“We need to know more,” I said. The world tree was the victim here. Also, the puppeteer vines were nothing like the null vampires. They clearly fit together somehow, but the how wasn’t clear.

The answer was inside the tree, or like poor Shennalil, had been snatched by the vines and was now attached to the trunk. My only solace was that she wasn’t dead.

I refused to believe she was, based on what I’d just read. For now the vines would try to harvest her healing ability, and then once that happened the rot would begin.

I did what I usually did at times like these, and began to swear over and over again. I wanted to fireball this entire fucking place with my brand new Inferno’s Mark, with no regard for who I’d hurt, but several things held me back. Shennalil was the biggest. I also didn’t know who else might be hurt. Instead, I looked over my options.

The other gift I’d gotten from my Silver tier relationship with Hellera was an upgraded Red Dragon’s Mark. I hadn’t gone over it closely, but now realized how stupid that was.

Red Dragon’s Mark

*Passive*

*Silver tier, no stars*

Normal: You gain moderate resistance to fire damage. Your mana regeneration rate is improved to a moderate degree. You seem more naturally intimidating, to a moderate degree. You may breathe fire as an attack, up to five times per day. Costs no mana, no cooldown.

Bronze: Your capacity for mana is doubled. Three times a day you may call upon the red dragon. This physical transformation grants you highly increased damage and fire resistance from scales, highly increased hand to hand damage from claws, and highly increased perception from the eyes of the dragon. You may fly using the wings of the dragon. Costs no mana, lasts 10 minutes.

Silver: Once per day the soul of the red dragon surrounds you. For the next 5 minutes, you float within and control the movements of a phantom adult red dragon, which deals extremely high fire damage through flame breath, extremely high claw or bite damage, and may fly rapidly. The dragon’s attributes are based on yours, but with an extra star of Quick, Tough, and Fierce.

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

Meaning I could put on the form of the red dragon and fly from that alone, also use the air step from Sylph’s Mark, and if things got real bad, teleport nearby and surround myself with that phantom dragon. Then the enemy barbecue could commence.

“We need a closer look,” I told Tindeel.

“You’re insane.”

“Actually I’m angry,” I replied. “Very fucking angry.”

[image: ]

The leaves were each large enough to have a two on two soccer match on, and a few air steps were enough to bridge any gaps between them and avoid falling below. Near the edges of the canopy where the dead branches looked like huge brown sewer pipes, the vines strangled them off and pulsed with red life force.

I’d been told repeatedly that the lands north of the river were sources of far more magic than down south. Like massive floating rocks big as mountains, mana crystals everywhere, and ordinary creatures transforming into nightmare things like the colossal ooze. Kaiju things that fed mostly on magic, and sometimes each other, after they had battles that would easily level a city like Surrek.

Staring down at the ropy vines was not pleasant, especially when several of them peeled off the dying world tree branches to look up at me. I was infused with the mana, or the mana signature of the exploded floating rock, and I was tempted to just unleash all my powers.

“We’re on a fact finding mission,” I breathed to myself. I needed answers first, a reactor core to throw a torpedo at, if this thing had a ventilation hatch somewhere. One did not simply send a bombing run against the surface of the Death Star, or toss the One Ring into a random hole and hope all the problems of the realm would evaporate.

Tindeel was reluctant to go anywhere or do anything here. He floated above the leaf by a good eight feet, peering skeptically down at me and the lumbering city-sized tree. I made my way closer to the center of the canopy and found a place where I could gaze down.

The term ’rot’ was indeed the correct one. The puppeteer vines had bored a hole in the world tree over a hundred feet across. Maybe two hundred. It was difficult to guesstimate.

Down that huge chasm was a horror show. I wanted to stop looking as soon as I set my eyes on it, but couldn’t tear my gaze away.

A sharp inhale announced that Tindeel had also seen it. “What in all the gods’ names…”

Down below, creatures great and small were pressed against the wall of the chasm, held by puppeteer vines. The vines themselves never got too thick, and most were thinner, but the largest were as big around as my thigh.

Monsters were trapped in there, and most were dead. They were trapped in large pulsating cocoons, lit from within. The skin of the cocoons pulsed with veins, while inside the puppeteer vines ate digested whatever creature was inside. Some moved and struggled, but most didn’t. I spotted the shapes of several jiddara larger than the one I’d killed, and at least one vedris, along with long snaky ones, ape-like ones both large and small, reptilian ones, and one of the species that Truffy was, Auralla’s bear anteater porcupine. Thankfully I was spared having to see the process in action.

Now, as for all the sapient creatures down in there, the situation was quite different. Felinians, nellwyns, humans, orcs, fae and others. Even a handful those bird-headed people who could fly, which seemed unlikely.

The puppeteer vines were violating them. They’d been wrapped up at the hands and feet, and the vines took turns pumping rhythmically in and out of their orifices. Some had gone unconscious, and the vines left them to doze a while, while others seemed to stare out at nothing, slaves to unending pleasure. I didn’t see any of them suffering from the searing rot…

No, that wasn’t true. Several of the cocoon pod things glowed, showing a humanoid form splayed out against the wall, unmoving. Whatever the vines were using them for, eventually they were used up.

All the captives were female. On the heels of this was the realization that all the nulls we’d killed at the castle walls had been males.

Near the top, I noted a cluster of nellwyns all held by the vines, helpless to do anything but writhe and groan in the midst of their constant penetration. Something caused me to stare at them, and it wasn’t their nudity or the constant, unending subjugation they endured. Something about them seemed to draw me. Amid all the other weirdness and horror, they held my attention.

These bore an uncanny resemblance to Avya. The tone of the skin, the shape of the cheekbones, the cool hair colors not far off from lavender. Some were deeper shades of purple, some cooler blue or periwinkle, some minty green or shades between green and blue.

The Dalewind clan. Something Avya was ashamed of. The power they had and the reputation as leechers of mana. A whole lot clicked into place at the same time.

I was about to shout up to Tindeel when the lot of them turned to behold me. Some of them had puppeteer vines stuffed into their mouths, but those who didn’t all groaned erotically. A horrifically familiar feeling crashed into me, that of having all the mana sucked out of my body at the same time.

Warning! Your mana has been severely depleted by an enemy effect. If the wild fluctuation of mana persists you will suffer mana burn.

Pinwheeling my arms, I came within inches of pitching off the leaf and falling the whole way down the hundreds of feet to my death. I fell back onto my ass just in time to see Tindeel slap down onto the edge of a gigantic leaf, and a red vine snake up and wrap around his wrist.

He was gone with a shout.

Axe. I produced the brutal axe and lopped off the first of the vines that appeared before me. Then the next. Another looped around my ankle but got the axe before it could pull me in any one direction or another.

The Dalewinds had been exiled, or they had struck out north for some other reason. Maybe they’d even made the world tree their home. It was easily possible to simply build a house into the roots, or carve a home into the bark, which had to be at least ten feet thick. The puppeteer vines upset whatever life they’d made. Took them.

I hacked at the vines one after another, spinning and always finding several more darting in. Thankfully my Quick was high enough to handle these.

It was not enough to handle the loud groan from the vines curling around and strangling the base of the leaf, shearing it free and causing the whole thing to lurch. I didn’t have much mana, hardly any at all, but I did have enough to use Archivist’s Mark. With a silent, thankful prayer to Zati for gifting it to me, I tried to see which way the leaf would fall.

Into the rotten central shaft of the tree.

“Fuck!” I shouted.

With only a few precious seconds, I sprinted to the front of the leaf and leapt up with the help of the brutal axe. I soared over several ambitious vines and landed on another leaf, trying my best to stall up here to grab up enough mana in order to—

I cursed and threw on my new Silver tier Red Dragon power. Passives didn’t require mana. Instantly the air around me shimmered with a heat haze, and I rose up into the air in the midst of a gigantic, glowing red ribcage, with hints of glowing golden light along the belly scales. Above me powerful wings flapped, and out in front of me the dragon bent and bathed the whole canopy in white flame.

Fuck this place. Shennalil was somewhere hundreds of feet below and safe for the time being. I could blow and blow against this brick house and not bring it down, but for the time being, it was time to get some aggression out.

Puppeteer vines wiggled uselessly while the fire washed over them in a sheet of white and yellow death. They shriveled against the tree, which was mostly thick and resilient. The vindication was intoxicating.

No, I needed to be away from the Dalewinds and their capabilities. With fire dousing the immediate runway, the huge dragon surrounding me flapped its powerful wings and put distance in between me and the mana leech clan. With only five minutes of dragon form, I needed all the distance I could get. It would be enough to regenerate some of the mana I needed to run on air, but not to use more offensive magic. I didn’t want to land in the middle of a field of nulls. I had the other red dragon form, which would allow me to fly, but not fast.

As soon as I had enough mana for the Silver Door, I knew what I’d be doing.


38- Dance the Dumbest Dance

The first thing I did, when the Dalewinds didn’t immediately leech out my mana again, was try to locate Shen and see if she was alright. I swooped in low inside the dragon soul, trying to put that distance between the mages and myself, but kept an eye out for where I thought I’d seen Shen and Tennevrin get snapped up.

The puppeteer vines knew what I was trying to do, so I was forced to swoop out of the way of some vines, and scorch the hell out of several others. I didn’t trust this fucker not to ambush me by putting Shen directly into the path of the dragon’s flame, so I kept it light.

When I got to the place where she’d been taken, I could see her clearly, and here’s exactly what I saw: the vines had ripped off her clothes, and had her in both holes. Her head was thrown back, her arms were bound up by more vines, and one of them was wrapped tightly around her neck. When I swooped in closer, the tendril around her neck slipped tighter and began to choke her.

The thing knew. It fucking knew.

It also knew I’d try to come after her, because more vines were waiting to dart out at me as soon as I moved in to help, or grabbed up and axe and started chopping. Like it was baiting me, taunting me. It was Silver, just like me, meaning there was just no way I was going to get in, assault the thing, and get out without getting wrapped up just like Shennalil. Not with the sheer number of vines it had at its disposal. I had barely enough mana to throw out a water ball or the high level fireball.

She wasn’t dead, and that had to be enough for now. I veered away from the tree and headed in the direction of the city.

Next I found Korren, after taking a mana potion and running hell for leather directly southward. There was no real point in taking pot shots at the nulls, who could just heal that up by absorbing mana from whatever unfortunate creatures they found on their way south. I considered swooping low and taking some of their heads off with the axe, but decided against it. There was the chance, slight as it was, that one of them would grab onto me, and then there wouldn’t be an Avya armed with a Glock to put nine bullets in its head.

I reviewed the facts to try to tamp down the frustration. This… kind of worked.

Facts: the Dalewind mages, the notorious leeches had escaped up north some time ago, set up their deal in the largest tree ever to grow in this world, and had lived there until it was infested by puppeteer vines. Now that they were in thrall to the vines, they were somehow creating the nulls.

After all, the nulls created by the Dalewinds were all males, all leeched of mana by whatever sorcery they had, and ravening for mana. At Silver tier, I could already blanch an entire area of mana to create a crystal, and at Bronze I could purge a smaller area of mana. It stood to reason that they could create those nulls by Gold tier abilities, or some forbidden spell I’d never even heard of.

The puppeteer vines then infested the rest of the tree, bent it to the will of the demonic vines long enough to gain total control over it, and have it uproot itself. Now it could make its slow way south, collecting whatever creatures were too slow or stupid for sustenance. And if they couldn’t manage to catch anything, they could just feed off the utterly gargantuan tree.

If the vines could get information from the brains of its victims, and there was every indication that this was possible, they would know about the villages to the south, where at least Avya had broken away from the rest of clan Dalewind. The empire was large enough to be a known quantity. It was angling this way for a chance to infest a far greater source of brains and powers.

It also stood to reason the vines were using the Dalewinds. The vines had control over them and were the real culprits here, making the nulls the threat they were.

Korren had made it over half way, amazingly enough. I caught up with him after a good forty five minutes of running on air and seriously threatening to tire myself out.

I explained all these facts to Korren after meeting up with him, slaying several dozen more nulls and giving him a chance to put some distance between him and them. Then I filled him in on what had happened at the top of the world tree, and explained we’d be heading back to the city with this information.

Tindeel and Tennevrin were gone. Shennalil was, for all intents and purposes, gone. If only we had the nellwyn Silver and his fucking wyvern. What a waste that now seemed, at least to me.

“Listen,” I told him. “There’s been something of a situation here before you three arrived, and I’ve been in the middle of it… while I was gone I had my people working on it. My Favored Consort should have everything well in hand by now, but on the off chance she doesn’t, I’d like to have a minute to get things in order. This is way bigger than Surrek, I think you can agree.”

He nodded, uncertainly. I could see wheels turning in his head: four had left, one had returned. Had I ambushed Tindeel and his Favored Consort, then lost my own fae in the process?

Pff, and lose my access to healing magic? I’d die before giving up on Shennalil.

The Silver Door opened, spilling light from mana lamps through and illuminating a good fifty nulls all converging on us. I dragged Korren through.

Only moments later I grabbed up Amelgar’s Orb and concentrated on Avya. They were over in Wax District. A second later, I was up through the very top of the Governor’s spire, transforming into the dragonite version of myself and speeding through the air down toward them. A couple of flaps evened out my descent, and a couple more helped me keep the altitude necessary to soar overhead and slam down in front of Rukluk’s mansion. With Drifter I teleported inside and bellowed for them to stop.
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“New plan,” I told them.

They were all arrayed around Rukluk, who was cursing and spitting from his place on the ground. Goblins were kind of cute, honestly. I hadn’t seen any female goblins, but now I was curious.

This was the effect that Avya, Auralla, Dallinya and several of the new girls had on me, seeing them in their battle bikinis and holding weapons.

“What?”

“New plan.” I laid it all out there, the whole plan. All the information I now had, including the loss of Shennalil. This included Avya disappearing to go collect the others and explain everything to them as well.

I turned to Rukluk. “Be at the coliseum in thirty minutes. Not a request.”

“Eat shit, Governor! Fuck your mother in her dirty brown hole.”

I threw my head back and laughed, turned to him, and said, “Look, buddy, if you really want, you’re welcome to try. You might stop her nagging me for a few minutes. Good luck piercing the veil between worlds.” Sprinting out of the place and up into the air, I soon joined Avya in heading after the other teams.

My Favored Consort was fast. She’d been training a shit ton in the past, and only ramped that up since taking on the mantle. It was hard to get up a good head of steam, but luckily my Quick was a couple of stars ahead of hers.

“Three teams total?” I asked.

She gave me some side eye. “Yup.”

“How many districts did you get through?”

“Oh, we’d just started,” she replied. “The planning and routes took a while, and we also wanted to make sure everybody had a way to communicate.” She produced a walkie talkie and handed it to me. “Paul said to try these hiss boxes.”

Why hadn’t I thought of walkie talkies? Mental facepalm. Wait… I had thought of them. They didn’t work. They just hissed and popped because of the saturation of magic.

“They don’t really work. Paul says probably because of the magic in the air getting in the way. Only the hissing works, so you have to press the button a bunch of times to get their attention.”

Okay I didn’t feel nearly as bad. Although I still hadn’t thought of it, and I had a CB in the cab the entire time.

“The code to stop is five short, five short, five short.”

I pressed the talk button on the walkie talkie in the pattern she mentioned, and got three hiss stops in a row in response.

“They heard us.” Avya nodded and smiled, then used the talk button in another pattern. One, two, three, and four stops.

“No danger,” she said, when she saw my questioning expression. “Now stop doing that with your face; you look like an idiot. That crease between your eyebrows is not sexy.”

“So… was this the first one?” How many Masters were already dead by how many harems, was my question. If they’d been quick about the work, we could be down three or six Masters already.

“Wax was the first district we headed for, because Rukluk gave up the Shadow Council so easily in the past, as soon as you winked and blew him a kiss.”

“That is not at all what happened.”

“Sure,” she said, and made a face. “I definitely believe you. Pff, I know exactly how you convinced every other person you’ve ever talked to.”

I chuckled. “You’ve been training hard.”

“I have to protect your gorgeous ass from getting killed,” she responded evenly. “Aura would never forgive me if I let you and that dick of yours go and die.”

Laughing, we split up in the air. I veered over toward Iron, while she turned to hit Proclamation. Ferrok and T’charrk, good first targets for the other two teams. If Rukluk was a simple matter of silencing before he opened his big filthy mouth, these other two were important first steps to chain up before they got loose and did something unpredictable.

I landed in Iron District not two minutes later and bolted directly into Ferrok’s open mansion complex. This was far larger than the others I’d been in. Spice had been easily three of my Ink mansion, but this one was half again as large as the one in Spice. I didn’t stop to admire the armor plating, the ornate shields, the suits of armor, the many crossed weapons bolted to the walls, or any of that, but did note the guards tied up, and their lack of weapons.

Hellera had Dallinya, Paul, his two ladies, and two more of the new girls with her. They were standing over a shackled Ferrok, and several of his petty Masters were as well. One of them had a sheet of blood running over the side of his face, while another was dead with a spear through him.

“What happened to Shennalil?” Dallinya demanded. “What did you do?”

Oh jeez. “We’re going to get her back, I promise.” Dead or alive. “Now, we need to bring these guys to the coliseum to go over the plan. The thing in the north is a lot worse than we thought.”
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The call went out from the Governor’s palace and spread throughout the city: all Masters, including the new ones who’d shared in the power, were needed at the coliseum. They were, and I quote ‘welcome to bring their cohort of ladies along’, a barely coded message meaning the ladies were welcome to escort their captive Masters. It was going to be a doozy.

I had to head back to the Governor’s apartments, where I found Korren the orc peering about at the various earth stuff he’d found: the sex toys, for one thing, the lingerie, the handcuffs, the blindfolds and ball gags. Most of it went unused most of the time, but you never knew who would be into what when you started spanking and pulling hair. He gestured to the Bluetooth speaker, the solar charger, and the phone.

I just shrugged in response. “I’ll sell you some if you want, and show you how to use everything, but we’ll need to survive the next few days first.”

Korren cast a few more glances back at the strange, otherworldly stuff, and nodded. Then we both headed down the bronze platform to the ground level, joined a retinue of servants and bureaucrats, and headed one district over to the coliseum. I mean I followed them, because I still hadn’t fully explored the palace and they knew the back way.

The streets had grown hushed. Heading down through them, you might’ve thought there was just an outbreak of Black Death and everybody was worried about breathing near anyone else. Or that there was no one else nearby to risk breathing onto. The Rome podcast guy (or maybe the Byzantium guy) had said the population of Rome fell to something like ten percent of what it had been. What kind of insane post-apocalyptic energy must that have held.

This wasn’t quite that bad, though it was close. The people either knew, or suspected some massive changes were happening these days, what with me flying overhead or slamming down into the streets to have intimidating talks with the district Masters.

“Drifter…” Korren said.

“I know. It’s a bit eerie, isn’t it?”

“Surrek is the only line of defense before the Golden City of Trellevann. My home and my heart.”

My map updated itself. “How far is it?”

“Near two hundred miles, give or take,” he replied. I never loved Auto-Translate more than these times. “If this thing cannot be stopped, the Emperor will need to be notified. If he is not—”

“If this thing cannot be stopped, I won’t be alive for the Emperor to punish.” Perhaps Korren thought I might cut and run, but to where? There was Sunspire, but the Emperor and his Golden whatever-you-called-them wouldn’t have much trouble finding me there. So, what then? Head to Kentir? Head north of the river? I didn’t have much in the way of belief, and it seemed like Kentir wouldn’t accept people who avoided church on Sundays. North of the river had only ever spawned nightmares.

West of here was probably the only choice, but I’d either succeed, or die trying to save Shen.

The approach to the coliseum was a secret one: the retinue opened a locked building with a magic key I couldn’t even see, and we found ourselves in the guts of the arena. Dark, cramped passageways lit by intermittent mana lamps kind of guts.

“How many Gleaming Silvers are there down in the golden city of Trenton?” I asked.

“Trellevann.”

“Right.”

“All districts are run by Gleaming Silvers,” he replied, “Or powerful Bronze Masters born to the Gleaming Silvers.”

I smirked. “Silver privilege, eh?”

“Is this a Drifter expression?”

“Never mind. Okay, so then for leadership? One Gold tier Governor?”

He snorted laughter. “No, a determined group of Gleaming Silvers might stand a chance against a single Gold, so Trellevann is led by a Conclave of Seven.”

Seven. If all of them flew up here, right now, they could lay waste to this gigantic tree, no muss no fuss. Of course, Trellevann might just fall to the type of fighting Surrek had suffered once the power vacuum opened.

“Seven,” I said, and whistled. “Yeah I wouldn’t worry about this thing.” On the other hand, puppeteer vines were classed as Demonic, and every story involving demons always had an evil mastermind. Or a rift opened to a demon realm. A powerful necromancer who’d done a deal with some demons in exchange for immortality or a dude named Al or something.

“Well,” I said, and clapped him on the shoulder. “Hopefully there’s a sliver of chance of getting Tindeel and his fae out of this alive.”

A handful of Masters were already standing on the arena, and a whole lot more than a handful of women. The central arena pitch was already becoming sharply segregated, between clouds of women surrounding their ‘Masters’ and lone mark-bearing Masters staring in disbelief at the women who had all either gotten tattoos at the exact same time, or they were all somehow petty Masters.

All of the new Masters surrounded by their coteries had a woman on each arm, and several behind their backs, but the women obscured their Masters entirely. And they weren’t facing the balcony where I was going to give an address, but were staring each other down.

A new coterie of women entered with their ‘Master’ held at the center, and immediately drifted over to the one side of the arena. Another group wasn’t far behind. T’charrk flapped down into the center of the arena, looked at the massing crowd, glanced at the lone Masters, then shifted his attention up toward me. His gaze was inscrutable as always, but I couldn’t help but chuckle.

“Drifter?” Korren said from next to me.

“Surrek is mine,” I told him quietly. “Now, you can help fight to preserve it, or you and I can dance the dumbest dance, ending with one of us dead.”

“I highly recommend against doing the stupid thing,” Avya said from behind.

We turned to find the whole group of ladies, including Paul, Michael, their ladies, Zephellyn, Second Domi, and another dozen hardened warriors from Sunspire. All marks visible on all the ladies.

“Mine,” I repeated.


39- Last Ride

All of them came, in fits and starts, and it ended up being a massive crowd. The new Masters arrived in clumps, with the females all clustered around them. Outside the arena, full-fledged Masters with a dozen marks stared at the two dozen women, frozen like it was a standoff. Then one of them gave way to the other, and allowed them entry. Maybe the veteran Masters thought they might transform into females if they got too close.

They kept their distance, in case the gender-bending sickness spread to them. Or in case there might be a viral idea spreading around.

Mischief’s Mark. I threw on a blanket of Empath’s Mark, urging understanding and trust, and used Mischief to its fullest in order to make the whole crowd follow along until the very end.

“Friends! Citizens! Countrymen! Lend me your ears!”

“What is he doing?” Hellera asked, and Dallinya immediately dismissed it as ridiculous Drifter nonsense. Hey, it worked for Marc Antony, and it would work here.

The UI told me that Mischief’s Mark had greatly enhanced the success of Oration, which was tied to Charming. Except I wasn’t doing mischief, I was trying for the first time to orate. I just had to hold out hope the abilities were about to turn a shitty speech into something worth following.

“Not a week past, the full moon shone overhead, and a great deal of change happened. Then someone tried very hard to keep me from interfering with an uprising, which failed. I got free, and… even worse trouble struck.

“The city is in worse danger than old Masters versus new magic. If we can’t set aside our differences, all of us are going to die. The winner won’t matter.”

“They raped us!” someone shouted from off to my right. I looked for Illeri, and wondered momentarily if some thieves in the night had somehow gotten access to the Governor’s harem and freed her.

“They beat us!” another of the women shrieked. “For nothing.”

“We didn’t do anything and they whipped us!” a third voice called out.

I worked a heavy calm over them with Empath’s Mark, but then felt a hand at my wrist. I found Avya staring up at me, shaking her head just a tad. Confusion washed over me, along with the dread that it was all falling apart, right this second. If we didn’t have the veteran Masters…

“They kill us still!” the first one shouted. Not Illeri. Cindra, of the winter skin and cherry blossoms in her hair?

Gallenden strode out of the mass of less than thirty Masters, dragging whips made of some yellow magic that puffed up arena dust. Then he pointed one finger at the gigantic mass of something like three hundred women. “Under the lash is your place. It’s where you belong.”

Instantly, a number of powers ignited on both sides. Claws of blue or purple magic, wings, armor of thorny vines and a dozen elemental weapons all appeared.

“Velleth?” Hellera asked.

The blue-skinned elf climbed onto the railing and manifested the same dragon soul around her body. The neck stretched ten feet out from the railing and then the wings made of reddish light each surged out over thirty feet away from the body.

As if that weren’t startling enough, it opened its ghostly red mouth and roared.

The deafening bellow served its purpose in frightening the bejesus out of the assembled members on both sides. Velleth sailed through the air for the twenty feet down to the arena floor, in the midst of a gigantic dragon made of red heat haze and light. It swung its enormous head to the Master side and roared out once again, then regarded the women and their captive Masters with the full-size face of a dragon.

“Quavallie?” Hellera called next.

The cephellian simply appeared down there near the dragon’s flank with the Drifter’s teleportation power, surrounded by massive globules of blue water rotating around her.

“Dallinya?”

Copies of Dallinya jumped up onto and then tumbled off the railing doing all manner of flips and rolls. One after another, after another, until a dozen or so of them all stood around in a circle, each with different weapons.

“Auralla?”

Auralla leapt down, walked calmly toward them, and then a huge eel looking thing a good fifty feet long burst out of her chest, glaring at both sides at once with its two heads. When had that been a thing she could do?

“Avya?”

Avya ran out on the air, and transformed into her red dragon form as she hit the ground in a superhero pose. I had to keep myself from laughing.

Nobody had started hurling javelins made of black lightning, or spurted out venom from gigantic fangs or anything, which was a good sign. A nice first step, let’s call it.

“Zati?”

The naga slithered down the stairs, weaving a spell at the top of her lungs, tracing her fingers in the air, making it shimmer and shake with mana drawn in, straight out of the air. When she reached the place in the midst of Quavallie, Avya, Auralla and inside the circle of Dallinyas, she opened a huge window above her head.

The viewing window showed the forest, where the nulls even now rushed past. They were nothing though, next to the sheer immensity of the great world tree. Now it had drawn further south, beyond the river, and now she had no trouble getting a better view of it. Most importantly, the strangling red vines coating the world tree were easy to make out.

The display of power was enough to cause a hush to fall over the crowd. This made it easy to hear the collective gasp as they took in the vast size of the lumbering world tree, desecrated by demonic vines.

You would not believe how many stupid Legitimacy Points this stunt got us. I shot from yellow orange up into yellow green in a heartbeat. A thrill of success warred with a teensy bit of jealousy that I squashed.

“Evan?” Hellera asked lightly.

“That thing is coming to kill us all,” I announced loudly, with another helping of Mischief’s Mark. “Now I strongly recommend we put aside the need to kill each other for a few minutes and help save the damn city.”

Not very Marc Antony but it would have to do. It was the best I had.
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Unless I suddenly rocketed up to Gold tier and found an ability in Adrift that let me steal things much larger than a handheld item, this was going to be Mack’s last ride. If these magic abilities had taught me anything, it was that I shouldn’t say ‘the very last.’ I’d thought the girls were going to see only a single movie, and I’d been proven wrong. I’d thought I was going to settle down in Surrek and put Mack in mothballs, and that was wrong too.

The cab was going to go out in a blaze of glory. Or rather… ferry us all to our probable deaths and sit derelict, until people hacked off pieces of her until she was just a rusted out hulk.

“All of us are going in that thing?” Second Domi asked.

“Not at all,” I replied. “You’re welcome to stay here and defend the city, keep it from tearing itself apart. In fact I’d prefer some volunteers to do exactly that.”

At present, Korren, Hellera and Quavallie were going over battle plans for the situation with the nulls. Avya and I had the only tool I knew of to work on the puppeteer vines, and I wasn’t even sure those would work without putting us in extreme danger.

Second Domi frowned, then peered back toward the city. I could almost feel the want in her rising up, like I could sense her lust directed back toward Paul. No, no, I actually could begin to see the magic attracted to her body. The little streamers all turned a slight pink or magenta color before being sucked into her. Apparently he’d made a better impression on her than I thought.

And apparently my Attuned senses were growing in skill. What was that about? Thankfully this happened only when I really focused on someone intently, but we weren’t yet in the dark. The magic of the world was becoming more easily visible. Nice… and also a little spooky.

“Evan?” Dallinya asked.

“Yes, my love?”

She stopped and stared. “I thought Auralla—”

“I love you,” I told her simply.

“Okay that’s distracting and you need to quit it.” When I shrugged, she frowned. “I was… gods in the skies, you distracted me! I need a word with you, in private.”

This apparently meant ‘with Zati’ because both of them joined me in the cab. Since it was a sleeper cab, I had roll down shade ready for the windshield. When I turned back to the two of them, Zati on the bed and Dallinya in the passenger’s bucket, Dallinya was practically vibrating.

“Did you mean it? When did this start? Never mind, that doesn’t matter. I need to know—”

“It matters,” Zati said. “Evan?”

“Yes, my love?” I asked, and she too got that cornered animal expression, peering over my face intently as if looking for a hint of the insanity that brought this on.

“Is Shennalil really okay?” Dallinya burst out.

“I hope so,” I breathed, the fear and guilt of it crashing into me again. The puppeteer vine might try to gain access to her healing magic and make her use it. If so, she was as safe as one could be when wrapped up in rape vines.

“And Auralla?”

“What?” I asked.

“Did she tell you?”

“About the ritual? Yeah.” When they just stared at me, with Dallinya holding one of my hands and Zati drawing closer, I went on. “It’s a lot. The city doesn’t seem safe. Obviously I’m thrilled and excited, but… if she can’t use her magic when she’s with child, that’s further danger. There’s a lot to consider.” If my brother and my parents were to be believed (in the midst of their ineffective, nagging attempts to prod my life along) there would never be a good time, and you just had to step to the edge, spread your arms, and leap off.

“And you want a child?” Dallinya asked, getting real close.

“Sure.”

“What if… what if I told you I’d gone through the acceptance ritual?” she asked.

“I... did you?”

“Mayyyyybe.”

“I’m going to ask another stupid question right now,” I told her. “Don’t be upset.” When she smirked, I asked it. “Can we…? I’m a human and you’re…” Of course it worked, my mind told me, and stopped my mouth from making this even worse. There were half fae and half dwarves and half everything. “Sorry, I haven’t mentioned a thousand times but it’s only humans in my world.”

She grinned, and closed the three inch gap between us, and pressed her lips to mine. “I’ve missed you and your Drifter face, my love. It has been too hectic.”

“If you don’t, if you’re not, you don’t have to say the words.”

“You think I don’t love you?” she asked, and kissed me again. “Oh, I love you. I’m ready to have your children.”

“You too?”

“You’ve done terrible things to me, Evan of Mich-again.” Her eyes were smoky with arousal, and she wrapped her arms around my neck. In between kisses, she said. “Terrible, wonderful things. I’m ready to die for you. I’m ready to live my life with you.”

Zati. Zati was here. I shifted my gaze, to find her great big breasts free and the rest of her drawing close.

“Um, Zati came in here too,” I said. “What did you need, my love, before Dallinya takes us beyond the capacity for rational thought?”

“I need you again, love,” she said. “I’m willing to share, but seeing you stand tall before the former slaves and the Masters… it has awakened an ache in me.”

Dallinya had relieved me of the leather skirt and had fallen to her knees between the buckets. She was just now displaying considerable skill in sucking me off, though she still hadn’t mastered the trick of dealing with her gag reflex. Several inches of shaft still lay beyond her capabilities, though she nearly choked herself on every downstroke.

To Zati, I asked, “Are we… making babies too?” Or eggs?

“Would that please you, my love?” she asked. “I did not take part in the ritual over this past full moon.”

“What pleases you is quite likely to please me,” I said, and caught her slender hand. I drew her close to me even as Dallinya pumped up and down over the whole length of me. This time when her tongue entered my mouth, I was ready to receive it. It was still a bit overwhelming, but it was far more erotic when I wasn’t shocked.

In the meantime, I switched on Empath’s Mark and gave both of them the sensation of Dallinya’s fantastic blowjob.

Dallinya immediately froze and shoved her hands between her legs. Her eyes drifted closed as she worked me, and before a minute was up she was in the midst of an orgasm.

“Never stop doing that,” she whispered. “I want that magic cock every time you fuck one of us.”

“Dirty… girl.”

Zati was licking up around my neck, over my throat, down over my nipples, and then down to where my abs had formed a hell of a six pack. I was vaguely aware people worked years for these kinds of gains, and was inordinately glad to have magic on my side.

“I want to see the double dick,” Dallinya said. “Zati told me about it. I want to see it.”

“She told you, did she?” I asked, and I noted Zati’s smile.

“She told me you sprouted an extra big, extra veiny, extra hard cock,” Dallinya said, and wiped her mouth. “She told me you shoved both of them deep inside her and fucked her so hard she could’ve sworn she had legs. You made her think you split her in half, Evan, oohhhh.”

Zati had enveloped the one cock I did have and sent all of us moaning. Her tongue had curled around it once, then again.

Except, now Zati was sucking on both of my dicks, my side by side arrangement specifically for getting into both of her holes at once. All three of us realized this at the same moment, and Dallinya gave out another shuddering groan. She was rubbing herself, legs splayed wide open, and staring at my midsection.

“By the gods,” Dallinya whispered, then pushed past all the sensations from me and her own body. She got up to her knees. “I want them both. Is that greedy? Before we go and fight and die… I want them both inside me.”

“This will be fascinating to observe,” Zati remarked idly.

I was about to ask if being left out might upset her, but the naga was feeling every sensation I was experiencing. Instead, Zati pulled Dallinya up onto the sleeper’s bed, and turned her sideways, hugging the felinian sexpot from behind. This dual dick thing put them side by side, and it would only work a very specific position. This wasn’t like it had been with Auralla and Zephellyn.

“Are you s—“

“Fuck me, lover,” she blurted. “Fuck me right fucking now.”

I lined up both of them and pushed. Zati assisted by raising her leg and pulling her ass cheek, but Dallinya still grunted, hissed, and then cried out when the head popped past the muscular ring of her ass. At the same time, I slid smoothy into her waiting pussy. Slick folds enveloped me even as her ass tried to crush me.

“Oh gods,” Dallinya moaned. “You’re in me. You’re plundering me, Evan. I told myself never again, and it was a lie.” She took several deep, unsteady breaths. “Fuck my ass, Evan. Fuck me deep.”

It seemed that a thin membrane of Dallinya separated one from the other, and I felt both cocks rubbing against one another as I shoved deeper in. After several strokes I was in, as deep as I could go, listening in slight amusement as Dallinya fell silent and just concentrated on not dying.

When I drew out she made one long, continuous moan after another, and clutched onto Zati’s shoulders. In the meantime, the naga let go of her ass and lifted Dallinya’s head so they could kiss. Then Zati began to use that tongue to work over the felinian’s fully erect nipples.

In the meantime I was getting overstimulated. Between the sweet, velvety wetness of her pussy and the extreme tightness of her ass, and the fact that I was sporting double the nerve endings, I had to work hard not to pop off instantly.

Dallinya sensed this. “Do it,” she urged. “Fill me with your seed. I want it dripping out of both my holes, Evan.”

“Oh fuck,” I grunted.

“Make me a mother, Evan. Fuck, ohhh… I’m a slave to this, Drifter. Lover. You’ve made me your slave. Fuck it’s even bigger than before. Much bigger. You’re so deep.

“You didn’t take my power, but you’re my master anyway. Now pour all that seed into your slave. Don’t make me beg, Evan, unh!”

“Dallinya,” I managed.

She stared at me from Zati’s embrace, mouth wide open. “I love you. I love you and your, ohhh, your big c—”

I only got as far as those first three words before I shoved deep into her and blasted off. I felt like I was deep enough to go swimming in her soul. She had said the words, in her own perverted way, and I heard the intent in them. She and Zati were both writhing with the orgasm I was currently experiencing. The naga was busy with one hand on her own orifice, bringing herself off only a handful of seconds later.

I fell back, but Dallinya didn’t let me pull out of her. Instead she got up and laid down on me, grinning.

“You’re such a dirty talker,” I murmured contentedly.

“You love it,” she replied, just as blissed out.

I did.


40- Thud. Thud. Thud.

Mack’s engine sounded like it needed some looking at, louder and throatier than I remembered, but of course, we were rolling over a terrain my girl wasn’t built to handle, and I hadn’t driven her for weeks. On top of that, we were running on fumes.

Although the whole situation with Trusk, the small council, the Shadow Council, and then the cage problem had all happened, none of it had worked especially well toward raising my stars. I’d gotten a few slivers of experience here and there, and a pretty big boost to Charming for the big dumb speech, but I was starting to see that the only way upward was through… serious life and death battle.

Well, we were headed that way now.

I tried not to imagine how uncomfortable this was for everyone involved. Although Zati had come out to Mack with Dallinya, the naga wasn’t slated to barrel north with us. Instead, it was Avya, Dallinya, Velleth, Zephellyn, and half a dozen of the Sunspire’s best warriors all crowded in the little sleeper cabin. Avya sat on Velleth’s lap, Dallinya occupied the space between the two buckets, Zephellyn either flew or rode on top, but that left six warrior women in very cramped quarters.

We were barreling up north, slamming through null vampires when it necessary, but trying to avoid them when that wasn’t possible. Those impacts and the stress of running her around on fumes was stressing my lady out. She was going to die, and we were going to be stranded out here swarming around a killer tree. All our hopes were pinned on one horrendously bad plan, my plan.

“This is a good plan,” Dallinya said, as if she had sensed the shift in my mood. Her rubbing my leg was a serious distraction. I liked it, but it was a distraction.

I wanted to say ‘what could go wrong’ but I knew it would sound petty and pessimistic. “There’s something I haven’t thought of,” I told her. “And the city defenses…” I trailed off, not sure how the city defenses were going to hold up against all the nulls running past. So many of the Masters and the guards were used to using whatever magical gifts they had in battle—

“They will be fine. They have fifty foot walls and plenty of arrows.”

I nodded, but the truth didn’t make the worrying easier. I was going to get back and find Auralla dead, or Hellera dead, or Quavallie. Or any of the new girls.

Or all of them. A field of blackened corpses amidst a burned out city.

“Avya, my love, did you—”

“Yes.”

“But you don’t know what I was about—”

“You were going to ask if I told the enchanters to stop working on anything else, and just make all the anti magic bracelets they could until the battle was over. Then you were going to ask if we talked with the net makers in Fish about the netting, or Iron District about the reinforcement for the north gates. Or the arrow heads from Sword. Or the spear tips. Or the spear hafts out of Carpentry.”

“Are you using telepathy on me?” I asked.

She beamed, which made her squint and her brown face got even cuter than normal. She blew a lock of lavender hair out of her face, but it fell back down in the same spot. “Nope!”

“You’re just predictable and adorable,” Dallinya told me, and rubbed lightly over my leg again.

“I… will take that as a compliment,” I told them. A round of snickers rippled through all of them, including the Sunspire warriors. I really wanted Auralla along, but I really wanted the sliver of a chance for our pregnancy not to be crushed by the high chance of us all speeding north to our deaths.

Ahead of us, the enormous tree now took up the whole horizon. We were only about two miles from it, and the nulls were thick enough that Mack could do little more than idle. They wanted inside but didn’t have a means of opening the doors. Zephellyn had a Glock, plenty of ammo, and the ability to fly, so any of them that tried to crawl up got headshots.

She also had a dead eye, it seemed. Heads snapped back this way and that while we pushed, and pushed, and pushed. Eventually we pushed free of the main cluster of null vampires, thinning them out before we reached the first of the monstrously huge world tree roots.

Thud. The huge root legs of the world tree sounded just like tyrannosaur stomps, but a hundred times louder. It also came from multiple roots at once, like a spider, only with about a thousand roots. The cab vibrated. Thud. Thud.

“Everyone ready?”

A chorus of ‘ready’ went up.

“Ready, my love?” I asked.

Avya brightened. “Ready, giant doofus man who I love.”

Thud. Thud.

Deep breath in and out. Don’t listen to your heart pounding, just grab the door handle and get ready to unlock the doors. The nulls wouldn’t stay away for long.

“Now!”

Both of us tapped into the Silver tier ability out of Dalewind’s Mark at the same moment, targeting the area starting at my open hand in order to suck all the magic out of the whole area. Yesterday we’d practiced this on the small number of null vampires who’d reached the city, and found the results more than satisfactory. Without ambient magic near them, the effect of sucking all the magic out blasted them to nothingness. They literally turned to ash.

Dalewind’s Mark

*Special Ability, Magical*

*Silver tier, one star*

Silver: The Dalewind family became notorious for their brutality in leeching mana. You may drain extremely high mana from a target by touch, or high mana from a target within thirty feet of you. Mana gained above your maximum in this way is channeled into a force blast against your enemies, emanating from the target. You may also drain extremely high mana from an area by touch, creating a mana crystal in your hand. The area in question requires a high magic density for you to use this ability.

Costs high mana. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Avya Dalewind, Favored Consort of Evan Westfield of Earth.

“Let’s go, go go!” I screamed, and ran out the door before quickly ascending into the sky. Both this and the next part of the plan were going to leave me at just over half my mana, so it was crucial to get everything right, not have to do any part again, and then hopefully regain the mana that could be regained without issues.

Thud. Thud.

I stepped out into a magically desolate area with a mana crystal in my hand consisting of all the mana I’d just sucked out. The nulls were loathe to enter that area, too, since there was nothing to sustain them, and this gave our warrior women time to file out, handguns raised, and pummel the hell out of their targets with carefully placed headshots.

Avya and I had our own roles in the plan: I carried the mana crystal up, and up, to the base of the tree, then used Phase Shift at Normal to anchor the mana crystal in place in the middle of the air. Then I veered off, and dashed away from the vines reaching out to grab me. Several got the axe, and none succeeded, so I came around quickly to see how Avya was doing.

Thud.

She’d also set the mana crystal to Phase Shift at about thirty feet up just in front of the tree. She was also wheeling away to rejoin the others.

Phase Shift

*Special Ability, Inherent, Magical*

*Silver tier, five 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.

Then I popped the cork on a mana potion and drank.

Thud thud. Thud.

Now, I’d found these fuckers in the Governor’s treasury. They weren’t cheap, and they weren’t common, but they were weird. The effect made my Attuned senses go a bit haywire as concentrated mana surged out into every fiber of me, from toenails to split ends. I saw colors that normal people can’t see. Now, if you can imagine a color you can’t even imagine, go for it.

I heard sounds people can’t hear. Smelled things I’d never smelled before and hopefully never would again. But most importantly, my Attuned senses showed me the flow of mana such as I’d only glimpsed it: streamers floating up into the sky over ley lines, high in the sky, those tiny streamers getting swallowed up in the nulls at ground level, the gaping voids of the vampires.

Thud. Thud thud. Thud.

As for the world tree, it didn’t radiate a speck of magic. All the radiance of mana coming off it were immediately sucked into the puppeteer vines. Why the nulls didn’t try to scale the moving roots to get up to the vines was an open question that probably wouldn’t get answered. I’d wager it had something to do with all the Dalewind clan members held hostage up near the top of the tree.

I breathed a sigh of relief, seeing that Zephellyn was a real bastard with that handgun. She’d taken to the grip, the sighting, and the careful trigger squeeze like a natural. Her warriors were doing likewise, all filing out and blasting nearby targets with precise headshots. They kept to a tight circle, with their backs to the truck and within range of retreat if they needed it.

Dallinya and Velleth were doing similarly, though they had distance strikes and were knifing the nulls in their faces. I’d worried that the nulls might strike at the portals, but something about the magic being used wasn’t appetizing to them, or the magic originated at their hands and the nulls couldn’t get at it. Either way, they slashed throats and stabbed at eye sockets to either side of the cab.

Avya had come around, crossing in front of Mack and pausing only briefly to heft Dallinya right off her feet. I did the same for Velleth, running on air but just inches from the ground before stopping and lifting Velleth into my arms.

Thud. Thud. Thud.

“My love,” I said softly, and began running up into the sky again.

“Governor,” she replied.

“Are you well?”

“I…”

The tree was, as has been previously stated, fucking enormous, and climbing up to the top wasn’t a quick process.

“Go on,” I told her. “The truth, please.”

“I have so much inside me,” she said. “I worry for you, and I worry that everything I’ve been through changed me so much. That I can’t know who I am any longer. Do you know what I mean?”

Spoken as only an eighty year old teen could.

“When you say… that…”

“What?”

“You said ‘my love’ and I didn’t understand.”

This again, huh? “It means I love you. I’ll do what I can to protect you and make you happy, always.”

I told Shennalil the same, and look where that got us. That heavy stone of guilt lit back up in my stomach. I had to keep lying to myself and telling myself there was a way to save her.

The sounds of gunfire were fading into faraway pops and cracks. Most of what the Sunspire warriors was doing now was pointed away from the great tree, keeping the tide of nulls thin around the area we’d made. I hoped they could keep that up.

“How can you love me?” she asked. “After all the things I’ve done?”

Pulling her even tighter against me, I kissed her forehead. “You need to forgive yourself, and then I’ll explain how I’ve forgiven you over and over again. But first, here we are, penthouse level. Mind the gap, and the sentient vines.”

I deposited Velleth on the middle of the canopy, hundreds of feet above, then retrieved the enchanted gear for her. I’d just run up about fifty flights of stairs, but Silver was beyond what humans were capable of, even Olympic class athletes. I was breathing hard, but only just.

Avya was just coming up above the canopy with Dallinya, who immediately pointed over toward us.

“I need to get the others. Like we discussed, okay?”

She nodded seriously. “Only illusions over the edge. Don’t get too close.”

“There’s a storm brewing,” Dallinya said.

All of us peered off westward, and for a long moment I considered what it meant. The weather was always a factor in Michigan, though power outages were rare and if you stayed in your home, you could ride out the worst storms or blizzards.

Ethetria was not Michigan. I cursed, low, and tried to tell myself this wasn’t a sign that the plan was about to go tits up.

Instead I planted another quick kiss on Velleth’s forehead for good measure. “I love you. I’ll be back soon.”

Turning, heading back to the edge, running up on steps of air, I just heard Velleth call before I dove down and let gravity really grab me. I couldn’t hear what she said.

[image: ]

The nulls who’d finally made it to Surrek in the first wave, Kinniash’s people, had run across plenty of people, and creatures, and soaked up magic to make themselves more powerful. These ones in a ring around the world tree were just formed, and hadn’t gotten anywhere near the power of Kinniash. We’d sent him with a bevy of enchanted digging tools and equipment, which he’d no doubt fed on before making the trek hundreds of miles south to attack us. Meaning there was only one Kinniash, and he was dead. Super duper dead.

This definitely worked in our favor, because only two or three headshots were necessary to take down these fledgling creatures. What didn’t work in our favor were the numbers.

When I got close enough, I took the red dragon’s form and threw out the wings. The result was a terrifying snap, a bit of pain around the shoulders, but ultimately a slowed descent.

Behind us, the tree closed, with its half a dozen thuds at once.

“Avya!” I called.

“Yeah?”

“Throw fire at the ground,” I told her. “Not the nulls.”

Fire wasn’t magical. I sprayed the Normal level at the ground near their feet and watched as the grasses caught fire. Soon the nulls were tripping over each other to get at us, but through a full on wildfire. Burning like that, some tried climbing over their dead comrades, and then collapsed from the fire.

Thud thud, thud thud thud.

“Come on,” I told the first of the Sunspire warrior women, a dragonite with sienna scales. She appeared much more like a snake with that coloration than a dragon, though the oxidized copper blue belly scales were vivid and dragonnish.

When I asked if she was ready, she just squeezed off another round two feet away from my head and nodded. I should’ve been wearing earplugs, because the sound made my ears ring. Luckily natural regeneration from magical abilities helped kick the tinnitus and the ringing in my ears.

This time when I took her up to the canopy, I tried to get an idea of where Shennalil was trapped. It had been a full day, which was too early for her to be killed.

Right?

The vines were twitching and lashing out around the trunk when I went up the second time, but I was keeping the approach wide and coming in tight to land. Avya had seen the same thing, and soon had her warrior join Velleth and Dallinya.

When I crested the canopy, I found a wyvern with blue scales flapping up and over the gaping hole in the middle of the world tree. Just as soon as it opened its mouth to roar, it vanished in a puff of multicolored smoke. Velleth was using the same tactic as the first dungeon to drain a lot of the mana from the Dalewinds, and they were falling for it.

“How long do you think that’ll last, before they figure out what’s happening?” I asked, now beginning to get a stitch in my side.

Dallinya just shook her head. “Go get the others, we’ll handle this.”

Ferrying up the remaining four was a real head scratcher. Just like those thought experiments with a goose, a sack of grain, and a fox. If you leave the goose with the grain it all gets eaten, but if you leave the fox with the goose the fox gets eaten. Now we had to get everyone up onto the tree’s canopy without leaving anyone down below to get swarmed by nulls.

Thud. Thud.

When Avya and I slammed into the ground this time, the ladies had formed a single circle at the back of the cab, pelting the nulls who stepped up to the barricades made of their own kind, which were burning, and stinking to high hell. After the mana potion, the stench of burning vampire corpses was far worse than I figured it ought to be.

To Zephellyn, I asked, “Do you think each of us can take one, or should we alternate?”

“One at a time,” she replied.

Avya slammed into the ground beside me in her awesome superhero pose. She looked so cool doing that with her long purple hair fluttering behind her.

“You want to go first?” I asked, trying to get control of my breathing.

“Menfolk first,” she replied.

“Rock paper scissor you for it?” I asked.

She rolled her eyes. “Another earth thing?”


41- Play Stupid Games, Win Stupid Prizes

Up atop the tree, it was easy to tell the exact moment it came into contact with the two phase shifted mana crystals. The whole thing shifted, shuddered, and groaned like a kaiju with a toothache. The distant thudding ceased.

Then started up again, along with more shudders. When I used the ability with the small council members, the UI hadn’t specifically popped up with an alert, but I went fishing after it and soon found it.

Alert! Phase shifted mana crystal has dealt 13 injuries to world tree.

Alert! Phase shifted mana crystal has dealt 15 injuries to world tree.

Alert! Phase shifted mana crystal has dealt 12 injuries to world tree.

Every second it dealt out another dozen or more injuries, and the same deal was happening with Avya’s mana crystal. While it had taken a good twenty-five minutes for the tree to move even the hundred or so feet to where the mana crystals hung, it would continue for the next thirty-five more minutes. That meant over two thousand instances of a dozen damage each, and Platinum or not, that was over 25,000 injuries in total.

On one crystal. That meant 50,000 injuries, and possibly thousands more if my math was on the conservative side.

A whole chorus of moans and groans started up nearby, from the women trapped by the puppeteer vines. We didn’t dare peer over the edge and down into the gaping hole that basically served as the prison for all those poor wretches, but we could hear them now, in equal parts agony and ecstasy.

If only the plan with the illusions had worked. Clearly some of them had used a whole lot of mana banishing all the magic from the illusion space, and a number of times. But it didn’t seem to cost the captive Dalewind clan members nearly as much mana as it cost me. That effect was like the Phase Shift for me; I could only do about four before threatening to burn out all my mana. Mana burn was not awesome.

I didn’t understand… did the vines cast the spell? Or did the vines supply the Dalewind captives with mana to keep casting it? Until we knew more, we couldn’t risk peeking our heads over the edge, so it was time to go with plan B.

We flung ropes down over the side, into the tree’s rotten core, only to have the vines writhe and twirl around them, sucking them beneath a layer of thick, pulsing red vines. More explosions came from the Dalewinds below, and one of the Sunspire warriors was too close. She fell onto her back too close to the edge, and nearly ended up using the world tree’s leaf as a slide down into the chasm below. She was lucky Zephellyn and Avya both dove to catch her, then haul her back up, because I was alternately staring at the storm front and down at the very edge of the huge interior shaft.

Tindeel. There was no telling where he was.

And once that storm hit, we might just end up struck by lightning. Or all of us might end up sliding down to our deaths once the leaves were soaked with rainwater. Whatever we were going to do, it had to be soon, and it had to succeed.

“I don’t think this is going to work,” Velleth said seriously, and threw another illusion beast out. The illusion wasn’t immediately snuffed out, and I started to hold out hope, only to have it collapse into magic sparkles a handful of seconds later.

Everyone turned to Avya, who snarled. “What? Kill those assholes if you have to. Order me to do it if you have to.”

“I’m not going to make you kill your own family,” I told her. The Empath’s Mark abilities wouldn’t work on them. “There has to be a way.”

“There’s no way we can get close enough to clamp the bracelets on them,” Velleth said.

“They can all go fuck themselves!” Avya declared, and the rest of the ladies shared uncertain glances. “This is what they get for dabbling in dark magic, okay? You steal books out of the royal libraries in Kentir looking to make pacts with demonic entities, this is the kind of reward you get.” Tears were standing out at the corners of her eyes.

In other words, play stupid games, win stupid prizes.

Demonic entities… Was Avya saying what I thought she was saying? If the exile Dalewind clan had read up, drawn the circles, said the words, spilled the blood and summoned out a whole batch of puppeteer vines, then they were the real culprits here. If their own ambition caused this, then Avya wasn’t wrong to condemn them.

I steered Avya aside. “Hey.” She was breathing deeply, on the verge of full-fledged sobbing. I took this as permission to speak. “Look, you just say the word and we’ll burn the whole lot of them, okay? I just don’t feel right doing that without trying another way first. They’re family and that’s a whole fucked up situation. I know a little bit about the problems families can cause. But I know that even if my mother was a murderer, I couldn’t just kill her.”

She stared off into the distant past, into and out of her own feelings, or around the words I’d just said to her. Probably all three of them. Her breathing eventually evened out. She wiped the corners of her eyes.

“You won’t just kill them?”

“Not if you don’t want that.”

“I… can’t,” she whispered.

“Evan can turn us to mist to get us close,” Dallinya said, “but there’s a one minute period in between casting. It’d be best as an ambush maneuver, because the first person is going to get taken by the vines as soon as they re-materialize and clamp the bracelets on.”

“As mist we won’t be able to slip the bracelets on,” Zephellyn explained. “It will have to be the moment we turn back.”

“I’ll do it,” Dallinya said.

I stared at her, and realized the rest were as well. “It’s almost as if you want the puppeteer vines to violate you in all your holes at once.”

She blushed, then placed a hand at her breasts, full of mock indignance. “Do I seem like that much of a slut to you?”

“I don’t want to lose you too,” Velleth blurted, distressed and clutching her hands together.

“You guys will get me out, once this is done and dealt with,” Dallinya explained. “I can get two of them easy, and maybe three before those horrible vines get all up in me.”

"Avya, how do you feel about running a very fiery distraction?”

Avya grinned and smacked a fist into her open palm. “Throw fireballs?”

“Only on the outside, and not on the side with Shen.” She was directly below us, I thought, on the eastern side… unless the vines had somehow migrated her through a hole in the bark and gotten her inside to the main shaft. I hadn’t been able to find her on the passed up and down to get everybody to the canopy, and that was cause for concern.

“She would want us to stab this cunt,” Dallinya said.

“You did teach her to use the word a lot,” Avya agreed, then threw on the form of the red dragon. With several powerful flaps, she easily achieved liftoff and came around for her first bombing run.

At the same moment, a drop of rain got me right between the eyes.

“Bad sign,” I muttered. Then louder, “Let’s get this show on the road!”

Holding two of the bracelets, Dallinya nodded at me. She received the mist form, disappeared, and drifted down over the lip, barely visible. I took a deep breath and watched the countdown timer begin to tick down.

“Are we doing this?” I asked.

Velleth stepped forward. Wide, fearful eyes were at odds with the determination she showed.

A moment later a roiling fireball slammed into the side of the tree, but it was far enough that we only heard the blast. No shockwave running through it, no heat coming up, not even a blaze of light. The tree was taking far more damage from the mana crystals dimensionally fucking its shit than being lit on fire.

I grabbed up a spear and ran around the tree, beneath the canopy, planting it with Phase Shift to where it would come into contact with the vines in a minute or two. I was afraid we were only doing damage to a Platinum tier tree rather than a Gold tier vine swarm.

Then I also ran by and blasted the trunk with a fireball, while above the girls went to work. The vines were beginning to attack around the leaves now, and it was a good thing we had enchanted weapons for the Sunspire warriors to use in defending us.

The huge ball of pure flame sailed down and wrecked a small patch of puppeteer vines, which went absolutely wild, and nearly got at me, even almost a hundred feet away.

It wasn’t bad enough that the puppeteer vines had commandeered the biggest fucking tree imaginable, but they’d also gotten Avya’s people to mess with our mana every time we so much as looked over the edge of the damn hollowed out rot chasm that ran the whole length of the thing. And until we neutralized their method of blasting us down to empty mana, we had no hope of getting in there and saving anybody.

Unless…

I swung around and gained altitude, throwing another fireball down at the trunk for good measure.

“That’s right you fucking cunts!” Dallinya was shouting. “I got you good you fuckers. Ohh fuck, Evan!”

“I’m here,” I called down.

“I… got three of them. Ohh no, don’t… ohhh.”

“Velleth?”

“She got… unh, she got two,” Dallinya answered, groaning in pleasure and pain. “Only one left.”

“She is mine,” Zephellyn said, and disappeared a moment before she flew over the edge and out into the chasm.

In the meantime, the damage on the world tree was stacking up.

If I Phase Shifted the puppeteer vines, it would be chaos. All the people held in their grasp, including Dallinya and Velleth, would immediately fall hundreds of feet. They’d deal the vines an epic amount of damage as they fell, but neither of them… wait, Velleth could fly. She had the dragon soul.

“Listen to me,” I called. “Avya is going to come back, and I’m going to phase shift the whole swath of these demonic sons of bitches all at once. You need to get out of the vines in under a minute, okay? That means Velleth uses her dragon soul, grabs Dallinya and whoever else, and flies directly down to the surface before the minute is up.”

“Got it!” The First Domi called up.

“Everything’s going to go really bad really fast, okay?” I shouted. Rain drops were coming now, slapping hard against the gigantic leaves.

“You’re going to send them into free fall?” Zephellyn asked. “Are you sure about this?”

All of them. The Dalewind clan, Shennalil, Dallinya and Velleth. Potentially hundreds of other innocents.

It was that or get the gigantic fuck-off spell scroll out, and obliterate everything in sight. That had gone real well last time, until I couldn’t help myself and looked at someone I shouldn’t have. And here, there were people scattered throughout the whole length of the tree, all the way around.

There were no good options. Phase shifting a single object took just as much mana but wasn’t nearly as effective.

“Okay,” I said. A shout brought me back to the present. The vines were once again squeezing against the base of the leaf we were standing on, ripping it free of the branch. The Sunspire warriors were leaping to the safety of a new one. Four of them got over before a vine intercepted the fifth and dragged her below. The tan-scaled dragonite from before. There was a shout that was suddenly cut off. The sixth one slashed at another of the vines, but the whole leaf suddenly lurched and threw her off her feet. She fell right into a group of waiting vines.

Now. I leapt off the leaf and down onto the rim, directly onto the pulsating, moving vines. I reached down and activated Phase Shift.

Nothing happened.

Warning! The puppeteer vines have successfully resisted your spell.

Tip: Gold tier creatures have greatly increased resistances to effects of Silver tier and below.

“No,” I told myself in horror.


42- The Devil’s Anus

Nothing had happened. It had resisted me utterly and completely. Around me, Dallinya and Velleth had also been wrapped up in vines, their clothes ripped apart, and vines were now in them. It was straight out of a hentai. Dallinya looked to be enjoying it, but less than she thought she would. Velleth looked to be enjoying far more than she ought to have.

I stood at the gaping mouth of the devil’s anus: below everything was red, pulsating, and vaguely circular in a behemoth way. Bits of shit were still stuck in it here and there, it had thorns in various places, and it looked both furious and deadly.

“Evan?” Zephellyn asked from nearby. Becoming a being of air was a really helpful trick in this instance, allowing you to dodge the fate of Dallinya and Velleth, for one.

“It didn’t work.”

“Get out of there!” she hissed. “Do something!”

A wave of hopelessness had crashed into me instead. If I couldn’t free the others… what good was I? We were all going to be wrapped up in this thing and die. The city was going to be crushed under its weight.

It wasn’t until Avya flew overhead that I finally got some sense in my head. One of the ropes nearby stuck out and ran up to an empty length, so I grabbed onto that and went with Phase Shift at Normal. Immediately a series of damage notifications began to cascade down my periphery in the form of yellow exclamation points in little triangles.

My mana was over half full, and I had all kinds of fun shit I could do if the Dalewinds were all taken out. I vaulted off the vines just before they came to life and put on the red dragon’s form.

This wouldn’t be any different than what I’d done to the Shadow Council. With Beastmaster’s Mark, I went to hit up Jim the vedris, who could rake the shit out of the vines and blast them with explosive silvery plates, only to find a wyvern there. The Gleaming Silver nellwyn’s mount beast. Whoa.

“See if you can free them!” I called up, and fell.

Holy shit did I fall.

With free fall having taken hold, wind ripped past me. The puppeteer vines knew where I was destined, but with one powerful flap I avoided the two that stretched out below me, and cleaved through them with the brutal axe as I whipped past. Then with two more powerful wingbeats, I engaged Aquamancer’s Mark for the ice shields. I would take a slowed vine over a plain old vine. Then Inferno’s Mark for the fire shielding. I knew it didn’t make sense having both fire and ice as shields, but the flames surrounded me in a bluish haze licking off to orange randomly, so at least I didn’t look ridiculous.

I snickered at the stupid thought, slammed down onto a vine, and hacked it off with a single swipe of the brutal axe.

“Shen!” I screamed. “I’m coming for you!”

Occasionally I’d push off the vine-coated interior of the tree and flap up several times, but a lot of this was hit and run: smash into a vine with the ice ball or let them whip out at me, only to cut them off before they could loop around me. Send a fireball off opposite me with Inferno’s Mark and hope the burning condition took hold, then a different place with Aquamancer’s Mark and hope cephellian toxin wasn’t resisted. Fall, slash, burn, splash, repeat.

While the burning didn’t take hold, I was dealing over twenty-five injuries to the vines at the epicenter and eight to ten injuries to the places caught in the explosion. And while cephellian toxin didn’t take hold, I was averaging ten to twelve injuries on a single water ball. I’d hit the vedris with four or five before it worked, and that was Silver tier.

Thankfully demonic vines weren’t completely immune to fire damage.

And in the meantime the seconds ticked by, while a rope and a spear on the veil between worlds disrupted both the tree and demon tentacles. Twelve injuries, fourteen, sixteen, fifteen, thirteen…

I made my way down, hoping against hope that the place where the vines originated would just show itself. Or Shennalil.

I paused at one point to fish out another mana potion from my inventory, and read through warning in several parts, in between dodging vines and hacking them apart.

Warning! Taking more than one mana potion in a twenty-four hour period can have a deleterious effect on your health and mana regeneration for the following twenty-four hours. This effect is increased exponentially for each mana potion drunk past the second.

“Fuck,” I said, and drank anyway. My mana surged from about a quarter to up over three quarters, and let me throw out another gigantic fireball. It splashed against the wall. I had a moment of panic, sure that I was going to run out of mana long before this thing died, and it was going to tear my arms off. Then it was going to beat me to death with them.

“Shen! Shennalil!” I screamed, and hacked through another series of vines. One got around my wrist and started to grind the bones together. For a brief second agony lit up my arm, but an ice shield crashed into it a moment later, and I hacked it off me, then teleported away with Drifter.

No Mender’s Mark. That had been too close.

More water balls, another pair of fireballs, more hack and slash. More falling. It seemed inconceivable that I hadn’t gotten to the bottom of this thing.

“Oh har har,” I told my brain. “Where are we going next, a joke about how deep I got into Avya?”

Then I spotted her.

“Shen!”

Shennalil was trapped in the middle of a pack of other people: felinian women and orc women and dwarf women nearest, but others everywhere. She turned feverish eyes on me, mouth not plugged with a tentacle but stuffed in both holes below. Her normally pale skin, with its blue blotches, was flushed with blood from continual, multiple orgasms. Twin vines curled around and attached to her nipples, pulsating, continually squeezing at the same time. Her face had the blank, vacant stare I’d come to associate with the ladies once they’d been drilled senseless. By me, Evan, super badass and sex fiend.

“Look at you, getting a big old ego,” I told myself, “just because you’ve had sex with… shit, how many women now?” Eighteen? Twenty?

If surgical precision wouldn’t work, I’d say fuck it and blast the surrounding vines with the other women just to grab Shennalil out.

“Noooo,” she moaned, but her eyes widened over my shoulder.

I turned and unleashed the fire breath, loving the way the vines shrank and shriveled from fire damage.

Wait. If she wasn’t tangible, she couldn’t be held. “Evan you’re a genius.”

I grabbed Shennalil’s upper arm and used Sylph’s Mark Normal ability to turn her into mist.

Sylph’s Mark

*Special Ability, Elemental*

*Bronze tier, three stars*

Normal: Activate to transform yourself and carried equipment into air for low 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 low mana per second.

Costs minimal mana to activate. Cooldown 30 seconds.

Nothing happened. Again. It didn’t work.

“Come on!” I growled, then chopped through several vines all trying to get at me the sneaky way.

It has to be a willing target, my brain told me. She’s either being pumped full of mind altering debuffs, or she’s in ecstasy there, getting continually fucked for the last thirty-six hours, give or take.

Time for the hard way. Again. I blasted back behind me while ice shields pelted vines above and below me. A quick Drifter teleport sent me thirty feet above where I’d been, and I fell on the vines in an almighty fucking fury.

Shennalil moaned in horror, but I didn’t stop. Chop, chop, chop went the brutal axe, cleaving through the demonic tentacle vines. One after another fell, with me clutching to one of them.

The moment the two vines working inside Shennalil were cut clean through she gasped again and turned confused eyes on me.

With the axe temporarily in the Black Door, I tore at the rest of the ones binding here, and she finally struggled free, looking dazed.

“Evan?” she asked, disoriented. Then, “Evan!”

I turned just in time to see a thick knot of vines slamming into me from a brand new angle. It took me up under the ribs and flung me back against the wall, into another of the hostage women. The ice shield didn’t stop the gigantic vine, but the fire shield set it on fire at least.

Another one slithered around my wrist, and I reached for the Black door to grab up the axe again, only to feel another vine. This one I roasted with fire breath, and reached back into the Black Door, but vines began pouring into my inventory.

“Oh fuck,” I muttered. Another vine, then two curled around my axe arm, and I summoned the soul of the red dragon.

Only… I couldn’t get free. The red dragon snapped and flamed at the gigantic vine that had attacked me, while another vine came around and curled around my neck.

Shennalil was busy dodging.

“Get… Avya…” I rasped.

I cast about, looking for something different, but there was nothing to help me. The only things around were sex-addled, blissed out womenfolk completely bound up in demon tentacles… and demon tentacles.

No, there it was. The source.

She was a Dalewind, by the dark brown skin and the violet hair shot through with red and silver streaks. Tiny against the red and about fifty feet away from me.

I knew she was the source by the roiling demonic pit in the middle of her torso, spewing puppeteer vines. There was body at the edges, but below her ribcage was a horror show. This was the real devil’s anus: a puckered circle where her guts ought to have been, and within was that living void, the one that would stare back if you looked at it too long. Mostly though it was filled with reddish vines.

The worst part was, the Dalewind woman wasn’t dead. Her throat worked, and her head slowly shook back and forth, a constant no, over and over again.

“Avya’s here!” Shennalil was working at the tentacle at my neck, already crying again, the absolute angel. She shouldn’t see this.

“Go,” I told her hoarsely. “Fly, you fool.”

Sawing at the vine, freeing my neck for a moment before another one looped around, sobbing. “I… can’t…”

Avya was destruction incarnate now. She blasted randomly around with fireballs and ice shields, water balls and in between, she swung her enchanted sword with abandon.

“Avya!” Shennalil screamed. “Avya I need you!”

I was taking wounds, but Shennalil used her Mender ability on me, then puffed into mist for a moment when a pair of tentacles swung through her. Shennalil fought her way through them, toward me, and hacked my one arm free.

“The source,” I croaked, and pointed. “Avya!”

Avya’s head turned and her face fell. A single word choked out of her, full of misery and recognition.

“Grandmother?”

[image: ]

The momentary surge of hope that rushed through me turned into ice at that one word.

All around me was chaos. Half of a dragon soul stuck into the huge space, flapping wings and clawing at the vines, roaring and raking dragon flame over the space around me. It couldn’t simply bend into itself and snap the vines up, but it did a shit ton of damage.

Shennalil hacked at vines and fluttered away, only to be slapped by another vine and pinned against the wall once more. She wasn’t Silver yet, or at least not Silver tier Quick to rival the demon tentacle.

Avya’s face crumpled and she went absolutely berserk, destroying everything around her, including several of the bound females. She missed me with a fire blast by about a foot.

And even though it was mere seconds, I had plenty of time to sympathize. I would never even dream of killing my own blood, even as annoying as my mother and brother were.

My dad had his cool moments.

But my grandmother? The adorable, hunched, wrinkled old lady who smelled like coffee and knew facts about the china saucers? How could anyone ever dream of killing someone they’d known all their lives, someone who played a part in creating you?

“Avya!” I screamed, and hacked apart the vines around my other arm. Then I breathed fire all down my own body to deal with the ones on my legs.

She didn’t hear me, or didn’t listen. She couldn’t do it, in any event.

I swung the axe forward with a shout, and launched myself across the space between us, flapping once and landing next to the source. The wretched woman’s flesh had been threaded through with thin veins of red, and her hands clutched at nothing.

“I’m sorry,” I told her, and hit Phase Shift for its Silver tier ability.

The old woman immediately phased out of reality and began to hang in the air, while the whole tree lumbered steadily onward. She began disappearing into the wall, and most importantly, the portal to whatever realm she’d tapped into vanished with it. The core of the vines snapped off.

It was the last straw; every vine on every surface of the tree began to thrash and roil. They withdrew from all the females along the whole city-sized inner surface of the tree, and I called on the wyvern to catch and ferry some of them to the ground.

At the same moment, the tree ground to a halt. A deep sound, vast and mournful, emanated from within the world tree. It was an earth-rumbling bass. Several deep cracks sounded from within it, from the roots, and it jerked first to one side, then the other. Clutching to the vines, we were first thrown ten feet in one direction, and then ten feet in another.

“What’s happening?” Avya shouted.

“It’s trying to shake off the vines!”
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Actually, it turned out the world tree was dying. Its roots refused to hold it up any longer, and on one side they buckled and gave out. The whole place tilted dangerously, while the vines spasmed in their death throes. They weren’t attacking anyone, but they weren’t safe to be around either. Some of them were coming loose and slamming down around us like telephone polls falling in a storm.

The women came untangled and began slipping, falling all around us. If there was any saving grace, it was that the whole damn tree was going to come crashing down any second. People were going to die, but maybe a few less.

I instructed the nameless wyvern (probably Jason) to head up and grab the first people it could, ferry them to safety, and immediately afterwards grab the next few. It had powerful dragon claws on its only two legs that could easily grab onto a body.

Safely? Now that was another question entirely.

I’d take what I could get, and in the meantime, I looked over my unused abilities.

It was time to set some ladies Adrift with the Silver tier ability.

Adrift

*Special Ability, Inherent, Magical*

*Silver tier, four stars*

Since you are not of this world, you have a connection to your home world. You can access that world in limited ways.

Silver: You may push another being across the veil and into another world, or pull a being into your world. You may place the person in a familiar place in the other world, or visualize a familiar place to draw from.

Costs high mana. No cooldown.

This ability is linked to your Clever attribute.

The first one I grabbed was Shennalil, and I put her in the only place I could think of: the bedroom of my old apartment. With a quick apology and a shout of surprise out of her, she was gone.

The sensation was very much like using Adrift to grab up items: like I was parting a heavy curtain, and that heavy curtain was made of the melty rainbow colors that comprised the universe. A whole bevy of weird sensations came along with it, like I’d dipped my hand into a vat of honey and scraped it across a cheese grater at the same time. When I drew it back, it went slick and hot, like I was fisting the universe, but then it went soft and cottony at the last second.

The next one I found was a felinian. She went into my old apartment bedroom next, followed quickly by the first ever goblin female I’d ever seen. She made a raspy squeaking sound before she too disappeared.

“Avya!”

“Yeah I see it!” she shouted, even as I grabbed up a dwarf woman and threw her across the veil, into my apartment.

“Look at where I’m sending them, and send the Dalewinds there too.”

A huge curtain of dying tentacle vines forced me to dive… out into open air.

Then the two mana crystals, which were buried somewhere in the world tree, exploded.


43- More Forgiveness, Please

Iwasn’t dead. Avya, Velleth, Dallinya, Zephellyn, Shennalil. None of them were dead. Several of the Sunspire warriors had made it as well, somehow making the fall of hundreds of feet.

Out west, the thunder and lightning still cracked and came booming out, like the battle really wasn’t over. I half expected the vines to surge to life, dragging gigantic bits of dead tree with them, and wrap us all up. Thankfully it didn’t happen.

Velleth was on me before we could finish watching the whole thing come apart. She leapt onto me, got me around the waist and wrapped her legs around mine.

“Master, err… Evan stands victorious over all he surveys,” she said, slightly muffled as she was speaking into my torso.

“And this disobedient pet has called me Master one too many times.” She stood, biting her lip and nodding.

In the storm, her hair was plastered against her head, and she squinted up at me. She had taken to earth fashions more than the others, which had to be a function of the shame left over from the Governess situation. Right now, her dark blue nipples were clearly outlined against the white t-shirt, and she was clutching it in one hand to pull it even tighter. She had also figured out that the swishing pleated skirt caused me to fixate on her ass.

Underwear was not a common article in Surrek fashions.

“Yes,” she muttered. “This disobedient pet regrets the mistake, but she keeps making it again and again. If only this pet had a firm hand to show her the way.”

I pulled her tight to me, and she cooed.

“You understand what you’re asking for, don’t you?” I said, perhaps a little too darkly. “You’re looking to be spanked and put in your place.”

“This pet must of course submit to any punishment necess—” I grabbed an ass cheek in each hand and she squealed in surprise and delight.

“You were saying?”

“Whatever you deciiiii—” I’d eased a finger into her back door and was now up to the second knuckle. She seemed to melt directly into me, going limp and boneless just as soon as I began violating her ass.

Tennevril, the little fae, fluttered over toward me just as I settled Velleth over my knee and began to spank her ass. She appeared concerned, until Velleth begged for another one.

“Please… your pet has been so bad. She requires a firm hand to guide her.”

I flipped the skirt up and gave her several more hard spanks in a row. Velleth yelped, thanked me for them, and just as immediately sighed loudly when I ran my hand over her pussy and put two fingers into her.

“You fought admirably, my pet,” I told her.

“Your pet lives to serve,” she told me quietly.

“And cause mischief,” I told her, and spanked her several times again. Her ass was reddening.

“This is true. Pet begs your forgiveness,” she said.

“Granted,” I said, and added a third finger. She was so wet now, gushing juices into my open palm, while I made eye contact with the tiny fae. In contrast to Shen, she was only about two feet tall, with three foot wings.

“M-more forgiveness, please!”

“You will call me daddy,” I told her, pumping three fingers into her, causing slurping sounds to emerge.

“I beg for even more forgiveness… daddy.” Her face was turning red from the word. Sure it made no sense, with our sixty year age gap, but she was young for an elf. Young and horny as hell.

It was time to take this further. I got the last finger into her, and slowly eased the whole deal in, spreading her open wide. She was so pink inside, so hot, so wet, and the whole fist caused her back to arch, her legs to flex and tighten up, and she cried out with at least a little precursor orgasm.

“Is this enough?” I asked, and pushed in deeper. I’d never done this before, so it was a strange sensation to have her pussy clamping down on my entire hand. When I spread my fingers inside, her eyes shot open and she stopped making any sounds at all, a silent scream.

Then I withdrew, all the way to the widest point, and pushed slowly back in. She groaned, long and low, and exhaled for a long time when I spread my fingers.

“Do you want me?” I asked. “In your ass, or in your pussy?”

The t-shirt was thoroughly rain-soaked and showed her blue skin beneath. It was an incredible turn on. Even the pleated skirt was a deep burnt orange. She had a good sense of color, and this drew my eyes well.

Now all she needed were thigh high socks and garter belts.

“Daddy must decide,” she whispered.

“As you wish,” I told her, and settled her on her hands and knees. This time, I had much less trouble conjuring the second cock. It was ready, and I was nudging against her asshole before she had any indication of what was to come.

“You’re ready for me,” I said.

I needed to have a lingerie party. It was now in the cards. I was going to use so much Adrift mana just to grab up a whole bunch of stuff that might not fit them. It didn’t matter. I’d have lacy g-strings, garter belts, chemises, and things I didn’t even know the names of. Strapless this, crotchless that. A leather suit with zippers over all the parts that mattered for Velleth.

I would show them the gorgeousness of all the women in my employ, parade them around in front of the other Masters, show them that my consorts could be goddesses.

I shoved past Velleth’s asshole and then nudged at her pussy with the other one. She was slow on the uptake, and it was another few seconds before she gasped and her head whipped back to look over her shoulder at me.

“D-daddy? What’s thi... ohhhhh…”

I started fucking her hard. Harder than I dared with Aura. Whatever got into Velleth’s head from the Governess, it turned pain and punishment into an erotic experience for her. The pain center of her mind was now an erogenous zone, so I could slam my full length into her ass without issue. I could do that and spank her hard enough to make her yelp, no trouble.

Eventually I had to slow down or risk coming too quickly. As soon as that happened, Velleth rotated her hips expertly, mewling in disappointment, and shoved back against me. She flexed her hips, arching her back, to get the second dick in there just as deep.

The tiny fae seemed mesmerised by the spectacle.

“You can feel what I feel,” I told her, and she seemed to deflate. She sank to the ground, alternating staring at my face and Velleth’s.

“Do you want it?” I asked her. “Just knowledge.”

I thought I detected the barest hint of a nod. I gave her the sensations with Empath’s Mark anyway, and smiled as she fell to her ass. What she felt was the bulk of my girth inside Velleth’s steaming hot back channel, and another part of me being expertly massaged by Velleth’s wet and welcoming pussy. The little fae felt Velleth’s tortured ass against my abs, the wet grass against my knees, and then the sting of my hand falling down on Velleth’s ass cheek.

She clapped her hands to the sides of her face in the most adorable display I’d ever seen, staring at the action in rapt fascination.

“The little fae is plundering your holes as well, pet,” I told her.

Velleth looked, grimaced, and came hard. Hard enough that she couldn’t stay on all fours, and sank to the wet grass. I followed her down, until she was on her belly.

“You look so good when you come from the punishments,” I whispered in her ear, then nibbled at it while she shuddered and heaved beneath me. “I love you, pet.”

“Daddy,” she whispered reverently. Her mouth continued to move, though no sound emerged.

I pistoned in an out a few more times before I felt the tell-tale rising of the climax. And the prompt appeared.

Amazing, I thought.

Velleth of Surrek has given herself over to you, shared more of her soul. Velleth’s difficulties with you began with her treatment at the hands of the Governess, and then your handling of what would otherwise have been a death sentence. She has found forgiveness to be bewildering, and freedom to be frightening. Velleth knows she could have been a problem swiftly and permanently solved, but has instead somehow stayed a valued member of your coterie. Nor has she been shunted aside and relegated to lesser status. The relationship as it has transformed means a great deal to Velleth.

By the time I’d finished gifting Velleth my seed, I felt her hand at the back of my neck, tugging me down, urging me to stay inside and atop her. I gave her ear some light licks and nibbles.

“Thank you, pet,” I whispered.

She turned. “Thank me? Are you out of your mind?”
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Trickster’s Mark now had a silvery sheen to it. I had barely pulled free of Velleth’s ass before pulling up the menu.

Trickster’s Mark

*Spell, Illusion*

*Silver tier, no stars*

Normal: Activate to disguise yourself as another person. The believability of the disguise will be based on your Sly attribute. You may bestow the ability on another willing target by touch. You gain the voice, scent, and marks of the disguised person, though marks do not function.

Lasts 1 hour. Costs moderate mana. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Bronze: Activate to create an illusion to confound the visual, auditory, scent, tactile or taste of anyone who would come into contact with it. The illusion can be no larger than a person. You can add extra senses to the illusion at no cost. If attacked, the illusion may take seven injuries before being dispelled.

Lasts up to 1 hour. Costs moderate mana. Cooldown: none.

In addition, the cooldown of the Normal ability is reduced.

Silver: You create a fanciful landscape to fool the senses. You may trap up to 2 victims in the the same unreal landscape. Those around the target will be impossible to detect except through touch, and attacking those targeted will break the spell. This may cause targets to harm themselves, such as walking off the edge of a building or cliff.

Lasts up to 10 minutes. Costs extremely high mana. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Note: all illusions break when the bearer of the illusion makes a hostile action toward the subject being fooled, or willing the illusion to be dispelled. Those with ability-enhanced senses are more likely to see through the illusion.

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

Now, two hours later, we all stood in the rain, listening to the thunder, staring up a good hundred or so feet at the biggest dead tree that ever was. Ropy red vines hung off it everywhere, and though they twitched intermittently, they were dead. Some of us (Dallinya, Velleth, and Zephellyn) had ventured back inside to see if more survivors could be found. And to bring out the dead for a proper burial.

Apparently when I’d started the tradition with Fayeen’s body, the girls had liked it.

Tennevril fluttered nearby, uncertainly. The little fae girl, the smallest female by far, seemed resigned to becoming a slave under the new Governor of Surrek.

A hushed conversation disabused her of that notion, though it seemed like she still couldn’t believe it. I was committed to freeing her, though Velleth pointed out that this little fae could be back in the empire’s central cities in no time, informing the Gold tiers and the Platinum Emperor what had happened.

Except… what had happened was that we’d stopped a major threat to the empire in its tracks, using magic that didn’t exist anywhere else in this world (for all we knew). I was okay with her telling the Emperor himself that Surrek had been saved by the weird Drifter with the funky ideas.

Eventually though, Tennevril decided not to do anything. She hung around and watched everything happening in quiet fascination, while we got down to the business of dealing with the aftermath.

Although it took a good two hours to recharge my mana to the point where I felt I could use the Silver Door and transport the first ten survivors, I made sure all the ladies in my old Michigan apartment were back before any of the earth people noticed them and stole them off to be experimented on, or thrown in a side show or something.

Shennalil was not where I’d left her, which sent a spike of panic through me. I quickly snatched the other three back through the veil into this world, then used the Normal Adrift ability to peer around my old apartment.

First of all, it wasn’t the same. Either my ex had thrown out all my shit and redecorated, or she’d moved out after my disappearance and some other folks had moved in. We hadn’t had much, a couple of framed prints and a huge wrap around couch donated by my family, but those were gone.

I also wondered what, exactly, people might be able to see on the other side, while I used Adrift. This new world was far too much fun, far too exciting, and far too busy for me to poke my nose back home and go magically stalking my ex, but now I was curious. Would they see a floating pair of eyes in the middle of a twisting, roiling rainbow of colors that formed a face mask?

Once I swung my view into the kitchen I found Shen, and breathed a hefty sigh of relief. A moment later and she was being drawn through the curtain of many sensations: thousands of spheres of glass maybe? The sensation of insects crawling under my skin? Prickles like a thousand billion needles when your foot falls asleep?

Thankfully it was over, and my Shennalil was back with me. She popped back into this world and wrapped her entire self around me. The rest of them stared at me like I had been replaced by a writhing pile of demonic sex tentacles.

“Oh, Evan I love you!” she bubbled.

“I love you too,” I told her, and kissed the top of her head.

“What was that place?” she asked. “Your world?”

“My world. We can talk it over later.”

“We need to head back to Surrek,” Velleth said, after dropping off one of the survivors for Shennalil to heal up.

I had a nap instead. There just wasn’t anything left in the tank to deal with the Surrek situation yet. If I went I’d get turned into a magic eating vampire man, and nobody wanted that. Rest a little, then go see if the day needed saving.

This wasn’t easy, what with the storm pounding rain down, but I managed. When I woke, my entire body was sore. Thousands of messages told me that I’d dealt a grand total of 51,381 injuries to the world tree, and 44,651 injuries to the puppeteer vines with the Phase Shifted objects alone. They’d done most of the work.

Huge sigh of relief there, for getting Phase Shift in the first place, then thinking to use it.

More importantly, I received some stars. Oh boy did I.

Congratulations! You have slain a greater puppeteer vine! the message burbled. You’ve gained a tier in the melee (edged) skill. You’ve also gained significant experience toward your Clever, Quick, Fierce, Tough, and Attuned attributes.

This is a major victory against a much stronger foe.

The next message was even crazier. In the past, ‘significant’ experience had meant something like a half a star, or more. This one said ‘a great deal’ Grabbing up a lot of star power was going to help for whatever still troubled Surrek.

Or help me deal with the Governor.

Congratulations! You have slain a world tree! the message burbled. You’ve also gained a great deal of experience toward your Clever, Quick, Fierce, Tough, and Attuned attributes.

This is a victory to be lauded, over a being of significantly higher tier than you.

From this battle, you have gained two stars to place as you wish.

My stats now took my breath away.

Attuned— Silver******

Clever— Silver*******

Charming— Silver*****

Fierce— Silver*******

Sly— Silver *****

Quick— Silver*******

Tough— Silver*******

It seemed obvious to just throw one at Sly and one at Charming, but I paused. The lower level stars were easier to get than the high ones. The eighth star in Fierce or Tough might take forever… I had five remaining in Clever, Fierce, quick and Tough.

Instinct told me of course to be sneakier. It would be natural for Korren to flee the battle, head back to the central cities of the empire, and immediately report that Surrek was a land of lawless brigands where the women had magic. This meant the Gold ones could be coming, or the Emperor himself.

Would Sly help me outfox them? Or should I throw those last stars in Clever and hope against hope I’d have an idea of how to combat the combined might of the other twelve cities of the ring, the three Gold cities at its heart, or the Platinum city of the Emperor?

Hell, did I have a single, solitary chance in hell of fighting them off, no matter what?

I had to believe that there was a way. I’d thought there was no overcoming the mighty power of the Governor, then I’d dusted the Governor without issue. And when I’d looked at the ooze and saw no possible way to succeed, a way had presented itself. Then, looking out over the city, wondering if it was possible to turn the slavery situation on its head. Wondering if I could handle the Masters of the city, and it turned out I’d been able to take half of them in a single battle. All the while staring up north at this thing. Wondering how in the hell it would be possible to stop it.

As it turned out, there was a way.

There had to be a way to deal with the central imperial authorities. I just needed the brainpower to see the answer.

I put the two stars in Clever.

Mack’s days were now over. It had been crushed completely flat by the world tree falling. I sent a brief prayer to truck heaven for my sweet baby, and sent a blown kiss her way.

Now we had to use the Silver Door. Lucky for me, Avya could also escort ten people at a time for just under a quarter of our full mana pool.

“Governor’s harem?” she asked. I nodded wearily.

We opened up a doorway down there and began to usher people through. Three of the six Sunspire women had survived the battle, along with five of the Dalewind family. They were still manacled with the anti-magic bracelets, so they would end up in the dungeon. After that, we’d managed to help save thirty-six women who’d been trapped by the gigantic tree. Including Shen, Velleth and Dallinya, we were up over forty.

Avya was nearly tapped out from holding open the last Silver Door, and fell face first on the nearest cushion bed. I immediately began giving her a quick back massage, which set her off with groaning, and soon enough a bit of butt grinding up into my crotch.

In the meantime I addressed everyone, let them know they were welcome to stay here where it was safe, but I’d be heading out to see about the battle with the nulls. If they wanted to come with me, or make their way out into the city on their own, they were welcome to do so, but I told them it might not be safe. I also didn’t know what the status was with regards to the old guard Masters.

Amelgar’s Orb told me the city had been breached, that a good number of people had died, and that this had caused a goodly amount of destruction.

Then I opened the door to anyone who wanted out. First Domi came along, as did Velleth and Dallinya. Shennalil stayed with Avya, who was very close to mana burn after a long battle. As for the recently freed captives, every single one of them elected to stay. A great many had been saved by Avya and were keen to stay by her side. The rest, saved by Zephellyn or I, had the wide-eyed and confused look of people who’d awakened from long comas. There was no telling how long some of them had been encased in the rotting, lumbering hulk of a tree.

As for all of Avya’s extended family, we left them in the care of the palace servants, who soon had the palace guards to deal with them. The only Dalewind who wasn’t going to be locked up was my tiny titan.

Those of us leaving were soon armed with handguns, shields and short swords in the Roman style just in case the battle hadn’t finished up yet.

“Ready?” I asked.

Velleth and Dallinya only sighed. Then they nodded.


44- The Trouble Is Communism

The gates had been breached at some point, and the battle moved from house to house, district to district. At some point, fires had started, and leveled several blocks. Fighting for their lives was more important to the people of Surrek than fighting the fires, and so great patches were nothing more than smoking heaps of rubble.

Null vampire corpses turned to dust, so there were surprisingly few bodies. Only a few had died before they’d been drained, then turned.

As we went, I drained some more mana to grab up boxes of ammunition using Adrift. I grinned to think of the confused expression on some Michigan store clerk’s face as he had to go tell his boss that dozens of handguns and boxes of ammunition were missing. And that more was missing by the day.

The grin turned to a grimace. This needed to end before I seriously burned out all my mana.

We found them all at the great temple, which was an excellent place to concentrate their forces. The piles of ash surrounding the great temple started a good fifty feet before we got to it, and by the time we spotted the last of the nulls the ash was ankle deep.

We arrived just in time to see a huge wooden wall slam into a few nulls and send them down the staircase leading up toward the temple. Immediately afterwards, the wall pulled back and flattened down, then a whole chorus of gunshots rang out. Vampire after vampire died, then puffed to flakes of black, mana-free sooty stuff.

It ended with me as a spectator. Nice.

When I called the all clear, women started stampeding down toward me. Auralla flung herself into my arms, kissing my face over and over again, and soon after Quavallie and Hellera were there. Zati bound up the four of us. When I broke the hug, the new girls stood there: Laylenna, looking uncomfortable in her turquoise scales, and Sillandria, with body of night.

Not far away, Paul stood with his two ladies, but also the Second Domi and several of the Sunspire warrior women. Michael stood with Nazira, and tipped me a little wave.

“Where’s the other naga? Eshenti?” I asked.

Their somber silence was all the answer necessary. On the other hand, we had only lost one. I wrapped the new girls in a huge hug, and squeezed until they complained. Then, when Auralla, Quavallie and Hellera’s hands fell on me, I let out a shaky breath.

I’d expected more of them to die. What would I have done if they’d died?

Zati pressed her hand onto my shoulder, and then Dallinya. Velleth came last, running one hand up my neck and over my jaw.

“Is it time?” Dallinya asked.

“Time?” I asked. “Time for what?”

“It’s time,” Velleth agreed, and Hellera nodded. Quavallie smiled.

“After the ancient Zefarre tradition, after a victory where there are many deaths, the ancient Zefarre celebrated life,” Zati said.

“This is the way?” I asked.

“This is the way,” Zati echoed.

“It is now,” Dallinya said. “And not because I’m in the mood. Not chiefly because I’m in the mood. Now, let the fucking commence.”
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Dallinya wanted to have an orgy right there in the great temple, but we all got the hell out of there before any of the priests exploded or summoned angels down to smite us. The shop front was closest, so we walked there, talking about how the battle had gone.

The nulls hadn’t been so bad initially, but their numbers had swelled until they started to encircle the city, make for the other less well-defended gates. Eventually they burst into the city. Luckily many of the people were holed up in the district mansions, away from where they could easily be run down and killed off. A number were sequestered in the Governor’s palace as well, or shut into the coliseum and under heavy guard.

In all cases, when the signal went up, they were to unveil the Avatar of Innarine and draw the nulls toward it. Then it became a matter of bottling them up and destroying them in twisty alleys, in narrow passes where girls in balconies or on roofs could rain down death, or into specifically built traps.

And this had worked, until the numbers began to overwhelm the defenders. None of the nulls had been as powerful as the first batch, and once you knew how to fight them, or how not to fight them rather, it was a simple matter of cutting them apart before they could get a hold of you.

So it was a fighting retreat, putting the Avatar away into the storage coin to give the nulls a chance to start seeking out Mage or Ink, where traps were laid, and thin the numbers a little before getting her back out again.

The whole route had been planned and booby trapped by Hellera and a number of carpenters, net weavers, blacksmiths, and artificers. For the first time, the hedge mages were left to the single task of manufacturing as many magic draining bracelets as possible. And those ended up going on the wrists of the defenders, so the nulls would have nothing to steal.

Although the defenses at the north gate hadn’t been enough to handle so damned many, they had been exactly what was necessary to kill the mana vampires dead. They worked. Even while the mass of the enemy spread out and toward the other gates, every citizen, slave and Master had been given a job under Kerron and my inner circle.

“He didn’t try to take over?” I asked idly.

“He saw our strength,” Hellera said. She now wore the Drifter’s Mark and Phase Shifter’s Mark proudly. Both gleaming with silver, and that wasn’t even counting the Bronze tier marks from Velleth, Quavallie, Shennalil, and Dallinya.

Seriously, Kerron might have lost if he tried to take on Hellera and Quavallie at the same time, especially if they knew he was coming.

“He took one look at the hundreds of slave women with magic and thought ‘the hell with that’” Quavallie said. The others laughed, but something itched at me.

“He left in the middle of the battle, didn’t he?” I asked. “Disappeared.”

“Your insight is well founded,” Zati said. “He fled to the capital.”

Meaning we were either going to see a Silver army or our first Gold tier Masters. I didn’t expect them to be the simple pushovers that the ooze and the puppeteer vines were. They would come with powers I’d never seen before, shrug off basically everything I could throw at them, be faster and stronger.

Then again, Kerron didn’t have the ability to fly. He was fast, but the central cities were hundreds of miles away. Intercept him? Take him out?

No word from Surrek might be worse than the truth of the situation. Let them consider the ramifications of sending three Silvers up to Surrek and having only one return.

If they were smart they’d send a delegation. This city had been through a lot and they were better off just watching to see what we did. A Gleaming Silver had taken things over, so that wasn’t the issue. There’d also been a lot of damage to the city in a recent attack, meaning there was no threat to the central cities. Not that there ever was a threat.

“The trouble is communism,” I said suddenly.

“Oh jeez,” Dallinya moaned. “More Drifter nonsense?”

“Avya’s not around to put you in your place,” Quavallie said.

“And Auralla’s not around to keep him starry-eyed,” Dallinya went on.

“There’s a fear of spreading ideas, especially the kind that upset the entire way of life,” I said. “It really messed with my country over the last… I dunno, it’s still kind of obsessed with the thing something like seventy-five years later. It calmed a little maybe, but it’s gotten worse lately. People are afraid of change this large, all from one guy’s ideas. Two actually, but anyway. Communism isn’t happening here, but the fear of revolutionary ideas is… powerful.”

“Let him speak,” Zati said. “I wish to know.”

“Of course you do,” Hellera grumbled, and patted her gently on the shoulder, as if she were a child.

“You two should just have a talking session,” Dallinya said. “But later. I really need something more physical. Like soon.”

“Like right now,” Quavallie said.

I stopped short. “What the hell?” Our walk had taken us into the central market, which wasn’t far from the great temple.

The whole area was in shambles. Somehow the fountain of the Governor had been sheered from shoulder to hip, and now half the arm lay on the cobbles. The other part had smashed into one of the sculptures of the girls with their upturned faces and their hands on his robes. She was missing her entire face.

That felt important, and wrong. More important and more wrong than the shop front being mostly destroyed. The nulls had gotten in there and leeched the magic out of a bunch of enchanted items before the Avatar of Innarine had been pulled out as a magic magnet.

The big sign of me holding the plunger had come crashing down. The plunger now sat directly on my midsection, with the handle pointing up out of the place where my crotch… area should be. Like an erection, except broken in the middle. Yowch.

“By the gods in the scorched sands,” Zati breathed.

“Your beautiful shop,” Quavallie said.

“This shop got fucked better than me,” Dallinya remarked. “Can we get started already?”
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“You know what?” I told them. “I have an idea.”

When I was fourteen, my parents had done this road trip all the way down to the tip of Florida, and then further, to the Keys. We’d hit Disney World, The Everglades, then along to those gorgeous little islands full of palm trees, white sands, and scuba instructors. The huge elevated roadway-slash-bridge between them was freaky as hell, but exciting once I got used to the idea that it wasn’t about to instantly collapse.

“I’m going to take you all to earth,” I said.

A hush came over the ladies.

“A-are you sure?” Dallinya asked. “I don’t… you keep talking…”

I chuckled. “And you keep brushing it all off. Well, now we can go have a little time. There’s a beach I know.”

“But what about—”

I pushed her through the veil and onto the beach, then followed along after. The beach itself was on the southern side of the key, and had luxurious white sand and a sunset to die for. Behind us, the palm trees waved in a breeze that pushed softly out to sea. Aside from a pair of lovers walking along the beach some distance away, we were alone. The tang of salt and sea life wafted in, but it was a million times cleaner than any fish market. It smelled right.

“Drifter,” Dallinya whispered. The reverence in her voice, the breath snatched away by the novelty of it, was terribly wonderful.

“Surely you’ve seen a beach before,” I told her.

“Never.”

“I’ll grab the others. Don’t want them thinking something’s happened. If you watch out there, you might see a creature leap up out of the water.”

I’d seen dolphins on my trip all those years ago. And rays. And tons of little birds that ran along the beach.

Shennalil hadn’t reported any trouble using her abilities on the other side, but mana regeneration was tough to come by, seeing as how earth didn’t have a whole lot. As long as I didn’t use all my mana here, I could safely get myself back, then regenerate enough to bring them all back afterward. No trouble.

Then I reached through and grasped Hellera’s hand, and Quavallie’s, and brought them through. Both of them goggled for a moment, before Quavallie squealed and leapt into the ocean. I had Velleth and Sillandria through next, followed closely by Laylenna and Zati. All of them stood stunned. Surrek was a long way from the ocean, it seemed, and the polluted river wasn’t anything like the pure cerulean waters of the ocean.

Quavallie invited the others in, and Velleth started toward her, only to stop and stare back in my direction, as if to ask about safety, or ask my permission. I gave her a quick nod, over Dallinya’s shoulder.

Dallinya had had enough of waiting, and was clamped onto my body, licking around my nipples and then up my neck.

“Stay or play,” I told them. “I’m happy in either case.”

Laylenna indicated she wanted to play, while Sillandria splashed out into the ocean, followed by a curious Zati. Hellera merely stood, staring out at the couple holding hands a long distance off.

Dallinya had taken hold of my manhood and was grinding against me so much I lost my balance and fell back onto the beach. I only just managed to hold Dallinya, to keep her from squashing me, but she shoved my hand aside and began riding the top of my thigh while breathing in my ear.

“You’ve really done it this time, Drifter,” she whispered.

“What’s that?”

“You’ll never get rid of us now that we’ve seen this great water. We’ll come pester you everyday and suck your big cock just to get the chance to come back here.”

I’d give them beach visits for free, and she knew that, but apparently I was Evan the shopkeeper in her mind, and charging sex for admittance.

Laylenna bent and ran her long, rough tongue over my torso and up over my nipple. What a different feeling it was, compared to my felinian lover. I gifted both of them the Empath’s Mark and let them feel what they were doing to me, to amused groans a second later.

“I’m going to fuck you so good,” Dallinya muttered, while caressing and massaging. Straight to the action, this one. “I’m going to have your seed in two shakes.”

“On earth we have a saying,” I told her.

“This again,” she muttered, running her hand up and down my length. “Do you ever stop with the earth sayings?”

“Put your money where your mouth is,” I told her, and slid my fingers into her hair. Soon I’d guided her to the promised land, where she popped the head into her mouth and sucked down the length with practiced ease. It felt divine.

In the meantime Laylenna froze with the sensation of Dallinya’s blowjob washing over her. She shuddered, and began rubbing at herself, before I got my hands on her and did that for her. Then I gave the base of the horns protruding back off her head a good rubbing over, and this worked, but not as well as getting in behind her ear holes, back at the base of her neck. She literally mewled at this, sounding a bit like a whining dog.

I noted Velleth creeping at the corner of my vision, and gave her the Empath’s Mark as well. In response, her eyes shot wide open and the moaned so loudly she clapped a hand over her mouth. Trembling legs brought her closer, and she eventually fell to her knees, then appeared over my head.

Velleth looked so uncertain, so I simply slid my fingers through her hair and brought her in for an awkward, upside down kiss.

This really was getting out of hand.

“Come on up here,” I growled to Dallinya.

She broke off. “I’m getting my dick sucked really well though,” she said. “I’m putting my money where my mouth is. Or I’m putting my mouth where the money is. Or something.”

I pushed at the back of her head and she resumed. The intensely glorious sensation of Dallinya’s blowjob resumed in earnest.

The last surprise was to have Hellera kneel beside me, take my free hand, and run her long tongue over it. I turned to look at her, and she nodded just a fraction. Okay, well, Empath’s Mark over that way too. She rumbled, deep in her chest, and flames began to leak from the sides of her mouth.

“Evan I saw a dolphin!” I heard Quavallie shout. “They’re even better… oh.”

She came up out of the lapping waves, glistening like a goddess of the ocean. Her bioluminescent spots were glowing enough that I could tell in this dusky light.

“Evan?” she asked.

“Yes you may.” I thought she might prefer to be among the sea creatures for longer, but this was apparently too good to pass up. I gifted her the sensations with the Empath’s Mark as well, and grinned as she collapsed to her knees, already frigging herself off. Her tentacles curled and relaxed, curled and relaxed.

“No, listen… uhh Dallinya is really good at that,” she muttered. “Ohh wow that thing with your tongue… ooh the pressure against the underside. Wow.”


45- Make Me Spark

“Iwant to compare,” Dallinya said suddenly. “All of us and how differently we feel.”

Definitely getting out of hand. In a good way.

Dallinya’s pussy enveloped me a second later, and then she slowly worked herself down, groaning in unison with the rest of them. She ground herself against me and rolled her hips in a way that caused some more moans and groans, then grabbed Velleth.

“You’re next,” Dallinya commanded, and before any of us could object Velleth complied, straddling me and grabbing onto me so she could guide herself inside.

Compared with Dallinya, Velleth was incredibly tight. Even though I’d had her just a few hours before, it had been my parrying dagger rather than my rapier, and we only got a good inch and a half before she was forced to draw back up. Some deeper part of her pussy relaxed and allowed more in, but it was tight enough to be a little painful.

Everyone groaned, and Dallinya fell back on her ass, then stuck several fingers into herself. Soon her ass was raised off the ground and she was in the thick of a really good orgasm.

I reached up to get Velleth’s breasts, perfect handfuls, into my hands so I could tease at her nipples. She rode me for a few more painfully tight strokes, before Dallinya squeaked.

“Next…”

Velleth just fell onto my torso while Quavallie squished down onto me. One good shove was all it took to bury me to the hilt inside the dripping cephellian. In the meantime I watched Velleth’s eyes fluttered and kissed her gently.

“Oh now that is not the same at all,” Dallinya remarked weakly.

Quavallie did the thing only cephellians could do, which was to compress down her entire body and begin fucking me without moving the rest of her body. Her whole lower body seemed to contract around me, shrinking a little, and Dallinya reacted loudly again.

All around me gorgeous women were having their phantom cocks shoved inside a new an interesting specimen.

Quavallie stared down at me, enrapt, with hands on my shoulders, tentacles writhing and bunching up, and going limp.

“Evan,” she breathed.

I just smiled up at her. “You like it?”

“I… I’ve never…”

“Oh come on, you’ve been on top of me plenty of times. You’re going to make me feel like a god of sex if you keep that up.”

She bent and kissed me, hard. Her tentacles roamed over my face, kissing me with all the little suckers over and over again. The assembled ladies under the influence of Empath’s Mark all made confused and horny sounds. As for me, I licked all around her tongue, while she milked my cock with her unbelievable muscles.

And it showed up again, just a few hours after Velleth. Quavallie shook and shuddered, moaned into my mouth, and came hard.

You have joined in the flesh with Quavallie of Surrek. Will you take the power offered to you, advance your relationship to a higher level, or share further power with her?

I wasn’t going to get used to this, was I? I chose the third option again, to share further power, before bathing her insides in copious amounts of my seed. It was strong enough to leave me shuddering several times, unable to speak, move, or do anything but flutter my eyes.

Quavallie of Surrek has given herself over to you, shared more of her soul. You have raised Quavallie and her family out of a life of quiet misery and desperation. She has found the wider world and your faith in her abilities to be welcome, invigorating, and liberating. Quavallie knows she could have been sold off or completely ignored, as many cephellians are by the class of Masters. Instead she has been respected, listened to, loved, and cherished. The relationship as it has progressed has filled Quavallie with joy and love.

Before anything else happened, I had a look over the silver mark ability, eager to see what new tool I had at my disposal.

Aquamancer’s Mark

*Spell, magical (elemental)*

*Silver tier, no stars*

Normal: Cast to create and throw a ball of water that explodes on impact for moderate damage. This spell has the chance to knock the target back, and has a chance to deliver cephellian toxin to enemies splashed. Both may be resisted, by succeeding a Grit (Tough) check. Resistance halves the damage or duration of the toxin.

Alternately, if water already exists around you, the water ball will be composed of this nearby water and be up to triple in size.

Costs moderate mana, with no cooldown.

Bronze: Cast to surround yourself with numerous balls of ice that explode against oncoming attacks, inflicting significant cold damage and slowing enemies. You may direct ice balls to attack a target within thirty feet. Each ice ball can intercept a single attack, though high level attacks may consume more than one.

Alternately, if water already exists around you, the ice balls will be composed of this nearby water and be up to triple in size.

Costs moderate mana. No cooldown.

Silver: Create a wave to deliver damage, cephellian toxin, and throw enemies off their feet, inflicting the prone condition. The localized tsunami affects enemies within a ten by thirty foot area, leaving allies untouched. By spending high mana per minute, you may suspend enemies within the wave.

Alternately, if water already exists around you, the tsunami will be composed of this nearby water and be up to twenty by sixty feet instead.

Costs very high mana. 10 minute cooldown.

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

I itched to throw a tsunami over someone, but decided against it. Dallinya was looking feverish with the need to experience as many cocks as possible, and wouldn’t brook any delay.

“New girl, you’re next!”

Before Quavallie got off, I put on the form of the red dragon and watched through her translucent body as my cock went through a transformation. Now it was Quavallie’s turn to yelp in surprise and shock, probably for the first time ever. Sex with my cephellian had always been really nice, but she could take literally anything I’d thrown at her without issue.

Take that, super stretchy, super squishy gorgeous octopus girl.

Once she’d peeled herself off me, Dallinya pushed Laylenna onto me, and I watched as her scales parted to allow me access to the genitalia beneath. She appeared both embarrassed and nearly overcome with lust, which was marvelous.

“He’s just the right size now,” Dallinya whispered. “He’s going to fill you up perfectly, I promise.”

No more of this need for a shapeshifting potion, I nearly said.

Laylenna had trouble taking me in, but it was the best kind of trouble. She growled intensely, forcing herself down further and further onto my shaft, determined like Avya had been. If not ready to take more and more, at least very willing. Sparks began to dance along her scales, and her eyes gradually disappeared. In their place were twin balls of lightning.

“You’re going to be a father,” Dallinya whispered. “Can you believe that?”

Me, a twenty-three year old trucker just a few months ago. Me, now the powerful leader of a city who may have just pissed off the most powerful person in five hundred miles. Mild-mannered shopkeep by day, shapeshifting fuckmaster by night.

Above me, Laylenna began to glow with blue-white power, with little arcs of lightning dancing back along her scales. I expected the pain to come, but when it didn’t, I started to really thrust up into her whenever she drew back up off me.

The result was… explosive. We fell into a rhythm, fucking hard and fast. My new draconic anatomy was hard and ridged in a way that would’ve been impossible for the others to handle, but the pointy bits were apparently what dragonites needed. Both Laylenna, and Hellera panting nearby groaned. I mean all of them groaned, but I was paying attention to the big dragon ladies amongst the group.

Laylenna’s eyes were wide open, balled lightning spraying out little bolts onto her snout and horns and neck. When she couldn’t focus on the job at hand, I grabbed her by the hips and held her, then began to really pummel her from below.

“W… wait…” Dallinya was panting.

Instead our bodies cracked together with a hard, echoing reverberation, like two rocks being clapped together in your hands. Laylenna shot sparks and jagged little bolts of lightning all over, finally zapping my midsection a few times. The rest of them all lay panting and moaning feeling themselves slamming into Laylenna again and again, though Quavallie had her hands working as well, and Zati had her head buried between Dallinya’s thighs.

“Hellera…” Dallinya managed. “Zati…”

“Just let… him go…” Hellera moaned.

“We will study again,” Zati breathed. “Uh… another time…”

Finally I could contain it no more, and slammed up and lifted Laylenna in the air before erupting within her. She shot a bolt of lightning out of her mouth up into the sky and zapped a whole bunch of spots around the beach at the same time. Apparently this was what it looked like when dragonites came.

As for visibility, I wondered just how many people at nearby Key West had seen a lightning bolt flying into the sky. The good news was that if I spotted any flashers or heard any sirens, we could retreat back to Ethetria before having to explain the existence of a naga, two dragonites, two elves, and a felinian.

Unless there was a cosplay convention in town, we’d have a bit of trouble doing so.

From this night, and from the coming hours at the beach, I ended up gaining the first start of Bronze with Laylenna and Sillandria. Laylenna’s ability came out about as expected.

Turquoise Dragon’s Mark

*Passive*

*Bronze tier, no stars*

Normal: You gain moderate resistance to electric damage. Your mana regeneration rate is improved to a moderate degree. You seem more naturally intimidating, to a moderate degree. You may breathe lightning as an attack, up to five times per day. Costs no mana, no cooldown.

Bronze: Your flight speed from other abilities is doubled. Three times a day you may call upon the turquoise dragon. This physical transformation grants you increased damage and lightning resistance from scales, increased hand to hand damage from claws, and increased perception from the eyes of the dragon. You may glide from a high place and avoid falling damage with the wings of the dragon. Costs no mana, lasts 10 minutes.

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

The night elf had watched everything quietly from the water. Somehow everyone had just sort of forgotten she was there, and she hadn’t come forward to participate. I knew she was quite reserved about being beyond the Governor’s harem, so this was likely a completely mind-blowing experience.

The ability I was about to be gifted in the next thirty minutes or so was also a bit mind-blowing.

Night’s Mark

*Special ability, infernal*

*Bronze tier, no stars*

Normal: Activate to blend into darkness, or shadows. While in shadow, you are impossible to discern without magical abilities, and Sly is boosted moderately against detection by such means. Noise, scent, mana saturation, and body heat are included under this protection.

Costs moderate mana to activate, and moderate mana per minute. No cooldown.

Bronze: Activate to take on a cloak of night. You become naturally more terrifying, or naturally more forgettable. Your Fierce or Sly are boosted significantly for such purposes, respectively.

Costs high mana to activate, and high mana per minute. Cooldown: 5 minutes.

Passive: greatly enhance your perception in darkness. You may see in complete darkness as though it were dawn or dusk. You gain three stars of Clever for purposes of detecting hidden enemies, traps, or secret entrances. This ability drains moderate mana per hour while in use.

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

We played in the surf afterwards, enjoying Quavallie’s ability to put bubbles of air around our heads, and also to glow in the dark so we didn’t get lost in the gathering night. She showed off some cool things she’d already found: shells, little crabs, some fish, and we came upon a massive school of passing stingrays.

Hellera and Zati had been quite reluctant to enter the water, but eventually splashed in after Quavallie, and got air bubbles around their heads as well.

We had a grand old time, and eventually Sillandria also approached me. I hadn’t noticed she was there until I felt her fingertips brush against my flesh. Whatever magic she had, it made her very difficult to detect. I didn’t jump, but this was because I was sure nothing short of a missile launched at me could really be a threat to the new Evan.

“You snuck up on me,” I told her, grinning. With my Silver tier Attuned, Clever and Quick, that was very difficult.

“Master?” she asked timidly.

“I’d rather you call me Evan, please. Or Your Supreme Hotness.”

She giggled silently. A patch of dark night sky sitting on the darkening beach held a hand up to its mouth and shivered in silence, anyway.

“Evan?”

“Yes, my dear?”

“Can we live here?”

“No. But we can visit sometimes, generally on weekdays or late in the evenings.”

She settled in beside me and rested her head on my shoulder. “I like it here.”

“I’m glad.”

Her hand slithered up my bicep and traced over the places where muscles now bulged out, in ways only seasoned body builders experienced. I shivered from the ticklish sensation. “Are you sure? We can’t live here?” she asked. “Quavallie can fish. I think we can build a place and grow something in the soil.”

“Nearby it’s not so nice. And there are storms like you wouldn’t believe every so often. This whole beach would be under water.”

“Ah.”

“Plus, there’s a whole city of ladies just like you who need to be freed. A whole lot of minds to change among the male population. But I’ll brainwash… er, I mean, convince the younger ones, and they’ll grow up knowing how to treat a woman. It’ll take some time, but we’ll manage it. And hey, we can come back here, you and I. Or all the ladies.”

Hell, I could probably charge admission and make it part of the inventory, once the shop was rebuilt. And renamed. Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities wasn’t working for me.

Yeah, I could have lovers’ retreats. That sounded pretty awesome.

And jeez, I could go shopping here. Just throw everything into a cart and push that bad boy through the Black Door into my inventory. I could grab up all the ice cream imaginable. I could probably just hold up one of these sporting goods places and empty them of all the guns, compound bows, all that shit.

I wondered briefly if the Black Door would accommodate a new big rig cab, and cursed my bad luck. I’d been so preoccupied with all the Surrek problems I hadn’t thought through the possibilities. With Adrift I could’ve just grabbed a fifty-five gallon drum, filled it with diesel, and thrown it in the Black Door. I still could, but I’d need a car.

Gods above, there were a lot of possibilities to consider.

The safety and security of Surrek was going to be number one on my list. I had the tools and the means to turn the city into a veritable fortress.

Sillandria’s feather touches had grown… moist. She was kissing my shoulder. It was so hard to tell. But she’d shifted her weight, kneeling now and pressing herself against me while kissing over my neck.

“Evan, this place is magnificent,” she muttered. “I should… I am not a slave, but it is right and proper to thank you. You have shown me such wonders, and I must give of myself in return.”

“I’m fine with all sorts of thanks,” I told her, and slid a hand over the black void of space that was actually her shoulder. Then the side of her face, and through her hair, which sparkled with starlight and a nebula of stars like the Milky Way. “Verbal thanks is just peachy to me, although… I also accept chocolate, handwritten cards, or sweet nothings written as poetry. But a bit of carnal thanks is also fabulous.”

“Do you think the Emperor will take me into his service once he kills you?” She didn’t stop with the kisses, so the chill that ran through me was offset by the warmth of her tongue against my skin, behind my ear and up my cheek.

I forced myself to chuckle. “I’ll see if I can’t persuade him not to kill me. You’ll just have to suffer through being in my service for a while longer.”

She pulled me on top of her, and spread her legs.

“Will you make me spark like Laylenna?” she asked softly.

“I’ll do my best,” I told her, and began to kiss in a line down her the nebula of her stomach toward the nearest black hole.


Epilogue

Istood in the great hall, where the huge green insignia announced to all that Caderyn was the undisputed mistress of this place. Goddess of healing, but more than that, this was her place, like an embassy technically belonged to the country flying the flag. Only here you could feel it.

“What is it?” the voice boomed from all around.

Defensive… interesting. Okay, that meant a goddess was scared of me. Nice.

“I have upheld my part of the bargain,” I told the whole temple of healing. “Now that I am Governor, everyone is free to visit your temple. There are no restrictions on who may be healed.”

“Yes,” the thunderous boom announced simply.

I waited.

“What is it now?”

“The service rendered is far outweighed by the price I paid,” I told her.

Finally, the titanic form of the goddess appeared. She manifested as a huge, beautiful woman easily twelve feet tall with flawless, pure green skin held in a toga. Pitiless eyes without whites stared down at me. “You should not have agreed to pay any price then, should you?” she demanded.

I waited further. She already had the measure of me. She’d been with me throughout this stupid saga, forcing me to act almost as much as Hellera and the others. I didn’t go so far as to cross my arms over my chest or tap my foot, but I waited.

“You should have negotiated more carefully,” she announced some few moments later. When I still didn’t respond, she huffed and crossed her arms in annoyance. “Begone with you then!”

“Fair goddess,” I said, “I am happy to render you assistance. I would love more people to find healing. The trouble is, I feel taken advantage of. Nothing would’ve brought me more joy than to do this thing for you regardless, and yet here you stand, clearly the benefactor in this case.”

She stared down at me, and I felt the intimidation aura pressing in against me. It showed me her displeasure and annoyance. At the same time, Steel-Willed kicked in and revealed that, although she was displeased and annoyed, she was also feeling something she hadn’t known in some time: regret.

Did she understand what it meant, to have me Governor of this city? It meant I could rescind the command to open the temple. Hell, I could order it to be torn down. I’d probably face combat with her priests, but I could lock them up and then rip this whole building down.

I wouldn’t, but I could.

The other thing I couldn’t do was explain all that. As soon as I threatened the temple, it was a threat to her power, and right now, I was in a place she dominated. This place was hers, and she was higher even than the Emperor here, easily Legendary or Mythical tier, if not Ascendent.

“Then I suppose we understand one another,” I said, which was far from true. There were a lot of words left unsaid between us, but the moment I said them, she would destroy me. Instead, I turned to go.

I was five steps from the threshold when she called for me to stop. When I turned to behold her again, she was human-sized… and not wearing any clothes.

Goodbye toga, hello goddess.

“Is this what you wish?” she asked, her voice low and sultry, and sauntered forward one sleek leg placed before the other, showing me her toes, painted red. “To look upon the form of a glorious goddess with your mortal eyes?”

“Not if it’s going to kill me,” I said. I was already taking injuries just for seeing what lay at the junction of her thighs, or her heavy breasts with their large, dark green nipples. Her hair seemed to flash alternately golden, the scarlet of spilled blood, and the healthy green of herbs. Steel-Willed informed me that it had blunted some of the psychic trauma of simply being in the same space as the goddess, but I was in danger of falling to lust.

I looked away. Was she about to turn me to stone?

“If I stop being the Governor,” I told her, “the law changes back. And I can’t be Governor if you kill me.”

“I shall simply… sample you then,” she breathed in my ear, and I took a pair of injuries even as I shivered and came to full mast. Lust stole over me. “Will this suffice?”

I’d been thinking of some kind of medallion or token, a magic item with her name on it, but right now I was happy to have any contact she was ready to supply me with. I merely nodded instead, too stupefied to think of anything else.

“Keep your eyes closed, mortal,” she murmured, and spun me around. The leather skirt, the gift from Auralla, puffed into mist, and I felt the breath of a literal goddess float over my manhood.

“You are full of virility,” she told me. “A credit to the reality that spawned you.”

“Th-thank you,” I shivered, and tried not to come from feeling the slightest touch of her fingers, her breath. When her tongue encountered the head, I groaned out and clenched my entire body.

Then the whole thing was inside her mouth, and that was it. I blasted off into the mouth of the goddess of healing, unable to do anything else. I came with a shout, not even a little worried about sullying this holy place or disrespecting the sanctity of her temple. She was the boss here, and if the boss wanted, the boss got.

I found myself on my ass, with her climbing up my body, blowing a gentle breath up my abs and over my chest. It was about five seconds after I blew my first load, and I was already ready for another one. She wasn’t even touching me… no, there she was, sliding her knee up the inside of my thigh.

Yes, I was ready to erupt again, just from that.

“Mortals,” she whispered. “So… predictable. Even while unique and unstable, you always reach for the same heights. You always slay the same beasts, and harbor the same nightmares within.”

She slid her stomach over mine, and I once again felt the need to shoot off. I once again clamped down on it, biting my lip, gouging my nails into the palms of my hands in an effort to stave off what was better than my body had ever felt. And why not? She was a literal being of divinity, why shouldn’t it feel divine?

“The sublime,” she whispered, “is the state of such grand transcendence that one could go mad from it.”

Terry Pratchett’s concept of being so drunk you went out the other side and became a being of unmatched wisdom and control. Yes! A flat world, carried on the backs of four elephants, flying on the back of a cosmic sea turtle.

Her sex slid over me and I cried out in sublime agony. She was so fucking good, and I was practically nothing.

“You impress me,” she said. The words were distant.

I wanted to tell her that trolls were more intelligent the colder it got, that there was an entire book based on the term ‘going postal’, and that camels were among the most intelligent of all the Discworld species, if only they could be bothered to give a shit.

I couldn’t do any of those things, because her skin was sliding over mine, and it was all I could do to remember that I had a body, let alone that I should be doing something with it.

And then she enveloped me. Every single iota of my cock was bathed in radiance, purity and perfection such that I’d never felt before.

There were no more trolls, no more camels, no six foot, red-headed adopted dwarf, no shapeshifting constable, there was only pussy. It was like being inside those succubus spirits from the first dungeon, only a thousand times better.

My entire self shrank down to the size of an ejaculation and sailed out into the goddess of healing. Mind, body, and soul blasted up into her with no resistance from me.

I might’ve been mewling like a kitten, crying out in ecstasy or agony, or screaming myself ragged. It didn’t matter, I was fucking a goddess. I might’ve been a one pump chump for the first time since losing my virginity while house-sitting a lady’s dog, but I was fucking a goddess. It didn’t matter.

“There now,” she whispered in my ear. “I think we have evened the scales by some measure, have we not?”

I couldn’t respond. I passed out from the pleasure of it, and when I woke, she was gone.
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The forest seemed to swallow us up, or rather envelop us in a quiet hug. It was still odd to me, not to hear the distant rumble of engines on the highways, or the distant roar of jet engines high above. Where I was from, you’d see news helicopters pretty often, though when I moved over to the nondescript suburbs with my ex, we were in a flight path to Detroit Metropolitan Airport and got no more low-flying helicopters.

But there was always noise. In the suburbs you might think there was quiet, but somebody was running an edger about ten houses down and you could hear it.

Not here, and not now. The only sounds were Auralla’s footsteps, the shuffling of Truffy nearby, and somewhere distant, insects doing their insectoid thing.

She held my hand, and I watched her ass. I’m an ass man at heart, and while I can confidently say Auralla had a perfect set of breasts, I just couldn’t stop myself from watching her hips sway side to side, and her butt jiggle. Just now, back in her see-thru pants and shirt, her ass was just side side of perfection.

There was business to attend to.

“Why didn’t you tell me?” I asked.

“Hm?” she asked.

“About the baby. You didn’t think to mention it?”

She froze and grew troubled. “I… it’s difficult to say.”

“Difficult like you don’t want to, or difficult like it’s complicated?”

“Both?”

That was it. I turned on Empath’s Mark, and saw immediately that I’d made a mistake. She knew I was using it, but through a glare, she decided to let me in anyway.

“Sorry,” I said.

“It is nothing,” she breathed. “You will have your answer.”

She’d made a mistake. The sort of mistake Zephellyn wouldn’t have made, because Zephellyn wasn’t nineteen summers old, almost twenty, and Zephellyn knew everything there was to know about the world. Auralla hadn’t known what to do, and it was easy enough to stay silent. Silence kept was most often the most prudent path.

After all, Evan had a lot on his plate. He had more than enough of everything else without having to deal with something he couldn’t change. It wasn’t as though he could reverse the process, and she’d been certain he wouldn’t lose his mind over the revelation.

She wasn’t wrong. I’d been busy trying to keep the city from tearing itself apart, and then from being overrun.

But she’d spoken to Zephellyn and First Domi had told her it was best to reveal the truth. The longer it went on without me knowing, the greater chance I would react poorly.

I reached for her, and drew her into a warm embrace.

“You mean a lot to me,” I told her. “And I’m certain the child will bring us so much joy.”

She released a long, long breath, like she’d been holding it for the last few days.

“So… you spoke to a goddess?” she asked.

“Yeah.” I rubbed the back of my neck, thinking about the stupid deal I’d made and how shocked the girls had been when I named ‘anything’ as my price. And the ‘discussion’ we’d just had. “Caderyn, the healer goddess.”

“I’m surprised you didn’t share essence with her,” she teased.

“Who says I didn’t?” She froze and stared, so I laughed. “You should’ve seen your face. Oh my goddess of healing, that was delightful.”

Okay, apparently the thing I’d done wasn’t something that was done. Ever.

“I did,” I breathed.

She snorted laughter. “Okay. And I’m having the Emperor’s baby.”

I passed this off with a shrug and a grin. I hadn’t kept it from her, and that was the important part. If she chose not to believe me, that was on her.

She muttered something under her breath, and then a minute later into our walk, she suddenly stopped and backed that perfect ass into me. Never one to look a gift butt in the badly retold proverb, I grabbed onto her hips and planted several kisses on her neck. It wasn’t long before my hands were roaming up, over the slight bump, then over her shirt. I began working at her nipples.

“Hmm,” she moaned.

“I can’t believe you immediately jumped into baby-making mode,” I mumbled into her skin, and ran my hands back down over her midsection. It was ever-so-slightly the wrong size. “Or how fast it worked.”

“Of course it worked,” she said, talking to me like I was the village idiot. “I performed the ritual, and you gave me your seed.”

Another one of those times where I should’ve just known better. Where I looked like a complete moron for not knowing one of those basic Ethetrian facts. Apparently people in Ethetria didn’t have to wait and find out; if you did the ritual and did the deed, she would be pregnant. It was still a complete mind fuck. Efficient, but a mind fuck regardless.

“I can’t believe you took the whole city,” she groaned, and grabbed onto my hips now, beginning to grind her ass against me.

“That makes two of us.”

“You told me you would.”

I snorted another laugh, and continued kissing and licking. “Yes, but I was envisioning living there for six or eight months, cultivating allies, following trails of clues back to secret enemies, maneuvering, convincing one district after another to abandon the domination game, getting you in and out of the city over and over again. I had the long game planned out, with you taking periodic breaks after getting fed up with city life.”

She smiled, and turned to intercept me, grab some kisses for herself.

“We’re almost there,” she said, and wiggled her ass invitingly again. “Hands off.”

“One more time just before we head in?”

“You’re always trying to get in my pants right before we have to do something important.”

“You can’t blame me, especially when you parade it out in front of me like this. It’s irresistible.”

“Resist,” she said simply, and marched on, leaving me with an annoying boner.

I’d just have to settle for the knowledge that I’d boned a goddess. Talk about a mind fuck.

I was very tempted to whine, especially about blue balls, or about how the goddess of healing was easier than she was, but clamped down on that urge and trudged on. We’d get in soon. And then we could take the Silver Door back instantly, enjoy the cushy interior of the Governor’s apartments or the big Aceter House bedroom, and really take the time to do it right.

There was something about doing it in the wilderness though, that really got my motor revved. Auralla was more animated, more alive, had a better outlook when we were outside the city.

We traveled in silence for a while, picking through the foliage and finding ourselves at the edge of the forest. The foothills rose, and further out, the mountains loomed. Like driving up on the Rockies, they were visible well before you ever got to them.

“Why did you ultimately decide to stay?” she asked.

“What?”

“In the city. I kept asking you to go, but you stayed. Why?”

My face twitched. There was a lot to say here. “I wanted all the others to have the feeling of freedom you and I had.”

“You wanted?”

“I just… there were so many of them suffering.”

“They’re suffering in the next city… we should be able to see it from here, or maybe a few miles to the south.”

“That’s not fair,” I said.

“Are you planning to kill off the Emperor and liberate the central cities as well?”

There was no way. “Aura—”

“I need to know when you’ll be satisfied, Evan. The others already believe we’re going to have the Emperor visit and wipe out the entire city, then start over.” She peered at the foothills. “And here we are… I’m uncertain why, but here we are.”

“Aura, please.” I held her from behind, and she settled her head back onto my shoulder. “Where would we go? Every direction has some new danger lurking in it. North is no good, they have all the oozes and demon tentacles. East is Kentir, and everyone says that’s terrible. South is the capital, so that’s out. And west, aside from the nexus, is a great forest full of elves. So… west?”

She took a deep breath. “No, you’re not wrong…”

She hadn’t seemed to have jumped on the baby train to get me to agree to whatever she wanted, so what was this? “At least in Surrek there’s some measure of control. We can make it work.”

“I hope you’re right,” she breathed. “I worry so.”

“Nothing to worry about… or rather, plenty to worry about and no good in doing so. We prepare. We train. We show the people how to live free. And that’s the best we can do.”

She sighed, some part of it contentment. “I can’t believe you shared essence with First Domi. She’s totally your slave.”

I chuckled.

“So this place… this is it?”

I nodded. “Kentir up there in the mountains, yep.”

“Do you want to… handle that dungeon core?”

“Nah,” I said. The dungeon had been encroaching on New Sunspire’s outer territory and had been an excellent way to put ourselves to the test.

“So… we wait?”

“Yep.”

We waited. And waited.

The sun came slantways into the forest behind us, creating those shafts of sunlight and transforming the whole place into a holy site. It turned that honey gold color, then eventually disappeared. Indigo stole over the sky, pushing back the light.

In the meantime we built a cook fire, made camp, Auralla cooked, and joked about how shit I was at it. All that big city living was spoiling me; I still hadn’t learned the first thing about how to make food taste good.

Well I could make ramen noodles just fine in a pinch, thank you very much. Boiling water wasn’t rocket surgery.

“What are we waiting for?” she asked finally.

“I don’t quite know,” I said. “The naga girl, Eshenti… she told me all about this gnomish girl out of the Governor’s harem, and about how many great ideas she had for artifice and engineering. I think Eshenti might’ve been romantically inclined toward the little gnomish. We got these together.”

I showed her the tattoo, holding it up to the light so she could see. It was one of my growing number of tattoos.

A glint in the distance caught my eye at almost the same moment the tattoo came into view. Auralla didn’t notice, and I didn’t bother to share. As holes opened in the side of the foothills, I tried to keep my face neutral. Eventually Truffy would—

The creature let out a noise like chuff and went down on all six legs.

“What is it… oh.”

Auralla got to her feet, and stared up at the three nearest foothills, where twinkling was going on. Gnomish peoples were opening the hidden places in their hillside homes, and spyglasses were poking out. First a handful, and then soon dozens of them, in the nearest hill, and then in the next behind it.

The end of Evan’s Eldritch Emporium, Book III
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