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This book is dedicated to Matt and Mel. I hope they continue to have the sort of love they’ve had these past few years.
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Adult Content Warning

Look, this book is rammed full of adult content. I jackhammered a lot of adult content in here. Dirty words. Adult situations. Humping, and not in the military fashion. Fingers being used on other people. That move Cammy does from Street Fighter. Getting down and dirty. Various fetishes. 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.

Seriously, it's in the prologue. This is the fourth book in a series and if you already read the first three, you know how quickly it gets hot and heavy. Even if you clicked on ‘show me a sample’ there’s something spicy in just a few pages. You have a screen protector on your phone, right? Might want one of those waterproof pouches.

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.




Book 3

In the aftermath of the Governor’s disappearance, (and also Vintra’s replacement’s murder) the small council meets up to figure out what to do. There’s always been a Governor, and now he’s missing. Nobody yet knows what I’ve done… or do they? They feel paralyzed into inaction, because if they do something wrong, the replacement Governor, or the actual Governor) will show up and straight murder them. It’s actually kind of cute.

The decision is eventually made by voting (which they’ve never heard of) to just rule as the small council for now, and send a runner for a replacement Silver tier who will take over as Governor.

I have to toe the line here, given that all these powerful Masters are around me not knowing one, that I’ve given ladies their powers, and two, that I’m responsible for obliterating the Governor with a giant fuck-off spell. One of these guys is practically a giant called Trusk. I convince the small council to let me investigate Vintra’s successor’s murder. Seems he was cut down by someone on the eve of the slime battle.

And the direction I have to take comes down to a deal I’ve made with the goddess of healing. When Zati was at death’s door and I stupidly offered to do anything necessary to heal her, this lady really took my offer seriously.

The whole purpose of me taking on Spice District was to see if I could convince the slave girls to, one, keep their Master alive, and two, ‘convince’ the Master that sharing power was a good thing. My idea was taking things very slowly, working with the girls in Spice District night after night. They’d murdered off Vintra’s replacement and I needed them to agree not to murder the next guy. I also had to convince the incoming Master this was in his best interests. And this meant chaining him up.

The girls had other ideas.

See, one of the things I did when taking over Spice District’s… let’s call it… transformation, was to give over more authority to the girls. I couldn’t run Evan’s Eldritch Emporium, I couldn’t run Ink District, I couldn’t run Grain or Mage District, and I couldn’t be part of the small council ruling the city all at the same time. I tried to give my friends Paul and Michael, control over Grain and Mage, but they hardly had any clue about what they were doing.

Worse, we got this ominous note that said ‘I KNOW’ meaning probably somebody knew I’d killed off the Governor and they wanted to blackmail me with it.

So it fell to me to give the ladies the run of the place. Auralla and Avya, Velleth and Dallinya, Hellera Shennalil and Quavallie all had their various tasks, but mostly they left me to my pet project.

And plotted some shit while I wasn’t watching closely.

See, Velleth was very good at her job as spymaster. With her illusion ability she could take basically anybody’s face and conduct reconnaissance. Nobody in the city had any idea women could do this, since women were just powerless puppets, you know? They uncovered a council who knew I was the Governor’s killer, I was more powerful than I let on, and I needed to be exterminated.

Only one problem: the law inside Surrek gave me immunity. My girls had all been branded (which I hated) so that gave them theoretical immunity as well.

The only problem with THAT was no Governor. No Governor… no laws? Surrek had essentially become the Wild West.

The girls then infiltrated the Shadow Council by killing off several petty Masters and listening in. Little did they know, at the time, that those petty Masters would be missed, that the likely culprit for several petty Masters getting killed was me, and that they’d just started a blitz without asking.

This forced me to confront Trusk, who was the leader of the Shadow Council, and use my new power Phase Shift. This locked Trusk in a space between this reality and earth for one minute, during which time I used drumsticks to swipe through his skull. All that stacked up dimensional damage, with every flick of the stick, and when the minute was up, he exploded into a zillion little pieces.

See, I was Silver tier, and everybody else was Bronze. I hadn’t used this too much to my advantage, knowing that the girls, Paul, Michael, and their girls were also Bronze and vulnerable. They could get hurt, and therefore I could be hurt.

The other members of the Small Council immediately declared me Governor. Not exactly what I wanted.

While I consummated my new (but still secret) hold over Surrek with Dallinya, the first of the nulls attacked.

These were magic-sucking zombie things out of the north. The last thing on my list was the gods damned thing in the north, slowly approaching and spitting out more and moree magic-eating zombies. These things got real big, and nearly killed several of us (including me) in this initial attack.

Dallinya then had the brilliant notion to take me to the Governor’s harem and run a train on whoever could do the power sharing boogie. We did, and I ended up with seven new powers. It was my first ever full-on orgy.

This meant a fucking slaughter. Using information from a goblin Master named Rukluk, I obtained a list of Shadow Council members, and started visiting their houses one by one. Finally I cornered the last few of them in the gladiatorial arena, used my Silver tier powers none of them knew about, and murdered them to a man. S when the full moon arrived, we had quite a lot of vacancies on the list of districts needing Masters.

The full moon arrived, and with it my attempts to cultivate Spice District. Also the ladies had their own plan to cultivate a good fifteen other districts without telling me. These were, amazingly enough, almost unanimously successful. Only one district saw Hellera, along with two weaker new members from the Governor’s harem, have difficulties. Velleth did not take Hellera’s near-death experience well, and had to be restrained.

The Shadow Council had to be dealt with before I declared myself Governor. Which I now had to do, thanks to all the girls making their own choices. They weren’t terribly good at making choices, having never done so before in their lives, so I gave them a whole lot of leeway. Plus I was smitten with the vast majority of them, the sex they provided, the companionship they provided, and the magic super powers they provided.

Not long into this, it was decided I should have a Favored Consort. This woman would have near equal power to mine, get all my powers from the other ladies, but be utterly restricted in what she could do or say. She would be under a Blood Debt, unable to ever harm me, tell me no, or go against my orders. A long discussion went on, at which point Avya demanded to take the position. She then assumed the position and took it like a champion.

The last wrinkle before the giant demon-infested tree strolled up to the front door was a girl named Illeri. She was part of the initial campaign to kill off Vintra’s replacement, and I had taken her into my service. Well, she wasn’t happy with the new plan of benevolent Masters. She wanted total freedom.

She brokered a deal with somebody to poison me and the girls, lock us up, and remake the whole city while we were caged up. The plan involved killing Michael and Paul, and all the Masters, both new and old.

It didn’t take. I broke out of the cage, took hold of them, and then went on yet another fucking killing spree. I locked Illeri away in the Governor’s torture chamber, with several great big sighs along the way.

And while more of those null zombies showed up, who should arrive but the three Gleaming Silvers here to figure out the Governor situation.

This of course, meant I had to tell them about the tree, get them to listen, and sure that failed. The one challenged me (and my new Favored Consort) to a duel to prove I could handle the job, and I was forced to kill him.

So now two Gleaming Silvers decided I was worth listening to. Together, we ventured forth to do recon on the tentacle demon animating the gigantic tree (think Yggdrasil had a baby with some tentacle hentai) and the women it was keeping sexual hostage. At the same time, the main bulk of the null zombies hit Surrek and Avya led the defense, along with Hellera, and the other girls.

After a long battle that saw some of my allies die, we killed that fucking tree. This involved finding the person responsible, one Grandma Dalewind, of the Dalewind clan of nellwyns.

I knew there’d been a reason for Avya to leave Sunspire so quickly all those months ago, and jump my bones without hesitation.

And they all lived happily ever after.

JK, there’s a fourth entire act to this, during which the world gets a lot bigger.


Prologue

Ican honestly say it was a very strange feeling to be focused on the one wobbling wheel of a shopping cart. Stranger still were the rows and rows of everything and anything: we passed an aisle of just cereal. Boxes of everything stacked up eight feet high, and far off, the oatmeal section. An aisle that was nothing but chips. An aisle of only cookies. A double aisle of nothing but soft drinks, energy drinks, bottled water. It had been a long time since I’d been in a department store.

“Aura,” Dallinya whispered. “They put water in bottles. Vel, are you seeing this?”

Auralla was staring around at every facet of the megastore we were now in: the corrugated ceiling some twenty or more feet above us, the metal supports that held the security cameras and the big lights. Velleth, meanwhile, was squished up against my arm as if she’d be sucked away from me when she let go.

“Those mana lamps are enormous,” Auralla breathed. “So big.”

“Stow that talk for the bedroom,” I muttered, but she was too flustered to respond. The department store was huge. Bigger than the base of the Governor’s palace. This building was far and away the biggest they’d ever been in.

Surrounded by people with fashion like I’d used to wear, and in all shapes and sizes. A tiny Thai woman with her equally tiny kids, then a huge bear of a man, about as big as my buddy Michael. Slim young women, massive round ones with three skinny kids trailing after, one who was definitely a bodybuilder in a ponytail that stuck out of the back of her baseball cap.

As for me, I was noticing people noticing us. As they passed, the men tried not to stare at Dallinya or Velleth, but they failed to stop themselves from staring at Auralla. When I’d set the illusion over her, I’d focused on the unnatural orange tint of her skin and the intense emerald eyes. I hadn’t changed the hair at all, and the rainbow effect on her naturally silver hair was just stunning. She was at very least an eight, but I ranked her a ten.

Call me generous, or call me stupid, but women who sleep with me get two extra points for free.

Dallinya had her own subtle illusion magic to cover the cat ears, the leopard spots, and the tail. As I watched, Dallinya’s straw colored hair sprouted into a ponytail, perfectly matching a young mother, whose hair was bound in a scrunchie. Both were dressed in yoga leggings and tank tops, and were drawing a lot of looks in my periphery.

They were probably drawing a lot more behind my back.

“I can’t believe Quavallie said she didn’t like this,” Dallinya said. “I could get used to this.”

“Shennalil too,” I told her.

“Because she couldn’t fly around?”

“She also didn’t want the illusion mask of a teenager,” I told her. I hadn’t even tried to bring Zati along. I had no way of masking over the twenty feet of tail she had going on, and even if I could, someone would trip over it or drive a cart over it. We couldn’t load her up into the cart either, since she weighed easily four hundred pounds.

Hellera had just snorted laughter when I asked if she wanted to join us on a series of shopping trips. She’d then spent the rest of the training session barking orders at everyone in spear training.

“Focus on what you think we need,” I said. “I didn’t make a shopping list.”

“Pfff,” Dallinya replied, and took a six pack of pink soft drink off the shelf, and peered at it from every angle. “It’s not like we’re shopping anyway.”

Well, I wasn’t about to call it a thievery list, now was I? I took the pink stuff from her and put it back. They wouldn’t like anything so super sugary.

“Clothes too. Do you want to take Aura to go pick out some things you guys might like? I’ll swing by women’s fashion later and get you.”

Dallinya had me by the other arm a second later, in a death grip. “I don’t… I can’t read any of the signs. I don’t want to get separated.”

A guy with a beautiful woman clutching either arm, and a rainbow-haired goddess off to one side; now people were really staring. Heh, I wouldn’t be able to get all this stuff through the veil and over into Ethetria if we had eyes on us the entire time.

Velleth was getting looks too, but it was on account of the blue hair. I’d left her hair its natural color when applying the illusion, and hadn’t though the vibrance of it would be an issue. Boy had I been wrong.

As a human, Velleth now appeared very strange. A leopard girl could lose her spots just fine, but a blue-skinned elf just didn’t look right with radiant brown skin, round ears, and very blue hair.

“Do you have… is the timer okay?” Velleth whispered.

Dallinya saw this as weak, and this caused her to relax and release my arm. “You just asked that like five minutes ago.”

“Just look for anything that seems interesting and grab it,” I told them. We’d already been through the toy section, and we had a pair of soccer balls and basketballs in the cart, along with ping pong paddles and balls, shuttlecocks and rackets, baseballs, mitts, balls, and a goodly amount of board games.

Dallinya had been so, so loud laughing when I’d told her what badminton birdies were called.

We grabbed up just a couple of things out of the food aisles: pancake mix being one of the chief ones, syrup, breakfast links, and bacon. Call me what you will, but the Governor of Surrek liked his breakfast the American way. Ethetria had no Denny’s, let’s say that much. No IHOP, no Waffle Houses.

We also hit up plumbing supplies, and grabbed up half a dozen plungers.

“Why not get all of them?” Auralla asked. “They have dozens.”

“This is already going to be strange enough for the shopkeepers to explain away,” Velleth replied, “but increased surveillance around this would go badly for us.”

We raided the clothing section next, and we had a wonderfully panic-inducing moment where Dallinya just ripped her shirt off to try on a new shirt, and the look on my face caused her to immediately pull it back on, inside out.

Auralla was laughing, and leapt forward to wrap Dallinya in a tight hug.

“There are changing rooms,” I told them, and showed them how to enter, try on new clothes, and either check themselves out in the mirror, and either change back, or come out and get the opinions of their friends.

“So these rooms…” Dallinya said. “…are places where you take your clothes off, and none of these earth people can see you?”

“I… guess?” I said. “You gotta stop saying earth people. It’s suspicious. Just people.”

Dallinya dragged me into the changing room. I had one tiny glimpse of human-Velleth’s terrified expression before Dallinya slammed the door closed and I got a good view of myself in a full length mirror.

Had I grown another inch? Jesus, I could see the shadow of my six pack through the t-shirt. None of them fit right anymore.

“I know,” she complained quietly, already kneading my muscles and kissing the back of my neck. “And I’m sorry, okay? I just really want some Drifter on earth. Every time we come here I want you inside me. We can do it however you like, too, standing up, one leg up, bent over from behind. Your choice of holes, too.”

Her hands were sliding under my shirt and massaging my abs, then just as quickly pulled the athletic shorts open by the elastic waistband. Jesus, I’d created a monster.

Just as her hand closed around my member, I took her gently by the wrists and pried her hands out of my pants.

“Huh?”

I turned and hugged her tightly. “You, my dear, are in horny jail.”

“Nooo,” Dallinya moaned. “I don’t know what that meeeeeeans, but it sounds bad.”

“Now that we’re on earth, you have to abide by the earth sayings. That’s the rule.” I released her, and took half a step back. These changing rooms weren’t exactly big enough for two. “Now, try on the clothes. And if you complain once more—”

“But I want some dick,” she whined, “and I want it now.”

“That’s it. You’re being punished now.”

I’ll say this for Dallinya: her eyes flashed with mischief and arousal at hearing those words. Well, she was going to learn how much I now knew about effective punishments. When I’d started, punishments were basically chances for me to get my rocks off in new and interesting ways.

I knew better now.

“Don’t make me phase shift you,” I told her, and backed out of the changing room. Jesus, was she about to cry?

I slowly closed the door and turned to Aura and Vel. “You two okay?”

Velleth looked on the verge of tears, but instead of launching herself at me, she merely took my right hand in both of hers and nodded. Auralla, meanwhile, was casually browsing through some cute skirts.

“Aura, I’ll be right back, okay?”

“This looks good, right?”

“Everything looks good on you, love.”

She grinned. “Correct answer. Go, have fun.”

Gods, Dallinya had gotten me super horny.

Now it was my turn to be in a dressing room with Velleth. I checked to see if anyone was around and watching, then decided that I didn’t give a shit. If anybody got on my case about it, I’d throw Velleth back to Ethetria and claim innocence. It wouldn’t matter if they had me on camera taking a girl in there.

I leaned down and breathed in her ear. “I want you.”

“Oh,” she said, startled. Then smile transformed her face, though I could see a trace of reluctance in there. She voiced it without me needing to ask. “You like human Velleth?”

“No, I want the real you.” And I dropped the illusion. I looked her up and down, no pretense, all arousal. “There she is.”

She flushed deeply, so when I had her face cupped in my hands a moment later, kissing her, she was very warm. She moaned into my kiss.

“May I?” I asked, tracing fingers down over her abs, hips, thighs, lower.

“Always and forever,” she breathed.

“Ooh, sexy answer,” I told her, and knelt before her, slipping the leggings down her legs and holding them so she could get each foot clear.  In the meantime I kissed over all available skin.

I heard a knock at the door. “Evan?”

Dallinya. I ignored her, and began to use my tongue to make Velleth melt. She’d already slumped against the side wall of the changing rooms, and now one of her legs was draped over my shoulder. I had a mouthful of her, slowly and gently raking her clit up and down.

“Evan?” Soft. Plaintive. “I need some too. Please.”

“Hush now. You’re being punished,” I told her, and worked two fingers into Velleth. For a few minutes it was nothing but the barely-audible squish of her, and the heavy breathing. Then, when she started to tremble, I lifted one of her legs to my hip, lined up, and slowly sank the full length into her. She let out a long, loud sigh, so I clamped my hand over her mouth.

That was understandable; she’d been without for days and days. Oh, we’d had time together, but there’s only so much of Evan to go around, and so I usually went with abilities to get the rest off while I got with one or two. Empath’s Mark was a crucial ability for satisfying a dozen or more women with needs.

While she’d always been tight, now she was even more so. Good thing I’d gotten her ready, or else she might’ve clamped down and broken my dick right off.

“No noise, okay?” I told her, and in response, she sucked two of my fingers into her mouth.

I’d never had sex in a changing room, though it was one of those fantasies I figured everybody had at one point in their lives.

Before she’d been corrupted by the Governess, Velleth had liked the pressure and the grinding, as opposed to lots of friction from furious in and out action. So I flexed, squeezing to expand my size by a bit, and watched, satisfied as Velleth’s eyes flew open. Then I ground into her and loved hearing her breath catch.

“Evan!” Dallinya was softly whining.

“You can have one when we get back,” Auralla said, her tone equal parts matter-of-fact and gentle. “Learn to share, okay? Now, come look at this skirt.”

Now it was time to go in slow circles, making sure to mash my midsection against Velleth in order to get at her clit. It appeared to be working, but really one hundred percent started working when I got a thumb between us and felt it.

Now Velleth was panting, sucking on my fingers, and staring wildly at me. Trembling all over, she started shaking her head back and forth. Her hands had come up and were clutching at my hair, pulling it back sharply, causing me pain.

It was not a plea for me to stop, so I kept giving it to her slow and hard. After another good five minutes, she released my fingers from her mouth, grabbed my hand, and kept it clamped over her mouth.

The waves of orgasm started then, with her staring into my eyes. I leaned against her, thrusting upwards. Just the last half inch, over and over again, rotating my thumb every time I rammed upward.

“I love you,” I breathed in her ear. “You’re mine, and I won’t abandon you. Understand me?”

She very nearly made a sound, but her eyes rolled upward and she shuddered, hard. She nodded, in ecstasy, and released my hand.

“I’m yours,” she breathed.

“And I’m yours,” I told her. “Don’t fret, okay?”

She nodded once more.

“Good. Are you in the mood to swallow?”

It turned out she was, dropping to her knees and taking my cock into her mouth in a single practiced motion. This wasn’t her first rodeo; she sucked on the head while jerking me with both hands, a truly astonishing sight to behold. I didn’t last long this way, and braced myself on the wall behind her while I came. And I came hard, shoving against the back of Velleth’s throat without really meaning to. It was bad enough that she gagged, and I realized I’d been pressing her head against the wall just by slowly forcing myself deeper into her mouth. I watched as she swallowed in the midst of coughing, and wiped several drops from her lips onto her thumb, then popped it into her mouth.

Staring at me the whole time.

In a way I felt a bit bad for choking her, but she looked more full of lust than ever, down there on her knees. I could see the war going on within her, over whether she would try to get me hard again, just to have me throat fuck her, or ream out her ass.

I wished we had time for that. I helped her to her feet and kissed her tenderly on the nose. “Now let’s get you sized, then pick out whatever you want and throw it in the cart.”

The look Dallinya gave me when I exited the changing room, you’d have sworn I’d killed her entire family when she was just a kitten. She spun and stalked away, but only far enough that we could tell she was in a huff. She still kept us in sight the whole time.

Oh, and I was forced to throw the illusion back on my freshly-fucked elf.

A good twenty-five minutes of shopping later, the cart was overflowing with clothes, hairbands, scrunchies, those hideous hair clips that looked like Venus fly traps, makeup, shoes… and Auralla had found the lingerie.

All she’d done was look at me, seen the look on my face, and then started throwing things in the cart. She knew exactly what she was doing. Every once in a while there’d be a bit of side eye, where she made sure she still had my intention, holding this or that thing up to her body.

She had it, the whole time. Gods but she looked amazing. Just standing there with a red lacy bra held up in front of her, she had a strong effect on me.

Ten minutes later we were in the pharmacy section, after piling up a whole mess of toothbrushes and toothpaste, but I’d suddenly remembered that shaving gel and razors were quite useful.

“Excuse me,” someone said.

I turned to find a store manager walking up toward me. He had that wary look in his eye, like he was about to have to deal with a meth-head bolting for the exit. Except we weren’t anywhere near the exit.

“That cart is awfully overburdened. Is there anything I can do to help you?”

Oh, that’s right, we were on a schedule. I pulled up my phone and checked the timer. Auralla’s illusion would wear off in two minutes. Velleth’s I’d been forced to reapply.

“I just need to head to checkout,” I told him with what I hoped was a genuine smile. Not many guys my age had the money to throw away on twenty pieces of lingerie, dozens of articles of women’s clothing, groceries, sporting goods, several dozen bottles of medicine, and other shit besides.

As soon as he turned away, I opened the Black Door and shoved the cart through, then closed the door. He looked back a second later, only to see me standing there without anything.

Dimension Door

*Utility, inherent, Magical*

*Silver tier, four 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. 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 20 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.

Oh nice, I was getting five extra people to travel through the door for each Silver tier star.

“What—” the manager sputtered, trying to look around me to where the cart obviously should’ve been.

“One of the ladies came and took the cart,” I lied.

The cart would’ve been laden with several hundred pounds of goods, and while the girls didn’t look weak by any means, they weren’t six two and two hundred plus pounds of muscle. Even though he scanned the area for where they could’ve gone, I could see he didn’t buy it. He kept darting suspicious glances at me.

He certainly didn’t when Velleth popped her blue head around the corner, staring at me, followed by Dallinya and Auralla.

So I trotted over to them, ignored the store manager’s frantic, “Hey!” and quickly shoved the ladies through the veil using Adrift, back to Ethetria. They’d arrive on the ground floor of Aceter House.

Adrift

*Special Ability, Inherent, Magical*

*Silver tier, ten stars*

Since you are not of this world, you have a connection to multiple worlds. You can access this multiverse in limited ways.

Normal: Activate to visualize a place in your home world, and maintain to move your perception through the area at your maximum running speed. Raise to high mana cost in order to hear or smell anything in your perceptual window.

Costs moderate mana, plus moderate mana per second to maintain. No cooldown.

Bronze: Activate to reach across the veil separating worlds and bring an object to this world, or deposit an object in your world. The object must be something you can lift with one hand. Does not allow the transport of living creatures.

This ability costs high mana. No cooldown.

In addition, you may use the Normal ability to seek out and visualize positions in other adjoining realities, not just your home reality.

Silver: Activate to push a living being through the veil and into an adjoining reality. Absolute position in the current world and the target world are meaningless. So long as the position of the target world is seen through the use of the Normal ability, the ability may be used.

This ability costs high mana. Cooldown: 30 seconds.

In addition, you may use the Normal ability to seek out and visualize positions in nearby realities, not simply adjoining realities.

Then I dashed around the corner to where the guy couldn’t see me, and went back through to my adoptive world. I probably shouldn’t have felt good about causing this guy a bunch of problems, or the look on his face when he went around the corner, only to find nothing there. I definitely shouldn’t have snorted laughter at the idea of the manager heading back to look over security camera footage, and being very unhappy at whatever he saw on his screen.

I shouldn’t have, but I did. I looked down at the actual shopping list, which included several items, all crossed out: Great Outdoors: guns, ammo, bows, arrows, then S-Mart, Costco, Target, and now Meijer.

“Damn it feels good to be a gangster,” I muttered.


1- Drifter Versus Drifter

As soon as I stepped out of the dungeon with the core, the whole series of magically dug tunnels suddenly collapsed and refilled with earth. All around me, hundreds of little faces looked up in surprise. I had to stoop in these tunnels, and it was a lot like Luke trying to hang out in Yoda’s house, with the ceiling only about five feet, and me a good six feet and change. Thankfully these weren’t caverns, and I didn’t have to worry about braining myself on stalactites every painful foot of hunched over walking I was forced to do down here.

Seriously. Try walking hunched over and see how far you get before you’re complaining about your aching fucking back.

I hadn’t grown an inch since I was eighteen… until I started magically leveling up here in Ethetria. Now I was probably six one, maybe six two.

Avya, Quavallie and Auralla smiled from beside me, while the rest of the folks just watched in awe as I opened a door in the middle of space, deposited the dungeon core, and then made both the glowing sphere and the door vanish into thin air.

The little people surrounding me were far less impressed with the magic than with the result.

A cheer went up. “Griggs all gone, griggs all gone!” If these people could’ve carried me, they would’ve. Instead I was mobbed by three foot people, all of them hugging, leaping, laughing, sobbing. In no time I was fighting to breathe.

A distant horn blew, and the people on top of me all froze, then slowly climbed off me and headed down to a large open room, where we’d gotten the job in the first place.

Several more formal looking gnomish appeared, and stiffly walked toward us giants. They preferred to deal with Avya if possible, since she was just about their size. Still, gnomish weren’t nellwyns. Gnomish were far more serious, for one thing. Celebration aside, these two had monocles, immaculately groomed mustaches out a good six inches from their noses, and the kind of clothing that really wanted to be labeled ‘captain of an air ship’.

“Your presence is requested in the Hall of the Makers,” the first one said, all high horse and nose in the air. I was tempted to make a fart noise, but Auralla had explained just how important it was that I not fuck this up. As someone whose Charming and Sly were basically dump stats, I couldn’t say this was a great plan, but I had a little something up my sleeve.

But for just a moment, I brought up the character sheet and looked it over, ready to throw the new star I’d just gotten for defeating the dungeon boss.

Attuned— Silver******

Clever— Silver**********

Charming— Silver****

Fierce— Silver********

Sly— Silver ****

Quick— Silver*******

Tough— Silver*******

It was only natural to go for Sly or Charming, and especially Charming, since I was supposed to meet my Maker and convince him to give us a whole cadre of gnomish artificers and perhaps alchemists to take back to Surrek.

Still, I had the strong impulse to go balls to the wall and keep upping the Clever. I’d just gotten the tenth star out of a dungeon a week back, and this one would be the eleventh star, only one off from finishing Silver tier Clever completely. And while I had a vague idea of what that would mean, I didn’t know exactly. It would just read Gold (no stars) and be the end of it. I’d make Clever checks really well, and think faster and better than presently.

In order to actually grab up a series of abilities, all of those would need to hit the twelfth star of Silver, and that was a long way off. I’d need to do dungeons constantly, or range up north of the river and slay a series of more and more powerful monsters to grab that.

But I figured I might need that sooner rather than later.

For now, I threw that star into Clever, clicked Yes when the prompt asked me to second guess myself, and got on with the matter at hand.

I followed the two of these stiff gnomish pricks back through their halls, one curve after another, while my lower back continually grew to ache more and more. Thankfully, at the end of our journey the ceiling rose high enough that I could stand. Two huge doors (read, eight feet high) led into the Hall of the Makers. These rose to a pointed arch, like all royal doors ought to, and were covered with spinning cogs and gears of bronze of all sizes, many interlocking. The doors themselves were painted a cobalt blue beneath, making for a striking contrast. I couldn’t tell if the gears were for anything more than ornamentation and didn’t care. It was finally possible to stand.

I stretched out my back, two hands against it, and leaned way back, savoring the pain of finally stretching out. My back popped once, then several more times almost immediately after. I let out a satisfied yell.

“Mother fucking fuck, it feels good to finally stand up straight.”

I was immediately slapped from behind.

“What? Is the Emperor here?” Running joke. Ever since I’d really taken control of Surrek there’d been a vague threat looming: the Platinum Emperor, who could probably erase me from orbit if he wanted to. He might want to? Fifty fifty there. And the best defense against something that could kill you and then run its wipers to smear the mess around the windshield: jokes.

All three of the ladies had identical incredulous looks, and I realized the two gigantic doors had opened while I’d been shouting about my aching fucking back.

Inside the great hall, hundreds of gnomish were staring at me.

Fabulous. Thanks eleventh star of Clever.

The people parted for me as I strode in, a giant among all of them. Avya, Auralla and Quavallie trailed behind, and it didn’t take an Empath’s Mark to know their notification over what was happening, and what was likely to happen. I’d just have to put on Mischief’s Mark and try to climb out of the hold I’d begun digging. Just the Normal tier ability for now.

Mischief’s Mark

*Special ability*

*Silver tier, two stars*

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.

Cooldown one hour. That wouldn’t do.

The hall itself was alive with motion. The gnomish themselves swayed back and forth, chanting and humming and singing. The columns at the walls were full of gears and metal bits connected to other metal bits. Again, it wasn’t possible to know exactly what all of it was for. It could’ve been ornamental, a steampunk thing, with great big banners of cobalt between those columns, or it could’ve been useful in some way. To raise the roof? 

At the end of the hall, a dais of a few stairs led to a trio of bronze thrones, all of them again chugging along with gears and such. One was full of spinning filigree with gemstones behind, so when the filigree parts opened up, they looked like a whole circle full of eyes opening and closing. The second was like a thousand of those accordion pump things out of hospitals and blacksmiths, like bellows, all pumping up and down. The third was something like a blackboard being scrawled on by mechanical arms, tracing out perfect circles and ruler-guided lines. 

So with the bonus to Charming on, I knelt down before these three Makers.

“Lower,” Avya muttered.

“What?”

My back was already flaring up just from going down on one knee, but I saw immediately what was happening: I was still towering above where the three gnomish sat. So, gritting my teeth and trying to keep from swearing, I bowed all the way down toward the floor. Fearful that I wasn’t quite low enough, I tried to get a look, but failed to see more than the cogs and gears rotating in a tiny gap between the floor and the first step of the dais.

Meaning that more machinery hummed and worked and chugged along directly below us. This was a bit chilling.

“I hope you’ll forgive me for being an ignorant Drifter,” I said. “The representative from your people noted that I could perhaps deal with the dungeon to establish good will and begin the process of negotiations between your people and the people of Surrek, but… etiquette and I aren’t great friends.”

Some chuckles out of the gnomish. I thought back to what Yann had said about gnomish when I asked him. My enhanced Clever gave me the words with almost perfect recall: Most gnomish are makers. Filled with the urge to create. We pioneered clockwork, and studies into mana crystals.

“I’m sorry to keep you from your work,” I said hastily, and wished I could throw on another instance of Mischief’s Mark. “I hope not to take too much of your time, but I believe Surrek is now a place that could use your help and your talents in building a better future.”

Clever told me to keep using the crafting metaphors and comparisons, and it seemed to work: the three of them glanced approvingly back and forth between one another.

“As you know, the griggistellammadammadingdongs have been destroyed.”

“Griggistethalians,” Avya corrected.

“That’s what I said, the Griggiskexes. They’re all as dead as—”

“Griggistethalians.”

“Griggistopheles,” I said.

“He’s hopeless,” Quavallie whispered. “Don’t—”

“Griggistethalians!” Avya barked. “Get it right or pay the price.”

“Susan.” I turned and found her glaring balefully in my direction, getting ready to do that dagger-drawn-across-the-throat motion. And then I clucked my tongue. “Now I’m doing it on purpose. Bad Evan.”

Around us came a lot of snorts of laughter from the gnomish in attendance, and two of the Makers also chuckled. One frowned in the middle of drinking from a gold and crystal goblet, before pressing his lips down in a thin line and spraying wine all over the floor and laughing heartily. He slapped his knee, drew in a great deep breath, and laughed even louder.

“Are you certain you’re not a very large nellwyn?” the Maker in the center asked.

“My Favored Consort wishes I was,” I told them. More laughter followed.

Auralla and Quavallie were exchanging disbelieving glances. “In any event, since the eel-things with the long, stupid names can no longer crawl out of their holes and ambush your people using their illusions, you should be able to get back to crafting, tinkering, inventing, researching, and whatever the verb is for mana crystals. I’d like to draw up the preliminary outline, a blueprint if you will, of what an alliance would look like between Surrek and the gnomish folk of the foothills.”

Please, I thought, I need this to work. If the Emperor decides I’m a threat and chooses to come for a visit…

It seemed insane that my heart was thudding so hard in my chest, but there it was. We’d come with the body and memory of Jivianna, a young inventor taken from her people and killed in attacks. But now I had her symbol tattooed on my skin, and that had meant a lot to the people here. Enough for them to break open their excellent camouflage and reveal themselves.

The third Maker got another deep lungful of air and guffawed laughter, shaking his head and waving one bejeweled hand in our direction.

“We will give you the tools you need,” the center Maker said. “Although it must be said that we have been laboring under attack these last few years, and progress toward building our society has been slowed by the badly-named eel-things.”

“The Griggisfragilisticexpialadocious,” I corrected gently, and caught the third Maker in the midst of putting the wine goblet up to his lips again. He got as far as looking at the Maker in the middle and sprayed wine all over the central throne. A little got on the central Maker.
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Three hours later Avya and I both opened a portal to the north gate of Surrek and ushered through twenty gnomish inventors, artificers, researchers, and crafters. Now that I was at four stars of Sly, I could ferry through twenty-five beings at once, which was awesome.

I bid the Makers luck, grinned at the shopping carts full of earth shit they now had in their possession, and waved goodbye before shutting the door.

“I can believe that worked,” Quavallie groused.

“Me neither,” I said.

“Don’t even dream of trying that nonsense with the cephellians living in the Basin or the Highgates.”

“I don’t know where that is or how to get there, so we don’t have to worry about it,” I told her. “However, since you’re glaring evil death at me, consider your words duly noted. I wouldn’t dream of making fun of monsters in front of the cephellians.”

Quavallie threw me some side eye, with eyes narrowed suspiciously, then nodded, arms folded. I knew better than to fuck with my aquamancer when her hair tentacles were curled up like that.

It also smelled like she was secreting even higher concentrations of cephellian toxin than normal, which was another bad sign.

“Special treat for Quavallie!” I announced.

“Huh?”

“You’re the reason we conquered the dungeon. There’s no way we could’ve fought our way through all the Griggistopher Lloyds without you.”

Quavallie’s eyes narrowed even further, and her tentacles pointed at me like accusing fingers.

With hands splayed open before me like a politician, I put on my brightest smile. “Who wants some beach time?”

All the distrust and tension drained out of her in an instant. Her face brightened into a joyous smile and she literally squealed. Then she threw herself into my arms, wrapping legs around my torso. Yep, definitely more cephellian toxin than normal. Thank the gods for the Silver tier Tough and the Survivor’s Mark.

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.

“You mean it?”

“You want to take your family, or go alone?”

“I’ll go grab them!” she announced, and rushed off.

Someone goosed me, and I turned to find a definitely-aroused Auralla staring at me, rubbing over her tummy absently. “Did you get the other surprise ready?” I asked Avya. She nodded, and gave me a smile full of mixed emotions, all of them good: mischief, warmth, pride, compassion.

In the meantime, the most pressing matter was to settle our new engineering corps in the city. Velleth was ready for this, and had a number of attendants, servants, and other magical women on hand to deal with it. The Masters of Artifice and Mage districts were there: some rocky-skinned gnomish-fae hybrid I didn’t know well, and Paul, my buddy from earth.

“You guys know what’s on the docket, right?”

Paul nodded. “Location, orientation, settling in, then we have a summit to deal with city defenses in two days.”

The Master of Artifice nodded.

“So… was that a yes?” I asked.

The Master of Artifice jut about sneered. “Yes,” he finally said.

“Yes?” I asked lightly, with emphasis.

“Yes, Governor.”

They all filed out, taking the three dozen gnomish with them. This comprised about five families. I waved to them, especially their tiny, goggle-eyed children who were looking everywhere at once.

“Like that was so friggin difficult,” I muttered. Not like I hadn’t just gifted the prick with the keys to a fortune. He was going to be swimming in projects and the coin that brought in very soon, the dickweed.

Hellera appeared, standing at attention. My glorious and buff red-scaled dragonite began rattling off the results of various reports. She was in charge of martial safety, and today was a good day: no uprisings, rebellions, or attempts by angry former slaves to murder district Masters. No attempts by district Masters to break into the Governor’s palace, impersonate the seneschal, and have me poisoned. No attacks on Grain District, which was now gifted to my other friend Michael, Ink District, or Mage.

Only a complete moron would directly assault a district full of hedge mages I’d put my trust in.

“Increase the number!” I declared, with extra pomp and even more circumstance.

Hellera rolled her eyes. “Why are you doing this?”

“Increase the number at once, general!”

She sighed, brought out a large sign that read DAYS WITHOUT A REBELLION. Then she got a white board marker, erased the present number, and wrote in the number 12.

Quavallie met me about halfway back to Ink, just north of Grellak District. I was just about to complain about the stench when Quavallie and her bewildered family rounded the corner.

“Now,” I said.

Avya reached behind her and grabbed open the Silver Door, and another lithe cephellian appeared. She was in every way similar to Quavallie, but with slightly longer hair tentacles, and different patterning of the bioluminescent spots.

The whole family froze, staring.

“Meralla,” the mother breathed.

“Drifter,” Quavallie warned, “if this is an illusion, I will rip—”

“Quallie?” the older cephellian asked.

Quavallie sobbed.

They rushed to hug one another, followed closely by all the rest of Quavallie’s family. She now had another new little sister, just a wee octopus head of a thing cradled in her mother’s arms. It turned into a big group hug.

“I know you’re all going to have such an awesome reunion,” I said, “just as soon as I get you to earth, where you can splash around as much as you like. I’ll pop in at dusk and see how you’re doing. Watch out for sharks, I guess.”

Quavallie turned disbelieving eyes on me, and I gave her a warm smile just before sending them to earth.

I began pushing them through the veil between worlds, and Avya helped. Each one took a significant expenditure of mana, though I had a metric ton thanks to advancing halfway through Silver tier Attuned.

I stepped out onto the beach in the Florida Keys. Only Quavallie poked her head out of the turquoise waters to look back at me. She was almost invisible, like a jellyfish, especially at this time of day. She gave me a wink and waggled several tentacles at me, then disappeared into the water.

With a kiss blown in her direction, I turned.

A kid down the beach was gaping. “Mom, did you see that? That guy just… whoa!”

I disappeared back between worlds and reappeared in Surrek where I’d left. Boom, mission accomplished. After all, what use was there in having the mantle of Governor around my bulging shoulders if I couldn’t fix people’s problems once in a while?

I noticed the hush that had fallen over the area when I stepped back in, like everyone in the whole neighborhood was holding their breath. Even the breeze felt like it had stopped blowing in my ears.

“Is the Emperor here or what?” I asked loudly.

And, wonder of wonders, for the first time since I’d started saying it, I was right.

A man floated down out of the air and settled onto the cobblestones. He was human, like me, and without the curious, tell-tale fae blood anywhere back in his ancestry. Everybody seemed to have come from fae somewhere in their past. Even Quavallie, who had two cephellian parents, didn’t have tentacles around her mouth, but up around her head. She also had that wonderful approximation of breasts when cephellians neither had nor needed them. Instead of Davy Jones she looked like a sexy jellyfish.

This guy was just your ordinary, average black man, if average black men were all built like brick shithouses. He sported tightly trimmed and styled waves in his very curly hair, a mustache that would give the 80’s a fit, and a superhero suit so quintessentially from the 70’s that I was surprised it didn’t have massive flaring bell bottoms.

So I guess not ordinary or average.

“You have the look of a Drifter about you,” he said, and his words sounded off. Like he had a slight accent I couldn’t place. All his o’s were too smooth, and that r on the end of Drifter sounded more like Driftah.

“Thank you?” I said.

“And that, right there, is a midwestern American accent. Ohio? Indiana? Illinois? Please tell me you’re not from Indiana.”

“Michigan.”

“Ah, Michigan. Good folks up that way. Really know how to set a place on fire when they need to.”

“When… did you come here?” He was either Jamaican, or out of somewhere in Africa I wasn’t familiar with, or his accent had transformed after so many years in this world, becoming its own thing.

“Seventy-two,” he said.

1972? Or seventy-two years ago? Either way, he was aging slower, so he was at least Silver tier, and I couldn’t immediately detect how powerful he was, meaning his tier was above mine. At least Gold. 

I whistled. “And you’re Emperor now? Or his enforcer or something?”

“Something like that.” And now I wished I had saved up Mischief’s Mark for the social check that really mattered.

I had basically one chance at this, and it was to Phase Shift him. If he didn’t resist it, I’d have sixty seconds with which to repeatedly damage his incorporeal form, and that would absolutely need to be enough to murder him. If he wasn’t dead by the time the effect ran out, I was in incredibly deep shit.

“Are you here to wipe the floor with me?” I asked. “Not thrilled about that possibility, to be honest.”

He smiled broadly.


2- Behold, Bershannik

“First, I need to know who you are,” I said, trying to ignore the growing trepidation. I was going to die. There would be no Evan in about twenty or thirty seconds. It would be quick, hopefully. This guy didn’t seem like the type to portal me back to the city and spend eternity torturing me.

My heart was thudding at my temples, and I was trying to find the right moment to attack him.

The man only smiled sadly, as if to say oh little boy, you are in no position to be making demands or requests.

The weird superhero dude in my mind was right.

What happened was this: one second, I was standing on the cobbles in Surrek, somewhere near Proclamation District. The next, I was standing on pure green grasses under an open sky, with a tower reaching high above. The tower was like something out of an old sci-fi movie. The guy had built it, I knew that instantly. It had the distinct look of the future, but from the point of view of somebody who’d been here since the 70’s.

This guy had been here for over fifty years and didn’t look a day over thirty-five.

“Before you kill me—” I started, and he just threw back his head and began laughing. “Okay fine, don’t hear me out. Buttface.”

“Listen, son, if I wanted you dead, you’d be dead.”

“You might be surprised to learn how little comfort that gives me,” I told him.

“Oh, I like that. I’m gonna keep that.” This meme has been appropriated, I thought.

“Okay so just… let’s do this. Whatever you want, you’ve got my attention. If it’s my head, or the ladies, I’m rather attached to all of those, so I’d really rather not. And also, I’ve grown rather fond of Surrek, too.”

“I heard you’re trying to free up all the ladies and get the menfolk to play nice. Been getting a lot of complaints about you, young man.”

“Yeah, well, I thought this little talk would be about that. And I’m starting to get the impression it isn’t.”

I was studying the tower. It stretched an ungodly distance up, and up, and up. Far higher than the Governor’s tower, which was maybe five hundred feet all told. This thing was certainly infused at every level with magic and mana crystals all the way up. To help it not fall down, for one thing.

Below it was a city, hardly detectable in the distance. We were miles outside the city, or cluster of central cities if the information I’d been provided was true. None of the buildings in that far distance could’ve been higher than a hundred feet, if that. Everything appeared completely flat, until this needle pierced the sky.

I whistled. “Okay, I’ve got tower envy.”

He laughed again. The knot in my chest that told me I was ready to die began to loosen up. I might not actually be about to die.

“Are you really the Emperor?”

“I don’t go out in public any longer,” he said. “Nobody’s seen the Emperor’s real face in twenty-five years.” He clapped a hand on my shoulder, and the User Interface informed me that I’d just taken twenty-four injuries at once, and that I was dealing with shock. Luckily, Survivor’s Mark took the first three injuries, and while it should’ve pushed shock away, the UI informed me that one of the Emperor’s abilities prevented me from resisting the effect so quickly.

I let out a pained groan, and the Emperor laughed again. “Please never do that again.”

“Just need to give you a little heads up, Drifter. The Emperor is real, he is no joke, and if he wanted you dead, you’d never see him coming.”

“Noted.” Shock was passing. Thankfully it never lasted very long. My resistance without Survivor’s Mark to it was growing more formidable, but he hadn’t even attacked me and already he’d done more damage than any single attack from any enemy, ever.

Time for both applications of Mender’s Mark, and a silent prayer to Caderyn for being the personification of healing in the first place, and one last silent prayer of thanks that Shennalil hadn’t been killed in the fight with the thing we were calling the Doom Tree.

All with a friendly pat on the shoulder.

I quickly reviewed my options regarding this asshole, who clearly needed to either leave me the fuck alone forever, or die.

There was literally nothing I could do about the man, short of getting one of those giant fuck-off spells from the hedge mages. And that wasn’t guaranteed. Sure that spell had utterly erased the Governor in the blink of an eye, but the Governor wasn’t Platinum tier. The Governor couldn’t move faster than I could see and deliver a punch (probably not at full strength) that nearly killed me. The spell might just work… or he could very well dodge the thing while I read out the magic words and flick my head off my body.

No, the giant fuck-off spell was out, or perhaps a very last resort.

“Now, there’s something we need to take a look at.”

Quicker than thought, I was standing at the other edge of the empire. My map informed me that it was the farthest east of all the twelve cities in the empire.

“Behold, Bershannik,” he told me, and waved a hand at it as though it were a great thing to set eyes upon. The name filled in on my map.

As for the city, it felt a bit like Surrek: same fifty foot walls, same hilltop design, Governor’s tower in the center of the city rising up in pale imitation to the Emperor’s tower. Great temple close by on one side, coliseum not far away on the other.

The major difference was that it lay on a plateau several hundred feet in the air, with steep mountains rising to either side. The map had filled in, and showed that the Teeth of Kentir picked up just south of that city east of Surrek, driving south and east in a jagged line leading to Berhsannik, and beyond.

The plateau couldn’t have been natural. It was far too even to be anything but man-made. Teams had dug it out once upon a time, leaving a ring of walls made of the mountain, and afterwards tons and tons of soil had been trucked up that gentle slope and dumped inside. Or some mage had simply said the magic words and turned a whole city-sized block of stone into fertile soil. However it was done, the city was a singular choke point.

“Here you will find many of the exotic spices traded for in Spice district, and some of the stone quarried for the walls of the twelve cities, and the central cities. And here…”

He gestured, and we appeared in a large hall, made of those marble blocks with veins of colors that shifted and roiled, like the fountain in Surrek’s central market. This looked like the Governor’s tower, though some of the choices were different.

That didn’t matter. I was starting to get tired of being jerked around all over Ethetria for somebody’s—

Nine gorgeous women in gauzy belly dancer outfits shuffled out from behind a cleverly crafted corner. I’d thought that the room was both square and empty, but now saw that it recessed back over in that corner, allowing for a hidden harem.

“…here is where I give you your reward.”

I wanted to say no, that women weren’t a reward. I doubted the most powerful man in a thousand miles would listen to anything I had to say. In point of fact, my increasingly Clever brain told me, if this guy wanted to give away some ladies for me to empower and set free, I shouldn’t stop him. I had a dismal track record of ferreting out spies from the authority figure, but I could run these ones through a better screening process.

In theory, I could learn from my mistakes.

He led me around that corner, to where a lavish area was set up, and gestured to a large cushion that resembled a beanbag chair in all sorts of wonderful colors. As I headed to it, the ladies all surrounded me and placed a hand on me, trying to get my attention with soft caresses and intense looks. They shook hips covered by material that enhanced more than it covered up, slid shoulders against me, and I caught the scent off several of them. They helped get me seated, bending over and brushing against me, raking breasts across my legs, and showing off tons of cleavage before straightening with grins.

Okay, this was pretty much the opposite of what the Governor had done with Shennalil.

“They’ll put on a show now,” the Emperor said. Soon enough a trio of musicians took up instruments behind a partition curtain, blending a keyboard, a string, and a flute together in a melody fit for dancing. “Two of them are for you.”

“Ah… that’s very generous of you.”

He waved this away, as if to say generosity was just a word, and he did literally anything he wanted at any time. This was just a whim.

Before me, all nine of the women struck up poses and began to writhe, flex, and gyrate to the music. They took turns before us, close enough to smell, dancing in ways I couldn’t name.

I received wine but decided not to partake for the time being, pretending instead to be totally enraptured by the dancing. It wasn’t a hard sell, honestly.

I looked over the girls with an appraising eye, trying to judge whatever characteristic might end up granting me a new power. Instead I found myself focusing on the swells of breasts, the cleavage, the exposed nipples, and the butts… Evan was an ass man. The marvels of what lay beneath also held my attention. 

They preened and squeezed their breasts together between clasped hands. Two humans, an elf, a fae, a dwarf with a bunch of fae and elf blood, one avian female with the head of a woodpecker, a gnomish surrounded by twinkling magic, a goblin some three feet tall, and a tiefling with ashy gray fur.

Each had their own unique dancing style, though they were clad in the soft robin’s egg blue that reminded me of the purification ceremony. Little baubles, flashes of gold were attached to each hip, at their feet, and some were woven into their hair. Rings connected by gold thread to bracelets also had those gold beads, which glimmered and twinkled as they moved sinuously in a circle. Each one of them had time at the fore, trying to entice us, to grab our attention.

I let the effect of their dance wash over me for a time. Two of these were for me, for doing some service for the Emperor I didn’t yet know of. Honestly, and this was going to sound terrible, I wanted a pair of horns to grab onto. A bit of guilt wormed into my heart from Fayeen, but the lust was there anyway. This tiefling wasn’t at all the same as my poor lost Fayeen, but she kept shifting those hips back and forth, and smiling slyly at me.

Maybe I could take her. And one of the others. Maybe we could just have a little time to throw clothes aside, connect in a way only lovers can...

Steel-Willed self-activated, and my head immediately cleared.

There was business to deal with.

“Ah… Emperor, I don’t mean to be rude, but—”

“But you’re about to be,” he interrupted. He’d been sitting in the other beanbag chair, hands behind his head, just watching the dance with a relaxed expression.

“Listen, I want you to select any two of these beauties and have the day with them. Ladies, this guy right here is not only a Drifter, but he just made himself Governor of Surrek, the northernmost bastion of imperial interests. Guy just took down a Gold tier demonic monstrosity, if I have my information right, even though he’s nowhere near Gold.”

Well that was a lot.

There was some cooing and fluttering of eyelashes at this. The Emperor leaned toward me and muttered. “If you dominate them at Bronze, you automatically get the Bronze power at seven stars, and of course the beginner power. But if you get them when you’re Silver, you get the Silver tier ability at all twelve stars, right off the bat.”

This was not something I’d learned, being a guy who took the power-sharing path, but it suddenly became clear why the Bronze guys would dominate. Not only did you get a powerless female, but the max stars as well.

Holy crap.

If and when I got the power, I wouldn’t have to spend months with each new woman, taking them on dates, making sure they were okay mentally… and then there was the problem I’d had with Illeri. With so many of relationships to try and juggle, the one with the revolutionary tendencies had slipped through the cracks. I hadn’t thought she was dangerous… after all, she only had a Normal tier ability from me, and likely her own single ability.

But if I didn’t have to build them up for months... this could change things.

Maybe it didn’t. Auralla, Avya, Dallinya, Quavallie, Hellera, they’d all been more than worth the time and attention. Velleth, Shennalil, Zati. They made life fun. The appreciation was real, tangible.

Then I’d added Zephellyn, and now Sillandria, Laylenna, to a lesser extent Viyalla, the druidic forest elf. And while I couldn’t exactly claim to have lavished them with attention, I had been there for them.

Not as much as I’d like… not enough at all actually. I’d lost several, and those losses stung.

And two of these ladies. Could I really just grab two delightful asses and take them back to Surrek with me?

This was obviously ignoring the idea that I would live through whatever task the Emperor was about to force me to do.

Speaking of… the Emperor rose. “Send for me when you have finished with your selection. Two, Governor. Don’t go dipping your wick in all nine now, understand?” He chuckled, and vanished.

Okay, with my impending death in mind I beckoned to the tiefling. “What’s your name?”

This bold tiefling sat directly in my lap and looped her arms around my neck. Her eyes were an interesting shade of yellow, deepening to orange, and instead of straight horns back along the top of her head, she had a pair of thick, curling horns out of her temples, stretching out by about a foot on either side. Like rams’ horns.

“I am called Nallene,” she said in a husky voice. Her magic had a smoky, eye-watering scent. Not in a bad way, just thick.

“It’s lovely to meet you, Nallene. I’m Evan.”

I could just see her confusion over the name flash across her face a moment, but it was gone and she smiled.

“Governor of Surrek?” she asked.

“Where women walk the streets without need of a brand, and retain their magic.”

Now the shock wasn’t going anywhere.

“What makes you the best choice for joining me in Surrek?” I asked.

“Master Governor has already been pleased to behold my body,” she purred. “I would be happy to join in the flesh with Master and prove where my skills lie.”

She placed my hand on her thigh and gently drew my chin back, so I wouldn’t look at the other dancers. The others had grown more brazen, spreading their legs or getting down on all fours and shaking their breasts. Lips were licked. Gold twinkled at every movement.

“Your skills are focused in the arts of pleasure?” I asked, growing hard. It wasn’t my preference, but it was hard to say no to such a sensuous woman.

Her legs were long and strong, and lightly furred. They parted the moment I began to caress them, and when I hesitated to push any limits, her hand fell on mine and guided it toward the junction of her thighs. I wasn’t even all the way there and I could feel the heat radiating from her.

“I have lived my life in the Governor’s harem,” she told me. “We practice for the day we will be given over to a new Master, or taken into the Governor’s service as his own.”

I pushed aside the idea that the present Governor of Bershannik might not like what was happening here, and drank in the lust radiating off Nallene.

“I am ready to give you a gift,” I told her, trying to change course, trying to ignore how hot she was, and her ass slowly grinding into my midsection. “What gift would you desire of a Drifter, Governor, and breaker of slave chains?”

“I desire the gift of your essence, Drifter Governor,” she breathed in my ear, and licked all around it slowly. When I didn’t stop her, she became bolder, tilting my head to the side to get at my neck and jaw line.

I chuckled. “Consider it done. I’m ready to give you a second gift then, but you must name it, and it must be a desire from your heart.”

She froze, backed away from me, and again pulled at my chin so I could look her in her yellow goat eyes. I squeezed her thigh in encouragement, and slipped my fingers up a little further. Jesus, I was only about an inch away from being forced to find her clit.

Whatever she saw on my face caused her face to heat up. I could see the barest hint of flush on the ash-colored skin.

“I would ask you for the gift of my friend, Nakla, to join us in your city of Surrek,” she whispered in my ear. “She dances for you even now.”

“The goblin?”

“That’s right,” she whispered.

I had been leaning toward the bird person, although they had always creeped me out a bit. Grabbing a mark of power from her might mean true flight, which I didn’t have. I could teleport for a shit ton of mana, teleport a short distance for far less, run on air, or transform into a dragonite. The last option was  only for ten minutes, and the flight ungainly. No true flight though.

“I could gift you gold, riches, or a chance to leave and be your own person,” I told her, and slid my fingers down over her barely-covered pussy, and she stiffened slightly. “What makes this Nakla your first choice?”

Now I could feel her incredible wetness soaking through the transparent fabric and coating my fingers. It was no difficulty to slide the fabric down her hips and begin to finger her. Soon my fingers were soaked with her juices.

“I…” she was too fuzzy with the pleasure to lie.

“The truth, or you stay here,” I warned gently, and leaned forward to kiss up her throat. “If you tell the truth, I can pull your horns as hard as you like.”

“She is, mmm, very skilled with her tongue. We sleep together,” she admitted. “I like how she lays on my stomach.”

“Good,” I said, and curled my fingers in to rub at that inner patch I’d found on the others. Nallene sucked in a sharp breath from the pussy massage and cried out.

“Nakla, would you come over here please? The rest of you are welcome to take a break.”

The goblin sauntered over. She was scowling at me, at least I thought she was. Turns out that goblins just scowl all the time.

Like orcs, goblins came in a few colors. Unlike orcs, none of the goblins I’d seen had any fae blood in them. It was as though goblins were repellent to the fae for some reason. Nakla’s skin was orangey red, with rashes of brown freckles: across her nose, over her shoulders, and squeezed into her cleavage.

She grinned evilly, showing twin rows of very sharp little teeth. Aside from a stubby nose and beady eyes, her ears were enormous, stretching six inches off the sides of her head, and she had a mop of unruly jet black hair all the way down to her ass.

“Master Governor,” she asked, “you sent for me?”


3- Other Marks of Power

“Nallene here says you are very skilled with your tongue,” I said casually, and shoved Nallene’s legs open. “She also mentioned you two are lovers.”

The grin disappeared, and she locked eyes with Nallene for a moment. The ladies in Surrek had some bisexual tendencies, but I hadn’t met any lesbians who just didn’t enjoy sex with a man.

Nallene arched her back, clearly trying to distract me with a pair of excellent breasts. Either that or she was beginning to slip towards an orgasm.

“I should like to take you with me to Surrek, where you will be free to love whoever you choose… but only if you answer my question.”

The goblin made eye contact with me, and held it while she slithered down between Nallene’s legs. A long, prehensile tongue appeared and waved all around, like Zati’s but without the fork at the end. That tongue flexed and undulated, up and down, and she inched towards Nallene.

“Wuss ur westchen?” she asked, without drawing that tongue back in. What’s your question?

Her tongue then slid over my fingers, pressed between my fingers, and went right up into Nallene’s pussy. The tip of her tongue curled around my fingertips, then went deeper in. Nallene jerked and gasped, and began to come.

“Do you want to be a part of my coterie, with Nallene, back in Surrek?” I asked her, and started to withdraw my fingers, but Nallene grabbed my forearm and arched her back. Nakla's tongue pumped in and out of her, rhythmically, and Nallene’s labored breathing began to match it.

“Mmm-hmm,” the goblin said, mouth full of tiefling pussy.

I leaned in close. “So you want me to fuck you?”

“Mmm,” she moaned, and nodded a little.

“Keep your magic and receive my gift, or give everything to me?” Both of them froze and locked eyes with one another. “Yes, the choice is yours to make. If you give everything to me, your gift is great, but you lose your magic. If we share, you keep your magic, and gain some of mine. But your gift to me is minimal.”

The question… what did the Emperor want me to do? I should have asked it, but I was maneuvering around so I could stick my cock in my first ever goblin.

“Hare!” she managed. So, share.

Lucky for me, I had a magic ability to resize based on the needs of the partner in question. I froze, staring at my erection, then up at the juicy orangey goblin booty wide open before me. Was the magic focused on what the tiefling could handle? From the size I’d become, it looked a lot like I would tear this goblin in half.

With Shennalil, it had seemed enormous until we got it up in her, so I pressed the bulging head against her slit and forced her open. Nakla grunted, but kept right on servicing Nallene.

Her body actually bulged out to either side as I pushed, visibly getting larger from the invasion. This wasn’t possible with humans. Even if you were with a petite woman, you wouldn’t literally rearrange her body. But when I shoved the first inch of shaft into her, her legs and ass were both pushed open, enlarging her. This caused her to groan directly into Nallene’s pussy.

Inch by inch I forced my cock into her, and every inch seemed to change her body. She’d been thickly built before, but short, stocky. Now she was elongating and widening out. When I withdrew my fingers from Nallene, I felt along the goblin’s tummy, and found it distended up to her belly button. I could literally feel the bottom of my cock through her body. I knew it would look obscene.

“Holy shit,” I moaned.

“Ore, ore,” she managed. “Arher!” More? Harder? Was she fucking serious?

With hands on her hips, I rammed the rest of me into her, and watched in fascination as she took it like a champ. It looked like I was splitting her apart, and the combination of the pressure and the sheer insanity of what I was doing pushed me dangerously close to unloading within her. My dick had literally made space in her body to either side, splayed her legs out obscenely, until she was barely standing on her toes. She reached out and grabbed onto Nallene’s hips just to keep in contact.

“By the gods,” Nallene said, her eyes locked on the spectacle below me.

I felt so bizarre treating this goblin like a sock puppet for no other purpose but sex. On the other hand it seemed like her body was built for this, to be ravaged in this manner.

And when I pulled out of her, her body morphed back into its normal size, and she groaned. I couldn’t be sure if it was pain or not, but I rocked forward and thrust back in, hard, and goggled at the thing I was doing to her.

“Keep going,” Nallene moaned. “Don’t stop.”

I’d been having a fair amount of sex since I got here. Okay a shit ton. My stamina had shot through the roof, as a result. But with Nakla, right now, it was like I was a virgin again. I suddenly felt incredibly sensitive, near to bursting after just two thrusts. I gritted my teeth and wondered if I’d just stumbled onto the sex goddess. After all, I’d actually fucked the healing goddess, and she’d been able to do this to me.

Steel-Willed kicked in, and the UI informed me of what was going on.

Warning! You are under the influence of a new effect. This has increased your arousal, sensitivity, and lust. Would you like to resist?

I had plenty of reasons to distrust sex magic. Easing back out of the goblin fuck puppet, I mentally chose yes. That did it; sure it felt great to be having sex with yet another new creature, but it didn’t feel like I was balls deep in a transcendent being.

In the meantime Nallene arched her back and was making zero noise. The tiefling was heaving, her gorgeous breasts rising and falling rapidly. She had one of Nakla’s ears in each hand, and her thighs were quivering with the pleasure of either and oncoming orgasm, or one that was still ongoing. I couldn’t see her face; she had her head thrown back and was screaming silently.

I thrust into Nakla, hard. Hard enough to cause both of my smaller ladies a lot of pain. Every time this happened, I felt the underside of my shaft bulging out of her stomach, and it drove me to further heights of arousal. Thankfully though I wasn’t on the precipice literally every second I was inside her.

It took some time, but eventually Nallene pushed the goblin away. Nakla looked back over her shoulder, expression dark and naughty, grinning shark’s teeth.

“You fuck good, Drifter,” she told me. “But when you really gonna fuck me?”

Just straightening meant she couldn’t support her weight on her fingers and toes any longer, and when I stood her eyes went wide. Now I could grip her little body and use her, really use her.

The only sounds now were my grunting and the slap of flesh on flesh, while I just about tore her in half. I pulled her back to me, and her head only came up into the center of my chest. Her eyes were fluttering, and her tongue lolled uncontrollably. Whether she was dying or in the midst of a powerful full body orgasm I couldn’t rightly say, but I loved it. Her little breasts wobbled up and down, and my cock showed inconceivably with every thrust.

Every time her hips widened out and the bulge appeared in her stomach, I inched closer and closer to the edge. White lubrication from Nakla appeared now when I pulled her up and slammed her back down.

Her eyes snapped open now, and that ever-present mischievous grin widened out. She looked like the Cheshire Cat, like her face was at least half teeth. Down below I could now see a sphere of her mana pooling in her womb, which I was far beyond spearing every time I thrust. I honestly had no idea how she wasn’t howling in pain right now. Instead she was leering at me.

“Come on, Drifter, empty balls inside Nakla.”

I had an insane mental image of her popping off me like a cork when I came, from the incredible pressure. What pushed me over the edge was her opening her mouth, sticking out a long tongue, and swiping it over my lips. I could taste Nallene’s essence all over her tongue, the speed and grace and fluidity of a dancer.

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

I was sorely tempted now to select Establish Dominance & Take of Her Power, rather than Remain Equals & Intertwine Your Powers. Whatever Nakla had, I wanted all of it.

The trouble was I didn’t want her powerless. I chose the second button, yet again, and roared with the orgasm. I want to imagine I could’ve seen it filling her if I’d had my eyes open, but that’d be lying. The whole experience was so incredible, in a surreal and sexy way.

I settled back onto the beanbag chair and just lay there with the goblin still impaled on my gigantic shaft, leaking my seed and making contented, but weird noises. She was only the second goblin I’d ever met, and both of them were strange.

Nallene’s voice snapped me out of the post-coital reverie. “Does this mean you’re finished?”

“You’ll have to extract your friend,” I told her, “but you’ll find me more than ready for more.”

Her face appeared over mine, grinning. “I’ve never seen her like that,” the tiefling said. “I was worried you might kill her. Is that how it is with all the females you take?”

“Not even a little bit,” I told her.

I slowly pulled Nakla up and off me, reminded oddly of removing a condom after being with my ex. We’d like to start bareback and then move to the security of protection just before I came, to give me a little respite and maybe a nice second wind.

Then I felt a finger tracing over a section of my torso, and looked up to find Nallene peering down at a faint mark of power, looking a lot like Nakla’s evilly grinning face, eyes narrowed, ears enormous. Like an early game mini-boss, or the mini-boss icon on your map.

“You didn’t do it, did you?” Nallene asked.

“I’m a giver, not a taker,” I told her. I hoped it wouldn’t get me killed. The challenges so far had always been the punching up kind, save for the problems with the Surrek Masters. And now I couldn’t even handle those with ease, not with the Emperor all up in my business.

So I was back to punching up.

Nallene had an unexpectedly fond look written on her face. “The others don’t like their magic taken. It leaves them feeling… off.”

“You’re supposed to be connected to the world and the world’s mana,” I told her. Zati had told me as much. She knew from her work as an Archivist that sorcerers took mana from females they had sex with, rather than a tattoo of power like this, and the mana refilled slowly. More slowly over time, the more times they had it done to them, hence the need for nabbing ladies from the empire’s cities in their raids. I didn’t know how it was done, but it sounded less terrible than the Master and slave system of the empire.

Slightly less terrible.

The sharing system seemed the best, honestly. Having sex and having both party get tangible benefits was the main reason earth held no allure for me. No matter how many times I nearly died, or how many friends or lovers I buried, this was better.

Speaking of… I reached out and ran my fingers over the base of Nallene’s big curling horns at her temples. They came together to form a bony ridge on her forehead that appeared more like a crown or a circlet than a bunch of thick bone.

Her eyes were half closed, eyes fogged over with at least one good orgasm. She was still aroused. And now I was aroused.

“I haven’t been with a male,” she admitted. “Never once.”

It’s like being with your goblin friend, I wanted to say, except with two hundred pounds of sweaty man crushing you from above. And the thing in your pussy isn’t nearly so flexible.

“Your friend has prepared you thoroughly,” I told her. “But if you’d prefer, I can use my much shorter tongue to make sure.”

Her eyes grew wide, so I shifted and let her lie on the beanbag. I, in the meantime, drifted kisses down the length of her body, stopping to lavish attention on her coal black nipples, which had grown hard by the time I arrived.

Once I had my tongue on her clit, she responded vocally. I figured this was an act, since she’d been completely breathless with the goblin tongue doing nasty things to her innards, but I was dragging her clit around in a circle with the tip of my tongue, while I pressed at the sides of her pussy with one, and then two fingers. She also tasted of speed, just like Fayeen had, but her speed was much more maneuverable, which lots of shucking and jiving. This came from her being a dancer.

And yes, indeed, it’s difficult to know the taste of speed, but this was from the Attuned senses far more than it was my taste buds. Like the others, and like Nakla, I was seeing a ball of her mana pool in her womb. Nakla’s had been pinkish red, magenta, almost the darkish pink of the inside of her. Nallene glowed a pale yellow.

I found a place she liked, due to the bucking and the increase in volume. She’d like it from behind, ass up and face down.

Nice.

I flipped her over and placed her in this theoretical pleasurable position and listened, smiling, as she cried out in surprise. I bent down over her back and whispered.

“If this doesn’t work for you, we’ll try a few other positions.”

Then I lined up the head of my very ready divining rod and pushed toward the source of her power. And found I’d been right. With my hands on her lower back, I kept her in place even as she cried out and enveloped the first few inches of me, then the next few, and then I finally bottomed out. Her insides seemed to melt around me, adjusting to the size and shape perfectly. When I pulled out, she gasped, and the second time when I thrust inside her, she felt perfect. Made for me.

I fell into a rhythm, and simply enjoyed the sensation for a time. She was exactly the right size, with no adjustments necessary. I went to grab her wrists and pull her back, then remembered her handlebars.

With horns in hand, I slammed down into Nallene, and the whole tempo of the sex changed. She went wild with my horns in her hands, bucking back against me, no longer passively accepting what I was giving her. She slammed her ass back into me again and again, crying out loudly, enough that Nakla finally roused herself from her stupor and propped herself up onto an elbow to watch.

“D— Drif— Drifter!” she cried out.

I leaned over her ass. “Do you want them… pulled?”

Yanking back on her horns made her cry even more shrill, made the ass wiggling even more frantic and insistent. She pounded back against me, and the slapping of her ass on my midsection echoed in the chamber.

The fervor of it set me off. I loved the image of this gorgeous female giving me all of herself after only just meeting me. The pleasure was immense, as were the looks I was getting from Nakla. I might have imagined it, but as the slapping of my abs on her ass continued, I could’ve sworn I saw a series of eyes peek out of the Governor’s harem in my periphery.

In the meantime I pulled slowly on Nallene’s horns, further and further back, until she was staring at the ceiling, her panting ragged. Her eyelids were fluttering while she came, or just enjoyed the furious pounding I was giving her on her way toward the next orgasm. She’d already gotten plenty of pleasure out of today, and the sight of her slack face, open mouth and ragged cries were enough to drive me toward the point of no return.

“You… want to… live in Surrek?” I panted.

“Yes!” she cried.

“Fuck me… all the time?”

“Yes!”

“And… keep your magic?” I rubbed my thumbs against the base of her horns while wrenching back on them.

“Yes!”

“Then… take it!” I shouted, and shoved against her hard.

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

I made my choice and dumped what felt like a gallon inside her.


4- Leroy… Jenkins?

For a while afterwards, we just cuddled, with Nakla joining us and finding a space in the middle. She didn’t seem to mind how sweaty we were, folding her hands behind her head and crossing her legs comfortably. It was trickier to get settled with Nallene’s horns poking out to either side, but we managed. I kept right on stroking both of them in the afterglow.

Nallene shivered. “You’re not from this world, but you’ve been with a tiefling before. How many?”

“One,” I told her.

“Lucky girl,” she murmured.

“Lucky me,” I said. “She showed me how much she liked having them pulled.”

“Very lucky girl,” she said, and dipped in for a kiss. “I hope she isn’t territorial.”

“She’s… not with us anymore.”

“Oh! I’m sorry, Drifter.” She really was, too, at least given the pained expression and the sorrow coating her voice. I had to remind myself that these were probably agents of the Emperor and needed to be vetted before they’d be allowed to stay in my service, help carry out any plans, that kind of thing.

“It’ll be all right,” I told her. “She was a true delight, and I’m thankful to have been with her even for a short time.”

She brushed a nonexistent lock of hair off my forehead, and dipped in to give me another quick kiss. Her look of horror had melted quickly enough, replaced with concern over such a heavy topic.

“Tell me a story about her,” she asked. “Some time she was a delight, or a true friend, or a sensual mistress of pleasure.” At my knitted eyebrows, she smiled, full of warmth and compassion. It was in this moment that I decided I liked Nallene.

“Uh, okay.”

She propped herself up on one elbow, and the shift dropped the goblin so she was squashed between us. “We broke into a rival district harem, when I was still just the owner of a single district. Ink District, back in Surrek.”

She nodded, and traced her fingers over the other marks of power: the dragon in flight, blowing fire down toward one hip, now silvery, the geometric lines surrounding my face, also silvery, the snarling beast’s face on my right pectoral muscle. Silver.

I went over the situation as it had developed: sending Velleth and Hellera out to deliver gifts from earth to the district masters around Ink, in a series of wider and wider circles. They’d done well the first day, with Velleth exhausting her mana thoroughly, and by the end of the next day Velleth’s control had slipped.

“A Master named Vintra put her in irons, while Hellera fought to escape. She got peppered with arrows and lost a hand. Which is when we figured out the Governor’s fae spy had healing magic.”

“I’m confused,” she said. She hadn’t flinched or betrayed any guilt when I mentioned Shennalil being a spy. Interesting. I’d have to pull out the big guns. “You haven’t mentioned this tiefling at all yet?”

“A good storyteller gives you the origin. You need the inciting incident before we hit the meat of the story.”

“Let him talk,” Nakla said. “Nakla likes Drifter voice.”

So after Hellera was healed and the spy Shennalil took my seed, we headed out to Spice District to get Velleth back. Auralla, Fayeen, Shennalil, and Dallinya.

Once we’d broken in, it was just a matter of finding the Master… which Shennalil couldn’t manage without getting caught. Instead, she found the harem, and we snuck in there instead.

“Here’s where it gets good,” I told her. I put on Mischief’s Mark, the Silver tier ability.

Mischief’s Mark

*Special ability*

*Silver tier, two stars*

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. Your chance to discern lies of higher tier beings is based on your skill plus Clever check.

Costs high mana. Cooldown: 30 minutes.

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 Favored Consort of Evan Westfield of Earth. This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Avya Dalewind, Favored Consort of Evan Westfield of Earth.

“But first, I have to ask… has the Governor or the Emperor charged you with spying on me?”

She waved a dismissive hand. “If I said he wanted to be kept apprised of what you were doing, would you consider that spying?”

“That’s pretty much the textbook definition of spying, yeah.”

“Then yes,” she admitted. This wasn’t a lie, but it also wasn’t what I wanted to hear.

“You do realize that every gift female I’ve been given has come with the express permission to do with them as I see fit, right?” When this didn’t get the reaction I wanted, I continued. “That includes killing you and dumping your body on the side of the road.”

Her face twitched. “You do realize that I’m nothing, worthless, easily replaced by a hundred others. You’re less likely to kill me than the Governor or the Emperor. I’m nothing more than a single brood swarm member, easily swatted down.”

“Nakla too!” She pouted. “It sucks.”

Also not what I wanted to hear. She was powerless to help her circumstances. Both of them were. I gazed into her eyes, which were filled with more pain and acceptance of her place here than there should’ve been for a girl in her twenties.

Bershannik was just Surrek all over again, back when I’d arrived: the power all rested in the hands of complete douchenozzles who could, and should, be put in their place. People who used women like Nallene and these others as pawns toward their ends.

Ah well, at least they were being up front about it this time.

I sighed and decided the rest of the Fayeen story, about how I’d wanted to start the process of breaking Spice District, would have to wait. I’d already told them enough to give the Governor or the Emperor some juicy tidbits. If they didn’t report anything, they’d be punished. If they reported too much, my enemies would know my secrets.

Now it was time to see what the Emperor had just bought with the lives of these two.

The Emperor gave me the time I needed to relax, snuggle, detangle myself from Nakla and Nallene, and put some clothes on. The two Bershannik girls followed close behind. Outside the harem room, I found servants waiting, and sent one of them off to inform the Emperor that I was done processing his gifts.

I kept right on going, trusting that the Emperor was Platinum and could find me with some magic power or another. A lot of thoughts were roiling through my head now.

Eventually the Emperor reappeared.

“You have acquainted yourself with these two slaves,” he said.

“Yup. We know each other now. Biblically.”

“Meaning you are ready to begin undertaking the task I have for you.”

“I mean, no, but I’m ready to learn what it is, and assuming I can’t say no, try to figure out how to complete it without getting myself killed.”

He regarded me silently. We walked along through the Governor’s palace, with a cloud of servants hovering around us at all times. Eventually I took Nallene and Nakla’s hands and forced them to walk alongside me. Neither of their Normal tier abilities would be all that useful at no stars, so it was necessary to get them stars, bridge the gap to Bronze, and take a look once I was there.

Outside the palace, the city had an eerie resemblance to Surrek that I didn’t like. It would be confusing at first. The Emperor let the way out of the palace and through the lush grounds and beyond, into the nearby districts. The coliseum sat off to the south of the palace, while the great temple was situated opposite, to the north. Directly ahead the buildings opened up to a market square, where I could see the statue of the Governor was a hoofed tiefling with antlers like Nallene’s.

Another potential problem to worry myself over, huh? What if the Governor had a thing for the tiefling I’d just fucked senseless? Or what if they were related somehow?

“You’ll need to remain in Bershannik to complete the mission I’ll be giving you. With that said, I’ll assign you a district to command while you are here. If you need it managed, I can assign a manager so you may focus on the task at hand.”

“You’ve got an Ink District here?”

“Of course.”

“Ink, please.”

He regarded me silently.

“I used the magic word, didn’t I?”

I had a special fondness for way one district managed to mix together tattoos, scribes and hedge mages doing enchantment work all in the same few blocks. Other districts were so uniform, so boring.

“Ink District is not presently available.”

“If the guy suddenly got the idea that he should range outside the city looking for women to snag up, and monsters to kill, I could take care of that problem in a heartbeat. I have experience in this arena.” I gave him a broad, predatory smile. Oh, Giskennen, you didn’t even have any lines in season one of this sordid television series, I thought. Not my fault, buddy. You could’ve made your death interesting.

“You’ve adapted better than I was led to believe,” he replied.

“I didn’t get to Silver by coddling everybody I met.”

“It seems not.”

We slowly made our way through the central market. I noted that most signs were in the hieroglyph stage: big painted symbols told me which district or shop was which. Here was a plate of what looked like crustacean, with painted white steam rising off it, there was a necklace of pearls with a pendant of gold and set with a huge sapphire.

Sneaking up on the market from behind had felt like everything was different, but when we made our way around to where I usually entered the Surrek market, I had to blink several times. Around from this side the central market area became a bit of a mind fuck, because it was arrayed exactly like the one in Surrek: the huge fountain of the Governor in the middle, folks selling stuff out of their carts or little stalls, and a good fifty or sixty larger shop fronts in a huge circle around that, each one selling out of the corresponding district.

“To be crystal clear,” he said, “this place is sacrosanct. I don’t know what happened in the Surrek market, but the fact that something happened there troubles me.”

“I’m aware. We had a spot of… open revolt. It was nothing I couldn’t handle, and didn’t damage the market area much, except right after that, the mana-sucking vampires showed up. And there was this tiny matter of a giant demon tree at the same time, so we were stretched thin.”

Well, the Ink District shopfront didn’t look like a trash heap masquerading as a shitty paper warehouse. It wasn’t smashed to bits like the one in Surrek presently was, nor did it have a painted signboard with me holding a plunger. So Bershannik wasn’t exactly like Surrek after all. Now I did the steering, and took us directly toward the shop with the huge ink pot and feather sign.

He nodded. “I’ve received troubling reports out of the north. And the prophecies about the end times approaching from the north.”

I frowned. Prophecies were some bullshit on earth, but this world had at least one pantheon of gods and goddesses. I knew this personally. Hell, I knew this carnally.

We stepped into the shop, and a little bell went ding! to announce our presence. Adorable. The signboard wouldn’t stay like that. It would soon say Evan’s Eldritch Emporium. In earth English. Because fuck everybody. And maybe there’d be a portrait of me holding something that said earth, but wasn’t a fucking plunger.

I was still selling a shit ton of plungers though, so I’d consider it. Maybe me holding a plunger while emerging from a green pipe. With a huge mustache, and a hat with a big E in the center.

Hey, some jokes are just for me. Don’t judge.

And once the Surrek Emporium was up and running, I’d have my first ever franchise, baby!

The place within was tastefully decorated, carpeted, and was basically a tattoo parlor with one section off to the side for ink and paper needs. Did you want a custom ink bottle? A super rare quill made of some exotic-feathered bird? Ink that went invisible? They had that shit here.

“Pining for home?” he asked.

“We’re getting the shop repaired right now. It’s been weeks of cleaning it out and rebuilding.” But the people in Surrek were kind of pissed off at me for upsetting their slavery applecart. They weren’t buying. “Do you have a name I can use? Drifter seems wrong, since I’m just a wee Governor, and we both know what drifter means without the capital D.”

After some consideration, he said, “Leroy.” 

Really? “Leroy… Jenkins?” I said, before my brain could tamp down my mouth.

“Of course not. You think I’d give you my real name? And what kind of stupid question is that anyway? Who’s going to guess my last name?”

He had been here far too long to know that old internet joke. I started, realizing he wouldn’t even know what the internet was. The man was practically a fossil. “It’s probably Johnson or Smith or Black, and that’s not fair, but it is what it is, and it doesn’t matter anyway because I’m not asking. Could we skip to the part where you show me what you brought me here to show me, pretty please with no more friendly back slaps or bribes?”

He regarded me coolly. “You’re lucky I like you, Governor Evan.”

“I guess I am.” No idea why he liked me, or why he wasn’t currently bathed in my blood, but here we were. But if he wasn’t going to kill me, I’d honestly prefer to be back at the old homestead, where I very much wanted to be balls deep in someone while someone else begged to gulp down my seed.

When next we’d teleported, I found myself atop the walls, looking down over a sheer cliff face.

“What is that?” I asked, and squinted.

“The reason you’re here.”

The area just east of the city devolved into a series of swampy marshes. Hillocks poked out of the water, mournful trees draped in moss hung with their leaves nearly in the water, and several of those waterlogged hillocks floated above the ground. They even burbled with sluggish water and grew grass. I also noted what looked like a series of insects darted here and there.

But I wouldn’t have been able to see insects from here, not even the brood swarm, which were football sized mosquitoes. With the form of the red dragon, I swelled in size, but also gained a sharper focus on the eyes.

I could now see that the insects were people, and they were clustered around portals hanging ten and twenty feet in the air. Some rushed right up to the portals and blasted what looked like serious powers in through the portals, while others watched as something dropped out of the portals before destroying whatever plopped into the water.

“What the fuck?” I asked.

“The correct question is ‘what are those’ and to answer the right question, those are incursion portals.”

“Oh… kay.”

“I’ve been informed you’ve got Drifter abilities,” he said. It was not a question. I wondered if, by being part of his empire, he could just casually browse through all my abilities and attributes.

“Eh… yeah.”

“You bound someone in the space between worlds and they took damage from that.” He’d been talking to one of the small council members I hadn’t killed, about the Trusk incident. Meaning he’d done his homework on me. Meaning this was a problem he needed a Drifter for.

It also told me Leroy here didn’t have Drifter powers somehow, or he’d have done this job himself. The other possibility was that he thought he was too valuable as Emperor to risk on the mission he had coming up, or the mission was too dangerous.

“This tells me you went through Dungeons early into your stay here, and bound your new powers around your identity as a Drifter.”

“I guess.” Steel-Willed was an outlier; I’d gotten it after losing Fayeen to lust-inducing magic. The ability had come as a result of my demand of the first dungeon core. All the other abilities had come as a result of increasing tier to Bronze (Adrift) and Silver (Phase Shift), or dungeons where I didn’t have an insanely pressing need, like Dimension Door.

Now I had one more dungeon core to fuck my way through, to grab up an additional power.

So the existence of Steel-Willed told me that I could sort of ask for powers, and that this guy hadn’t done so? He seemed to think that my Drifter powers were necessary in this situation.

“So you want me to… shut the incursion spaces?”

He laughed, loud and long. “Oh, Drifter, you poor naive boy. Would that you could.”


5- Somebody Got Laid

“Why can’t I?”

“Incursion spaces are mechanically driven. They can be opened again and again. We’ve shut them on occasion.”

Okay, that took some time to process. Emperor Leroy went on to explain while I mulled this over. Apparently, one of the realities adjacent to Ethetria was high in technology, but so high that they had dimensional portal producing devices. They had sent through teams of marines, only to have them splatter on the windshield of Silver and Gold tier responses. Also, the Golds could go back through the incursion portals and wreak havoc over on the other side. Mana wasn’t an energy source they had an easy time dealing with.

“What I need is a solution to this. I want them shut down completely. Permanently.”

“You want me to walk into another reality, one I’ve never been to before, and sabotage an entire world’s technology. You realize how that sounds, right?”

He let out a long breath. “No, idiot. I want you and a team of your best people to head into another reality and fuck their shit up, and make it known that my empire is not one they should be fucking around with.”

“Who’s they?” I asked.

“What?”

“Who are these people opening up these spaces, and why?”

Emperor Leroy, a name I needed to stop using before I started giggling, stepped in front of me. I hadn’t noticed just how fucking huge he was: a good seven feet tall, as wide as two of me, and sneering over that mustache.

“I don’t know and that doesn’t matter.”

“Oh… kay,” I responded. “It seems like it ought to.”

“What matters is that there are more spaces, and they keep opening in stranger places, closer and closer to the city.”

“That doesn’t sound great.”

He nodded. “Not great. When they first appeared some fifteen or twenty years ago, there was a great battle. Thousands and thousands of Masters died. We decimated their army.”

“That sounds even worse.”

He nodded. “Since then they’ve been dumping these bugs through the holes. This means constant vigilance, or else they poison the fields and farms. I need several Golds and an army of Silvers out here at all times. Makes running an empire much more difficult than it should otherwise be. Gold tier men are hard to come by.”

“Sounds like a Mongolian clusterfuck,” I said.

I could now see graying patches where farmland had once been. The patches were filled with the corpses of whatever things kept popping through the portals, but the gray area was easily two miles wide.

“What happened to the ones who went through?” I asked.

“Dead. Atmosphere’s toxic somehow. One of the Golds closed out all the incursion spaces in the battle, and cut off all the troops they’d been sending through. They were open again two months later.”

So there was a lot we didn’t know, and whatever the hell this was, it scared the Emperor enough that he was willing to bring me across easily five hundred miles just to see if I could help.

“And you want me to stop them… how?”

“I don’t give a fuck how you accomplish this mission, son. If you go talk with them, fuck their women, breed a master race of half white boy, half whatever the fuck they are, and keep them on the other side of the veil by virtue of being their daddy, you keep Surrek. Or if you go in there, guns blazing, hit and run through the veil with a big sign scrawled across your forehead that says ‘fucking quit opening portals into my empire’ you’re free to do that as well. Surrek is yours at that point. If you’ve got a line on a nuke back on earth and just shove it through the hole, boom done, wipe your hands of the whole thing, great. Once the problem is solved, Surrek is no longer in need of looking at and dealing with. I don’t fuck with it, until you start trying to invade your neighbors.”

A whole lot of untenable solutions began to scroll through my slightly cleverer mind: imbue a whole bunch of ladies with Drifter powers, level them up to Silver, and station them here permanently. That would mean a whole lot of pussy, an idea I liked, but it would take months to accomplish, an issue I couldn’t mitigate in any way I knew. Two, I could enlist the services of Paul and Michael, get them the dungeon cores, and let them power up and move the entire way across the empire, to handle incursion spaces as they opened. Assuming my powers could handle it to begin with.

Another part of my mind immediately thought: just shove him through into that other world. Use Adrift and push aside the veil, and if it was true he didn’t have any pan-dimensional powers, he wouldn’t be able to get back.

Except there were a lot of tricksy unknowns that could end me up dead with a single karate chop to the neck. Employing Adrift assumed I could actually move him across the veil, and he couldn’t resist it. It was the same as the Phase Shift problem: if I tried it and it didn’t work, I was dead before I could apologize. And my brain brought up that memory if it not working on a Gold tier demonic plant monstrosity.

Okay so attacking this guy was out.

Another thought struck me, right on the heels of this: he almost certainly had a thought raking power like Avya and I.

I turned my eyes slowly to meet his, but didn’t see any indication that he was listening in on my thoughts. That didn’t mean anything. If this guy didn’t have world class straight face after living here for fifty years, nobody did.

“Okay, so… I’m gonna go then,” I told him.

“Did you not hear what I, your Emperor, have expressly commanded you to do?”

I pursed my lips, scratched my throat, and nodded. “Uh… yep. I heard. Is there a timeline on this? Because it seems like you’ve got several years of handling this under your belt. If there’s a specific due date, I’ll hurry things along. But at this point I probably need to make Gold before I’m going to do battle with a completely different reality.”

He stared at me.

“I mean the good news is I can probably make it in a couple more months. Unless those final stars of Silver take absolutely forever.”

“They do, and I need this dealt with. There’s another issue.”

“Whatever’s happening in the north?”

“Are you looking to get cut in half?” He asked, and showed me his open hand, like he was playing paper-rock-scissors and had just thrown paper. It should’ve scared me a lot more, but doing that without transforming into a liquid metal sword or sparking with electricity or anything just made it look silly. I certainly hadn’t forgotten the ‘friendly’ back pat, but it was kind of ridiculous.

“Not particularly.”

“We’re not equals here, Drifter. If you want I can go and scour all of Surrek, and erase all your women.”

“Do you need me or not?” I asked. “You’d attract a lot more flies with aarrrggghh!”

He snarled now, and a fist of power shot out and brought me to my knees. It wasn’t even an attack, just a psychic power, and Steel-Willed only blunted ten percent of the damage. I felt like I had a nosebleed coming on, and then that feeling intensified to my entire skull, like my brain might just pop out and do a dance number. My vision clouded. Even the UI became difficult to read, the effects cascading by too fast to make out, but also warped by whatever ability he was using.

Every word he spoke from here on out seemed to be like a fist pounding into the side of my head.

“You’re getting the carrot and the stick at the same time, Governor,” he hissed. The pressure on my skull let off suddenly, and I gasped. Now my skull seemed empty, like a balloon. This was also awful, but blessedly less painful. “Now show me you can do something before you leave.”

“Fine, fine,” I told him.

All the things I really wanted to say, and to think, were shoved deep back beneath a veneer of planning for the Emperor’s problem. This asshole… no, I couldn’t think about that until I had some time to myself.

I was suddenly on my back, having taken another twenty injuries at once. Shards of cobbles were digging in there, giving me more injuries. A cascade of system messages went streaming by, like

…the Emperor has used Temporal Mastery (Bronze) to gain an additional attack…

and

…the Emperor has overcome your Grit (Tough) with Unarmed Attack (Quick) to grapple you. You’ve been grappled! Once grappled, you may not escape without breaking the grapple. You resist by using Wrestling (Fierce). Tap here to see a list of grappling maneuvers instead…

I didn’t play enough roleplaying games for this, but I had a theoretical base of knowledge from watching a bucketful of action films. He could break my arms and legs, head butt me, bear hug, choke me unconscious. Yeah, all that good stuff.

Instead he chose to get close, like kissing close, and show me how angry he was.

“Your dismissive tone leaves a great deal to be desired, Evan Westfield.” Spittle flew into my face, into my eyes. “In the Golden Cities, Silver tiers are the lowest of the low. They know their place, and it is beneath my heel if I choose to step, hard.”

“Noted,” I grunted.

“You are little more than the queen bee of a small hive. If I wish it, I am a hurricane. Now I will grant you leave to assess this threat to my empire, but one more misstep will mean punishment.”

Fuck this guy.

He let me up and went to survey the view from the wall with hands clasped behind his back. Rather than, for instance, helping me up or healing me, you know, like a fellow Drifter might. Nope, this guy was now Ethetrian, and a jackass.

I put on my healing abilities, thanking the old dead Governor for that, and dusted myself off. Although I still had the urge to use various abilities on him and try my very best to kill the son of a bitch, I decided suicide wasn’t the best option.

Motherfucker had time manipulation abilities. At Platinum tier. There was no way to just kill the bastard, not one on one.

I leaped off the wall and drifted slowly down to the cobbles using my dragon wings, before striding through the eastern door of Bershannik, a pair of two foot oak monstrosities a good twenty feet high each. Nakla and Nallene followed along, trotting down the stairs and dodging guards, porters and other random people, while Emperor Leroy watched the swamps out east from above. Once I was through, I immediately grabbed for the Silver Door. Nakla and Nallene went first, and then I stepped directly back to Surrek.
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Emperor Leroy appeared in the skies over Surrek about five minutes later. I was standing in the market square area, where the statue of the Governor still hadn’t been repaired. That was on my list of things to have various people do, installing my likeness at the top of the fountain, but it was pretty far down.

“Everybody’s here, correct?” I said, and waved companionably up at Leroy. The Silver Door was already open, and all my lovely ladies were already through. Damn but it was great to see their asses waggle as they went. Emperor Leroy was just streaking down toward me when I stepped back through the Silver Door and vanished.

We were in Sunspire, and once again Zephellyn had that peeved look on her face.

And by we I mean the core group: Auralla, Avya, Dallinya, Hellera, Velleth, Shennalil, Quavallie, and Zati. The others didn’t have my trust enough to engage in the sort of treason we were about to commit.

“Why… are we here?” Avya asked, peering around at Zephellyn’s tent.

“Yes, why are you here?” First Domi demanded, and turned storm cloud gray. Crackles of lightning started arcing through her body this way and that.

“I can explain!” I said, hands up defensively. This was all for show; now that I had the Turquoise Dragon’s Mark, I was heavily resistant to electric damage. I didn’t like undermining the power of the Domi though.

“He just escaped the Emperor,” Auralla said.

Outside the empire, for one thing, it would be more difficult to discern my whereabouts. Not impossible, just difficult.

First Domi’s mouth dropped open and the sky inside her body swirled like a high pressure and low pressure system had just crashed into one another. She was going tornado.

“Not… exactly,” I said, and all heads turned in my direction. “I just want to have a few minutes alone with you before I head back to Bershannik with Zati and a few others. And that can’t happen here. Hell, it can’t really happen on this planet. We’re all headed to earth for a few moments of peace.”

Just after finishing high school, I’d gone with my dad and a buddy of his up to Isle Royale. Now, if you go to your map of the US, you’ll see a little apostrophe of land in the very center of Lake Superior, which is only accessible by one of the longest ferry rides in the world, and only during certain months of the year. It’s one of the least visited National Parks in the whole country, but of those who visit, it’s one of the most re-visited. Isle Royale feels pristine, had wolves, foxes, moose, and tons of tiny inland lakes, even though it’s barely eight miles across the short way.

One of my favorite memories was portaging our canoes out into some of the inland lakes. Siskiwit Lake is the biggest, but not the most remote. That distinction belongs to Intermediate Lake, just a teensy weensy little stretch of water with a place to set up tents on the eastern side. 

This is where I set them all through the veil, one by one with Archivist’s Mark on so I could offset the massive loss of mana from using the Silver Door so much. I peered at Zephellyn, disappointed that she was such a mess over seeing me. “Sorry,” I told her. “Do you want to be involved? Just to listen? Or… do you want to fly around in my world for a little while?”

She hesitated. “My people…”

I shrugged. Surrek was no danger to them now that I’d outlawed it, and the newly christened Masters had only fledgeling powers. They were discovering what ‘sharing essence’ cost, and that was time and effort. The womenfolk were also guarding them closely, so they didn’t get any ideas above their stations.

She melted against me. “Why are you so difficult to quit?”

“I wasn’t aware you wanted to stop.”

She ran her hands down my pecs. “I don’t want to stop. That’s the problem!”

“Stay or go?” I asked. “I don’t know how likely the Emperor is to find me out here. I don’t want to put Sunspire in danger just standing here.”

“I’ll go,” she whispered, and peered up at me with those pure white, overcast eyes.

So I pushed her through the veil between worlds, and followed immediately after.
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Intermediate lake, in early May, was warming, but still quite cool in the shade. It was blessedly empty though. That was the main draw. The bulk of the tourist season would get going from July to September.

A pristine lake stretched out before us, with a gently sloping beach and forest surrounding the whole thing. It was as simple as it was gloriously refreshing. Every time I spent too much time in the city, Auralla would drag me back out to the savannah or the forest, and help clear my head.

“It doesn’t look all that different than Ethetria,” Zephellyn said. “Okay all  of the plants are strange.”

“If you fly low, you’ll be at Lake Superior in no time. It’s about a mile or two south of here. Just try to steer clear of any people you see.” I couldn’t help but laugh, pure and delighted as she zipped up off the ground spiraled up into the sky, did a loop de loop, and puffed off southward.

When I turned, Quavallie was also missing. I thought I caught hint of her cute ass disappearing into the depths of Intermediate Lake.

I filled all the ladies in on the situation with Emperor Leroy. The name was still just hilarious to me, the threat not so much.

“So what happened?” basically all of them asked.

I told them about the central cities, the Emperor’s infinite tower, and the thing with Bershannik. The incursion spaces. Another reality where people used devices to open holes into another reality, and drop biological warfare across the veil.

Dallinya wasn’t fooled, though. She pointed to my torso, where a new mark was faintly visible. “Somebody got laid.”

A chorus of accusatory sound followed.

“Leroy paraded out a bunch of slaves for me to select as payment or something. I uh…”

“Couldn’t help himself,” Avya said.

“Well I want to hear all about it,” Dallinya said.

Not the existential threat, or the veiled threat by the Emperor to end me if I didn’t do what he wanted. So I went into it, with all the squishes and slurps, the thrusts and grunts and groans. No drop of seed was spared. They sat around a national park listening to me recount everything that happened, interrupting only occasionally to ask about the other dancers or the Emperor’s reaction to seeing them… which had been none.

Honestly, while it was still weird to have another guy in the room while I began to get freaky with the ladies, the weirdness was beginning to wear off. I had close to a dozen women with me now, wearing practically nothing, all fixated on my words, getting turned on from a mood enhancing magic leaking out of Avya. First one, then another hand disappeared down into a pair of yoga pants while I went on at length about the lengths the goblin could handle.

It was like she was made of putty.

“And you couldn’t resist, could you?” Hellera asked, but she was leaning up against a tree with legs slightly parted.

“I’m twenty-three, not eighty-three. And you should’ve seen what she was doing with her tongue. It was painfully hard in seconds.”

“A potential enemy hands you essence time and time again, and you couldn’t even keep it in your pants once?”

“Seconds, Hellera. I was hard in seconds.”

“Let it go,” Dallinya said. “She doesn’t understand what it means to experience overpowering lust.”

“Thank you!” I said, gesturing toward her and locking eyes with Hellera. The dragonite just huffed in response.

Dallinya continued, arching an eyebrow. “We just don’t understand why you can’t stop yourself from sticking that cock of yours in every available hole. There’s a tree over there with a hole in it.”

“We’ll search them for spy stuff,” I retorted defensively.

“He does need to increase his power and surround himself with more of us,” Avya said. “And we end up doing everything while he just lays on the bed with another one bouncing up and down. He needs more of us… otherwise how would he get anything done?”

“This always seems to devolve into an Evan Roast.”

“You told me what a spit roast was,” Dallinya said. “Is this similar?”

“Not even a little bit,” I replied.

“We should return to the subject of your new conquests,” Auralla said, smirking, reaching for me.

“What ability did you get?” Avya asked.

I hadn’t even looked. Usually the Normal tier powers weren’t very useful.

Wicked Mark

*Aura, magical*

*Normal tier, one star*

Normal: You’ve coupled with a sexual deviant, someone who thrives on the act. Activate to increase lust, sexual appetite, and sensitivity moderately for all willing members within ten feet. Inhibitions are lowered slightly. Unwilling targets within range may resist with Grit (Tough). Success or failure decreases relationship status for all unwilling members. Success decreases the amount of relationship status lost.

Costs very high mana. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

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

I whistled. Nakla's whole body expansion thing could be an extension of this Wicked ability. We needed to try it out.

“Um,” I said.

“Oh go on,” Dallinya said.

“If you don’t want any Evan inside you right now, you’ll need to move more than ten feet away. I don’t want to mess up any relationships.”


6- Dirty Magic

When nobody moved, I activated the new ability, then threw on Empath’s Mark to share what I was feeling with all of them. Heightened sensitivity was not a joke; as soon as I slid a finger down my abs and over my semi-hard cock, a chorus of moans all erupted around me.

From me as well. This felt incredible. I also got hard immediately.

Lowered inhibitions and increased lust weren’t a joke either. Every single one of them looked even yummier than normal.

I had mental images, fantasy-style stuff coming to me now. Zati teaching class, and the girls all in inappropriate outfits at their desks. Zati would be wearing thick plastic glasses, lowering them to look at me.

The next one was of all the ladies in a nightclub on earth, with a smoke machine, all decked out in the sexiest outfits imaginable. Maybe Halloween, so we could just ignore the normal issues of visiting earth. They’d be gyrating and rebuffing guys left and right.

A third came to me: a rich mansion by candlelight, with huge windows overlooking a hedge maze. The ladies waltzing around in nothing but lingerie, making small talk with other womenfolk and with the other assorted Masters. Auralla in white lace, a bodice of some kind leading to a transparent bra, with garter belt and stockings, and shining pumps. Avya in the same thing, only in lavender.

Then I got a hit of the weird shit coming to me: Hellera with a strap on going to town on Velleth from above, while I had her below. Me locking eyes with Hellera while giving Velleth a hickey.

The whole central market area looking up at me fucking Auralla and Avya, because I’d replaced the huge statue with an eight foot platform. A hush falling over the crowd so they could hear the rhythmic slap of me pounding into Auralla, her cries of ecstasy the only voice to be heard.

Velleth hanging from the ceiling in a shiny leather suit, completely immobilized from head to toe. Nothing but two holes for her nostrils, a zipper covering her mouth, no way to see or hear anything. A series of buttons from the top of her mound to the top of her ass crack.

Shennalil, and this was a weird image, caught and struggling, naked in a gigantic spider’s web.

When I came to, Dallinya was staring at me, but it was Shennalil who had fluttered over and attacked. She was on me, climbing by body and licking over every inch she could get, while the others fell back with legs spread and fingers working between. Zati soon had Dallinya wrapped up and that impressive snake tongue inside my felinian. Auralla had the dazed look of someone who’d just been hit by a truck. She was then hit by a truck in the form of Avya, who pushed her pants down and started working her tongue over her best friend.

Shennalil’s attack left the others speechless, moaning, and writhing with their partners. I’d thought that, until I felt Velleth’s mouth close around me. Between the heightened sensitivity and the Empath’s Mark rebounding the pleasure back into her, she could only manage a few seconds of blowing me before she started to come and collapsed on her side.

This was some powerful shit.

“I want to tie you to the bed back in Surrek,” I breathed to Shennalil, who whimpered.

“Oh gods.” She moaned in response. “Evannnn.”

When I pulled her bodily down onto my throbbing cock, she started complaining for just a second, before she realized I wasn’t tearing her away from me.

“Is that what you want?” I asked. “To be helpless beneath me?”

“I want everything,” she whimpered.

So I cradled her as we fell to the grass, spreading her wings so as not to break them, and stared down the length of her body. Then I pushed slowly forward and into her tight, hot center.

Another series of groans erupted from everyone around us. The head entered her, making her gasp heavily and arch her back up. I rarely took Shen like this, because she felt so tiny and fragile, but under the effects of this Wicked Mark, I no longer cared. She could handle me, and if she couldn’t, there was fucking healing magic.

With this in mind, and with her legs splayed to either side of my body, I slowly sank all the way into her.

Now she let out a primal groan, and wrapped her arms around my trunk. She was only big enough to come up to the top of my chest, and only wide enough to hold herself by my burgeoning lat muscles, those ones that make a bodybuilder look like he might not fit through a doorway.

And I started fucking Shen. Hard.

“Tell me if I should slow down,” I growled, pistoning my hips up and down and listening to the multitude of women feeling the inside of Shennalil.

Her head shook back and forth in mute dissent. Don’t slow down, she told me, while clenching her teeth and squeezing out tears. The pain written on her face should’ve been a clear sign to slow down, give her a break, but the effect of the aura turned those tears and the shaking head into the opposite message. Don’t slow down, keep going. Maybe go harder.

Around me they were having their orgasms. Dallinya was going, “Oh gods oh gods oh gods,” over and over, breathlessly. Only her head was visible, sticking out of Zati’s coils. From the waist down, though, she was spread wide, with Zati’s mouth latched directly onto her pink pussy. Auralla and Avya had since switched, with Avya perched on Auralla’s face. One of Avya’s hands was at her clit, rubbing in tight circles, while the other was clamped on her nipple.

“Evan!” Hellera barked.

I hadn’t stopped sawing back and forth into Shen, but switched attention to the dragonite. She had rubbed a sizable portion of bark off the tree she was back up against, with both hands at work between her legs.

“No more,” she begged. “Please.”

I just grinned evilly, and Nakla’s face came to mind while I pumped my hips. Beneath me, Shen came and came, and shook up and down with every thrust. She was heaving for breath, barely able to make a single sound, tears streaked down the sides of her face.

Finally, the pleasure overcame me, and I came hard.

It was only when Velleth, Avya and Auralla nearly attacked Shennalil that I remembered to drop the aura and the Empath’s Mark effect.

This would take some getting used to. I shook my head and watched as the girls comforted and thanked Shennalil.
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“I want to know about the literacy programs first,” I told them.

“Really?” Avya asked. “Not about the spy networks and the Masters and such?”

“Knowledge is power.”

“And you want to give everyone in the city that power?” Dallinya asked.

Auralla was molded against one side of my body, stroking up and down my chest. She breathed out the quietest chuckle imaginable.

“Everyone,” I said firmly.

“Paul is good at it,” Shennalil said. “He has books that he asked Avya to get, and paper for writing, and the sticks for writing on it.”

“Pencils.”

“I don’t understand why we couldn’t just go with ink,” Quavallie said. “It’s your original district, after all.”

“You haven’t seen the pink things for erasing,” Shennalil said. “It’s like magic, but dirty.”

“Like what we just did a few minutes ago…” Dallinya said. “Dirty magic.”

We went over the Masters next, rolling through a long list of districts and their statuses. There was a contingent of Masters attempting to hold out on me, to stick with the old way of doing things that had I’d entered into under the former Governor. I was calling them the Old Guard, which Hellera didn’t like, because that sounded like a title they deserved. In her view, they deserved to be put in their place, and hard.

The New Blood, however, was the group of roughly thirty Masters we’d forcibly indoctrinated into the sharing lifestyle. Now that each of the girls had their own magic back, plus a mark of power from the New Blood Master, they could police their own house, keep the Master in check, and begin the process of healing the gigantic rift that had been created by slavery. Hellera, Shennalil and the others still needed to visit those districts to make sure the females weren’t just taking out years of frustration on their new Masters, who were in a lot of cases just young kids plucked off the streets.

The fact that a lot of New Blood was young blood was actually working in our favor. They went from street level nobodies to Masters of districts in mere sex-crazed minutes, and had no idea how to handle the situation. Most of them were mystified by the opportunity, and went along willingly. The few (like Serro from Ink District) who thought they were Old Guard badasses who deserved to rule their districts with iron dicks were put in their places by their own harems, or in some cases Avya and Hellera.

There’d only been one instance of a new Master getting uppity Old Guard vibes, so far. There’d been a lot more reprisals from the empowered former slaves, though.

This was where Velleth came in. Working with Sillandria and Laylenna, the two newbies from the Governor’s harem, she’d set up a wide ranging spy network practically overnight. Sillandria was the quiet rogue one, being an elf with a body like night. Laylenna worked intimidation, since she was a turquoise-scaled dragonite. With Velleth’s penchant for illusions, she could impersonate anyone at any time, or layer an illusion over the other two, and confound already existing spy networks. Disrupt them and fill them with distrust, or infiltrate them and learn the secrets they were trying to peddle.

She’d already caught the Old Guard trying to recruit several of the New Blood Masters, which was worthy of high praise. I left her blushing, which put a smile on my face.

“What about Michael?” I asked. The silence I got in return was so weird. All the girls seemed to all want to check and see if any of the others were going to answer. “What? Hellera?”

“I have no idea,” she said, “I’ve been stopping idiots from killing one another, and training the guards to take on Masters who have multiple powers instead of becoming fodder.”

Fair point. The city had lost upwards of thirty thousand battle ready men out on the plains north of Surrek.

“Also, since we lost so many, there are a lot of uninhabited houses and the gangs like to take up residence in those. I don’t have time to monitor your fuckboy.”

I stared at her. I caught Dallinya giving herself the good old facepalm out of the corner of my eye.

“What’s happening right now?”

“Don’t...” Dallinya said.

“It’s better if we don’t tell you,” Shennalil explained, and laid a commiserating hand on my arm.

“Wait a second, what the hell? What are you doing?”

Avya stood up, fists balled. “He’s doing everyone!” she blurted.

“That is also not an explanation.” Why did they all look so serious?

“He has more than eighteen marks of power now,” Auralla explained, as though she needed to summon up a lot of courage. “He doesn’t come out of Grain District’s mansion most days. A lot of the townspeople are worried that he’s just filling his home with every female he sets his eye on.”

Now it was my turn to stare around at them. I had just over eighteen marks, though my Suppressor’s Mark had just lost its first star from not being in contact with Sechelle for months.

I pulled up my Relationships menu just for shits and giggles.

	Auralla of Sunspire (Beastmaster): Silver*** 

	Avya Dalewind of Sunspire (Empath): Silver** 

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

	Velleth of Surrek (Trickster): Silver (no stars) 

	Hellera of Surrek (Red dragonite): Silver* 

	Dallinya of Surrek (Survivor):  Silver* 

	Shennalil of Surrek (Mender): Silver (no stars) 

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

	Sechelle of Vrenian Gorge (Suppressor): Normal** 

	Zati of Dellentri (Archivist): Bronze***** 

	Zephellyn, First Domi of Sunspire (Sylph): Bronze*** 

	Laylenna of Surrek (Turquoise Dragonite): Bronze* 

	Sillandria of Surrek (Night elf): Bronze* 

	Viyalla of Surrek (Druid): Bronze (no stars) 

	Nallene of Bershannik (Dancer): Normal** 

	Nakla of Bershannik (Wicked): Normal** 



Only fifteen… and they were telling me Michael had over eighteen marks.

“At least tell me he’s been sharing instead of dominating?” I asked.

“It’s difficult to say,” Quavallie said. “The marks of power have the gleam of Bronze.” That wasn’t a difficult mountain to climb, and could be done in a matter of hours if you were good at making people comfortable and like you. Michael was good at those.

“But the ladies of his household… they’re free to move about the city.”

They nodded.

“Fuck.” I groaned. “Are we going to have to do recon on my earth friend?”

“Add it to the list,” Avya said, arching an eyebrow.

We were butting up against an hour now, and that wasn’t good. The Emperor… Leroy… was not going to take kindly to this kind of treatment. This wouldn’t give me the time to deal with the dungeon core. I’d deal with it as soon as possible.

“Okay, the last thing,” I said. We’d gone over the last thing a number of times. “Assume I won’t be in the city for this. Avya, you’re in charge right?”

She nodded.

“Okay, any updates?”

I’d spent the better part of this week shopping. I now had a fucking armory of earth guns. Unfortunately shotguns maxed out at about twenty-five injuries, which just wasn’t very much all told. They’d more than handle any Normal tier, and two shots would take down almost every Bronze, but at my current injury threshold I could take a lot of shotgun blasts.

“It’s going to be a couple of months to get this done like you’re asking,” Velleth explained.

“Okay… but you spoke to the hedge mages…” I turned to Quavallie and Zati, who were my main source of info when it came to Ink and Mage districts. Zati had practically lived in the mages’ libraries for a time, much to the dismay of all the bearded, curmudgeonly male wizards.

Thankfully none of them liked using offensive magic, and risking the wrath of the new Governor. Honestly, they lived quite a cushy existence, with servants aplenty.  Servants who were all part of Velleth’s spy network. The hedge mages knew where their bread was buttered, and how badly it would get if they started conspiring to end that cushy arrangement.

Quavallie nodded to Zati, who nodded back. Both tried to defer, and let the other speak out first. It was adorable, honestly. “One of you is finally going to have to relent and do the talking, you know.”

They explained, together, sentences tumbling over one another, that the hedge mages could level up certain spells to a crazy high degree. They didn’t need to level up their attributes in order to really kick ass with certain spells. Also, they could begin to ignore tier all together if they had enough mana crystals.

“The problem is mana crystals, of course,” Quavallie said.

“The requirements in mana crystals grow exponentially with each tier we upgrade.”

“Are you sure we need to go this high?” Quavallie asked.

“A hundred thousand percent,” I said.

“Pff,” Dallinya said, arms crossed and reclining on Zati, “That’s not even a real number.”

“You don’t know how earth numbers work,” I told her, with an eyebrow raised.

She showed me her teeth instead of responding, for there was nothing she could do. We were on earth now, and fake numbers or not, I controlled all information. That went double for fake sayings, like horny jail.

“Okay,” I said. Mana crystals would be the number one import going forward. Once I had a district in Bershannik, that’s where all my Drifter money was going to go.

Avya and I had been working on that for the last month, but every time we delivered a single mana crystal, they claimed they needed ten more.

“And in order to handle the Emperor?” I asked. There was just no way I was going to manage it, not for months.

Quavallie and Zati shared a look, one blue-skinned and tentacled beauty, the other dusky skinned and busty.

“We’d need a large array, in case he destroys one or even two of them.”

That sounded good in theory. What happens if he destroys most of them initially, I wanted to ask, but that kind of speculation ended in defeat. I couldn’t go tumbling down that mountain, because it was a long way down and had sharpened sticks at the bottom.

“Just give me some numbers.”

“Like Velleth said, months at the current pace,” Zati said. “The chief hedge mage and the gnomish are trying to tell me it’ll be over a year, unless they get purer and bigger mana crystals.”

“And more often,” Quavallie added.

“We have the miners working on the floating rocks up in the savannah,” Velleth said. That little side project had only taken an extra several months to get in motion. It was also dangerous, given that friggin kaiju were crossing out of the north and threatening to reenact Godzilla on Surrek every month or so.

I nodded. Swearing wouldn’t help and would dampen the mood. No worries. Every stumbling block simply required some solution we hadn’t figured out yet.

“Are we ready to consider the option we discussed?” Zati asked.

“No we are absolutely not,” I replied. “Especially if I’m not here to shut down any issues that might arise. This whole deal is going to be a serious logistical clusterfuck without adding demon-summoners to the mix.”

Hellera sniffed. “We could generate a lot more mana crystals that way.”

“And end up with the whole city choked to death by sex tentacle vines? No thank you.”

“I can think of worse ways to go,” Dallinya said.

“You want to go back to horny jail?” I asked.

She opened her mouth and literally hissed at me.


7- Uphill, Both Ways

Back to Ethetria, with its delights, and its gigantic Platinum tier problems. I ended up catching Quavallie without much issue, and Zephellyn with some difficulty… and then there was the issue of the two guys who had come lumbering off the trail with a canoe held over their heads.

The way they’d stared at Zati, Quavallie and Shen told me they’d seen something just before illusions went up. Avya had been quick to bag them, drawing a large burlap sack out of her Black Dimension Door for each of them and getting their heads and shoulders bound up so they couldn’t see more insanity.

Ugh, this coming to earth thing had its own share of dangers and that wasn’t cool.

While Hellera held both of these guys down, Avya and I sent the rest through, back to Surrek. Our agreed upon place was the top floor of Ink District’s mansion, Aceter House, under normal circumstances. In this case we went back to Sunspire. 

I put on an illusion before removing the two burlap sacks off the campers. These were two big beardy fellows with fly fishing gear and those floppy hats full of little places where you could nestle fish hooks.

“Whatever you thought you saw wasn’t real, nobody will believe you, and you definitely wasn’t Bigfoot. Chalk it up to bad mushrooms in your food maybe.”

Then I used Adrift to head back.

Auralla always seemed to be more at ease outside the city walls. Walking on moss or grass, trailing her fingers over plants or flowers, gently pushing tree branches out of the way.

She’d gone back to the traditional Sunspire fashion of the transparent white pants and shirt. The high cut shirt that basically hid nothing, but left her belly completely exposed.

This early into the pregnancy, there was nothing to show. I had a sudden spike of fear: there was no OBGYN here. I could take her over to earth for prenatal care, but that would involve forcing people to accept us without any paperwork. I couldn’t use the name Evan Westfield there, because the authorities might suddenly perk up.

Oh? A missing person gone some six months had suddenly reappeared with an unnamed gorgeous orange-skinned woman with rainbow accents in her hair who was pregnant? I didn’t know anything about the type of clinic to go to, since I’d never had a pregnant girlfriend before, and didn’t know if Planned Parenthood even did this kind of thing. I mean, the name implied as much, but I was lost at sea when it came to having a kid. I couldn’t remember even seeing one, like driving by it, let alone being inside one.

And then there was the Emperor and his task.

“My love, I need you to stay in Sunspire,” I told her. “I can’t do this, I can’t handle the Emperor like this, knowing the baby will be in danger.”

Her lip twitched and it looked as though tears were threatening, but I gained another bit of relationship experience. Nope, there they were, she was tearing up and her face was crumpling.

“I’ll be out here periodically,” I said, “but I don’t know how often or for how long. Please tell me it’ll be okay.”

“You…” she croaked. “How can… how can we know that?”

“Because I love you and that won’t change.”

I didn’t have a good track record with long distance relationships. The last one had ended badly. About as badly as a long distance relationship can end.

I wouldn’t let that happen.

Hugging her tight, I whispered all kinds of nonsense in her ear: I’d be out here to visit as often as I could. Nothing bad would happen. She was free to go to Surrek any time she wanted. I had a boner and would be thrilled to use it on her one last time before leaving.

She giggled and slapped my arm. “You’re insatiable.”

“When you’re as gorgeous as you are, it’s hard not to be hard all the time.”

I wiped the tears away and kissed her face all over. “This isn’t goodbye, you understand that? I’m coming back.”

“You’ll be so far away,” she complained. “I could come with you.”

“I don’t want the Emperor to have anything else to use against me. That guy fucking scares me. Nothing bad happens to you or the baby.”

Famous last words, I thought. Writing checks your ass can’t cash.

She looped her arms around my neck. “You really want to use it on me?”

“Do I ever.” A nice farewell gift.

She grinned and kissed me again, and I quickly relieved her of her clothes. There was this to be said for the Sunspire fashions: they made getting freaky very easy. Which was both lovely and made zero sense. She freed up my erection with a practiced move that left the leather skirt on the ground and went to kneel.

“No no,” I told her. “On earth, we say ladies first.”

I fetched a large blanket out of my inventory and threw it on a patch of relatively even ground, then stood over her as she got situated. Staring down at her body like a predator.

“What?” she asked, grinning.

“You don’t know how lucky I feel every time you open yourself to me. You’re so… you’re just… astonishing.”

She chuckled. “Come astonish me, Drifter.”

I knelt and gave her what she asked for, trailing kisses from her breasts down her stomach, then lower. Past the thatch of silvery hair with a hint of rainbow that led the way to the promised land. Down further, I gave her the full tongue treatment, slowly and gently working over her clit while teasing at her pussy with two fingers.

I got the reaction I’d been hoping for: Auralla panting, then groaning, and moaning, and finally grabbing two fistfuls of hair and pulling me into her sex. I increased the pace but made very sure to get the bud of her clit swiped back and forth, around and around.

After several more minutes she cried out, and began to shiver and buck. I kept right where I was, trying to continue doing a good job until she’d finished with her orgasm. It was a nice and relaxed one, the kind that left her eyes half closed and a warm glow on her face.

I loved that look.

“Soft or hard?” I asked.

“Start soft,” she whispered.

I gave her the slow and deep treatment, pulling out the whole length before patiently sinking all the way back inside. She looped her legs around me and locked ankles behind my back, just like the first time. After a time, I began to end each thrust with a sharp shove, enjoying the view of her breasts rocking up and down. Her hands were all over me, but I wasn’t focused on that. Instead I watched her expression, and reveled in the pleasure I was giving her.

I was the only man who’d ever touched her. Mine was the only she’d ever had. All the orgasms in her entire life belonged to me.

“Harder?” I asked.

Nodding, she whispered, “Harder.”

“As you wish, princess,” I told her.

“I’m not—”

And I stopped her from talking by rapidly increasing the speed. Now I was really giving it to her, fucking her hard. Like it was the last time we’d be able to do so in our whole lives. Which is probably just a good rule of thumb for having sex: do it like you won’t be able to ever again.

She looked so angelic like that, with her hair splayed out in a halo around her head, incredibly green eyes half closed with the bliss of getting railed, and that dazed post-orgasmic smile I loved to see on her face.

Eventually I got her legs up over my shoulders and bent her in half so I could really get in deep. This was when she went wild, starting to yell and scream as I tickled the depths of her over and over. This time I rotated my hips whenever I got in as deep as I could, and this drove her even higher.

“I’m… again!” she moaned.

So I took that as permission to keep right on fucking how I had been. I slammed down, rotated around, and stared right into her face. She bit her lip, screwed her eyes shut and threw her head back while convulsing into me.

“You’re so beautiful,” I whispered.

She was breathing heavily. “Is that all?”

“Tenacious, smart, brave, adventurous, and delightfully submissive.”

She cocked an eyebrow at me.

“You let me fuck you in the ass,” I told her. “You let me do anything I want, honestly.”

She grinned. “Is that what you’re hoping for now?”

“What would you say if I was?”

Her smile was broad and placid. “I’d say you’ve earned it, doing the things you’ve already done to me, so go right ahead.”

I flexed my cock inside her and made her moan. “And if I wanted to tie you up and tickle you for hours?”

She shrugged and offered up her wrists.

“And if I wanted to come in your mouth?”

She opened her mouth.

“You’re perfect,” I told her, and slowly pulled out of her.

Then I had her on her stomach, fucking her deeply for another twenty minutes or so, until she was ready to rocket off again. She was clutching the blanket, grunting at each thrust, turning to kiss me whenever I leaned down and pressed myself against her back. Eventually, watching her ass ripple whenever I thrust into her, I started spanking her, and got wide-eyed yelps in response.

“Too much?”

“No!” she breathed. “More!”

“Tell me when you’re going to come,” I told her, and spanked her again.

It took another ten minutes, during which she snaked a hand down and fingered her clit while taking me from behind. But a number of furious thrusts later, she managed to utter a single word:

“Coming!”

I slipped out of her and knelt over her head. She dutifully opened her mouth and sucked the head in, staring up into my eyes while she frigged herself to climax. As soon as she bucked the first time, I shot off into her open mouth.
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Assured that preparations were under way in Surrek, and Auralla was in the care of the Sunspire women, I finally grabbed up Avya, Zati and Dallinya. They came through the Silver Door with me, all the way to Bershannik in a handful of moments.

Dimension Door was one of the most powerful tools I had now, and it wasn’t combat oriented in the slightest.

Not far from the huge eastern gate of Bershannik, a small stone hut disgorged a number of servants and messengers. I was presented in short order with several letters of thick paper, stamped with the largest blob of wax I’d ever seen. This thing was the size of a CD, and bore the seal of the Emperor. I used Reveal on it, glad that I did, because I’d been about to hand it off to Zati.

Official Correspondence of the Emperor

common item

Gold tier

Qualities: tamperproof, emits no aura

Abilities:

Identification: This ability allows the item to discern whether the recipient opening the letter is the intended recipient.

Exploding sigil: the intended recipient of this letter is Evan Westfield of Earth. If anyone other than the intended recipient attempts to open or destroy this letter, this ability deals extreme Gold tier fire damage. Welever of Bershannik will be notified of its destruction.

Note: This seal was enchanted by Welever of Bershannik.

Well this could only be great and not bad in the slightest. Surely the Emperor was excited to have me back in Bershannik to start the little quest he had lined up for me.

“Well,” I said, and added an extra dramatic sigh. “First off, we need to tip the lad.”

I produced a pair of copper pieces and gave them to the mystified messenger boy. Then I added another one because of the look he gave me.

Another messenger boy stepped forward, a felinian with the gray and white patterning of a bobcat. “Message for one Evan, Drifter. Is that Master’s name?”

“That’s me,” I said.

“I’m instructed to leave you a private message. Are you satisfied with the level of privacy presently?”

Why didn’t the boy have some magic device to make the message only work for the recipient, like the paper? Whatever, I gestured for the boy to get on with his message.

“Leroy would like you to know that your suggestion was given, and the Master may or may not take up the idea. There are substitute areas for you to manage if this does not satisfy your needs.”

“That’s it?” I asked.

The messenger shook his head. “Leroy would like you to know that you will be karate chopped if measurable progress is not made within twenty-four hours.”

He blew out a huge sigh. Apparently the message had been pretty difficult for him to remember. I gave him ten copper pieces as a tip and watched him goggle at me.

“Something the matter?” I asked.

“Master… this is too much. I can’t accept such—”

“You found several coins in a hiding place somewhere near your home,” Dallinya told him. “The others were a tip from the guy who talked funny.”

This penetrated, and he backed away while bowing. His tail flicked back and forth, a sign of his excitement.

“Cute,” Zati said idly, “just like you.”

“Why thank you,” Dallinya said.

“Okay,” I told the ladies. “Let’s get this road on the show.”
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First up, sending Avya back to Surrek. I let her open the eastern gate, daring any of the petty Masters or guards on duty to stop us. There weren’t too many people coming or going, seeing as how the landscape just beyond the doors was both swampy and infested with extra-dimensional pollution bugs.

That said, it wasn’t empty. People stared at the tiny nellwyn with the deep brown skin and the purple hair braided all down her back, easily swinging the massive door closed, then back open again. Silver tier made her into even more of an unexpected powerhouse.

“You want to stick with us for a few more minutes?” I asked.

“Uh, yes,” she said, “especially if there’s essence sharing involved.”

“There could be,” I remarked lightly. Picking her up, I settled her on my shoulders and ran my thumbs over her calf muscles. “However, it’s really important for Surrek to have you on duty as much as possible. You’ll need to sleep here, so that shouldn’t be much of an issue once we get a district settled. This east gate will be the rally point until that happens.”

Due to the Blood Debt from her being my Favored Consort, Avya needed to be around me often or begin to suffer what she described as emotional pain. It was magical in nature, I knew that much.

“You’ll be okay using the Silver Door so much?” I asked quietly.

“I will whoop so much ass and keep so many cunts in line, you’ll see.”

That didn’t answer my question, but it was great to see a woman the size of a ten year old human swearing and promising to whoop so much ass. It wouldn’t do to have her run herself ragged while keeping cunts in line, though I admired her willingness to try to hard.

Avya rubbed the tops of my ears and squished her upper body against the back of my head. Then she blew lightly down over my face and down my nose.

“That isn’t annoying in the slightest,” I told her.

“Annoying enough for you to mention,” she said in a sing-song voice.

Zati and Dallinya snickered at this.

I was starting to think of Dallinya as my away mission team captain. Velleth seemed too saturated with baggage, and Hellera refused to set foot outside Surrek, to stop organizing its defense. Quavallie had family in town and separating them felt wrong. Plus she was like the chief wizard of the group.

Shennalil was another strong choice, but I liked her powerful healing magic concentrated wherever I wasn’t. The giant tree experience had shown me that her utility as a healer was far more important than her utility as a flying scout.

Dallinya was perfect for these kinds of jobs. She was also far more addicted to having me inside her than the others. I also had this thing where I liked the filthy way she talked during sex.

Zati was here for the fact finding. She had an eidetic memory, and with her ability to alter spells to suit the needs of the moment, she’d proven that she could do anything I did, but with even greater flexibility. The downside was that it sapped her mana heavily.

Since she was far squishier than most of the other girls, Dallinya’s second big job was keeping Zati safe. 

This early in the mission, I just wanted to do a bit of recon, find out what we were up against. There were questions that needed answering.

“So… what the heck are those things anyway?” Avya asked.

I explained what Emperor Leroy had told me. Rather than earth, these spaces were from a different reality all together, a third reality, and they were dumping leeches into Ethetria for some purpose nobody knew. Aside from the potential of bio warfare, which was awful, they might have some other reason for the bugs.

“And you say they attacked in force originally?” Zati asked.

“Apparently, and the armies didn’t have much of a chance against Gold tiers or the Emperor himself.”

“But they never returned in force,” Zati added.

“Nope. That’s one of those things we need to figure out: why. What’s going on in that other reality that makes them not want to send soldiers, but also never gave up opening portals for some purpose. And the Emperor mentioned that at least one Gold tier went through and never returned.”

This wasn’t going to be like the ooze or the tree. We were going to figure this thing out, and we were going to figure shit out right from the get-go. None of this sitting around and waiting until the threats were right on top of Bershannik. Get in there, get it done, get back to Surrek.

I hoped.

As we tromped down the inclined switchbacks of stone carved into the mountain, I popped the seal and read it over.

Drifter,

You seem to underestimate my willingness to continue doing what I’ve been doing for years with respect to this unique issue of mine. Aggravate me further and I will take your women from you.

You might be surprised how little your presence comforts me with regard to this problem.

You were warned. The first of my reprisals will come shortly.

-L

I snarled, opened the Black Door to my personal storage space, and pitched the crumpled paper into it.

“What is it?” Zati asked.

“This motherfucker never even got to see Star Wars!” I declared.

Dallinya and Zati shared a look.

“He doesn’t know the fucking internet exists. He’s never had a cell phone. Never played a video game. He probably drove an ox-drawn cart to school, which was in a fucking barn. I’m sure he trekked through six feet of snow and ice to get to school every morning, uphill, both ways.”

“I don’t know what’s happening,” Dallinya said, “but I don’t like it.”

I whirled. “The Emperor never got to play with a single GI Joe! Fuck, he probably went to Vietnam and drifted through the veil right before getting ganked by a pocket of VC.” When had the Vietnam War ended? Seventy-three? Seventy-five? I wanted to say 1975.

Or if he’d been here for seventy-two years, that would put him right in the middle of the fifties, and that was Korean War era. The Civil Rights era. He could’ve been harassed and dogged and stressed into drifting through the veil by either of those.

“Either way, the only cartoons he’s ever seen were Looney Tunes. Damnit! I bet he’s only ever played checkers and fucking Monopoly.”

My tirade rattled on, full of the Emperor not knowing hip hop, not having seen a 3D movie, never having seen Indiana Jones or any of the Disney Princesses past Sleeping Beauty, never knowing how fresh a Prince of Bel Air could be, never having heard Beyonce or Eminem, or Metallica for that matter. Hell, he might never have heard any electronic music, at all. Ever. By the time it finished, the girls were back to snorting and giggling again.

“I hope you liked that,” I told them darkly, though the anger had started to wear off and I didn’t mean it.

“I hope you got all that earth junk out of your system.”

“He’s never seen A-Team! Or Hamilton!” I shouted. “What the fuck? How can he even consider himself an earth man if you haven’t watched Stargate or Lord of the Rings?”

“I guess this is the price we pay,” Dallinya said, exasperated. This didn’t stop her from molding herself to my side, both arms wrapped around one of mine, slowly stroking my forearm and wrist.

“For being with the Governor?” Zati asked.

“For having powers,” Avya said.

“For respectful fucking,” Dallinya answered. “For the orgasms.”


8- I Dub Thee Jason

Incursion spaces were fucking weird, but it was a while before we got to them. Out of the switchbacks and at the surface, we found ourselves in a swampy nightmare that had me glad of the wind running ability from Sylph’s Mark, and annoyed that Dallinya and Zati didn’t have it.

Zati had the hardest time out here, because of the sudden sinking and sucking muck. I wanted to just carry her or somehow teleport her, but these weren’t in my wheelhouse. I’d need a door to bring them out here, and nobody had built up a house for me to use. Going back wouldn’t be an issue, but the trek there turned into a silent slog.

Until I remembered I had a wyvern to use. Good old Beastmaster’s Mark.

Beastmaster’s Mark

*Passive ability*

*Silver tier, three stars*

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

Bronze: Each morning, a beast you have befriended or personally killed will materialize as a magical summon. It has highly enhanced attributes compared to the typical beast of its type, but obeys you implicitly. You may experience the senses of this beast by concentrating, up to a range of 10 miles. If this beast is destroyed you will suffer one magical backlash injury, and may manifest another, different beast. Each one may be manifested only once per day.

Silver: You gain a unique skill: Call Forth. Once per day all beasts of your tier or lower within a 500 yards of your location will flock toward you, attacking enemies and aiding allies for up to 10 minutes. Their attacks are enhanced by your tier and star rating. Should you personally kill any of these beasts, the effect ends immediately.

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

One of the other other things I’d been doing with my month was using the Call Forth skill to then kill off whichever of the beasts came and looked coolest to use. If it wasn’t going to be used against my enemies, at very least it would serve to supply me with a bevy of beasts to utilize when the time came. I’d killed several things like scaly rats, things like aquatic snakes with the frilled lizard frilly things periodically down their bodies, and a doluss. I’d also grabbed up a different type of jiddara, this one aquatic, out of the river some miles downstream from Surrek. Latest were the Griggistithalians (or whatever they were called) which were kind of like flounders, eels and salamanders mixed together, but about twelve feet long and two feet wide. They could snap up gnomish in a heartbeat.

Problem was, I was so used to teleporting around or air running that riding my flying beast hadn’t occurred to me. In lieu of training out my abilities, it always seemed to be a flinching reaction to near-death experiences that got me through. I’d need to work on that.

“Booyah,” I said, after ten minutes of doing this the peasant way. A second later the Silver tier beast had leapt out of my chest and onto a large grassy hillock surrounded by fetid water.

It was very briefly composed of the same coruscating colors of magic that we experienced drifting through the veil between worlds, before it became itself again: a thirty to forty foot, two-legged and no-armed dragon with ruddy gray brown scales on top, and a set of very sky blue coloration on its underbelly and wings. Just like a fish, I thought. However, the head was strange, like someone had taken a regular dragon face and crunched it up into almost a cube. Its lower jaw almost resembled a backhoe’s bucket, with powerful teeth jutting upwards. Probably made for scooping smaller people or dogs off the ground before taking to the sky again. A pelican but for people.

Luckily any creatures that would’ve frequented this place were long since killed off by the Masters patrolling these spaces, or whatever was coming through the portals. The way out here so far was safe.

“Okay, climb on, and sorry for not thinking of it sooner. I’ve got a lot of powers now and it’s going to take practice to start using them more effectively in every day life.”

Zati gratefully climbed aboard the wyvern. It was really made for a nellwyn to ride through the sky, so it had difficulty handling Dallinya too, but Zati used her tail to wrap Dallinya against her and the rest of her tail to anchor herself around the wyvern’s body.

“He needs a name,” I said, gesturing to the wyvern. Zati frowned at this, getting my wyvern muckily brown while I stood there in contemplation.

So far I had Janet the shadow finnet, Jerry the jiddara, and Jim the vedris.

“I think Jason’s time has finally come,” I said, and touched the wyvern on its snout. “I dub thee Jason. Now, let’s fly.”

The wyvern, and the air step made the rest of the journey easily. I felt bad about the mud now crusting on Zati’s scales. This was the first time I’d seen her get frustrated and frazzled, trying to slither through the mud despite being hundreds of pounds. Avya couldn’t really sit on my shoulders while I ran on air, so she also ran on air.

And the little camp appeared.

The land was largely flat, so the handful of tents was quite a feat of deception. The tents were little things, barely more than tarps staked to the ground over a pair of short poles. I saw that they’d dug into the ground and reinforced it with stone, then magically sealed the inside area, which was really only large enough to sleep two or three comfortably.

We were met by the first Gold tier person in my limited experience, and a half dozen Silvers. Three more of them were sleeping in the tents. All but one of the Silvers came out to meet us.

“Son,” the Gold tier said. He was a middle-aged half elf, half gnome with a little fae in him somewhere. Slender and small, he came up to about my chest, and sparked. He had yellow hair, literal storms for eyes, and constantly sparked with electricity. A gleaming tattoo of gold flashed with power on his throat, but it was difficult to make it out because of the height difference. He made this up by simply floating up to me, so we could see eye to eye.

“Were you told I’d be arriving?” I asked.

He nodded.

I swept back a hand and halfway through doing so realized how stupid this was. “My Favored Consort, and retinue. They’ll be helping to investigate and document whatever the hell you’ve got here.” This was as much for the ladies as me, because that gave them carte blanche to fan out, get a look at the thing, maybe ask questions, figure out if they weren’t telling us everything.

“I’m Evan, not from this world originally.”

He just nodded without giving any of them a glance over. “Emperor said you were a Drifter. I’m Cassiar.” He rattled off the names of the Silvers and I filed them away with much more success than ever before in my life. Thanks, artificially enhanced Clever.

When I offered up my hand, he took it in that full forearm grip and shake that they liked to do here. “I’d like to say I’m here to solve all your problems, but I don’t know what this problem is or how to tackle it.”

He nodded. “I was informed that it might take days or possibly weeks to accomplish.”

Fuck the Emperor in his big superhero ass.

“Months, possibly,” I said. “We’ll see.”

Cassiar didn’t respond to this with anything other than a half-hearted shrug. He was a hundred percent the veteran cop on the verge of retirement. “Come, I’ll give you a tour as we discuss.”

Gods, I hoped I could squeeze months out of the Emperor before he started up with reprisals. The good news was I could play this very close to the vest, being one of only two people in the empire with extra dimensional powers. It would all come down to my least advanced Attribute, Sly. I’d need to get my shit in order in a hurry.

I fell into step beside Cassiar and nodded respectfully to the Silvers who stood nearby, checking out the lot of us. I could either hope that they all knew the deal, and that I was here on behalf of the Emperor, or that they’d behave themselves if they saw I was getting along with the resident Gold tier.

“I’ve been here going on two full seasons,” he said. “Soon as the chills subside during the daytime, I get my leave of absence and a new Gold tier comes out to replace me.”

The girls were thrilled to be decked out in my awful Christmas sweaters down to their asses and insulated yoga leggings. None of these impeded movement, which was good, although Avya disliked picking things out of the kids’ section. Too many pink princesses or turtle ninjas emblazoned all over everything. We settled on the MSU Spartans wear for kids, with its big green Spartan helmet logo all over everything, or the gigantic blocky yellow M for University of Michigan.

I nodded toward Avya, where Zati was already noting something down in a large tome. She had two swirling black void looking things over her eyes, and they moved as she studied another reality.

“Hey, fellas?” I asked. “The ladies and I are going to need the field clear for some investigation. Once they ask their questions, I’ve got some Drifter goods for you as a bribe for a few hours of alone time.”

A bit of confusion followed this, but the Gleaming Silvers nodded. The non-magical guards and support staff did that thing where they pointed to themselves, almost amazed that they were being talked to. They were gobsmacked to be included in the bribe situation.

Cassiar seemed amused by this.

“Six month rotations?” I asked, picking up where we’d left off. They’d set up a series of flat stone walkways, and around the camp those were a good five feet wide, several inches thick but devoid of railings. On either side of us the swamp sat. Luckily we were getting a mild winter… or at least I considered it a mild winter.

He nodded.

“Here’s what I was briefed on. We call the bugs corruptors. What they touch ends up leeched of all life. No insect life, no creatures, no plant life, nothing. If you touch it, you lose the hand or the leg, or your life.”

The stone walkways had shrunk down to two foot wide beams, and I was forced to advance across a long, low bridge behind Cassiar.

He stopped, still hovering a foot over the stone walkway and the swamp. “Normally I’d just fly this, but you don’t seem to have a flying ability.”

“Yeah, sorry,” I lied. It felt like a better idea to keep the Red Dragon’s Mark quiet. Since he wasn’t able to see it gleaming silver there on my body, I felt it better to keep a secret or three.

“Here we are,” he said, and gestured.

I’d seen the portals themselves as we drew closer, but the landscape was what really drew the eye now. It was black, the matte kind that sucked up light. The dirt here was black, the water was oily black. It was like looking into the night at your grandfather’s hunting camp in rural Upper Peninsula Michigan on a moonless, cloudy night. The type of black where you poke your eyes out before you see your fingers.

I had been too focused on the portals open in midair, and hadn’t seen the water turn from mucky brown to inky black. I hadn’t seen the line of dying and dead grass, or the handful of trees in the marshy ground that were eaten away by the blackness.

It was bad enough that it actually made me feel dizzy looking at it. Like the whole place might just be a hole into nothing and nowhere.

“What the fuck,” I breathed.

“It’s disorienting,” Cassiar said.

“Has anyone touched this yet?”

“Oh sure. Makes them sick, if they can even get out. Kills the ones who can’t. Anyone who touches the sick ones gets sick. I wouldn’t recommend touching it. Almost impossible to tell what’s soil and what’s water. That’s how we lost Tozzlet.”

The portals themselves hung in the air, irregularly shaped and radiating with purple blue echoey kind of energy. The very edges were held by mechanical arms of some kind, like clamps, and those edges had the faintest hint of rainbow radiance. That told me they were using the same sort of veil piercing… thing… I’d used. Inside those, I could see regular geometric shapes, like the walls and ceilings of rooms bathed in blue purple light. Three of them hung nearby, but there were four more farther off. All of them could’ve been around up in a single large office building, no more than a hundred or so feet total.

I asked for a minute, then grabbed up Adrift and quickly scrolled through the ability.

Adrift

*Special Ability, Inherent, Magical*

*Silver tier, eleven stars*

Since you are not of this world, you have a connection to multiple worlds. You can access this multiverse in limited ways.

Normal: Activate to visualize a place in your home world, and maintain to move your perception through the area at your maximum running speed. Raise to high mana cost in order to hear or smell anything in your perceptual window.

Costs moderate mana, plus moderate mana per second to maintain. No cooldown.

Bronze: Activate to reach across the veil separating worlds and bring an object to this world, or deposit an object in your world. The object must be something you can lift with one hand. Does not allow the transport of living creatures.

This ability costs high mana. No cooldown.

In addition, you may use the Normal ability to seek out and visualize positions in other adjoining realities, not just your home reality.

Silver: Activate to push a living being through the veil and into an adjoining reality. Absolute position in the current world and the target world are meaningless. So long as the position of the target world is seen through the use of the Normal ability, the ability may be used.

This ability costs high mana. Cooldown: 30 seconds.

In addition, you may use the Normal ability to seek out and visualize positions in nearby realities, not simply adjoining realities. For purposes of this ability, your Clever is considered significantly higher.

This ability is linked to your Clever attribute.

The ‘adjoining realities’ bit was interesting, because it meant that Ethetria and earth rubbed up against one another. While I didn’t know how that worked exactly, it was useful to know that it did.

Whether this other reality worked the same way or not, it no longer mattered, because Adrift had cut me loose from just earth and Ethetria, and let me access the whole ball of wax without me even understanding what I was doing, or how.

I closed my eyes, breathed in, and opened them on this reality. Then the fucking UI almost made me fall into the pit of eternal darkness or whatever it was.

Congratulations! You have pierced the veil and discovered a third adjoining reality. Each reality can only intersect and interact with a maximum number of other realities. Imagine it like a soap bubble packed together against other soap bubbles, in a hexagonal formation but in three dimensions. Keep in mind that the rules operating this reality will differ wildly from the two with which you presently interact. You have gained experience in both Attuned and Clever.

I was looking at a… it was definitely a building. A building floating in the middle of a pitch black night, with only stars and the glow of the building itself to light my way.

Each room seemed to be its own thing, outlined in faintly glowing metal so it was more like a stack of boxes. It was also hovering on a series of massive crystals, like cushy-recliner massive. Each crystal set into the bottom of one of the boxes… or that wasn’t right.

Even as I watched, the whole platform of crystal floaty things shifted in shape. Several more of them came around the side toward me and locked into place. This allowed several of the room cube boxes to click outwards toward me and slide down onto the newly enlarged platform. Then several more room cubes slid out from the top and slowly clicked downward.

“What the…”

It was a puzzle cube, ceaselessly shifting and reorienting itself. Except it looked like the thing had no solution. It was just marching towards Bershannik at a glacial pace.

So much for this threat being different.

I just goggled at it for a time. One of the crystal platforms that held the building had its floaty crystal flicker, spark, flicker again, and then fall out of formation with the crystal no longer glowing. It splattered below, reminding me that the whole deal wasn’t just moving, it was floating.

It was at this time that I remembered it might be a good idea to look at something other than the slowly shifting floating building. Down on the ground, or where the ground should be, was a mass of black nearly identical to the patch I was standing near. When the crystal platform slammed into the black stuff, several of the roly-poly bugs scuttled onto it, then tried to reach up to grab onto the building from the slowly sinking platform. None of them had any chance… none except one, which reached up a pair of black forelimbs and made its way onto the building from below.

“Sir?” I heard from one of the Gleaming Silvers. “Why are you standing—”

“Hush now. The lad’s doing some Drifter magic,” Cassiar said.

“There’s another bug,” I told them, not taking my eyes off the creature. “It’ll climb through the building and get through one of the portals… I don’t know, they don’t seem incredibly fast. An hour or two? Possibly less.”

It ambled on the bottom of the building, then up the wall toward a window. Several of the blocks had windows. Now that I had a broader view, I noted that several of the blocks were damaged. One had a broken window, another had the ornate metal plating surrounding most of the one side bent and then sheared off.

It was hypnotic to watch the thing slowly reform over and over again. It seemed slow, and not incredibly dangerous.

I turned my attention to the wider area, and what I saw took my breath away.

The building before me, the one with the portal openers, was a small one compared to the limitless stretch of softly glowing, floating skyscrapers in the distance. Or rather, the interconnected floating skyscraper city in the distance.

Thousands of blocks, tens of thousands, stretched into the distance. I was looking at a cityscape.


9- Sleeping Arrangements

Gods, this was going to be a serious undertaking. Ethetria had been a little bit like earth, maybe, if you didn’t count the floating rocks, the magic spiraling around everywhere, and the spontaneous pregnancies of the fae when they were around other creatures too long. You’d also have to discount sex magic, gigantic monsters, and the strange hierarchy of the empire.

Okay maybe ‘a little bit like earth’ was stretching things.

This new place seemed nothing at all like earth or Ethetria. We were going to have to go into this nice, slow and easy. Nobody would be setting foot there until I knew there was no trouble getting back. No trouble breathing the air. No trouble using our magic to do what needed to be done.

I’d go steal scuba gear from earth if I had to.

Plus, this level of sheer weirdness was a useful tool to slow down the operation. I needed months for everything to get just right in Surrek, so precautions would give us that time.

Maybe.

I had to hope.

“Back to the matter at hand,” I muttered to myself.

I gritted my teeth and parceled out some earth stuff for the guys to have. The Gleaming Silvers I gave some baseballs, mitts and bats, and briefly explained how the deal was supposed to go. I emphasized that these were for Bronze level Fierce, and that they’d break all of it if they weren’t careful.

For the serving staff, to vacate for several hours, I bequeathed some cleaning supplies like toothbrushes and toothpaste, then some snacks they could share between them.

Now that I could hop into my own reality and just push a cartload of stuff through into the Black Door storage, the Bronze level Adrift power was really only useful in emergencies. Amazing, honestly, since it had been the foundation of my sales supremacy back in Surrek when I’d started.

I took Cassiar on a short tour of the warehouse my Black Door was shaping into. Every star I gained in Sly was enlarging the storage space. Of course, I steered him clear of the military hardware that I didn’t want him reporting back to the Emperor. He did some whistling over the stuff I had. I’d basically filled a room the size of my old apartment with stuff.

“If you want the the real earth experience,” I told him, “I’d recommend the ice cream. I know it’s not much, but the storage device keeps it cold. You could indulge your buddies, or Mrs. Gold Consort in a rare treat.”

“Honestly, it will be my pleasure to see the back of this place for a few hours,” he said. “You could’ve just bribed me with a couple of hours in Bershannik and I’d have agreed. Good luck, soldier.” With that, he took the chocolate fudge peanut butter ice cream. Then, outside the storage space, he lifted into the air on a cloud and disappeared. 

I met back up with Avya, Dallinya and Zati, and gave them the thumbs up. Mostly this was for Zati, but Avya also started using Adrift to peer through the veil and check out what the hell was happening on the other side. In the meantime I sidled up to Dallinya.

“What did we learn?” I asked.

“So far, Avya’s just been going ‘whoa’ over and over.”

Avya then described seeing mostly what I’d seen, except she’d then turned around and viewed the Bershannik direction, instead of further into the swamp where I’d been staring.

“Mountains,” she said. “Huge, towering mountains sticking up out of the black muck with all the gigantic bugs. Covered with more of those blocks, but different. Like brood swarms, but digging in the mountains. And they don’t fly.”

I nodded. That sounded like digger drones. Possibly miners. I’d look into it.

“Sorry to do this to you,” I said. “Can I ask you to head back to Surrek? You’re the highest tier individual.”

“You’re thinking…”

I nodded. “He’s already done something. I pissed him off and I need to know how bad it was.”

She regarded me silently. “Evan…”

I’d thought he would be okay, being from earth, saying he liked me… but the bastard was brutal. That note... scared me, honestly. I’d built up too much in Surrek to have it come down in the first fucking day of knowing the guy.

Eleven stars of Clever still weren’t enough to anticipate what an unpredictable psycho would get up to, especially when nobody knew a damn thing about the guy.

“Tell them I’m sorry,” I told her. I didn’t know what this meant exactly, who she’d be addressing, what I was apologizing for.

“You can’t go? It’s just through the Silver Door. Quick one-two.”

I shook my head. “If I pissed him off by not being on this fucking project the second he told me to, I’d only be making it worse by heading right back to Surrek. You can handle it. I have full faith in you, my bite-sized behemoth.”

“Quit it.”

“My tiny titan.”

“Evan!”

“Yes?” I asked sweetly.

She just pointed a finger at me, waggled it, then left through the Silver Door.

I let out an explosive breath and hoped it wouldn’t be as bad as I feared. I checked myself over, and found that I still had all my marks of power, meaning he hadn’t just shown up and straight murdered any of the ladies. But whatever reprisal he had in mind, I assumed it wouldn’t be good. I mean, he’d either been here and running things for fifty years or seventy, and that made his view on reality flat out different than mine. To say nothing of the fact that he had at least fifty years of acclimating to Ethetria to go along with that frame of mind.

A hand fell on my shoulder, and I started.

“Hey,” Dallinya said, very gently.

“Hey.”

“I know,” she said. She did know. She’d been at the mercy of Giskennen long enough to have a mass of scar tissue instead of a back.

“What should I do?”

She enfolded me in a tight hug. She felt so good against me, and squeezed me hard enough to loosen some of the tension in my shoulders. “There’s nothing you can do about him.”

“Fucking fuckety fuck,” I muttered.

“Yet. So we have to play this smart. We have to give them time.”

“Yeah.”

“Let’s do this… whatever this is. Really stretch it out if we have to. Make progress as slow as we can.”

Buy as many mana crystals as possible and have them shipped to Surrek. Make a bunch of gold to do that. Trust in the ladies, the hedge mages, the artificers. Work smarter.

“Are we sure about not using the Dalewinds?” she asked.

I sighed. These assholes we’d saved from the gigantic demonic sex tree were demon summoners. They could generate mana crystals by leeching places of mana. They were villains.

They were also Avya’s extended family. Exiles and outcasts from the villages north of Surrek who’d gone into the wilderness to try and tame the insanely powerful monsters in the north. One of them had royally screwed the pooch, magically speaking, and become a conduit to whatever demonic realm connected with Ethetria.

In essence they were crazy dangerous. But, you know, high risk high reward.

“We’re… not sure,” I said, hating the thought. The implications were not great.

“We need to have a sit down with Avya about it?” she asked. Avya had not wanted to talk about her Dalewind heritage. On the other hand, she was my Favored Consort and was therefore magically compelled to do anything I told her outright to do. Like tell me what I needed to know about the Dalewinds.

Which also made me feel like a jackass slaver, like all the other Masters. If we didn’t have that information, people’s lives would be in jeopardy. If I got that information, I was no better than Giskennen, or Trusk, or the former Governor.

“It’s a pickle,” I muttered.

Dallinya hopped back and clapped, putting on her extra cutesy face. “Let’s focus on the problem at hand. Then we go take over a district in Bershannik, relax for dinner, and then have a serious fuck session. Like hours. Exhaustive.”

I smiled. “You’re filthy, you know that?”

She grinned and nodded. “Mm-hmm!”

“You’re only proposing all this because you want some sex.”

“Yep! Dripping, sticky, moaning, finger-licking—”

“I get it, I get it.” She also knew how to make me feel better. I couldn’t help but chuckle at the combination of pure filth and cuteness, so I got down to work.

Now… what I wanted was some more recon.

If I wanted to use Janet the shadow finnet for that job, that would mean the end of Jason’s assistance for today. I liked the big bullish wyvern mostly for how badass it looked, and also for its ability to help Zati, but there was no reason I couldn’t use the Silver Door to return to Bershannik’s east gate, and usher the ladies through.

But no wyvern for the rest of the day.

It was well past midday, and if I wanted to murder a dude to take over his district, this would need to be quick.

Janet erupted out of my chest like a blur of rainbow streamers, which coalesced into the shadowy form of a six-legged cat… thing. Most of Ethetria’s creatures were about forty percent something recognizable. Janet had big owl eyes and black spines sticking off her about two inches, covering most of her body. She also had a pair of tails with poison spines at the ends.

It took some doing, but I got her through one of the purple portals hanging some twenty feet in the air.

She immediately zipped around and out the door of the cubical room, looking at everything with those massive eyes of hers, and hearing everything with her pointy cat ears.

I learned a valuable lesson in the first few seconds there: one, the place had laser beams, and two, they weren’t very good at their job. Several pew pews zipped behind Janet, and through her nose I detected the scents of scorching and ozone. She was already in the next room. Through her eyes and ears, I could see the empty rooms, about twelve foot cubed.

Once Janet was out of the portal room, there weren’t anymore laser blasts, and that was a good sign.

They’d looked solid from the outside, but somehow they created four by six foot doorways when they connected next to one another. The creation of the doorways allowed for the materials to make tables and desks out of wall stuff, and I quickly found a conjoined room. The inner walls were cannibalized, or I guess repurposed, for use as bookshelves. The larger room was scattered with what looked like paper, but ended up being thin metal sheets printed with a script I hadn’t seen before.

Why the hell not? I commanded Janet to grab up one of the metallic sheets in her mouth and bring it back.

As soon as she dipped low to retrieve it, one of those gigantic roly-poly bugs entered the room, trundling on a whole mess of scurrying little legs.

“Let’s get out of there,” I told her, though she surveyed the creature for a moment first. Unlike the black mess in the swamp here in Ethetria, this thing seemed slate gray, like a few shades shy of pure black. Five eyes, all differently color, regarded Janet. Chirping a little sound, high pitched like a bird, those eyes all blinked one after another. They glowed with purple, blue, and the central one was red. 

It dribbled the black stuff on the floor, which I expected to be acidic. Thankfully it didn’t hiss and pop against the metallic floor.

Luckily Janet was able to outpace it, turning and speeding back through the few rooms before leaping back through the portal. She got a laser blast in the backside in doing, but it wasn’t enough to kill her. 

I saw her sail through the air and fall down, down, and land in my arms. 

“Good girl,” I told her. Her little eyes regarded me impassively. I didn’t know what I was expecting trying to befriend a magical construct. Still, it felt like the thing to do with your pet; stroke it, speak softly to it.

I went to grab the metallic sheet, only to cut myself on it. It was razor thin. “Handle with care,” I muttered to it.

“Come on,” I told them. “We have a district to take control of.”

We were barely back through the eastern gate of the city when Avya also popped through, tears streaming down her face.

My blood froze, and I had to resist the urge to take hold of her by the shoulders and demand answers. Instead I took her in an embrace and hugged her tight. “Whatever it is, we’ll deal with it, together. Okay?”

She barely choked the words out. “It’s… Hellera.”

Hellera. I was suddenly certain Emperor Leroy had come down like a fist out of the heavens and erased her completely. One second she was there, the next second she was dead.

But when I pulled up the UI, I discovered her name in the relationships readout, and both the marks of power from her still there. So she wasn’t dead.

“Evan,” she moaned.

“Not here,” I told her. Hellera was… something. “We’ll figure out sleeping arrangements and then talk all about what we’ve learned. Okay?”

Emperor Leroy had shown me a map display, which was now marked with all the districts in the city. I was mostly concerned with Mage and Ink Districts, since those ones felt like they offered up the most danger, but honestly I didn’t know anything about Bershannik. If the Masters here were like all the other ring city Masters, I didn’t have anything to worry about. I wouldn’t be here long enough to need to concern myself with the petty maneuvering, low grade backstabbing and secretive power moves of these Bronze tier guys.

At one junction I threw illusions over us, to make us look like ordinary servants. I took a tiefling illusion, and gave Zati a dragonite body. Avya took a gnomish face, and Dallinya could make herself look like anything she wished, so she went with a lizard folk female.

We strolled right on through Ink District unnoticed, in drab clothing and our eyes downcast. After a bit more casing and swapping illusions, Avya and I took the form of air from Sylph’s Mark and drifted over the high, nail-studded walls and into a large outer courtyard.

It still felt very strange to be a whole lot of places all at once, and to move through the air as if gravity meant nothing. Seeing and hearing through every bit of me was odd. At least it wasn’t long… after a good minute or two, we slithered our foggy forms through the crack beneath the nearest door and came back to ourselves.

Then, due to the illusions we were not ourselves.

Anyone who was a servant Avya handled, knocking them dumb with terror. They fell back, mute with fear and scrabbling back away from us.

“Go,” I whispered. “You will not be harmed so long as you remain silent.”

Night’s Mark made us almost impossible to see in the gloom here, and we had no trouble navigating the mansion. It was a little smaller than Aceter House, without the charm of an eastern architectural feel. This place was daubed plaster with timber set in there, making the walls feel thick and dumpy.

We found the first petty Master marching downstairs, a tall bearded human. Avya did the honors, using Phase Shift to suspend a knife in midair, while I grabbed him from behind and shoved him bodily into it.

Phase Shift

*Special Ability, Inherent, Magical*

*Silver tier, eight 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 up to two minutes. 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 3 hours.

This ability is linked to your Fierce attribute.

Phase Shift made the dagger odd and flickering, stuck in between this world and earth. I didn’t know what people on earth might see; a ghostly apparition, possibly, but it didn’t last long.

The dimensional damage was more than enough to fuck with him on a molecular level, and he started to literally come apart from every fiber of his being after only a good ten seconds of struggling. It was the chokehold that mattered, keeping him quiet while he came undone.

Once the man shattered into a million billion pieces, Avya touched the dagger and it reverted back to its plain old this-dimensional self.

We found another one badgering one of the household staff, a girl too young to have blossomed into her magic. He had her cornered, showing her a dagger glowing with power. Avya led the girl off while I simply strangled the man to death, and broke his neck. Then I located the new other world, the one with all the black goop and bugs and shifty shifty skyscrapers, and shoved him through into that world.

Goodbye evidence of the crime.

We found the second floor to be full of bedrooms and storage, but otherwise empty. Now the third floor, on the other hand, we had to stop and stare at for just a few seconds.

It was something like an abattoir.

You know how you see a thing in a movie, but then you live your whole life never seeing that thing? Like you see the sewers beneath Paris, or the catacombs underneath the city, and you wave your hand and go ‘pssh, yeah, of course it’s a catacombs’? Now, having visited the catacombs, I can tell you that the reality of it is far weirder and more surreal than anything you’ve seen on TV or the Internet. Being in the physical space is far different than watching it on screen.

This was the same. First, the floor had been enchanted somehow, because there was no way that much blood could have gotten into the wood without dripping down onto the second floor, where Avya and I had just been.

Second, there were meathooks and pieces of bodies. This is just not something most people are prepared to see, and it stopped me in my tracks a moment.

Just a moment, mind you.

When I locked eyes with the Master of Ink District, the paralysis ended. Mister meathook was covered in not just Bronze marks of power, but scars. He was a slender half-elf half-orc with a wiry build and small tusks in addition to his pointed ears.

“Avya, you don’t need to be here for this,” I told her quietly.

“I want to stay and watch,” she replied.

“That’s fine.”

He didn’t waste any time, but threw himself to one side and vanished.

You have resisted Night’s Mark with your Perception (Clever) the game informed me.

A pair of shadowy tentacles came up out of the floor and tried to wind themselves around my ankles, but I teleported across the room. This happened just as a gust of force blasted a bunch of the meathooks all over the place.

“Clever girl,” I muttered in a crap accent, and gave him the Normal ability out of Inferno’s Mark.

Inferno’s Mark

Spell, magical (elemental)

*Silver tier, one star*

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.

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

I then reached down into the bevy of marks I had on hand for a secret weapon I hadn’t tried against an actual opponent yet. This was Dalewind’s Mark, and it hadn’t gotten much use because of the Dalewinds themselves. I knew it was stupid to deny myself using something because a clan of demon summoners used abilities like this, but it was an unconscious thing.

First off, it was new and I was generating mana crystals with it. Second, I had other options at most times, and employed those without giving it much thought.

Dalewind’s Mark

*Special Ability, Magical*

*Silver tier, two stars*

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.

As soon as I laid a hand on the guy, all the mana went out of him. He moaned as though I’d just shoved a ten foot pole up his keister. Curling into the fetal position, he slumped to the bloody floor.

“They don’t call you ‘the brutal’ by any chance, do they?” I asked, but didn’t wait for an answer. Instead I started drowning him in a pool of the blood he’d spilt. Either that or I started crushing his skull against the floor. I didn’t really care which way it went.

“Good news,” I hissed down at him. “You’ll be one of the first to go visit that other world with your petty Master buddies.”


10- I Have Taken From You

Awhole lot of cleansing fire and a lengthy shower later, Avya and I were curled up in the master bedroom on the fourth floor. Dallinya and Zati were in the middle of their own shower, where things were most likely getting interesting.

“He said… I have taken from you. Tell your Master these words.” She shuddered in my arms.

I wiped the tears from her face and kissed her on the top of the head.

“It’s all right,” I whispered. “She’s not gone, not really.”

“You don’t understand, Evvie… she’s a statue now. Whatever he did, he froze Hellera in a bubble. Everyone knows the Emperor was there. No one can touch the bubble either. We had to make up a barrier.”

“What?”

“Quavallie touched the bubble and it took two of her fingers off.” Okay that was super fucked up. “Her fingers are just in the bubble now. They’re just floating there, like when we Phase Shift things.”

“Shen regrew the fingers,” I said, with a spark of panic. This bubble ability wouldn’t shut off Quavallie’s abilities somehow, just for her fingers getting caught in whatever it was… surely not. Right?

Luckily, Avya nodded, and I released a shaky breath.

Temporal Mastery. I’d read a book where people got trapped in time bubbles. They were still living, but they were going so radically slow that everything outside their vision must be passing in hyper fast motion. Whole years could go by for us here before she could even take a breath.

Losing Hellera like this was a blow though. The Emperor was being careful not to disable my abilities. Hating that I couldn’t straight up hate him for that, I had to admit that it was a decent halfway solution. I shouldn’t have provoked him, but he was being a spoiled man baby about me helping him.

Now Surrek lacked its protector. More importantly, I lost the pivotal component to keeping the two factions in line. The New Bloods had very little experience in the game of running districts but were hungry to free up the slaves under the Old Guard. The Old Guard might be heavily outnumbered, but they had all sorts of tricks up their rapey sleeves.

I had a mental image of Hellera that I didn’t like, panicked and terrified, watching hours pass in milliseconds, panicking.

Well two could play that game. I reached back and grabbed up the most recent dungeon core.

“I’m afraid we need to fight back,” I told her. “Can you… can you take over Hellera’s job in Surrek?”

“Just order me,” she grumbled.

“Don’t be like that. This is probably going to get worse before it gets better, and we need to be ready for that.” I just had to hope beyond hope that nothing horrifically bad happened to any of the others. None of the girls the Emperor was likely to target were expendable to me.

Quavallie was the source of a lot of my attack and defense powers, and in Surrek she was spearheading the special project. Shennalil kept people alive. Zati I would eventually send back to Surrek to ensure Quavallie, the gnomish artificers  and the hedge mages all played nice. Dallinya I needed for morale. Next to Hellera she was the most capable fighter at my side. Avya, obviously, was my right hand. Losing her would cut off the biggest power advantage I’d had from the start.

And Auralla…

Another shaky sigh escaped me. The Emperor didn’t know about her and wouldn’t go after her. I just had to believe that was the truth instead of a desperate hope.

“I need to grab up some of the same sort of power the Emperor got, and that means doing this… thing.” None of the ladies could be part of that.

My experiences with dungeon cores were extremely varied. One had been great, the other infuriating. Both times, though, the dungeon core had sort of been a reflection of my mental state, the thing I’d needed at the time.

“I’ll just stay here,” she said. “I need to sleep here anyway.”

“You’re welcome to stay and watch me fuck this thing,” I told her with a broad smile.

“Maybe I will.”

“Fine!” I told her.

“Fine!” she shot back.

I recoiled. “Good comeback.”

Her mood had turned, most of the tension leaking away with the silly banter. “Show me how it’s done,” she whispered.

“Only if you help me prepare,” I told her.

Avya grinned wickedly, and did the honors by stripping off my magic sandals, then the leather skirt Auralla kept having to make every time it got vaporized by creatures or enemies.

Dungeon Core: Amphibious Beast

Essence, rare, magical

Abilities: This core represents the magical potential to spread a dungeon with a random amphibious beast as its base adversary. The dungeon grows at a rapid rate initially, soaking up surrounding magic, and slows as it nears its full scale. With sufficient magic, the dungeon can expand to a nearly limitless scale.

You have looted this Dungeon Core. This item cannot be traded or given away.

Removing it from the dungeon will cause the dungeon to collapse. Imbuing this item with your essence will cause the dungeon to collapse, and you will absorb the core’s power into yourself. This manifests as a special ability. Imbuing the core with a dungeon master’s ritual will freeze the dungeon to remain in its current form, and you will retain it as your domain. Imbuing the core with a dungeon looter’s ritual will collapse the dungeon and cause its power to manifest as a random unique magic item or summoned familiar.

“Do you wish to imbue this core with your essence?” I muttered, once more wondering what a unique magic item or summoned familiar might look like, how it might function. Like Janet or Jason the summoned beasts? Something told me a familiar was more like a Favored Consort, like a talking cat with a superiority complex, or a demon with a bad attitude.

Oh well, I needed time powers, and I needed them in a hurry. Taking a deep breath, I grinned a little and shook my head at it once more. Just use the magic sex toy, I told myself. Honestly, just looking at the thing stirred up my blood. It was like opening up a porn site, and the anticipation doing most of the work for you. Only this was a thousand times better than the best VR porn session.

Avya didn’t give me a chance, but settled both hands on the sphere and shoved it downwards onto my erect cock.

The swirling, glowing magic sphere pulsed with power the moment it came into contact, and once again, with a bright flash of light, I was taken to a new place.

[image: ]

New Sunspire announced that I was in for a rematch. The first dungeon core had brought me before Auralla, reproduced her, and it was the case here too.

The tents were the same, and the outdoor supplies and gear scattered here and there, but the village was otherwise empty.

Auralla pushed the tent flap back and ducked out.

“There you are,” she said, and cradled her extremely pregnant belly like it might fall on the ground if she didn’t hold it.

I was all ready to tell her we couldn’t do it like this, just like we couldn’t the first time, but the enormous swell of her belly caused my mouth and brain to malfunction.

“Wha… oh wow.”

“You want to feel him kick?” she asked. I allowed her to grab my hand and pull it down to her distended stomach, where I almost immediately felt a movement from within. Like I was getting a high five from the unborn.

“How do you know it’s a boy?”

She just gave me a look. I’d been getting those looks every time I asked about children in this world, and this one was no different. Exactly the same way as when I’d asked how she’d known I would get her pregnant in the first place. Because, idiot, the look said, this is the way the world works.

“I’m almost ready,” she said, smiling. “Any day now and you’ll be a father.”

“Unreal,” I said. It wasn’t, and yet the realism, the feel, the shock, all of it were overcoming my knowledge that this was a hallucination. I snapped out of it, or tried to.

She grinned mischievously at me and stepped closer. “You know, I haven’t been able to reach well in forever. I need a little help to get off.” With that, she slid my hand lower, and then lower. She got in my personal space, staring up at me with those overly green eyes.

“Look, we can’t do this.”

“I can’t do this by myself,” she said, grin impish. She’d wiggled herself so she was forcing my fingers closer and closer to the junction of her thighs. “Please, I need it.”

“You’re… not her.”

“I could be her, from the future,” she told me, and leaned back to show me her throat and push her gorgeous breasts out toward me. With her pregnancy they were swollen and had begun leaking milk out into her transparent white shirt.

I sighed, painfully hard. I really wanted to lay her on her side, raise one of her legs up, and slide deeply inside her with one slow, measured thrust.

“I can’t.”

A body draped itself over my other side, and I turned to find Zephellyn smiling coquettishly up at me. Her entire body was cobalt blue, and again that wind-blown hair rustled with a non-existent breeze. I hadn’t noticed Auralla vanished.

“We could fly together, Drifter,” she said.

I looked around at the tent’s ceiling. “I can’t… you’re not you.”

Fingers tracing over my collar bone next, it was Dallinya I found leering at me. We were still in Sunspire, which told me once again that I was looking at a manifestation of the dungeon core rather than the actual Dallinya, fresh from the shower.

“Listen…” I started, but she cut me off.

“Dallinya would be thrilled to know she was the object of your fantasies,” she told me. “You know this, so I know it. She would gladly enter this space and fuck you while I fucked you.”

Well, the dungeon core had her manner of speaking down.

“This slutty pussy of mine wants you inside it,” she purred, eyes clouded with lust.

“I want the real you,” I told her.

“Don’t you know how visions work?” she asked, pouting. “You’re already inside me, Drifter.”

She wasn’t wrong about me being inside her anyway, I had a raging hard-on that wouldn’t quit and could feel it being rhythmically squeezed again and again. Looking down, I could barely make out the phantom form of the dungeon core, but it was depressingly dark.

“Now we spend some time working through the issues you have, revisiting your grandest dreams or dealing with the problems that chase at your heels and dog you. And if you’re very naughty, I make it too vague to understand.”

“I don’t want you to take this the wrong way, but you just threw the game,” I told her.

Her expression darkened, and she became a carbon copy of the former Governess. Claws extended from her fingers.

“Drifter…” she said, and words sent a shiver through me.

“I want to see the real you. I want to know who you are.”

She took in a deep breath and let it out, shaky and tremulous. 

“And I need time powers.”

What happened next was as unexpected as it was jarring. See, I’d gotten my way a whole lot in the last few months. There’d been times when I’d been overruled, and the choices were taken away from me. I had wanted to leave Vintra alive to torture later.

But I’d never had someone just flat out deny me, and that shook me when it happened. A bright flash of light announced something was happening, and when my eyes cleared I was staring at Avya.

The dungeon core, the basketball-sized magic rock with multi-colored patterns slowly reaching and swirling over its surface, had thumped on the wood floor and was slowly rolling away. It wasn’t sparkling or glowing now.

“What happened?” Avya asked.

“More like what didn’t happen,” I muttered.

“What didn’t happen?” she asked.

“I have no idea,” I told her, which was a lie.

It surprised me every time the people of this world didn’t know something. My head always went hey, this is your world, know your shit but after some time, I realized that was stupid. There was a lot I didn’t know about various cultures of various countries around the world, lots of books I hadn’t read.

I reached out to touch the dungeon core and it zapped me.

My first instinct was to get angry with the thing, to tell it I’d already been through two dungeon cores. I’d already seen the real face of the very first one. I also had the urge to punt it against the wall.

Luckily, I resisted this impulse.

“It doesn’t want to bestow any power on me today,” I grumbled. “The Emperor is going to get away with it.” For now.

That asshole had trapped Hellera in a time bubble and there was nothing I could do about it.

I ended up spending the rest of the night working over Dallinya, Avya, and Zati.

Maybe it was better that way. Avya really wanted to be with me, to curl her little hands around my shaft and stare up into my face with her adorable, blameless nellwyn face while she stroked my cock.

Dallinya was into talking dirty and I needed that. She added a bit to the act this time, grabbing me around the throat with both hands and squeezing at my windpipe while rocking her hips back and forth. Her eyes blazed in challenge while she fucked me, so I got up in her face and slammed her onto her back, then fucked her for everything I was worth. There was a lot of frustration to get out, and that meant putting Dallinya’s ankles behind her head, folding her in half, and reaming her out until she could barely manage speaking a word. Hell, she could barely breathe after a good twenty minutes of hard, deep fucking.

She came once, then again, and her eyes rolled back in their sockets. Eventually she started pushing against my chest to get me off her, and I didn’t even oblige her then. Instead I drilled her even longer, until she grimaced and hit me, hard.

After that Avya wanted to tag in. Sometimes, Avya needed a situation in which she had to stretch out to accommodate my size, and other times she wanted something a nellwyn-sized fellow would use on their womenfolk. This time was the latter; although it went in looking like a mighty tool of nellwyn ruin, she stuffed all of it down inside her, and sighed with me beneath her.

Eyes closed, mouth hanging open with an expression of supreme satisfaction, and hands on my chest.

Warning! You are under the influence of Wicked Mark. This has increased your arousal, sensitivity, and lust. Would you like to resist?

Hell with it. I chose no this time and felt every bump and ridge and inch of my body explode with sensation. The silky sheets under my back, the pressure of Avya’s nails digging into my six-pack, the pressure of her pussy squeezing and releasing, squeezing and releasing again and again.

Zati couldn’t handle this either; Avya must’ve been funneling all her sensations into the naga with her empath’s ability, because Zati moaned blissfully and writhed nearby. She had one hand at her midsection and the other mauling one of her big nipples.

“You okay?” I asked her.

Avya’s head shook back and forth rapidly. She was holding her breath and quivering uncontrollably. She was in the midst of an orgasm just from getting me all up in her, which was very flattering.

“This new mark…” she whispered. “It’s good.”

By definition it was bad, but I didn’t tell her that. Instead I ran my hands up her thighs, over her hips, up her tummy and then settled on those awesome breasts of hers. As I did another moan rose in her throat.

“W-wait,” she said, but didn’t elaborate, so I decided not to wait. Instead I twisted and pinched like she usually enjoyed, and followed this up by raising my hips. I could lift her fully off the bed, hunch back all the way down, and get a good motion going like that.

For earth Evan and his ex, this would’ve been a very strenuous exercise, arching my back and ass up off the ground by a good two feet before lowering back down slowly, but Avya hardly weighed anything, and I had left earth Evan’s capabilities in the dust a long time ago.

Avya squealed in surprise and pleasure from this. I’m pretty sure she was still in the midst of a long, drawn out orgasm, because her nails dug into my midsection, still quivering.

“Waiiiiit,” she moaned.

“Where’s the Avya who couldn’t wait to get Evvie’s big dick all up in her guts?” I grunted, and rose up off the bed again. Nah, fuck that. I rolled us over, got up onto my elbows, and began to stroke in and out of her.

Because of Wicked Mark, I had to take this very slow and easy. Sensations running through my body were on overdrive. It was like I was an inexperienced, hyper sensitive teenager again, where every second was a nail-biting possible orgasmic finale.

Avya’s face was contorted beneath me. “W-w-waiiiit—” she said, but I didn’t. I hissed out breaths to keep from blowing my load in her, and watched in fascination as her orgasm just kept rolling through her in slow waves. She’d buck and grunt and moan, then shiver and squirm, only to start bucking again.

After a good long while, which could’ve been a minute or ten minutes, she squirted. The precursor was her held breath and her whole body clenching up. Hot fluid sprayed from her, soaking me mostly around where we were joined, and down onto the bed.

Only now did I stop, because I was reaching the edge and stopping was the only thing I could do to keep from pitching over into a massive orgasm. Also, I had a naughty idea. Pulling out, it only took a few strokes to blast off all over Avya.

Strangely, and this was because Ethetria had its own rules about seeding women, I almost never came outside. Inside was awesome, and there was no risk, so it was therefore just better in every respect.

All this meant I didn’t know what the transformation to Silver had done to distance or volume. I was about to find out.

With a grunt and a shout, I painted Avya with my seed. I mean I really laid it on there. Not once, twice or even three times, but I didn’t count past five. It was obscene what I did to her, and it wasn’t just because she was a nellwyn. By the time I was done, she looked like she’d gone through a donut glazer.

“By the gods,” Dallinya said reverently, and clambered over to begin lapping at all the seed I’d spilled. “It’s in her hair, Drifter. I’m not sucking it off of her hair.” Zati, too, slithered over and rested on one side, scooping globs off my Favored Consort and into her mouth.

I was about to tell her she didn’t have to lick it off Avya’s body at all, but I’d seen enough to know that my seed had something in it now, something difficult to resist and possibly addictive.

“I want some,” Avya eventually complained, and Dallinya obliged by scooping it off her tummy and out of her little lavender bush, then sticking fingers in her mouth.

The whole scene did two things to me. I got hard again, first off, just watching the lewdness ensue. But after that, I got a surge of conviction. I would see this through. I would reignite the dungeon core, go in there and fuck whoever it showed me, and get time powers. Then I would free Hellera. And I would go into that other world, before or after figuring out what dangers it posed, and finish the Emperor’s dumb quest.

Then I’d figure out how to get that asshole out of my life permanently.


11- A Real Piece of Work

The next day found Zati and I staring into the other world. We could do it anywhere, and so Ink District’s mansion was a good enough place to do more reconnaissance. Luckily, Adrift was like a drone view, where I could swim through the other world without ever leaving home.

Eventually I got tired of just looking over blocky skyscrapers. Those ones weren’t moving and reconfiguring themselves. Even when I peered into windows, and yes many of them had plenty of windows, I discovered the place was a uniformly built ghost town. It was interesting to look at, beautifully and ingeniously constructed, and I had a lot more to worry about.

I had a razor thin metal sheet with raised lettering, for instance. The auto-translate ability from my very first day on this planet allowed me to read the alien glyphs.

What had looked like it might be a boring accounting summary was instead a dialogue of code. Like this thing was supposed to be slid into a reader, to make autonomous machines do a series of tasks. Things like Move Forward, Replicate Task, and Detect Obstacles were all in there amongst symbols we didn’t have on earth. The auto-translate ability started to give me a headache here, where it tried to turn a symbol into a bracket, but it wasn’t a bracket, so it tried to change the symbol into series of colons, went back to bracket, colons again, bracket again. It was like trying to read in your dreams.

The automated mining robots were more active, even if they were the same level of dull and monotonous. I mean, Avya had been right: the mountains were larger than anything I’d ever seen. They weren’t even close and I could tell they were breathtakingly huge. Zooming in on them gave me a bit of perspective. The robots mining them were all cubic, just like the yellow trash compactor robot, only they were room-sized twelve foot cubes like the slowly advancing tower from last night.

These things dug and drilled and blasted ceaselessly. The mountains themselves… I don’t know if this describes it well enough, but they looked to have had their outer skin peeled off. Bits of cavern and veins of metal and gemstones showed everywhere. Either a significant portion of the mountain had been blasted away, or every bit of this reality was overstuffed with resources.

“What do you make of all this?” I asked Zati, who had been transfixed the whole morning, taking notes on sheet after sheet of a journal I’d gifted her. The huge vellum tome, a good four inches thick, was meant to be a premium sketchbook. It weighed a ton, and it read Observations.

Zati had nearly flopped to the floor in spontaneous orgasm when I’d handed it to her. Hell, she’d shivered and her tongue had slid out down over her own neck upon just seeing it. I’d be lying if I said it was a remnant of the power from Wicked Mark leaking out of her; she just loved the pursuit of learning so much. So, so much. Like Velleth, she’d conflated two things in her head that should’ve been unrelated or at odds, and I was here for it.

Presently she was finishing up a perfectly straight line of text on the current page. Somehow she had the precision to write like that; I had a tendency for my handwriting to drift upwards.

Lefties have this issue, among various others.

Letting the spell go, she blinked away the tiny portals that sat over her eyes and turned look of such excitement on me that I nearly forgot all the issues we faced. Her huge bosom was heaving, and flushed along with her cheeks.

“Evan, you don’t know the gift you’ve given me,” she said, her tone husky and full of desire. It had barely been two hours and she was ready to go again.

“Keep it in your pants and tell me,” I said, grinning. Her enthusiasm was infectious.

“The constructs are programmed by this sort of sheet,” she said, and indicated the metal paper. She’d done a rubbing and also taped it into the journal with a precise list of the commands I’d read off. “They move in repetitive ways, meaning someone has set them to these tasks. They are otherwise mindless without these orders.”

She indicated a sketch of the robots, which included a rolling drum for circulating the sheet of orders over and over again. Like a wind up music box playing the same short tune on repeat.

I nodded. The big roving buildings almost certainly ran on the same kind of programmed instructions. The other option was that the robots were intelligent somehow, and that seemed unlikely.

“Your skill at sketching is incredible,” I told her.

She blushed, and grinned at me. “I would not have the opportunity without you as my benevolent Master, Evan of earth.”

“You’re very welcome,” I told her, “though you’re not supposed to call me Master.”

She slithered up in front of me, quicker than you’d think possible, and I realized her snake lower half was already encircling me. “I could thank you properly once again,” she whispered.

We needed to work. On the other hand, sexy snake lady.

“I have this fantasy,” I told her, and drew her close, smiling easily, “where you teach me in a classroom, and I’m naughty. I don’t learn the lesson you’re trying to teach.”

She had already been working up, but now her eyes flashed with excitement. More than simply the readiness to pay me back for all the learning she’d been able to do, this really stoked her.

“I would like this very much,” she said, nodding eagerly. She rose up and towered over me again, with her coils sliding around my body, supple and flexible and muscular. Her lower half slid against the tent in my pants.

I grinned. 

“Evan,” she muttered, stooping down to kiss me. “You have given me so much to catalogue and learn.”

“Such as?”

She kissed me again, then rose up and pressed my head against her enormous chest. I took one nipple into my mouth and swirled my tongue against it while she described the programming she’d read over.

“…but it doesn’t repeat endlessly,” she breathed, clutching my hair. I switched over to the other nipple and she groaned. “The conditions… if they aren’t met… it goes on to another set of instructions…”

She trailed off and lowered herself even with my midsection, tore off my clothes, and began slobbering all over my knob. My body knew what to do, giving me a huge boner with another huge boner directly beside it. Zati thought nothing of this and stuffed both of them in her mouth, using her special jaw to blow me like this. And that tongue. She wrapped it fully around the first of my cocks, then the other. She sucked and slurped at both of them, rubbing them together before finally backing away with a gasp.

“The people live simple lives,” she said, and released my legs so she could push me down onto my back. She slid her upper body up over my legs, my cocks, my abs, and rose up before my eyes.

“How do you know?” I asked, running my fingers through her hair and kissing down the side of her face and neck. She continued upward for me, so I could lick and kiss down over her collar bone, between her breasts, down her stomach, and over her scales.

“So far little evidence of music or play. Also their beds have almost no wear on them.”

“You’ve… unh… you’ve seen their beds?”

She grinned and wriggled her lower body over mine. Her underbelly scales were soft and flexible, unlike any other sexual experience I’d had. They were different from Hellera’s as well.

Hellera.

“All of you,” I breathed.

“Hmm?”

“I want all of you up my body,” I told her. “I want to know how it feels.”

She knew her weight wouldn’t crush or smother me, not with the muscles I had packed on me now. I gasped at the way she ran her entire tail up and over me, and when I sat up she curled her whole self around my upper body. In the meantime she showered me with kisses again, all over my abs and legs.

“Now what is it you wish to learn?” she asked, teasing, eyes alight with the possibility of learning. 

“Standing,” I told her. “Behind you.”

“I don’t believe…”

We hadn’t done it this way; I wasn’t sure it was even possible. No, with Wicked Mark engaged we could bend ourselves practically in knots. I turned it on, and immediately felt far more of her scales and skin. She also gasped for the increased sensations.

“We should… detail the difference in sensory experiences,” she groaned.

“Yes of course,” I told her, while I got into position.

The logistics of this were not simple: I needed to stand like I was about to have a sumo wrestling match, clutching onto her hips, and the bulk of her tail had to go up my chest and over my shoulder. The rest of her wrapped around me, seeming to hang on for dear life.

She’d always been in control. Larger, stronger, more imposing, she’d never had a partner who was a physical match for her. Naga on naga action had to be just wild. Like the videos of octopuses having sex.

Now, while she placed one forearm against the desk and rested her head on it, she used the other hand to guide me into herself.

Heaven in stereo. More than Hellera, Zati wrapped me tight and could squeeze with one set of muscles, then the other. Wicked Mark made sure I was feeling all the bumps, ridges, and muscle contractions while I slid in and began to thrust.

She had to weigh something like four hundred pounds, possibly more, and her tail around my chest and squeezing to hold on for dear life. On the other hand, I was halfway through Silver in Tough and Fierce, and I could handle it.

“Ohh,” she groaned. I could hear the disbelief and pure arousal coloring just that one word. She’d lost control, and was no longer trying to tease me or bring me to greater heights with her snaky Kegel muscles. Instead she was holding tight and hanging on for dear life.

Thrusting into her like this brought me close in a hurry, but lifting her entire body weight kept me from the tipping point. Her snake coils were beginning to loosen around my chest, and the very tip of her tail brushed against my thigh.

“What…” I gasped. “What are you learning?”

“Ohh gods, Evannn,” she whined. Her climax had arrived, and her coils loosened further. Next, I felt her beginning to touch herself below, shuddering over and over. “I’m… ohh… this is new. Unexplored… territory.”

Her orgasm went on like that for something like five or ten minutes. I didn’t have to do anything. Instead I just stood there and bore the weight while she shifted and shuddered and moaned and bucked under me. The shuddering and shivering gave me almost as much pleasure as the knowledge I was rocking her world.

After that long, intense bout of ecstasy, she got up on her elbows and peered over her shoulder at me. “That cannot be comfortable.”

“That… doesn’t matter,” I told her.

Her tail wrapped around me again, and with her upper body she swung us around until her entire upper body lay on the desk. This way, I was carrying barely a hundred pounds instead of a billion. She finally relaxed, going limp around my shoulder and chest, and a contented sigh escaped her lips.

“We’re not done,” I told her. My tone must’ve been more intense than I imagined, because she jerked as if I’d woken her up. 

It took some doing, but I got her bodily up onto the desk, on her back. Climbing up on top of her, I sank both twin dicks into her once again and reveled in the noises she made at the contact.

“So,” I told her, and began to pump my hips. “What do you have to report regarding the Wicked Mark?”

She grunted and groaned with the pleasure I kept providing, over and over, and eventually threw a hand over her face to hide the shame of being unable to report findings. It was unbearably cute, and—

And the desk collapsed beneath our combined weight.

What followed was a good minute of checking to see if either of us was hurt, which was kind, and completely unecessary.

Then apologies.

Finally laughter. We had a good laugh over it, and I was silently relieved she didn’t get upset over the notes scattered all over the floor now.

We continued after that, with the two of us rolling around on the floor and never breaking our intimate contact. She would be on top and fucking me, and I’d force her to roll over, with me kissing her, massaging those great big breasts of hers, and smiling down before getting back to business. And all the while, teasing her by asking her what new data points she was getting.

This one, I’d ask with a hard thrust. How about this one? A slower thrust this time. She’d open her mouth to answer my questions, only to trail into a loud moan rather than answering.

Eventually I couldn’t handle more, and I felt the approaching edge I’d be diving off.

“I’m… going to…”

The UI gave me a notification that was becoming slightly less surprising each time it happened.

You have joined in the flesh with Zati Dellendri. Will you take the power offered to you, advance your relationship to a higher level, or share further power with her?

This time, I knew to share further power for an additional mark. Sure it would be nice to have a couple of extra stars in the relationship with Zati, making the Archivist’s Mark even stronger, but I wanted three new powers.

Also, the message that came along with the new mark touched my heart.

Zati Dellendri has given herself over to you, shared more of her soul. There was no impetus for you, a flailing and weak new Master, to risk your life and position to save this unknown, strange creature. Zati never expected to partake in her Archivist duties again in her life, let alone have the opportunity to catalogue other worlds. This opportunity has pushed your relationship into territories previously unknown. Zati Dellendri appreciates this more than perhaps you were previously aware.

Every time this happened it felt like I was having the best Christmas ever. It didn’t seem like any of the ladies were aware of the tipping point occurring between us, power-wise or relationship-wise, so it was just an unexpected gift all for me.

We both took a little time to catch our breath before the inevitable paper scooping and desk replacement became our priority.

I chuckled. “I would apologize—”

“Do not,” she said. “I have gathered a great deal of data regarding Silver tier capabilities and anatomy, as well as the differences between copulation without this Wicked Mark and with.”

“Good! That’s great,” I said, grinning, and gathered up another few pages of notes and sketches. “I hope you fill several journal pages.”

I tapped a stack of papers into place.

“Evan of earth…” she said softly.

“I love you too.”

She froze, staring at me, but then broke into a wide smile. Naga smiles could be wide indeed. “Your information guide gives you this information as well?”

I just grinned.

She also unfocused her eyes and took a look at the information the UI had for her. In the meantime I looked her over. She’d gained a new mark, and it looked like Steel-Willed. Although it might not be useful on its face, you never knew when a random enemy might come and assault you with some psychic bullshit. I was very glad Velleth had a copy as well, considering the past.

“Conducting my research while you are in the other world might be a wonderful opportunity for your enemies to strike,” she said, “and this ability may end up being far more useful than I first assumed.”

“Do you always see the bright side?” I asked.

“Never take magically bestowed powers for granted,” she said, as if this were some sort of Archivist maxim. “What have you gained? Ah, the power of the naga.”

Oh shit, that’s right.

Dellendri’s Mark

*Passive*

*Silver tier, no stars*

Normal: You may speak the naga language as though you were a native. While this is granted by your Auto-Translate ability, the language is a closely guarded secret. You are more naturally flexible, and your Attributes are considered 3 stars higher for escape attempts and wrestling. You may spit or inject though bite a paralyzing venom as an attack, up to five times per day. Costs no mana, no cooldown.

Bronze: Your Stamina is doubled. Three times a day you may call upon the form of the naga. This physical transformation grants you a sinuous tail, hinged jaw capable of swallowing objects two feet in diameter, and fangs with a hemotoxin venom. Costs no mana, lasts 10 minutes.

Silver: Once per day you may manifest snakelike creatures to swarm, attack, and inject your enemies with necrotizing (proteolytic) venom. You summon a number of creatures equal to your total stars in Sly. The creatures’ attributes are based on yours, but with an extra star of Quick, Sly, and Clever. If destroyed, a replacement creature will manifest again and attack until the duration of the ability lapses.

These creatures remain active for ten minutes.

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

“So I do wish to hear your report. You say you’ve mostly focused on the mining operation, but you found living quarters?”

She nodded. “A cursory examination of various districts as I have color-coded them here, with your generous gift of crayons. This  section here I have shaded with periwinkle allowed me to peer in through windows and see the shapes of beds and chests of drawers. I returned to this area, coded fuschia, and found another instance of the same. In both cases the living quarters were empty.”

The people could’ve been killed off, hiding, or just in the middle of their workdays. If they somehow teleported from their living quarters to other indoor structures we couldn’t penetrate presently.

On the other hand… “We haven’t seen any organic life forms other than those bugs,” I said. Zati nodded. “We’ll have to move on, and do a broad survey until we find them. Are you okay to break off your in-depth study of these mining constructs and focus on these colored sections?”

She nodded, but reluctantly.

“We’re going to go there in person eventually,” I told her. “I’m going to take you into that world, once we know there’s a measure of safety to be had.”

“Do you mean this?” she said, and clasped my hands while getting in my personal space again. “You speak true?”

“Of course,” I told her. “I have never lied to you.”

She was literally bouncing up and down in excitement, which kept the stupid grin pasted to my face. “Oh, Evan! I didn’t express my love for you earlier. You spoke the of love and I was too… I love you!”

You love learning, I thought, but didn’t bother saying. As her gateway to all the learning she could get and more, I’d take credit and her love.

“Thank you, my love. And as my very best Archivist, you’ll be the pioneer in there, collecting samples and detailing everything you want to detail. You’ll have research assistants and everything.”

“You are well aware that I am your only Archivist,” she said drily.

“But you learn so much, and so fast.”

My words were clearly having the desired effect. She was panting now. “Oh, Evan you do not know what—”

“Drifter!” a deep, booming voice called from without.

Ah. Time to face Bershannik’s Governor.


12- A Real Piece of Work

Zati flinched away from me and looked around for the source of the call, as though we were teenagers about to be caught in the act rather than discussing preparations to investigate another realm to get a superpowered old guy off my ass.

“It’s time to go meet the Governor,” I told her, and rose. “You’re free to stay here and continue the search. We want to know who’s creating the orders for these constructs, and why they have portal technology.”

Dallinya joined me on the bottom floor, snarling. “Do you have any idea how long it’s taking to clear out that fetid shithole on the third floor? The serving staff can’t handle it. They’re petrified of the fucking place.”

“Sorry,” I told her. “Do you want to head back to Surrek and swap places with Shen or Quavallie?”

“And leave you here without a bodyguard and bed warmer? Not in a million years.”

That was the answer I’d been hoping for. “I’ll help you clean out the rest once we deal with this.”

The door opened and in stepped a man who could only be the Governor. Surprisingly, he was a human, though a very svelte human, and tall. He had some other kind of blood in him, judging by the way little chips of gemstones in his skin sparkled. He was dressed in a sort of kimono, or a toga in embroidered shiny material. I caught a pattern of jiddaras leaping and cavorting all over it, stitched in silver against the indigo material.

Nodding, I welcomed him in by sweeping my hand back. “Governor, it’s a pleasure to welcome you to Ink District and my humble abode. Won’t you come in?”

“I’ll enter where I damn well please,” he growled, and barged past me. In looking him over, I noted the shiny bald pate, the large ruddy beard, the hairy, overlong arms, and the marks of power in silver up and down his exposed arms.

“In Surrek, we have some different customs,” I said, in a conciliatory tone. “I meant no offense.”

“Would that you could return to your shithole in the north,” he said through gritted teeth.

I threw on Mischief’s Mark at Normal tier. It would be good to make a positive impression on this man. “You and me both. I’m afraid the Emperor has made it clear that’s not an option.”

Apparently he despised this situation as much as me.

He flung his hands in the air, revealing more silvery marks. “Do you have any idea what it is to govern over this absolute catastrophe? Governor, pah! With the Emperor here, it’s Gleaming Silver this, Gold tier that… As if the will of the Governor means nothing.”

I grasped something. “Ah. Can I assume the Emperor did not consult with you over my placement, or the granting of two of your slaves to me?”

The hiss of fury that came out of this very tall, very thin man was kind of adorable, actually. “He what?”

“Is there an authority that should be consulted for investigative purposes, to see whether I’ve broken any city laws?” I asked.

“I am more than capable of investigating such matters,” he went on.

“Of course,” I said.

“The Master of Ink District…” he said.

“Is me. For the time being.”

“And you came into possession of Ink District… how exactly?”

“I murdered the asshole who’d been in charge of it previously,” I said. “Right upstairs in his torture dungeon. I have to say, you really dodged a bullet with this deal.”

He sputtered.

“You… you… the assembled grand council will not stand for this.”

“Oh, you don’t have to tell them. I’m just letting you know he’s dead. That can be our little secret if you’re okay with that.”

He followed me upstairs to the torture dungeon, where body parts were now in burlap sacks. The former occupant had gotten cooling enchantments made and installed throughout this floor, to keep the rot from getting out of hand too quickly.

“It may surprise you to learn that none of these bodies belong to the former Master of Ink. Who was a real piece of work.”

He stared around, blinking.

“Yeah. Murderer. Nasty fucker. The world’s better off without him.”

“And… where are the remains?”

“Oh his body will never be found, since it’s in another reality. Oh, speaking of which!” I produced a bottle of body wash and shampoo for him. “These will make you feel amazing every time you take a shower. Free of charge, just a gift from me to you as a sort of apology for putting up with my presence.”

His mouth worked open and closed, and he numbly accepted them.

“I’ve got terrycloth bath towels and a bath robe too, but I understand those aren’t a huge step up from what you have on hand in the palace. Still…” I reached through the Black Door and grabbed up a set of towels and a soft white bathrobe. He also took these, and had them stowed in his own storage device in short order.

I’d hoped the gifts would have an effect on him, but it didn’t appear to have cooled his anger much.

“I’m Evan of earth, by the way. Governor of Surrek. Drifter. Unwilling participant in the situation just east of your city.” I held out a hand, and waited.

I was thankful when he took it, breathing out a sigh of relief.

“I’m happy to bestow two slaves upon you to compensate for the loss of your tiefling and goblin,” I lied. There was nothing I wanted less than to give women over to a guy who was going to enslave them, strip them of their power, and potentially use that power against me. I would do it, with greatest reluctance, if he pressed the issue.

Thankfully he did not. “Nonsense,” he said. “I have slaves aplenty. That won’t be necessary.” Yes, he already had an armload of presents he could only get in my shop in Surrek, he needed nothing more.

“Then I can only promise to get to the bottom of this situation with the other world, and vacate your city with all the speed I can muster.”

He nodded sharply.

“Unfortunately the investigation will take time, and my responsibilities as Governor of Surrek will require that I split my attention, so it will be some time while I separate the other world from your doorstep. Apologies for that, but there’s nothing I can do about it.

“While I’m here though, I’ll be setting up shop with goods from my reality where the current shopfront sits. I fully intend to break zero of your laws, participate in governance and the usual political backstabbing not at all, and conduct myself like a sir. You’ll have access to the sorts of things I just gave you, plus more, as a consolation prize for unwillingly hosting me and mine. I would be happy to have you frequent my fair establishment, where we trade in kind or in coin.”

He surveyed the room distastefully, and I noted a hint of grim satisfaction that the man who’d constructed this room was now dead.

“I see.”

Congratulations! You have been given authority over Ink District here in Berhsannik!

The usual set of game menus and UI items appeared in a new tab labeled Bershannik. These were familiar: Population, Safety, Health, Wealth, and Happiness. There was a bar apart from the others, and that one read Confidence.

Although this Ink District was slightly better than the Surrek one when I’d inherited it, it wasn’t much better. Happiness was way down, as were Health and Safety, though Population and Wealth were up.

Actually, this felt awfully similar to the state of Surrek’s Ink District. Ugh. At least Health and Safety were going to come up now that the old Master wasn’t murdering his citizens and… hacking them to pieces? Cooking and eating them? Ugh, glad I didn’t hear the opening quest line as given by an NPC.

“Do not mistake me,” the Governor said, “I am not pleased at your coming, nor at your staying. I would prefer you vacate my city and return to yours with all available speed.”

You and me both, I thought.
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After a long day of cataloguing various otherworld bits and bobs, slowly working our investigation toward the massive city, I got the manor house ready for Avya’s return.

The serving staff were skittish and difficult to coax out of their serving quarters without blatant threats of punishment, so I eventually had to tell them they’d be replaced if I couldn’t talk with them. Then I laid out a simple plan for what I expected (meals, cleaning and laundry service) and what they could expect from me. In this case it was to be left the hell alone. No death and dismemberment for them, or having the Master ask them to remove big garbage bags of body parts.

Seriously what the actual fuck.

Maybe they believed me, or maybe not, because they scurried to disappear immediately after I made it clear that when I was home, they were not to enter any floor I was presently on. It probably sounded harsher than I meant it, but I just couldn’t have them listening in on planning sessions or reviews of the days’ activities from Zati or Avya.

Avya had come to spend the night. Lamenting Hellera’s condition, she soon found comfort in my arms and in my bed. She’d brought Dallinya back to Surrek and now back to Bershannik. Nakla and Nallene also wanted to return, so I had myself a full house once again.

The goblin leered at me, and gave me an affectionate punch in the crotch, which I deflected onto the top of my thigh at the last second. Nallene just threw back her head and laughed, explaining that Nakla liked me.

They then disappeared to acquaint themselves with the manor house of Ink District. I wasn’t thrilled to have them back, but couldn’t see a way to minimize the damage of having them spy on me. And when I thought it over further, it was a relief to have them in Bershannik, where the scope of my activities was much smaller. I couldn’t have them telling the Emperor about my super secret project.

Dallinya had been out there to survey the damage and report back, and so far all was well. Velleth continued to ferret out spies and that dumb undermining the Masters liked to do to one another on a regular basis. Quavallie and Shen were both playing their parts as well, helping Avya to govern the city, run the shop, and work on my secret project.

“I didn’t do a very good job as military commander,” Avya lamented. We were in the huge bed, and she was draped over me, hair tickling my chin. I was propped up on a bunch of cushions, with Dallinya snuggling into both Avya and I.

Zati, as always, preferred to use her time to investigate.

“I’m sure you did fine,” I told her.

“She had the all screwing one another’s brains out,” Dallinya said, and chuckled.

“Clarify please,” I said, giving Avya a light massage. Okay I was just feeling her up.

“She was making the rounds through various different districts and using that empathic ability on everybody to get them horny. And just watching the new Masters get down and dirty with each of their girls. I caught up with her in Fish District and found the Master just ramming one of his slaves… uh, sorry, one of his womenfolk from behind, bent over a cafe table, right out in the open on a pretty busy street.”

I shifted so I could look down at Avya. “Is this true?”

“You think I’d lie?” Dallinya asked. “And the girl who was bent over the cafe table was busy licking another one.”

“Oh yeah?”

“Just like this,” she said, and climbed in between Avya’s legs. Her cat eyes sparkled up at me as she removed Avya’s yoga leggings and began kissing up her thighs.

“This is supposed to be report time,” I breathed, getting turned on watching it. Dallinya’s ass shifted side to side, swaying hypnotically, and her tail lazily flicked back and forth.

“Do you want me to stop?” Dallinya asked.

“Not particularly,” I said.

“I wasn’t asking you,” she said, and resumed eating out my Favored Consort.

“Mmm no,” Avya replied, and turned her head up to look at me questioningly. As if needing permission. The Blood Debt that bound our powers together was infuriating, but in this case it looked a lot like vulnerability and that made it fucking sexy. I bent down to get a full, deep kiss, and suddenly got a dose of Avya’s sensations through her Empath ability.

Now I had a pussy, and Dallinya’s tongue was slowly teasing the clit out, then working around it in slow circles. The sensation was incredibly hot, and hotter when she began to probe a finger into the hole while continuing to lap up around the top with a very talented tongue.

Now when I pulled Avya’s shirt up over her breasts, I could feel the fabric sliding up over mine, and when I pinched and twisted those dark brown nipples, I got more electric jolts of pleasure to add to the mix. On top of this, Dallinya’s hand soon discovered my raging erection.

“How many…” I asked in between kisses. “How many districts?”

“Twelve,” she moaned into my mouth. “I’m sorry, Master.”

“You have nothing to be sorry for, slave.”

Twelve! She’d gone around through a significant portion of the city and in one day started a chain of orgies. This was definitely preferable over a surly, dark and resentful Surrek.

“Correct answer,” Dallinya mumbled around a mouthful of Avya’s clit.

“Am I a good slave?” Avya whispered, and wiggled her ass down over to where my erection was tenting the skirt. To where Dallinya smoothly cupped my balls, then slid her hand over the full length of me without missing a single flick of the clit.

“You’re a very good little slave,” I told her, and kissed her again. “Now, your master needs to get inside one of you as soon as humanly possible.”

“Avya,” Dallinya said, and lined me right up before pulling on Avya’s hips. The nellwyn squealed in pleasure and surprise, then let out a long groan. Dallinya did too. As for me, I felt both sides of the fence at once, and had to grab Avya by the sides to stop myself from becoming a one pump chump. Why was this so effective right now? She was using Wicked Mark on me too, probably. Also, the effectiveness of her abilities slowly got better as she increased her Silver tier stars.

“Ohhh wow,” Dallinya breathed. “I really want Avya’s mark.”

“I can’t, not like this,” I told her, voice strained. “Either release me from the ability or let me take Dallinya.”

Avya nodded absently, but didn’t move. For a number of long moments, I just breathed, on the precipice of exploding into her. Eventually, she balanced herself on my abs and lifted slowly, very slowly, off of me. Then, just as I thought I’d pop free, she canceled the Empath ability and slid back down. It was just in time too, because the loss of all Avya’s sensations was like putting on an extra thick condom.

Dallinya still had it affecting her, apparently. I thought, for shits and giggles, I’d throw Empath’s Mark on her as well, and let her feel both of us at once.

She lasted all of three seconds before her eyes curled up in her head and she fell down onto the bed, shivering and shuddering.

“Do you think we killed her?” I idly remarked. Avya giggled, then rose up and pumped herself full of me again. Dallinya wasn’t dead, that was for sure. A zombie moan escaped her.

“Did you put the Wicked Mark on her?” I asked.

“Mm-hmm!” She nodded, and leaned back for another deep kiss.

“You’ve been a bad slave,” I remarked, and lifted her, “and bad slaves need punishing.” She was easy to reposition on her stomach, and looked over her shoulder fearfully.

Avya and I had shared a bed plenty of times, but I’d never gotten her in this position. In this position, I felt like I could make my cock pop out of her throat if I drilled hard enough. Instead I got on my knees behind her and spanked her once, then again.

“Ow!” she protested. Dallinya moaned even further, her body bucking, exhausted.

“You don’t like it?” I asked quietly, full of impish delight. “Velleth loves this treatment.”

“Just fuck me,” she said, then winced. “Please, Master.”

If I laid my full weight on her I felt like I’d easily crush her, but she had Silver tier Tough and also the Survivor’s Mark from Dallinya. Still, it was better safe than sorry. I’d see if her body could handle this first, and got down on my elbows above her. She seemed incredibly fragile like this, so tiny, lavender hair spilling out all over and one eye peeking through just a bit.

On my toes and elbows, I began sawing in and out of her, slow and easy. I kept each downstroke slow, until I could just feel her tense beneath me. Get a measure of how much that was, then I’d pull back and repeat the process.

After a few minutes of this, she squirmed a hand down between her legs and worked her clit a little.

“F-fuck me,” she whispered again, and winced yet again. “Please fuck me, faster.”

Obliging her, I began fucking her in earnest, still nice and easy but no longer pausing in between thrusts to gauge how many of her organs I was displacing. Avya mewled in pleasure, and sighed contentedly as she began to climax.

As for our catgirl, Dallinya went nuts, snapping her whole body with another crushing orgasm. After a deeply held breath, she groaned out in ecstasy and pain, like we were overdoing it. It was easily the first time that had ever happened. Avya handled it better, bucking and shuddering under me for a good ten seconds before falling limp.

“Let her go,” I whispered to Avya, and she released the marks with a muttered word.

Crawling over to Dallinya, I settled into the big spoon position. “You okay?”

“I think you broke me,” she mumbled.

“So you don’t want Evan’s seed?”

I could feel her languid smile. “I didn’t say that.”

But she could barely move, so I was forced to shuffle around so she could get that talented mouth around me. In the end Avya came over to deal with the overflow, since I was giving her far more than a mouthful.


13- Realmwalker

Evan’s Eldritch Emporium opened for business the next day, and we found out what we were up against over in the other world.

I had hoped to find a Yann over in the Bershannik EEE, but it wasn’t to be. Instead I had to enlist Nakla and Nallene for the job. This also required them to be branded, which was less than ideal. It would’ve been worse, but I had Mender’s Mark from Shennalil to aid me in healing up the burns enough for the brand to show but not give them days and days of pain.

“Now look,” I told them. “The ladies under my care and protection have jobs to do, and this won’t be any different. You two might not be versed in the city at large, but you’ll have plenty of opportunity to do that during any of your time off. You’ll be paid from the coin you make, so you’ll be able to buy what you like from the central market or the Ink District markets. Eat at the mansion in Ink or where you like.”

There was another issue to deal with: Ink District came with a bevy of women the old sadistic fuckbag had kept chained up in cages beneath the mansion. Avya was going to work with them a little each night, but these were traumatized women kept by a literal serial killer.

I’d deal with them as opportunity arose, or just leave them to the guy who took over Ink after I was done doing the Emperor’s jobs for him.

Nakla, Nallene and I headed out that morning, looked over the shop, and I unloaded just a metric ton of earth stuff for them to begin shelving. Both seemed disappointed to learn they weren’t going to relax in the Surrek harem and eat exotic earth fruits, but Nallene at least was also partly relieved to have sky over her head and the ability to stretch her legs.

Nakla not so much.

The goblin made faces at me frequently, and when she got a flat stare out of me, would laugh and rip open her Bershannik clothes, flashing me and waggling her hips. Either that or she’d press her breasts together and twiddle her nipples. Then, when I rolled my eyes and looked away, she’d laugh and laugh.

Nallene seemed to think this was funny too, but also childish. She eventually snorted in derision at her lover and led me away.

“Do you want to come and order the sign?” I asked.

“Sign?”

“It’s not Evan’s Eldritch Emporium without a big sign in earth runes.” And a picture of me holding a plunger up. Whoever thought of that nonsense needed a raise.

Since the Emperor had authorized the use of his map, I had no trouble finding Lumber or Paint District, and coordinating the two of them to get me the sign I needed.

In the meantime I got a number of relationship increase messages for the tiefling and the goblin. Both of them marveled at the city, which they’d never really seen as they’d been cooped up in the Governor’s harem. Nakla was low key about it, but I saw her eyes go wide several times in my periphery.

Nallene held my hand, first intertwining her fingers with mine, then holding my hand in both of hers. This pushed her up against my side and made me think she was trying to keep me from getting away.

They were at first surprised, then astonished when I bought them food, then jewelry. I gave both of them a similar pendant I’d bought all the other ladies on a Valentine’s Day whim.

By the time we returned to the shop, I’d hit Bronze with both of them, and it reminded me that I hadn’t even looked over the mark from Nallene. It was still early into Bronze, so I wasn’t holding out much hope for it to be useful, yet, but I’d been surprised by Nakla’s gift, so it was long past time to give this a look-see.

Dervish’s Mark

*Special Ability*

*Bronze Rank, no stars*

Normal: Activates automatically during combat up to 3 times a day. Gain signficantly boosted Quick and Clever for purposes of combat. You may not be surprised if this ability can still activate.

Lasts 2 minutes. Costs very high mana per minute after the first 2 minutes. Cooldown: none.

Bronze: While the Normal ability is active, you gain increased damage when using two weapons in combat. While the Normal ability is active, you gain a boost to Quick for each enemy you successfully fell.

Each boost to Quick requires moderate mana to increase.

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

Well holy shit, an ability that made me quicker and more agile the more damage I did? Activated on its own? Sign me the fuck up. I had approximately infinity moderate mana expenditures. That was being perhaps a little liberal, but it had been a while since I‘d been pressed on mana. Although I didn’t use two weapons in combat, I could definitely look into it. It would be great to deal increased damage.

This made me think of the unarmed claw damage I’d get from Beastmaster’s Mark, which was from Auralla… who I wouldn’t be able to see for days, weeks, months, if this all went like normal.

“What’s the matter?”

“My OG… never mind.” I trailed off, knowing that they’d be reporting to either the Governor, Emperor fucking Leroy, or perhaps both. I had no desire to put Auralla on that man’s radar, thank you very much. Motherfucker did not need more leverage on me than my girls, and my city. No way was I adding my unborn child to that mix.

I ached for Auralla yet again.

Nallene and Nakla shared a look but didn’t press. Nakla rolled her eyes, blew me an enormous raspberry, and headed deeper into the shop to start going about the work I’d asked them to do.

I’d just reached bronze with her as well. And that meant it was time to see how wicked the Wicked Mark was going to get.

Wicked Mark

*Aura, magical*

*Bronze tier, no stars*

Normal: You’ve coupled with a sexual deviant, someone who thrives on the act. Activate to increase lust, sexual appetite, and sensitivity moderately for all willing members within fifteen feet. Inhibitions are lowered slightly. Unwilling targets within range may resist with Grit (Tough). Success or failure decreases relationship status for all unwilling members. Success decreases the amount of relationship status lost.

Costs very high mana for 10 minutes, and very high mana each ten minutes afterwards. Cooldown: 10 minutes.

Bronze: Those within the aura are more physically pliable, and may grow or shrink a moderate amount in order to engage in sex acts. Pain from sex is decreased by a moderate amount. Alternately, banish the aura to create a disorienting wave of pleasure up to twenty feet in all directions. May inflict shock or stun on everyone affected. Those affected resist with Grit (Tough).

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

I took it all back. Whenever I got a new mark I was going to look it up and study it in depth right away. So now, if I had this right, I could shrink myself and expand my partners, they’d feel less pain regardless, and I could make a climactic shockwave.

I mean, say what you want for having a giant salamander the size of a city bus leap out of your chest, but if you could magically fuck anyone, no matter their size, and not have to worry about hurting them, I would think those two things would be at about the same level of power.

I itched to try this out, but we had work to do. I could also feel the Emperor, like an itch at the back of my neck, ready to descend on me at any minute and demand answers.

So, for a while, we just stocked shelves. Pulled up merch I had no interest in selling and replaced it all with earthling stuff. It was boring work, but there was meditation in the boredom, there was calm in the act. I spaced out for a little while, and when I returned to my senses we had plenty of shelves ready for the junk in my trunk.

Clothes, accessories, snacks, beverages, random products that made zero sense, like those solar powered bobble heads. And hard liquor on request. That went behind the desk, and were individually priced. I was starting to get the hang of what was quality liquor, based solely on price, and I had tried to taste test a number of the whiskeys available at department stores. I’d never had the money to dip into liquors before coming here, and only knew the hard shit, but now I had unlimited access. I’d tried everything from peppermint schnapps up to one fifty one, and I could sell all of it here.

“What is liquor then?” Nallene asked.

I selected a peach flavored liquor I thought she’d like and unscrewed the top. “You might want to give it a sniff before you taste it. It’s… like super enhanced wine.”

And then I fell back laughing my ass off from her reaction to just a sip.
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I wasn’t wrong about old Leroy. He would keep a close eye on every action I made, if he could. 

It was the dead of night when I felt hair brushing my chest and a hand on my arm, shaking me gently.

“Evan,” Zati whispered.

I peeked an eye open. “W-what? What time is it?” It was one of those earth habits I couldn’t give up. What did it matter what time it was? It was deep in the night, somewhere between midnight and four, where sunset was a distant memory, sunrise might never come, and only young lovers were doing anything interesting. And Archivists.

“It might be one bell,” she whispered.

Avya bolted awake, hands glowing with burning power. “What is it?” As for Dallinya, she just groaned and turned over in her sleep, taking Avya and spooning her. Glittering lavender eyes enhanced by Night’s Mark searched the darkness, but found no threat, so she turned a perplexed look on Zati.

“I found something you want to see.”

I nodded. “Give me a minute.”

Giving Avya leave to sleep or join us, I pulled on the leather skirt from Auralla and wished she was in my bed. I wondered how she was getting on, and whether tomorrow Avya would come back with news from New Sunspire about an attack by the Emperor. Gods but I missed her: the easy smile, the way she flounced around the savannah, the look on her face when she petted her weird beast companion, the cute way she talked to him.

The others weren’t bad, they weren’t less, but they provided different things. Avya: laughs, and the challenge to stay gracious in the face of power overwhelming. Dallinya: continual surges of horniness. Hellera: a continual reminder to protect the girls. Velleth: a continual reminder to see to their emotional well-being, and provide them with what they needed, even if (especially if) what they needed was a good spanking. Shennalil: the opportunity to gently corrupt someone so absolutely pure and innocent with my trucker talk. Quavallie: a reminder that people had lives and families here. Zati: a reminder that they had minds of their own, and motivations that weren’t always aligned with mine.

But Auralla eased my stress. She showed me a brighter world.

I had to stop thinking about her, on the off chance Leroy caught a whiff of my surface thoughts or had some Gold tier spying on me.

He could have Gleaming Silvers scouring the north for Sunspire to grab up the women there. He could have Gold tiers searching for her. There was no way Zephellyn could take on multiple Silvers and keep her people safe. They’d sue for peace and hand over some of their women.

I wanted to call it paranoia, but I had an inkling as to Leroy’s thinking. He was going to take one of them a day… maybe a week. He’d take an inventory of my marks and whittle them all down until it was just me, and maybe Avya.

Staring down at the marks, I noted most of them were glowing more than they ever had as Bronze tier, and even more than the last few weeks. I was getting stronger.

“Give me good news,” I told her, in the adjoining room.

She first put on her Archivist’s spell to slow the mana drain, then did a complicated incantation and opened up a window on what I was calling sludgeworld. If not for the lake of oily black shit covering all the lowlands, it might’ve been a nice place, but it was teeming with gigantic poison bugs.

“This will be quick, to save on mana,” she said. “Once you have the position, you can observe for yourself at much lower cost.”

I nodded and rolled my hands over. I wasn’t about to tax her completely like I’d done with the portal to earth.

The city had changed. My Silver tier Clever was enough to tell me that the positions of all the buildings was different. Zati had chosen the first vantage that included the original building, the one with the incursion portals, but now the skyline was different. It had reformatted itself using the shifting cubes.

So strange.

Then the viewpoint rocketed forward, toward the tallest of those buildings. It might have remained the same size and shape, something like the Burj Khalifa, like someone had pulled a step pyramid into the stratosphere.

That thing had weapons bristling out of it, big glowing sentry looking things that zapped those bugs periodically. Down below, the dead bugs would be swept out and off the platform by more cube robots. These ones had bulldozer buckets on the front.

Still no people.

Instead of hitting up that gigantic structure, the view veered aside and entered through a much smaller, maybe thirty story building’s big bay window. The window here was ten feet high, a blue field of glass some thirty feet wide.

Standing at attention was our very first person, staring directly out at us.

Okay now we had people.

“She can’t see us?”

As always, Zati’s reply was specific and exact. “She has made no move to acknowledge that she has seen the portal.”

The woman was tall, lean, and very not Ethetrian. She had dusky skin, the sides of her head were shaved almost to the scalp with those cool 80’s stripes etched in there. And, in the biggest fucking mohawk I’d ever seen, kinky black hair both stood up almost two feet and spilled most of the way to her ass.

The fashion was metal plating and bug carapace. Large bands of insect chitin were set with blocks of engraved metal: gold and silver patterned around her upper body. She also had plates on her thighs, shins, forearms and elbows. As for cloth, that was in short supply: the bug carapace was held together with thin bands.

The overall effect made strips of skin peek out here and there. I thought it might look even better with a skin tight bodysuit, but this lady was rocking the armor. She looked ever inch the Mad Max (plus maybe magic) badass.

“I will close the viewing portal,” Zati said, and I got the impression the woman creeped her out.

So far we were playing it safe. The plan now was to grab up some scuba gear and make sure we had oxygen to breathe. I didn’t know how exactly we’d grab space suits out of NASA, since I wasn’t a space cadet and didn’t know where they kept the things.

But this lady was breathing… wasn’t she? Unless she breathed pure nitrogen or neon or something, because the rules didn’t work the same there as they did here. Being a lowly trucker, I certainly wasn’t a biologist, and I certainly wasn’t a biologist specializing in adjoining realities.

Slow and steady. Now to just convince Emperor Leroy. 

With Adrift engaged, I could shift my view up and in even further. This time when I used the ability, I opened my eyes on the interior of that room.

Or that was the intent anyway.

Warning. You have had your perception blocked by an unknown device! This has dealt you fourteen dimensional injuries. Without resistance to dimensional damage, you suffer all fourteen. This attack has inflicted an instance of shock. Survivor’s Mark has resisted shock for high mana.

It was one of the first times Survivor’s Mark had handled a condition for me… the griggs hadn’t inflicted any conditions.

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. 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.

Fourteen injuries wasn’t nothing, and the lack of resistance to dimensional was troubling, but I had a whole lot of injuries, and fourteen wasn’t even close to a quarter of them. I went to begin the process of healing up, then stopped. I didn’t know really what my natural regeneration was like, though it was boosted by Survivor’s Mark. It was the kind of information that might come in handy.

“You attempted to enter the room?” Zati asked. She’d noticed the glitchy way rainbow lights danced over my face and hands, and the way it hurt a lot. Nobody likes pain, whether you can take five injuries or a hundred and five.

“There’s a device preventing me.”

She nodded and scratched a note into the huge blank tome I’d given her. “I assumed as such. However, I am impressed that you attempted it, and that you weren’t seriously injured.”

Thank Dallinya for the Survivor’s Mark, I thought.

“Thanks. Have you been in that building?”

“Not as of yet.”

“Seen any others with her? Seen her move?” The woman hadn’t moved; she could’ve been a very realistic statue.

“Unfortunately the answer to both of those questions is no,” she responded. We spent another half hour going over her notes, shoulder to shoulder, peering down at her neat, crowded handwriting with its footnotes for references to other sections. She’d already put together something like thirty pages of observations in, over different sections with their own subheadings.

A lot of it was about the construction of the buildings, the likely flow of material from the mountains where they were being mined to factories where they were being forged and then assembled. She had, however, observed some plantlife at the base of the mountains just above the sludge tide line. It had been obvious that people lived here before, but now it was becoming clear that they could sustain themselves on something.

As for the woman…

“She appears to be real,” Zati said.

“I’ve seen some pretty impressive art in my world that is realistic enough to mimic reality like that… it wouldn’t move, but look real enough fool people into thinking it was real until you noticed it didn’t move.”

“Fascinating,” she muttered, and scribbled more notations. Her eyes were growing feverish with excitement. “Do you have resources to inform me on these realistic fakes?”

I grinned. “We’re getting off track, but I’ll find something at a bookstore and bring it over.”

She smiled and took my hands. “Evan, your world seems to be full of so much incredible information.”

“Not going to lie, it is.” I didn’t mention that it was a double edged sword. Such an incredible profusion of information was its own bevy of problems.

Just finding someone in the other world wasn’t going to cut it. I needed something to take back to Emperor Leroy. I felt the hackles on the back of my neck prickling. He’d already taken Hellera from me and complicated matters in Surrek, and I was certain he could do the same for Velleth, Quavallie, Shen… hell, he could march in here and take Dallinya or Zati from me and show me precisely why I shouldn’t fuck around with him.

We needed real information to sate him a while, and I doubted me bouncing off an anti-intrusion device was going to cut it. With that in mind, I blipped out of Ethetria entirely, back to the Florida Keys, back to where I remembered a scuba diving place. We hadn’t gone there; my parents had designs on beaches rather than being surrounded by ocean. The equipment shed was locked, but I had all sorts of ways of dealing with that.

I tripped alarms, but it didn’t matter. Soon enough I had a bunch of stuff thrown into the Black Door, and one use of Adrift later, I was back in the mansion to Ink District. All before earth authorities could stop me.

Without knowing, it was possible to get trapped over there, unable to use magic. I could only use so much on earth before I’d be trapped, since my mana regeneration was severely hampered. So I suited up with oxygen and goggles, hoping I didn’t need a hazmat suit, and relayed instructions to Zati. She was to observe my progress, and if I gave the hand signal, open a portal so I could get back.

Precautions in place, I took a deep breath, plugged the breathing apparatus into my mouth, took another deep breath, and made my second voyage to a completely new place. Then, with swirling rainbow light turning the bedroom and Zati into multi-colored taffy, I stepped into an unknown world.

14- You Vill Tell us Everysing

Congratulations! You have entered a third world. Your first foray as a real Drifter has begun. Your map function ability has gained a new tab: interdimensional and intersectional realms. You have gained a star of Attuned as a result of this travel. You have gained the title: Realmwalker.

This I was not ready to read. I took a deep breath of canned air, disliking how metallic it tasted, and braced myself against bitter cold.

Then I took an energy blast to the face.

Warning! You have taken energy damage from a Gold tier source. Survivor’s Mark allows for shock to be resisted for high mana, given its source. Survivor’s Mark allows for stun to be resisted for very high mana, given its source. Survivor’s Mark allows for three injuries to be resisted for moderate mana each. You have suffered sixty-six injuries.

“Holy fuck,” I shouted, and immediately dove aside. The average shotgun blast did somewhere between ten and fifteen injuries depending on range. We hadn’t done tests at point blank range, but shotguns were high end Bronze damage sources and could really fuck up the day of all normal Masters living in Surrek, if it didn’t kill them outright. The fireball out of Inferno’s Mark did something like twenty-five to thirty-five injuries on a direct hit, but we hadn’t tested that much for obvious reasons: it would kill almost all of us except me. And getting hit with a fireball hadn’t been even a little bit fun. Not an experience to repeat.

This shit was on a whole different level. 

I didn’t know this at the time, but my breathing apparatus had been completely destroyed by the attack. The mouthpiece, the hoses, all the diagnostic bits, all instantly gone. I was extremely lucky the pressurized air tank was only leaking air instead of flat out exploding while directly attached to my back.

Rolling with the tank on wasn’t easy, but I managed. Another energy attack smashed down into the metal flooring and spread out in a wide arc. This minimal bit of roiling energy got me too, for another twelve injuries. All this resisting and compensating for injuries with mana had cost me a quarter of my mana already, which was a fuck ton.

It was life or death here, and so I sprinted out of the way while putting on both instances of Mender’s Mark for maximum healing. It would cover less than half of the initial attack, to say nothing of the follow up.

And the others hurtling down at me.

Three more energy bolts were sailing down from the insanely tall tower.

I teleported with Drifter thirty feet in one direction, then threw out several illusion copies of me running in various directions. Hopefully the energy blasters would target them, but the energy blasters had the look of machines. With any luck they were people operated, but I wasn’t going to hold my breath on that one.

I was holding my breath. I let it out in an explosive rush and sucked in a lung full of weird air. It wasn’t seventy-something percent nitrogen and twenty one percent oxygen, that was for sure. Still, it didn’t immediately kill or poison me based on the UI messages I didn’t get.

Still, it was chilly here, well down from the warm spring days and cool nights we were getting in Ethetria these days. Cold enough to make me regret having on the lightly enchanted Ethetrian sandals for a tiny boost of extra Quick.

“Daddy needs a new pair of shoes,” I huffed, darted forward, and had all the illusions teleport in time with me.

I’d landed on a huge, flat plain of metallic flooring, and thankfully I was able to make it to the cover of the woman’s building just two more attacks later. One flat missed, and the other one barely tagged me at the end of its shockwave for six injuries.

Now sitting at just over half my mana, I gave Zati the ‘don’t worry about it’ signal, though she was probably shitting herself watching me getting zapped half to death.

My whole body ached furiously, and I kept my head on a swivel to make sure they didn’t have assassin drones to come dispose of me. Spotting one of the bulldozers at the other end of the large clearing, I watched it for any sign it might want to come and shove me off the city into the black sludge, but it wasn’t racing in my direction.

No spider drones crawling down the walls with beady red eyes or laser targeting trained on me, so that was nice. I took a second to just feel glad to be alive.

Luckily for me, I had a shit ton of stuff in my inventory and a whole lot of magic powers here. I put on Archivist’s Mark to begin the mana recovery process, and started looking for a way in.

As soon as I rounded the corner and spotted the door, several more energy blasts surged out of far-off cannons. One last teleport brought me in range of the door, but the first and second tugs both announced it was locked. Energy splashed down a second later, and more blasts were coming.

“I didn’t want to do this,” I muttered, and grabbed up Sylph’s Mark.

Sylph’s Mark

*Special Ability, Elemental*

*Bronze tier, four stars*

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

You may transform one willing subject as per the Normal ability by touching the target and paying moderate mana per second.

Costs minimal mana to activate. Cooldown 1 minute.

Bronze: Activate to step on air as though it were a solid object. Each step costs minimal mana. No cooldown.

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

Just before I slipped down under the door, I took another twenty-seven injuries from the energy blast waves. I collapsed onto my back inside the building, now at a third of my mana, staring up at a ceiling about twelve feet above me. All was metal.

More importantly, I wasn’t under constant threat of bombardment by huge balls of blue energy.

“Ow,” I wheezed.

Well, the ability did say ‘physical attacks’.

[image: ]

I still wasn’t finished with my mission. I got to my feet painfully, braced myself against the wall to stem the wave of dizziness that overcame me for a brief moment, and put on Mender’s Mark again.

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 any single 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.

I never paid attention to it, and so it had shrunk as time went on in my periphery, but opposite the little glass ball of blue liquid representing my mana, I had a little glass ball of red liquid representing the state of my injuries. Right this moment, for the first time in a long time, it was well under half. A tiny bubbling bloop increased the level by a minuscule amount. Mender’s Mark was a great way to keep you alive in Bronze level skirmishes… I needed something significantly better in order to survive further incursions into this place.

“This world sucks,” I whispered.

I had a handful of healing potions left over from quite a long time ago, and popped the cork on one of them. This thing replenished ten injuries right away, and another twenty over time, which was more my speed, but still not enough.

Plus, potions got nasty when you used more than one of them in a short period of time. The selfish part of me wanted to take Shennalil out for a night on the town, wine and dine her, and somehow squeeze two more stars of Bronze out of her so I could grab up a Silver tier ability from Mender’s Mark.

It didn’t work like that, and that was a shitty line of thinking. Still, I needed to not die going forward, so I was going to need better armor, energy damage resistance, or better reflexes to handle this place.

The experience of nearly getting killed in my first two minutes in this world was certainly going to help me survive going forward.

I was in a hallway leading into cubic or rectangular rooms. The metallic ceiling was fitted with a strip of halogen style lights in small squares that ran down the center of the hall. The hall seemed to run in a ring around the building, making all this stuff seem both fascinating, cool, and oddly uninspired. Boring. Utilitarian.

The first door opened when I approached, sliding to the side with a pneumatic hiss.

“Okay, this is more like it,” I said.

It was a bedroom of sorts: slab of a bed made of metal, covered with long bands of bug carapace, a desk with a chair, both metal. The chair immediately went into the Black Door, and I had to chuckle because it was incredibly heavy. Possibly two hundred pounds, maybe more. I grunted in the lifting and pushed it into my inventory, followed by the file cabinet and all the stuff on the desk: a small stack of those metallic blade sheets, a stylus kind of pencil, and a journal made of metal.

Finally, I found something interesting, an engraving on a thin sheet of coppery metal looking like a landscape painting of Ethetria, and specifically Bershannik. The mountains, the sudden cut there, and the switchbacks leading up to the gate in the midst of the fifty foot walls were all unmistakable. Some shades were created by other metals: a dark steel had been used for the shadows, silver for the highlights, and various different brown and reddish metals here and there. Someone with some skill had taken time to create this.

“And it took me much less time to steal it,” I whispered.

I lifted this off the wall and placed it carefully in the inventory.

The lighting in this room was just a square of white luminescence in the center, until the moment where it went out.

“Shit.”

The light now flashed red, along with an identical light in the center of the walls, and one in the door. Having the whole deal happen in complete silence was eerie, and a thrill of terror shot through me. I was up some forty injuries, but that wasn’t full health. I’m one of those types of gamers that likes to run around in tip top shape, especially in unknown realms.

“Shit shit shit,” I muttered, and went to the door. Thankfully, it again slid open with a hiss.

I peered out into the hallways, but didn’t see anyone. Or any robots capable of shooting those gigantic lasers.

Yet.

“Last one,” I told myself. 

The next room over was long, a double cube, and contained nothing but file cabinets full of those metallic blade sheets filled with this world’s glyphs. A quick survey (along with several paper cuts) showed me that not all of it was coding. With red lights flashing, I pulled a couple out of each file cabinet and stopped to examine the main occupant of the room’s center.

It was like a table, but most of it was a huge slab of metal rising up about four feet. In one end was a cylinder for reading the code sheets. Above it hung… I don’t know, a torture chamber in miniature? A series of interrogator’s tools on bronze arms? The worst dentist’s office in history? A bunch of metalworker’s tools? The hinged arms all had a vaguely sinister look, like someone would be strapped to this table and a grinning doctor with a clipped German accent would smile down at you, and tell you ‘now you vill tell us everysing about ze idol, herr doctor.’ Then he’d grab one of these arms, bring down a thingy, and begin to burn holes in your teeth.

So, I’d taken a lot of shots of Ethetria with my cell phone when I first got to the world, not really thinking about what I was doing. I didn’t show them to anyone; the girls laughed at me for saving pictures of weird flowers, sunsets, floating rocks. Gradually I’d just stopped using my phone all together. It had been acting weird since I reached Silver, the same interference suffered by the walkie talkies once upon a time when we’d tried them.

Now though, I wanted a picture of this. Whatever I could take back to the Emperor to give me another week.

With pictures snapped, I reached out with Adrift and grabbed onto the shop, then dragged myself back between worlds, through the curtain of rainbow-colored stuff and groaned in pain.

An immediate teleport to Zati and Silver Door later, I slumped to the cushioned comfort of a large sofa futon. While I watched in amusement as the serving staff slipped deeply from confusion and concern, Zati went into the storage facility in the Black Door and came out with all the gathered loot.

“I tried to get a little of everything,” I told her. “I figured you would want the personal stuff as well as the manufacturing or military from the larger room.”

“Oh,” she cooed. “Evan… this pleases me very much.” Her eyes were alight like the one time I’d rummaged through her character sheet to see what her abilities let her do.

I grinned. “Show me how much this pleases you when I don’t feel like a steak done well.”

She nodded, grinning, and began to sift through the materials. Whatever categorization system she had, it required several of the house servants, who stared at her in amazement. She began rattling off orders.

A moment later, Avya dashed into the room.

“What happened? Are you okay?”

She had a wild-eyed look to her. “I got a message that you sustained more than half your injuries in a short time.”

“I’m all right,” I told her.

“I know you’re lying,” she hissed. “Evan Westfield of earth, don’t you lie to me.” She winced again, the Blood Debt giving her pain for making demands of the person who was technically her Master. Which made me feel great, just great.

“I’m sorry, my love,” I groaned.

“What happened?” she asked.

“In a moment. Exactly when did you get this message?” I asked. Did the interdimensional powers inform her of what was happening while I was on another world?

“Five minutes ago!” she cried. “I was in a grand council meeting and I had to break it off… but first I had to listen to some bumblefuck tell me he had a pack of thieves in his district.”

“Bumblefuck, eh?” I couldn’t help but chuckle, which hurt. “Ow. My ribs.”

“I thought you would like it. I heard someone on earth say it.” She wasn’t wrong; it was adorable to hear Shen and Avya swear. Then again, I’d created a bit of a monster here.

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Have you been heading to earth on the sly?”

She batted her eyelashes at me.

“How many wallets do I need to return?”

“Are you going to tell me what happened or do I have to threaten violence?”

She couldn’t hurt me and we both knew that, but it was good to see her pushing past the Master/Slave situation that the Favored Consort situation imposed on us and acting like it wasn’t a thing.

I opened my mouth to recount my exploits in the other world, when the door downstairs burst open and the Emperor entered.

“I’l tell you later,” I told her. “I don’t want you here for this. Go.”

Her lip curled in a snarl; I’d given her a direct order without really meaning to.

“Bring Velleth for a chat next time. I’m sorry,” I told her, just before she disappeared through the Silver Door.

The Emperor barged into the room.


15- Horny Jail

Good gods, he was big. I hated the fear he inspired in me, but there was nothing for it. If it wasn’t inspired by some ability or another (and it certainly could’ve been) it was the way he casually clapped me on the shoulder and doled out injuries in the double digits. I could just imagine several comics and TV shows where the hyper powerful being suddenly took the kid gloves off and blasted his opponent with a full force punch.

Ugh. The guy was the BBEG.

“Emperor,” I said, with all available deference. I even tried to dredge up the respect and put that in there, but my anger over Hellera was getting in my way.

“Drifter,” he said, and inclined his head.

His demeanor was indifferent, but I sensed that undercurrent of concern. The realization struck me, and it was a doozy. Whatever was over there in the other world, the Emperor really wanted it dealt with.

We were locked in a tug of war, I realized. He wanted that thing dealt with as soon as possible. He obviously knew more than he was letting on, he didn’t want me to know the truth of the situation, and that meant a whole lot of things. I didn’t know if I was clever enough to out-clever this asshole, but I needed to think.

He was scared of something over in that other world. Possibly the woman with the fabulous hair and cool armor, possibly the energy weapons, possibly the apocalyptic death bugs in their pool of sludge that seemed to stretch out over forever.

This was good to realize.

“I’m told you ventured into the realm and returned.”

But he also didn’t want to go there and risk… what? The empire collapsing while he was gone? Not being able to return to Ethetria?

“Yes,” I said. “We really need a better name for it.”

He ignored this while my mind went into overdrive. “What news have you brought?”

He had to keep track of the progress of any of his Gold tiers. If they banded together, they could maybe take him down, then destroy the center of the empire in the succession war and their insane powers. The Gold tier ooze had been badly damaged and destroyed the north gate of Surrek, then blasted through several houses before finally being destroyed.

Surely if the Gold tiers rose up against him, they were enough of a threat that he needed to keep them all in one place. When they turned on each other, they would take out whole districts in the ensuing battles. The collateral damage would be devastating.

“I’ve located a lot of information written on sheets of metal, but I also got blasted by some serious weapons, so I had to head back before the whole place destroyed me. What I was able to bring back is going to take us some time to look through. Several of my women will help sift through all of it, make sense of it, and see how we can use this to form a clear picture of the enemy.”

Were the raiders and their treks through imperial land part of an agreement he had, or was that too paranoid? Was the devastation come down out of the north something he’d orchestrated as well?

“Evan,” he said companionably, and smiled in a fatherly way. Like we were old pals. Drinking buddies. He reached forward and patted my shoulder again, but this time no injuries came along with the touch.

I resisted the urge to sneer at him.

“I need answers,” he said, “not sheets of paper.”

I could probably lead a charge of Golds and Silvers through into the other world and wreck everything. There was certainly reason to do so. The Emperor would gladly pay the cost in potential rivals. There’d be volunteers.

I didn’t want to suggest that chiefly because I didn’t want this prick to win.

“Well, an initial reconnaissance showed that none of my women except my Favored Consort could possibly survive a single blast from the defense systems they’ve got set up,” I told him truthfully.

In Ancient Rome, then Byzantium after, they fielded massive armies. But by the time of Byzantium, those armies were constantly running from border to border putting out fires. North, then west, then back out east, then west again, then east yet again. Those armies would march out to meet each threat as it came.

He frowned. “And your Favored Consort is busy running Surrek.”

I nodded. “Correct. Unfortunately my top general has been indefinitely detained, meaning my Favored Consort is under more pressure to perform more duties.”

He regarded me, jaw working back and forth. He lifted a hair pick and ran it back through the ridges of black hair covering his scalp. It was the most earth action I’d seen anyone take in this world in a long time, unless you counted Dallinya turning into a friggin nymphomaniac. That had definite ‘Evan’s crazy ex’ vibes.

I frowned, realizing that she was nowhere in sight.

“Evan, you know what your problem is?” he asked lightly.

“I hesitate to say no, because you’re going to explain precisely what you believe my problem to be.” And it would be a reflection of whatever actual issue he had.

“You think you’re in charge of this whole operation,” he said.

I sighed. “Of course I’m not. I wouldn’t be in this city, doing this at all, if it were up to me. It’s not. I’m doing this under duress, and you’re the person holding the Sword of Damocles. I know that.”

He leaned in, and I could smell his breath. “Then why the fuck you keep sassing me, boy?”

I closed my eyes and waited for the pain to come, to feel myself being propelled through several walls and out into the courtyard. Possibly through the exterior wall and out into Ink District proper.

When I opened them again, several imagined deaths later, he was chuckling. “That’s more like it.”

It would be this way with the Emperor’s strike force: put several Golds in charge of a number of Gleaming Silvers. They would blast through whatever opposition the empire fought at the empire’s edges. And, most importantly, it would allow for casualties. If Silvers were going to get to Gold, they would need a way to cycle the Golds out.

Of course, he couldn’t be obvious about it. Velleth would have trouble ferreting out this information, but she was the best I had.

He walked around me in a circle, while I stood there. Eventually he spoke, but for not he just looked me over.

Finally, he said, “Your pet dragon’s in a time out. She also sassed me.”

“With respect, your Emperiosity—” He snorted. I couldn’t believe this might work twice. “If I could prevail upon your mercy, having the dragonite back would ease the burden on my Favored Consort, which should allow us to make faster progress with your project.”

Take the bait, I thought. Take it.

He did not.

“Deliver me something real, and I’ll give her back to you. Don’t, and I’ll go grab up your two Drifter boys and stuff them in dungeons by the end of the week. They’ll grab up dungeon cores and get on their way toward Silver, or they’ll die.”

I bit back the retort about how dare he threaten me. This guy had all the power and there was just nothing to do but eat his shit… until the day I didn’t have to.

“Would you like my report?” I asked, “I’d like to pay the shop a visit and relieve some stress. I was nearly killed today.”

He rolled his hand over twice, a clear and pretty rude way to tell me to go for it without speaking at all.

I recounted the situation to the Emperor, and left nothing out. There was no reason to, at this point. Gold tier damage sources were beyond my capability to deal with head on. I could probably locate and damage or destroy them, but I might get killed in the process. The building’s defenses were something I could penetrate, but they had alarm systems. The woman could’ve been a very convincing mannequin.

I watched his face for some hint of recognition, looking for any tic or twitch, but in the end it was ridiculous to do so. Emperor Leroy surged forward and grabbed my shoulders, dealing out a good fifteen injuries all at once as my collar bones and shoulder blades were both forced inwards, grinding against one another.

“You will bring her back to me,” he hissed.
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One of the things I’d noticed about Bershannik was… let’s call it a phenotype amongst the people here. In Surrek there weren’t too many nagas, but those were the only ones I’d seen with human upper halves and animal lower halves.

Bershannik did not suffer from this problem. On my second day in the city I caught sight of a woman with the lower half of a centipede, a woman with the lower half of a massive spider, a nellwyn with the lower half of a dog (a nelltaur?), another nellwyn with the lower half of a scuttling lizard, nagas in cliques, and then a bunch of centaurs. You had your plain old horse-bodied people, but then also cow and pig-bodied people. And we’re not talking about cutesy pink swine bodies here, but dwarves with warthog centaur bodies. Proper I’ll-shit-on-your-day kinds of intimidating with the size and bristles on them. The dwarftaurs (again, question mark here) even had curling tusks. There were orctaurs (?) with gigantic draft horse bodies, and plenty of what I’d call satyrs: dwarves, humans, elves, and fae with either four hoofed goat bodies, or just two hooves and hairy lower bodies.

Not the whole of the population, mind you, but every sixth or eighth one… or you’d see a big crowd of bipeds, only to turn and see a whole clique of centaurs.

None of this made any sense to me, but everybody acted as though it was normal. 

It was, too, and the architecture itself proved that. The buildings were all just bigger. The doorways were all ten feet at the smallest, and twelve feet normally. The ceilings were higher, the windows larger, streets wider. The whole place felt airier. Zephellyn would’ve loved it… if she had any tolerance for cities, or men. 

I did my best not to goggle in amazement. None of what the Emperor had paraded out for me to dip my wick into had been a something-taur. I kinda wanted to know.

I really wanted to know, if we’re being honest. Early twenties Evan was a horn dog.

How would one even copulate with a woman who only had a spider body from the waist down? My body was capable of some pretty cool adaptations, but I didn’t think it was capable of, I don’t know, transforming me into one of those in order to get after her.

I tried not to let this distract me on my way to the central market area to see what was going on at the old Emporium. And failed.

“Like I could see screwing a regular centaur lady,” I muttered to myself. “That at least makes sense… but the spider lady I’d need a map and a compass.”

I’d already served a handful of them at the EEE, where I had to crane my neck to look up at them and they had to bend really low in order to even survey the merchandise.

I was nearly all the way to the market, thick into my -taur reverie when someone grabbed me by the shirt and tried pushing me back into a side alley. They got me to turn around at least, and I backed them into the alley instead.

“Dallinya?”

“Drifter,” she sighed. “I’m sorry.”

“What are you talking about?”

She was heaving, like she’d just run a marathon. “I need you. Please, I need you now.”

She was running her hands up and down my body frantically, grinding herself against my thigh. “What is happening right now?”

She ripped my shirt up over my head instead of replying. The intensity in her cat eyes was a little scary, and her tail had puffed out in a way I’d only seen when she fought monsters and big bads.

“Dallinya!” I told her, and threw an illusion up over the alley mouth to give us a little privacy, then made another one on the other side of the alley. “Hey, talk to me.”

She would not. Instead she licked down the center of my chest, veered aside, and bit down hard on my nipple.

Okay that did it. I grabbed her head and brought her face up to mine. She immediately went in to kiss me, but I managed to stop her. “What’s the matter?”

“Fuck,” she breathed out. “Now. Please.” Her eyes were alight, not hooded with lust, and her face was beet red from a deep flush. If a quick fuck would relieve whatever pressure she had building up, I’d give it to her.

I had my own stresses to banish, and her lithe body was exactly the sort of meal necessary to release some of that. She wrapped herself around me, rubbing her nipples against my chest and grinding at my crotch, desperate to feel me as soon as possible, as much as possible.

What the hell had gotten into her? Was I looking at some weird sex-crazed version of Velleth here, where she was going to confess to being under some powerful mind control?

She just pushed her face further and further in, until she could mash her lips against mine.

That was enough. I was growing hard, but she was strong enough to make the grinding painful. And she was also growling, deep in her throat, like a feral cat about to attack another stray. I engaged Empath’s Mark and threw my own sensations over her, which caused her to gasp and loosen her tight grip, then opened the Bronze Door for one of the first times ever.

“Come on,” I breathed, and pulled her in.

The extra dimensional space was far more comfortable than I figured it would be, about ten feet square and infinity feet high, as far as I understood. No sun or lights glowed, but it was bathed in a soft white radiance, showing bronze-colored walls. The furniture had been a wrap around couch the first time I’d come in here, but now was a thick four poster bed.

I threw Dallinya onto it and tugged off her clothes. I stopped halfway with her shirt, trapping her wrists together and blinding her with the fabric trapped at her nose.

“Where have you been?”

“Walking,” she heaved. “Running. Stalking.”

“Did you hurt anyone?” Did you fuck anyone, I thought, and immediately felt weird for that. She bore my mark, she was mine alone… but I was also having sex with over a dozen women all told. If she had sex with another guy? The idea made my furious, and that didn’t seem right.

She arched her back up into me, trying desperately to run her nipples over any surface, trying to press her mound into me. At the same time, she shook her head.

“I could… but now… please, Evan!”

Maybe once she got her field plowed she’d start making a lick of fucking sense. I brought my head down and immediately dove into her gooey center. She was hot and already flooded with juices. She was delicious, tinged with the unique taste of her magic of perseverance, struggle, pain, and now triumph over diversity.

At the same time, she clamped her thighs onto the sides of my head and grabbed my hair fiercely. I’m pretty sure she was shrieking, crying out at the top of her lungs, but it wasn’t easy to be sure with my ears covered. All I knew was that every motion of my tongue caused a convulsion, and when I concentrated on the hard nub just above her slit she came, hard. The whole process, from first lick to orgasm, had taken less than thirty seconds.

Her death grip on me loosened up, and her thighs slumped onto my shoulders instead of crushing my head. I kept at it, this time tongue fucking her slowly, licking at her inner ridges. Not for the first time, I felt like my tongue was longer than it had ever been.

No complaints from either of us. Dallinya continued to moan and groan, alternately rubbing over her nipples or running her fingers through my hair. Much more gently than before.

This time, I went into the cohort menu and looked up her stats.

Dallinya of Surrek

Warrior Consort

Bronze tier

Attuned— Bronze*****

Clever— Bronze*****

Charming— Bronze******

Fierce— Silver (no stars)

Sly— Silver (no stars)

Quick— Silver (no stars)

Tough— Silver (no stars)

Inherent Abilities: Felinian, Cat’s Paw, Female, Survivor*

Special Abilities: Survivor, Skirmisher, Drifter’s Mark, Red Dragon’s Mark, Aquamancer’s Mark, Trickster’s Mark, Mender’s Mark.

*Due to trauma suffered, Survivor has overridden one of her inherent abilities.

Dallinya is currently suffering from felinian heat.

“Please, Evan,” she cooed softly. “I’m burning up.”

I could search through her activity log soon. For now it seemed like the solution was a good deep dicking. Ripping off my own clothes, I climbed into her and no sooner had I done so than her legs wrapped around me. One hand grabbed onto my erection and she lifted herself up to guide me in.

“I was going to—”

“Now!” she half-begged, half-commanded, and used all her impressive core strength to impale herself on me before I was even in position. So when I lowered her ass to the bed and really shoved in hard, she arched her back, threw back her head, and let out a groan of satisfaction like I’d never heard before.

“Fuck me, Evan,” she breathed. “I need it so badly. I need your seed.”

Why had I been reluctant at all to help her with this? I slid deeply into her molten center, which clutched every bit of my length in its liquid grasp. She shuddered with the first stroke, and the second, and by maybe number ten, she was already trembling with another heavy orgasm.

“That’s right,” I whispered in her ear. “Come for me, pet. Show me how much you like my cock inside you.”

She let out a long, shaky exhale and started coming again another few strokes later. I didn’t know what this felinian heat did to her body exactly, but apparently one of the side effects was extreme sensitivity. She was also feeling all of my sensations, so there was that.

Felinian heat is a condition by which all felinians, both male and female, feel the urge to mate take over their bodies. They gradually grow in arousal and insistent need.

Dallinya took over, bucking at me from below before causing herself to shudder and shake with her third orgasm in as many minutes. From there, she pulled me in close for a hot, needy kiss and shoved against me, rolling us over. Then she began to roll her hips around in a hypnotic sort of dance I couldn’t help but simply stare at.

Okay that made sense, but… mate? I didn’t know enough about the anatomy of all these different species. Auralla had gone through the ritual of acceptance in order to ready herself for bearing my child. If this was the same thing, Dallinya would end up sequestered away in Sunspire also, and that was unacceptable.

But lying on the bed with her atop me, grinding her hips in lazy circles while tweaking her nipples, the part of me that was in control was not my brain.

She began to grind yet again, dragging my length up and out of her then plunging back down, hard, and rubbing her clit on the defined stomach muscles.

The sex was causing her to sweat, and beads of sweat to roll down her toned abs, between her breasts, down her neck. I surged up to lick at them, forcing her back, but she didn’t stop fucking me. Instead she braced herself on the bed, hands behind her, and rocked her body back and forward.

Now her head was thrown back, and she was purring. The purring was coming from so deep inside that I could feel the vibrations against my cock.

I kissed and licked over her neck, taken by her insistence and her energy. I bit down lightly on her neck and earlobe, then went after her nipples one after another.

“F… fuck… yes,” she moaned. If she was looking at anything, it was the wall behind her, but it seemed like she was only doing one thing right now, and that was getting all the cock she could.

With what concentration I had remaining, I ran my hands over every inch of her I could reached, starting with her sleek thighs and trim waist, up to her heaving breasts.

Goddamn but she felt incredible. It was like her inner muscles were milking at me, begging me, coaxing me to climax into her.

I shouldn’t have, but then I got to thinking about what our kids would look like. Cute little leopard-spotted and tailed kids with hair that started out blonde, but went brown and black by age ten.

“I’m…” I managed.

“I need it,” she groaned. “Give it to me.”

“But—”

She kept right on riding me in those slow, delicious circles, but hunched forward and got down until we were nose to nose.

“I want your seed,” she breathed, and purred, and rolled her hips around again. And, ever the gentleman, I decided to give her what she wanted. I arched up, lifting her bodily off the bed, and roared out as I came.

Her eyes widened, followed by her smile. That purr continued to reverberate all the way through her body, all the way down to my hyper sensitive cock, right in the midst of my orgasm.


15- Shoot Your Load

Dallinya and I cuddled in the large mansion bed, which thankfully had been boiled and scrubbed and other treatments before I consented to sleep in the same space Yllit the deranged murderer occupied. Now the sheets were soft, the pillows many and plump, the company lithe and smooth.

“Are you with child now, then?” I asked.

This was the first time Dallinya ever had this situation with the becoming frantically obsessed with getting bred. She’d been insistent before, but nothing even remotely resembling this. I couldn’t be upset at all; I was only months into being the target of women’s affections, and it was still a dizzying delight. I hoped it wasn’t something I ever got used to.

“I… perhaps. Between species, without a fae around, the chances and timing are unclear. It’s not impossible, certainly.”

That was… good. And bad. I had a great deal of conflict deep down over this whole fatherhood business.

She shivered in my arms. “It was easy enough to keep away when I was constantly bothering you,” she said. “When I could just have you in me whenever, the heat didn’t come and bother me.”

Shit. Putting her in horny jail had been a massive mistake.

“How… when…” I trailed off, too shocked and overwhelmed by what had just happened to formulate the right questions.

“It happens once in a while,” she said. “Each spring? Sometimes it’s later in the season, but…” She blushed. “I’m sorry.”

I had had a lot on my plate already. “No, no worries. I just want to be here for you and I should’ve been more receptive when you said you needed it. What happens now?”

She couldn’t meet my eyes. “I probably assault you a few more times.”

“Oh… kay.” I said. “And what should I do when that happens? Is this…” I motioned to her midsection. “Is this okay with you?”

“I should be asking you that,” she said, and gave me an apologetic smile. “I uh… don’t have much control. I just needed to find you before I took someone else and fucked them silly.”

Honestly, there was so much to talk about with regards to a child, but I didn’t want to talk about any of it. Yes there were dangers. No, it would never be the right time. Yes, people could exploit the child if they knew. No, there was no way to be perfectly safe.

I was, however, thrilled with the idea that Dallinya didn’t want anyone with her in bed but me. It wasn’t just a relief, but an honor. She was willing to try, despite her condition, to stay monogamous, even though I was getting with everyone in sight. There was the mark to consider, and how the Relationship tied the two of us together. Still, she could go out and get literally any man, but she’d decided not to, and that was flattering.

And to top that off, she wanted me to be the father of our child. Or hell, children, plural. There were twins not far away in my family tree, and that liked to skip generations, or so I was given to understand.

So many facets of a messed up situation. Earth was just as bad, all things considered, when it came to raising a child. Especially a child who had cat ears and a tail.

I started.

Come to think of it, we could make a go of living on earth. It wouldn’t be impossible; now that we had magic powers and the ability to recharge mana in Ethetria, we could easily steal all the money out of various ATMs or vaults. It would be nothing to disguise the girls for trips into town, or even just develop illusion items for the children to wear.

That said, it would be leaving a half-finished project in Surrek. T’charrk and Ferrok would rise up to become small council members again, under some other Governor, and every time I returned to this world for mana or to give the girls a little vacation, there was a chance the Emperor would come find us.

Better to keep things here, until perhaps we found another adjoining reality with a better situation, or an adjoining reality with the tools to handle the Emperor.

And then there was the armageddon out of the north he had mentioned. If that was real, well… that was a whole new bar brawl to bounce. It meant, essentially, that living on earth and popping back here to recharge mana wouldn’t be an option. Meaning it wasn’t worth the risk. We’d eventually run out of mana on earth, end up taken by the authorities or blown up by missiles. That was a longer game but still a hell of a gamble. Meaning it was still unacceptable by my calculus.

I already had several bar brawls going. If the armageddon in question dealt with the Emperor problem, all the better. Except anything that could lay the Emperor low could also kill me and probably snuff out all of Surrek without an issue.

“Let’s go,” I told her. The Bronze Door was moderate mana per minute and we’d been fucking or cuddling for almost half my mana. Plus, working on the Emporium would help keep my mind on money, mana crystals, and solutions to problems rather than wild fantasies that wouldn’t work. Where the fuck was I going to live that would allow me to surround myself with over a dozen monster girls? One of those cult complexes in rural Wyoming or Texas?

No thanks.

I held Dallinya’s hand all the way to the central market, and noticed her patting her belly out of the corner of my eye. My stomach did a funny flip flop, thinking about the possibility of being a dad not once, but twice over.

“Do you really… want a baby?” I asked.

She smiled. “You don’t? Oh, I forgot… Auralla didn’t ask, she just took.”

“What’s done is done,” I said, and received a grateful smile. “I love Auralla and I’m certain she’ll be a wonderful mother, but there’s a lot of danger.”

“We’ve done all right so far,” she responded. “The answer is yes.”

I nodded, dumbstruck. The constant danger still wasn’t enough to keep the ladies from wanting to propagate. I had to admit that the notion of it gave me a wide, stupid smile: Dallinya holding up a little leopard-spotted copy of Evan, or Auralla coddling a rainbow-haired tiny Evan.

Or a little girl. Another rainbow-haired Auralla.

I stared out into the distance at the future. The delightful notion of a place with my kids in it, with their mothers looking at them and then looking at me with the same eyes and warmth and smiles. The dangers. Masters trying to use kids as leverage or bargaining chips against us.

This world certainly had its share of dangers.

We had, unless you counted Fayeen, and all the Governor’s harem girls who perished in the line of duty. Only Sillandria, Laylenna and the druid elf Viyalla, who I’d barely spoken to were left out of seven. I had five tattoos to honor the dead.

“I don’t want to lose you,” I told her. “Or the baby. Safety is my number one concern—”

“No.” She stuck her chin out and put her hands on her hips. “I’m staying by your side.”

“I don’t know—”

“I do know. I’m staying.”

Gods, if this were a movie she’d be doomed for saying that.
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The accusatory finger poked in my direction over the sales counter, a good day and a half later.

“You’re lucky,” the absolutely huge bastard breathed. The smell coming off him was oil, onions, and dirty sweat, the kind of stinking sweat I’d get from riding sixteen hours in cab. Not the clean sweat from working out.

And also he was a centaur. The first centaur Master I’d seen. One of the only centaurs I’d seen up close. He towered over me, a good eight or nine feet, and was heavily muscled. The horse part of him was dappled, mostly a reddish brown with white spots, but that ended just below the belly button. From there up he had swarthy skin, beady little eyes, and a squashed up nose that had its own offramp.

I don’t mean to say that ugly people are evil, but just that maybe with this guy being an asshole turned his face all nasty.

“Lucky, you say?” I didn’t have that stat, I wanted to tell him. If it were a stat I would sure as hell max it out with extreme prejudice. All my starting stars would’ve gone into it.

“Lucky,” he repeated. “Market is sacred ground.”

“I mean the whole city is neutral territory,” I told him, laying it on thick. If he wasn’t going to explain what the fuck was going on, I wasn’t going to just stand here and let him insult me, threaten me, or point his grubby ass finger at me.

When working in My Eldritch Emporium, I dressed down. I didn’t want the other city Masters to know I was a Gleaming Silver, or the Governor of my own city the same size and importance as this fucking place. Right now I had a thick hoodie on, with blue jeans, and what those didn’t conceal, an illusion laid over me handled. I didn’t advertise the ability to take over the city.

On the other hand, hoodie or not, I had no compunctions about ending this guy’s life, especially if he was who I thought he was.

“Which makes you lucky.”

“If you want to qualify that statement, to let me know what would happen if we weren’t in the city, or let me know why you’re in here shoving your finger in my fucking face, go for it. I’m tired of you repeating yourself.”

“Yllit was a friend of mine,” he growled. “Good friend of mine.”

“And I assume Yllit is the name of Ink District’s former Master?”

He nodded, eyes glowing with menace and some kind of power. That’s what I’d thought. Meaning this asshole had to die, and posthaste.

“Oh, that’s rough,” I said. “Well if you must know, he died choking on a pool of blood from a slew of his helpless victims. I made sure he heard me call him a douche-canoe, among other things. Bumblefuck is one of them.”

You could see the calculations running through his mind. I had honestly hoped to avoid this kind of thing, but I wasn’t going to stop an asshole from falling on his own sword.

“I’m going to make you suffer,” he hissed. “You’ll regret ever setting foot in Bershannik.”

“Oh, I already regret that,” I told him. “Are we dueling then? Are you gonna challenge me or something? I don’t know the laws, I just got here.”

That wasn’t exactly a lie. As soon as I saw that finger pointed at me, I had pushed down with my Attuned to sort of make myself less magic-ey, and make sure he couldn’t sense the power differential. I’d rather have him think me a backwoods, Drifter bumpkin who didn’t know his ass from his elbow when it came to marks of power or city laws.

He actually came closest to death when he surged forward and grabbed my shirt. I could almost see the Governor groaning, petitioning the Emperor to kick me out of the city or remove my head from my body for breaking the laws of the land. If I didn’t face severe punishment, he would argue, Bershannik would devolve into chaos and banditry! Gasp!

I had to stifle a chuckle at the idea of the Governor holding a lacy fan and sitting on a wraparound porch in southern Alabama going ‘well I never!’

“Coliseum then? Or outside the city?” I asked. Pistols at dawn, I wanted to ask. Nobody took kindly to earth-isms.

And then regretted it. If it was outside the city, I could school this clown without difficulty. But if it was in the coliseum, I’d have to make it look sporting, like I wasn’t leagues above him and able to rip his heart directly out of his chest.

Ethetria was kind of getting to me.

“Coliseum,” he said smugly. “You have chosen the place, meaning I control the terms.”

This gave me brief pause. Was he about to outthink me on this? No, there was no chance. If he specified no marks of power, I could just beat him to a pulp. If he specified only certain marks, I could just beat him to a pulp. Or use my marks anyway and say fuck it.

“I didn’t get your name,” I said.

“Cherritt.”

“Sure, great. I’m Evan. Now get the fuck out of my shop. You’re banned for what remains of your life.”
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I got a visit from the Governor only about twenty minutes later. Fucking hell.

He waltzed right into the shop, already tugging at his beard. “You didn’t even make a week. I’m going to have a word with the Emperor.”

“I mean if you want, but I don’t think that’s necessary,” I told him. In my mind, the less of a super powerful being you had in your life, the better. Any intervention was likely to go whatever way the super powerful being wanted, and that hadn’t gone well for me with the old Governor.

“Oh you don’t?” he spat. “You don’t think that’s necessary? Do you have any idea what’s about to happen?”

“I face that guy on the floor of the coliseum, I make everybody think it’s a fair fight, and then at the end I tear his head directly off his body. Nobody comes to fuck with me again.”

He was silent for a minute, considering. This guy… either he’d been a Silver for a long time and just wasn’t that good at his job, or the stress of having the portal situation at his doorstep had turned him into an anxious mess.

To be fair, Leroy had me spooked, and that was no lie. I was frankly amazed that he didn’t just turn up one day, obliterate all of my ladies except Avya, wipe his hands as if it was a job well done, and disappear again like a bolt of lightning.

“The more you involve the Emperor, the more he’s just going to control this city anyway.”

He sneered. “I’ve been Governor for over twenty years! This is my city!”

“I believe you.” Man, I tried to keep the sarcasm out of my voice. I really did. It just… kind of slipped out a little.

“And all you Gleaming Silvers and Golds do is ruin it for me.”

With Empath’s Mark, I threw a blanket of calm over the guy, or tried to. I could see his eyes shoot open. Apparently my Attuned was greater than his resistance, because he took a deep, cleansing breath.

“I’m not your enemy here, I promise,” I told him. There was zero, and I mean zero chance I wanted to try and depose this guy, murder him, and take over a city full of centaurs and… whatever the old Master of Ink District was. One hundred percent ability, zero percent motivation.

“So for this coliseum thing, what can you tell me?”

“You’re due to fight a pack of fellaerys.”

Hang on, I knew that name. Oh yes, those were the things that Vintra promised to pit me against when he brought the original complaint against me. Zati then turned around and told me they’d flay a man alive in seconds.

I sighed. “Okay?”

“No Bronze tier Master stands against the fellaerys and survives,” he explained, like he was speaking with a toddler. “If you survive, they will know you are not who you claim to be.”

My face darkened. “I haven’t claimed to be anybody,” I told him. “Unless someone’s been spreading rumors around about me.” I’d worn an illusion before the Gleaming Silvers at the swamp camp with the portals and the killer muck. It was certainly possible that Cassiar the Gold tier guy could’ve known who I was, but he had no reason to rat me out. After all, if I could solve the problem of incursion portals, he’d get sent home off this stupid assignment he hated.

I turned back to look at the two women, stocking hair scrunchies into a little box and putting those boxes on the shelves. Nakla currently had one of the scrunchies out of its packaging and was rapidly expanding and contracting the thing, laughing her ass off. Nallene rolled her eyes, but also snorted laughter when Nakla expanded the scrunchie out and stuck her very long, very flexible tongue through it.

Were they really? These two?

With Mischief’s Mark on, I took a deep breath and tried not to stalk over towards them.

“Was it either of you?” I asked Nakla and Nallene.

“What the fuck you talk about?” Nakla asked, crossing her arms and spreading her legs further. Everything she did was obscene.

“Did you spread rumors around the city?” I asked.

“I didn’t talk to anyone about you,” Nallene lied. An aura of reddish magic surrounded her.

“That was your first and only chance to lie to me,” I told her. “Tomorrow I’ll be fighting a pack of fellaerys, so the next time you speak to me, you need to judge whether you’d like to be alive to answer a third question.”

Nakla paled, sprang to her feet, and jumped in front of the tiefling. “Hey, fuck you! Nobody threaten my Nallene.”

I picked up Nakla with a single hand, stared her in the face, and used Phase Shift to lock her in place, three feet in the air.

“I don’t know if you can hear me, but you can stay out of this or you can get hurt.” I rounded on Nallene and stared into her shocked, yellow eyes. “Unless I wave my hand through her, in which case she’ll be dead before she hits the floor. Who did you speak to?”

“Th-there are rumors,” she stammered, staring at the goblin hanging in the air, flickering like she’d been put on pause by an old VHS machine.

“Go on…” I said.

“The rumors about the Drifter of Surrek. Someone said they heard the Master of Stone has one of your earth things. He paid something like fifteen gold pieces for it. And the rumor is you’re the Governor over Surrek.”

“Did you confirm those rumors?” How in the hell had my name traveled a thousand miles in like two months? It shouldn’t have bothered or surprised me, but I had a job to do, and the Emperor was going to punish me the longer it went on.

These were distractions and complications I could not afford. I could not afford to go to war with the Governor of Bershannik. He could sent every single Master in the city at me, and probably the whole heap of Gleaming Silvers stationed just outside his city walls. Those were numbers I couldn’t handle.

“I didn’t say anything!” she begged, desperate. She’d gotten up on her knees and was shuffling forward with hands clasped, like I was the god of death.

The power of Mischief went red to green, to red, and back to green. It wasn’t a lie, but also not the truth. That made infuriating sense.

“You clearly said something,” I said, sickened at the display. “I want to know what you said.”

“I told her I didn’t know about the rumors. I didn’t know you, but you… you gave me power. You shared essence with me. And Nakla.”

Shit.

She finished this off by pressing her forehead against my foot, both hands clasping my ankle. I wanted to shake her off, the anger over this made me want to slap her into the fucking wall. Instead I banished the Phase Shift, caught Nakla before she fell, and took Nallene by the chin.

The truth was finally coming to bite me in the ass. It only took a completely different city for the consequences of not being a douchebag to make themselves known, painfully.

It was an honest mistake, I told myself. People said things, and revealed things. I looked down into her eyes.

“I wish you wouldn’t talk about me or the marks going forward,” I told her. Then to Nakla, I said, “I appreciate that you’re so protective of your lover, but I don’t want you interfering in my business again. Are we clear on what I’ve said to you?”

“Yes, Master,” both of them said.

I swore internally, and then externally. And when they shrank away from me, I hated myself a little.


17- A Pack of Fellaerys

Ibrought Dallinya, Nakla, and Nallene with me to go after the guy in question. We found the centaur with the bad breath and the broken nose later that afternoon.

Zati was continuing her surveillance of the woman in question, and making detailed notes about her capabilities and defenses. I didn’t want to get involved or mess around with her work there. She was better at it than I was, for one thing. There was also this thing where being curious about learning near Zati usually resulted in her wrapping me up in her snake coils and fucking me in the rush of excitement over scholarship.

Mmm good penmanship, yeah Drifter, show me how you sketch this anatomy.

And while I liked that idea, I needed to make sure the political situation didn’t interfere with our work in that other world.

In the back of my mind, a new possibility had emerged. I wanted that other world for myself now. If I could put all the girls there, we wouldn’t have to worry about the Emperor. I mean we did; he could travel through the incursion portals. But he didn’t want anything to do with other worlds and there was a reason for that.

Ethetria wasn’t safe, and neither was this other world. But if I could make it a safe haven…

I tried to imagine living in a series of programmable, moving boxes, over a lake of toxic sludge where any of those bugs might creep into the city and poison us.

Probably not, but I’d keep the possibility in mind.

For now I headed to Orchard District, which the centaur Cherritt lorded over.

The streets all transformed into weedy ruts, heading into Orchard. Like Wax back in Surrek, it was one of those mostly-not-buildings districts, which felt out of place in a gigantic walled metropolis. But whatever.

And I was met at the border of Orchard and this city’s version of Proclamation, where palatial estates and rich lawyers’ abodes ran into rows and rows of fruit trees. I had to hand it to the people here, they had their fruit trees well and truly managed.

The petty Masters and guardsmen didn’t seem impressed by me, or surprised by my appearance. Several big tough guys with only a few marks, and several other big tough guys with no marks at all squared off against me.

“You aren’t welcome here,” the lead said. He was a lizard man up top, and a snake for his bottom half. Much more like I imagined a naga should be, but I was glad Zati had a humanish upper half. Rather than a desert snake half, he had much smoother scales and a thicker body, like a boa constrictor in leafy greens and browns.

“Oh yeah?” I asked. “I’m not very conversant with the laws here, since I’m the new guy. Is it illegal to enter a district?”

If the lizard-naga was confused by my words, he didn’t show it. “Turn back.”

“I’m here to speak with the Master of the district. Run along and fetch him.”

“We don’t gotta—”

I touched him and engaged Adrift to put him in the middle of the Arizona desert, where I’d been on a family trip in fourth or fifth grade. I want to say fifth. The remainder of the guard stared, dumbfounded, for a moment, before igniting whatever powers they had or brandishing whatever weapons instead.

I disappeared back to earth after the guy.

The sun beat down on us, it being something like early August. It had to be well over a hundred degrees, maybe over a hundred and ten.

“Listen, motherfucker,” I told him. “You’re not in the city right now. So figure out right now whether you’d like to go back, get your boss, and get him to come talk to me, or you’d like me to nail your ass to the desert here and leave your desiccated body to be found by the authorities.”

He stared around in shock.

“Yes, it’s another world. No you can’t stay here, alive anyway. Now choose.” I wanted to say Death or Texas, but it wouldn’t make any sense to him, and it made just as much sense in my brain. Which was to say, none.

In the end he chose to relay my command, so I peered into Ethetria with Adrift to find a good spot to plop him back down and not accidentally try to fuse him with one of his buddies who had come over to investigate what happened with their lizard naga.

Then I went through the veil and back into Ethetria.

The collected group of petty Masters and guardsmen all took several steps back. Not only did they see a brief burst of weird rainbow-like energy surround their buddy, he flat out vanished from all means of detection. Then, just like that, he was back, same slinky curtain of rainbow energy reconstituting him.

I grinned at the others. “I may not be a Gleaming Silver,” I lied, “but I sure did get a lot of weird powers from being a Drifter.”

After that, my message was conveyed to the Master with satisfying speed. The centaur trotted out, cantered maybe? Not a horse guy.

He sashayed or cantered or galloped out of the central mansion atop a low rise and disappeared into the orchard for a few minutes before reappearing behind the guards.

“You,” he said.

“Could you stop being a cliche for like two seconds?” I asked.

“What do you want?”

“I want to let you know there’s a stipulation on the fight tomorrow,” I said.

“Oh yeah?”

“We never agreed what would happen if I won.”

The guy snorted, and for a second I thought the was going to bray like a donkey or whinny like a horse, but he laughed instead. Unsatisfying. He folded his arms over his broad chest and leaned toward me, taking care not to get anywhere near me. Apparently the runner had told him I could send people to another world.

“You chose the place, I chose the fight—”

“What was your name again?” I asked. I couldn’t show off my tattoos, not with a whole bunch of my marks being silver, but I really wanted to pull the shirt off and show them Giskennen’s name with a big slash through it.

“Cherritt,” he said.

“Cherritt, if I’m guaranteed to die tomorrow, what’s to stop me from murdering you right this moment?” All the laughter and mirth fell out of the scene. They’d all just seen me transport their boy (and myself) into another world and then back out. “So hey, before anything insane happens, we should talk about what happens if I win tomorrow.”

“Yeah, sure, shoot your load.” Cherritt was all kinds of wasted bravado.

“If I win tomorrow, I get to pull your heart directly out of your body. With my bare hands.”

Now the silence wasn’t just confused, it started to feel charged. Anxious, like they were going into fight or flight mode.

Drinn laughed again. He went to speak, but I held a hand up.

“Before you laughingly agree to this, I want you to think about what it means. Because if you say the words ‘yeah, sure, right’ I’m going to hold you to them. And then when I kill off these fellaerys things with my Drifter powers nobody’s ever seen before, I’m going to pull you out of the stands, wrap my legs around your body, and put my hand all the way up into your fucking torso. And if you say the words, we have a dozen witnesses, along with my women.”

He stared at me. I didn’t have any natural intimidation bonuses, but I was leagues above this guy in Tough and Fierce.

And for just a second, I thought it was going to work. I scored an intimidation success against this guy, but something happened. Surrounded by his asshole buddies, in his home turf, he still turned up his nose. He wasn’t loud or particularly threatening when he said, “Yeah, sure, right.” He didn’t promise to spit on my corpse or enjoy watching me die. He just turned, cast one last glance over his shoulder at me, and clopped off to his mansion.

Well shit.
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Bershannik’s coliseum was much the same as the one in Surrek, and was very similar to the one in Rome: a huge, multistory structure in the shape of an arena, lots of columns and statues. This one didn’t have the enchanted statues crackling with magic, staring at you. Instead big lights hovered in the nooks reserved for statues, but lacking the statues.

The place was thrumming with the cheers and stomping of the assembled city folk and Masters in their special boxes. It was seismic, reverberating through my feet, and I wasn’t even in the building yet.

I didn’t go in through the main entrance, but was ushered by a number of guards and servants around the building, in through a side entry. This took me through a subterranean area, tunnels beneath the stands of carefully mortared stones and set with mana lamps.

Mana lamps contained mana crystals.

Dallinya, Nakla and Nallene walked behind me in numb shock. None of them could believe what had happened, and how quickly it had happened.

Down a number of long hallways, around some bends, we came upon the gladiator class. I figured these guys would’ve been in squalid conditions, and there was certainly a hierarchy at play, but we passed the well off ones first. These guys had apartments down here, and weren’t shackled at all. The first one I passed was just an apartment, and when I peered in through the viewing slit in the door, I saw a gladiator heaped high with female flesh, and heard the giggling from within.

Okay, so it wasn’t like in the movies.

“The gladiators, especially the champions, are kept in excellent condition,” the master servant explained. “Those who make the games interesting are kept alive, if possible. We use healing magic. Caderyn, the god of healing, has been gracious enough to grant us the use of several of her clerics.”

“Wouldn’t have guessed,” I said absently. 

As the hall went on, the cells became much more prison-like. These were for newcomers and the really nasty elements, like Masters who had broken the laws to a severe degree. Masters needed restraining, and to be kept in a state of near mana burn or else they’d escape. Then they were healed up and given fifteen minutes before the bout to recover mana, watched by the Master of Gladiator District and in some cases the Governor, to ensure they weren’t flight risks.

Most Masters didn’t last long in the coliseum, since they sometimes put up a good fight against the fellaerys. The servant explained how many of them were simply sentenced to fight the fellaerys as a punishment for infractions against other Masters. A few, in for minor crimes, worked their way through packs of less dangerous creatures first, and then any of the serious offenders from amongst the criminals. And last, fellaerys.

“What other kinds of beasts have you got here? Jiddaras?”

“We used to get some greater jiddaras,” the servant said, “before the disturbance in the swamplands to the east. Those fell creatures have scared off all the wildlife for miles. You ever seen a jiddara in the wild, son?”

The fellaerys always killed the Masters. The Masters had Bronze tier marks at seven stars, some of them more than I had, and weren’t able to kill off the things.

An icy chasm was opening up in my guts. There shouldn’t be any trouble for me to kill off these things, so far along Silver as I was… but it sounded as though there was a very real chance these things were going to get in and kill me.

On the other hand, I’d taken a Gold tier damage source to the face and hadn’t died. What was a whole pack of… whatever they were?

“Master?” Dallinya asked loudly.

“I… excuse me,” I said to the servant.

“Nonsense, Master Evan,” the servant said. “Everyone who fights fellaerys first fights their demons. Makes their peace.”

“I’ve never even seen them,” I said. I’d been to the coliseum, but it wasn’t for the purpose of watching an event. No, the only experiences I’d had in the coliseum were fucking and fighting. The third F I should’ve been paying attention to, the fellaerys, weren’t part of my reality.

“They’re slithering and rolling little beasts,” the master servant said, and stopped at a doorway. Then, with an enchanted stone of some kind, he unlocked the door and motioned for me to enter. “Quick, they are, like froles with all the legs they got, but just covered in razor sharp spines.”

I hoped they weren’t anything like froles. The first frole had reminded me of my old doggo, and if these things had the faces of pugs, I would just as soon die, thanks.

The preparation room smelled faintly of sweat and terror, but had been doused with something vaguely mint-scented to try to cover that up. The result was cloying, making me feel like I ought to sneeze. I blinked the sensation away several times and peered around.

“You will be divested of all weapons and armor here, and given the traditional gladiatorial gear.”

I gave him some side eye. “I will, will I?”

Several full-fledged Masters entered the room from another door directly across the room while the servant smiled apologetically. A full dozen petty Masters filed in after them. None of these Masters was the centaur who had made the challenge in the first place.

Well great. I slapped the illusion onto myself again, making sure to plaster over the silvery marks all over my body and recolor them more metallic bronze.  

“Please strip and present yourself to the Master of Gladiator District for inspection,” the servant requested.

The remainder of the Masters, both full or petty, fanned out around the room and focused entirely on me. Many of them were standing in loose combat stances, like they expected me to bolt and had the power to do something about it.

That said, the first petty Master I’d come across had had a bunch of dinosaurs, so there was that.

I went to start, but Dallinya was right in front of me a moment later, pulling my shirt up and trying to put a brave face on things. Nakla and Nallene fell in beside her, tugging at my earth pants off.

Eventually I stood before them in my birthday suit… my much enhanced birthday suit. It was honestly kind of amazing the changes that had come over my body in the last several months. Since coming here, I’d dropped off all the fat accumulated around my midsection from sitting in the driver’s seat constantly. Then I’d bulked up, either by swinging my axe through my enemies, furious between-the-sheets hip thrusting, and magical enhancements, I’d grown almost two inches and put on a ton of brick shithouse style weight.

Still, I had my scars. Any time I used the Mender’s Mark, a faint scar ended up remaining there. One of the most prominent of these was where I’d been impaled by a flaming spear. My hand had exploded, and if you looked real carefully, you could see slight discoloration around the whole wrist, like it had been cut off and surgically reattached. The energy blast gave me a weird lightning pattern on my chest that was mostly faded. Hell, I had a teensy bit of lumpy scar tissue on the cock, from where I’d nearly been fucked to death by a succubus spirit.

The Master of Gladiator District here in Bershannik was a small and lithe man, an elf with some fae in him a generation or two back. He had orange and green streamers twisting and overlapping all over his skin, like he was an Irish parade come to life. He was also dressed for it, with a kilt-like garment around his waist and up over one shoulder.

On every inch of skin were marks of power gleaming with bronze and rainbow hints of magic, like oil slicks.

“Pure human,” he remarked lightly, and glided through the room, around me in a wide circle. “Not a hint of fae blood anywhere? No tail, no scars where they removed your wings, not a stray hair of a different color or texture. Remarkable.”

“Thanks, I guess,” I said. “We don’t have any fae where I’m from.”

He pulled up short and snapped his fingers. “A Drifter from another world! Yes, how could I forget?”

I wanted to like this guy, but then I recalled how many slaves now had no powers of their own, no freedom, and not a single choice they could make themselves.

“You would draw tremendous crowds!” He bubbled. “Tremendous!”

“Too bad I’m scheduled to die today,” I remarked lightly, though my mouth was going dry.

I would be fine. Dallinya’s eyes were frantic, but she kept her composure. Nakla and Nallene weren’t, and that did it. They honestly thought I was fellaerys food and they were going to have a new Master soon… or else go back to a life in the Governor’s harem, back to no freedom. The dread and hopelessness in their eyes was a little contagious.

“What’s the record for kills on these things?” I asked.

“Rutherr took out three, didn’t he? Several years back?” The Master of Gladiator District asked. The master servant bowed.

“Just so, Master.”

“Three is the most I’ve ever seen, and I’ve been Master here for going on two decades.”

“And how many is your typical pack?” I asked.

“Seven. The kennel master usually gets the gate back down once six or seven are in the arena.”
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The cage containing the fellaerys had an even dozen inside it, though you wouldn’t know that by looking at it. The cage itself was a big fucker, some fifteen feet high and maybe thirty feet deep. The whole thing was on massive wagon wheels, and the two inch gaps between the steel bars constantly flashed with nine inch claws darting out from within. The screeches were something else.

It was rolled out by teams of slaves pulling on ropes and pushing on bars extending off the sides, like oars.

Because these things were so dangerous, the arena had to be fitted with a series of high glass walls, topped with sparking enchanted fencing that presumably shocked the creatures back down. Teams of slaves were also lugging these into position and sliding the eight foot wooden posts into thick steel fittings. The whole arena was too big, so they’d erected a wall through the fifty yard line and had already set up those glass walls with the electric toppers.

Magic… it sure could make it possible for monsters to kill  men and make some serious sport of it. And now I was standing right in the middle of a massive crowd.

The remainder of the examination had been rudimentary: do you have any storage devices in any of your piercings (no, I didn’t have any) or orifices (extra no), and if so, they would be confiscated.

They then dressed me in the gladiator gear: strappy shoes, a relatively soft pair of shorts and undershirt. They followed this with a skirt made of hard leather plates that went almost down to my knees, and a leather breastplate in two parts, held together by a number of leather fasteners. I didn’t like this stuff, as it impeded my movement more than normal, but I wasn’t about to tell them not to give me the shitty traditional armor. Besides, this ticked the box for Beastmaster’s Mark and enabled the damage resistance.

After that I was given a large round shield, a gladiator helm, and a sword.

Bronze helmet

common helm

Bronze tier

Qualities: high durability, good craftsmanship, vision restriction, hearing restriction

Abilities: none

I didn’t bother trying to identify the other junk they’d given me. Instead I’d let myself be led down a long, curving tunnel. The servant explained that I wasn’t going to emerge from the usual space, since they were restricting the space.

The entire crowd went ballistic when I walked out, and that redoubled the moment they slotted the final wall panel into place.

The rules were pretty simple: I couldn’t use abilities to leave the restricted space or I’d immediately become the prey of any and all Masters in attendance. A bounty would be placed on my head. Abilities and weapons were for killing the fellaerys. Once they were all dead (wry chuckle) I’d be released.

I stared at the huge wheeled wagon, or really just the door, a three foot square section of barred metal where long spines were continuously poking through. The hisses of the creatures were insistent, angry, starving.

“Normally it’s six or seven of them,” I told myself, and dropped the sword and shield to the ground.

A mixture of cheers and jeers went up in the crowd. It had to look like I was giving up. A whistle blew. The moment the door opened, claws began flashing, digging and scrambling at the widening gap.

“Quick review of abilities,” I breathed.

I could use any abilities that were Silver tier or looked silver. I couldn’t summon Jim the vedris or Jason the wyvern from Beastmaster’s Mark. Jerry would be torn apart in moments. I had a couple of other options, options I hadn’t practiced with much, so Janet it was. The little finnet sprang out of my chest and darted across the field towards the spiny, reaching arms.

Empath’s Mark would work as a last resort. I absolutely did not want to advertise to thousands of people that I could mess with their emotions. Trickster’s Mark was only going to be useful for maybe a fraction of a second. Survivor’s Mark was always on, no problems there. Red Dragon’s Mark would let me transform into a dragon but I’d lose something I needed: dextrous fingers and opposable thumbs. The same went for the Turquoise version.

Aquamancer’s Mark went on, surrounding me with a dozen basketball-sized orbs of ice. Inferno’s Mark also activated, which gave me orbs of fire orbiting at an angle. Archivist’s Mark went on at the same time, to boost mana regeneration.

The first of the fellaerys surged out of the cage and sniffed the air, followed by a second. “One,” I breathed. “Two.”

Suppressor’s Mark had weakened over time, since I hadn’t been in contact with Sechelle, and wouldn’t be useful here. These critters didn’t use mana. Druid’s Mark and Wicked Mark were likewise useless.

“Three… four.” The second one had jumped onto the first and seemed to be either playing with or attacking it.

Sylph’s Mark I could use to turn into air, and avoid physical attacks, but there was a good chance these things channeled mana into making their attacks slightly poisonous, or a bit elemental. I could also use it to run on air, and that was Bronze. It was my second trump card if I needed an exit but didn’t want to show of teleportation.

The new one, Dervish’s Mark, activated automatically.

Dervish’s Mark

*Special Ability*

*Bronze Rank, no stars*

Normal: Activates automatically during combat up to 3 times a day. Gain significantly boosted Quick and Clever for purposes of combat. You may not be surprised if this ability can still activate.

Lasts 2 minutes. Costs very mana per minute after the first 2 minutes. Cooldown: none.

Bronze: While the Normal ability is active, you gain increased damage when using two weapons in combat. While the Normal ability is active, you gain a boost to Quick for each enemy you successfully fell.

Each boost to Quick requires moderate mana to increase.

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

Mischief’s Mark was useless in these circumstances, but Dalewind’s Mark… would arouse a lot of questions. The Normal ability had a lot of spells I’d never employed, and now wasn’t the time to start. Shit, I really needed a week off to train up properly.

I opened the Black Door and fished out what I’d prepared, watching as number three and four sniffed, paused, and locked beady little eyes on me.

They were like pangolins had gotten freaky with porcupines and grown to the size of Great Danes. Just balls of spikes and spines, with even more spikes and spines where you thought their bodies ought to be.

“Five and six. Okay. A pack of fellaerys, as adver—”

Number five rolled into a ball and spun off randomly around the edge of the arena. Jeez.

Then the kennel master had this slight issue of getting a beer stein in the back of the head, and didn’t slide the door back into place as he should’ve. No idea who had thrown it, but I’d ask him right before I punched a hole through his chest and ripped his still-beating heart out before his utterly amazed eyes.

Seven through ten moved through the door, followed closely by number eleven and twelve.

“Well then,” I said.


18- Everybody Knew My Name

With my foot, I flipped the shield up into the air and locked it in place with Phase Shift. While it started to fuzz and crackle with slight rainbow-hued magic, I transferred the other Glock to my hand. Taking aim at the two rolling toward me, I began pulling both triggers simultaneously.

The crowd leapt to its feet to see me blasting fire out of two little hand cannons. Apparently I wasn’t just going to take death lying down, even though it was against give more of these things.

The bullets smashed through the plating and into the first and then the second target, causing them to veer off and scream in pain. They then curled into balls again and rolled around in what looked like a synchronized formation. 

That was fine. I mean not great, but I had a second.

For the others, I slammed several water balls from Aquamancer’s Mark down at them and hoped the cephellian toxin took effect. If it did, this might be easier—

One of them rolled around the others, sprang into its regular shape, and scampered along the wall before shoving off and balling up again.

“Shit,” I muttered.

Without taking my eyes off them, I also grabbed up the sword and hung it in place with Phase shift, this time behind me. Then I flipped the helmet off my head and froze that in place with Phase shift.

The result was a tight semicircle of agony for any of them who tried to get through it.

And here they came. They’d all gotten doused with water balls and suffered damage, but also pissed them off and gave them a singular target: this guy. They had an uncanny knack for speed and it was no wonder people got shredded in seconds.

I kept right on firing until the Glocks were out of ammo, then froze one of them in midair with Phase Shift. All these went about a foot and a half off the ground, since these things were about two feet in diameter balled up like this. All that extremely high mana was getting to me. The other I just dropped to the dirt.

This time when I opened the Black Door it was to grab out the combat shotgun. Getting this little bastard hadn’t been easy, but it had a pistol grip pump and fired at semi auto.

The first shot exceeded my wildest dreams, and vaulted the nearest fellaerys back away from me by a good eight feet. The second shot was even closer; number four had looped around and got very close to my Phase Shift perimeter. It went flying back and lost a limb, which two of the others sprang toward and fought over, hissing and snarling at one another. Four staggered, and I thought it was going to fall before it launched itself across the space towards me.

A third shotgun blast took out four entirely. It bled purple blood out onto the sandy

They were all, save the dead one and the two now fighting over the lost limb, now closing on me. That hadn’t taken long, only a handful of seconds. Commanding the ice shields to spring into action, I concentrated on the only one at my flank, getting the barrel right out there close to it and blasting it backwards some ten feet.

The ice shields had the ability to slow enemies, and that was the only thing I really wanted. As the eight remaining got smashed in the face and turned ever-so-slightly blue, they slowed and ran headlong into the Phase Shifted objects arrayed in a little circle around me. Only four of these actually connected, but it was enough. I teleported away, grabbed out another Glock from the Black Door, and unloaded a full clip at speed.

Four of the ones that impacted the Phase Shift trap smashed into the place where I’d been, snarled at one another, and then went into a frenzy over the pain. The others clipped the trap and veered out wide.

“Assessment,” I muttered, and cast a glance down at my mana meter. Not great so far, around a third of it left. Enough for one Phase Shift or a whole bunch of lesser spells. Right about now the centaur guy might start wondering just what the hell he’d gotten himself into. I needed to try doing this with as little flashy magic as possible.

On the other hand, I’d gotten a Quick Boost from Dervish’s Mark automatically… I needed another kill in order to make me even faster.

Dropping the handgun, I got a hold of the shotgun again, ran in and blasted the four who had gotten the trap in the face. Now in the middle, they bounced and clawed at one another, then decided the squishy human was the way to go, and went back through the trap.

One unmistakable shotgun racking sound later, I blew the nearest one back through the phase shifted handgun, killing it, and splattering it all over its buddies. Quick boost from Dervish’s Mark.

Then I directed the fire shields to blast the other three who’d gone through the trap. Two of the three took fire to their beady little faces and died. Boom more Quick. If I could—

One of them rolled by and raked the hell out of my leg.

The fellaerys has slashed you. You have taken 11 injuries!

A great big “Ohhh!” exploded from the crowd.

Another one rolled close, but I was quick enough to leap over this one. Then I used Sylph’s Mark to take a few steps on air, and blast two of them with the shotgun on my way by. Out of ammo. I chucked it aside, grabbed out the brutal axe, and brought it back for a huge overhand swing.

Cleaved one of those little fuckers in two in a single swipe.

Clearly the brutal axe was the way to go, but it didn’t have the range. A quick shout threw shards of metal out away from the axe and killed off the last of the ones who’d been through the trap. In the meantime another one unrolled, sprang into the air, and caught me on the arm and neck as it went by.

The fellaerys has slashed you. You have taken 16 injuries!

It skidded to a stop behind me and began to lope back toward its meal: me.

Another barbaric shout threw me up in the air and back into the circle of Phase Shifted items. That didn’t give me much time to look around, but actually… I was a lot faster now. I slapped Mender’s Mark on and took stock.

Four of them had been killed near the traps, one sliced cleanly in half, and the original one I’d gotten first. Six down, six to go.

This time when three of them converged on me, they sprang up and over the trap. I’d been watching the one and hoping the other two might go for it, so when I hit it with a baseball swing, I sure did kill it.

Unfortunately the other two got onto my back.

The fellaerys has slashed you. You have taken 10 injuries!

The fellaerys has slashed you. You have taken 8 injuries!

The fellaerys has slashed you. You have taken 9 injuries!

Now, the crowd had been roaring, stomping and freaking out, but all that went up by a factor of five. People were absolutely ravenous to see me get torn the fuck apart.

I teleported away, turned and cleaved another one in half. “Assholes,” I growled, grabbed out another shotgun, and tossed the axe aside. I turned in time to take one slash to the midsection, another slash to the upper ass check, and another flying slash to the ankle.

Add thirty-seven injuries to the list.

Yeah, this is how they killed people. And the crowd was practically flooding the stands with drool to see me die.

Another teleport got me well clear of them, walking calmly toward the first one and pumping shot after shot into it. It died. The others course corrected, and I sprang into a sprint, strafing and getting the other nearest with the shotgun twice before it exploded backwards.

Two shots ended the next, and then another one flew by me, but by now my Quick was enough. Dropping to my knees, I slid beneath it and blasted a shot right into its guts. Launching it some fifteen or twenty feet in the air, in several chunks.

All the screaming fell still. All the cheers and jeers, the exultations and bloodlust fell away. I was bleeding from a good dozen hits, more than enough to kill anyone else.

There were only three remaining.

I was screaming. This wouldn’t register even as I grabbed up the axe, whirled and took one straight out of the air with another wild haymaker. Another one clipped me on the knee and rolled by, but the one after it was slammed down into the dirt from a nasty overhead chop.

And then there was one.

It wheeled around for another pass, but never made it within ten feet of me. Still screaming, I pitched the brutal axe at it overhand style. It thudded into the creature and stopped its forward momentum dead, then reversed it and sent the little bastard flying backwards, feebly twitching and scrabbling against the blade.

I stood there heaving, and let Dervish’s Mark go. Mender’s Mark was on the menu, a good five or ten times if I still had the mana.

“Bring him out,” I called.

Stunned silence. No one took on even six or seven of these things and lived. Well, I had my secret Drifter ways, a lot of which I’d had to put on display here. Not a fact I liked, but the other option was letting these evil pangolins to shred me to death.

“Where is he?” I called, louder. “Cherritt. Come on out!”

Still nobody moved.

“Bring that motherfucker out here to face me!” I roared. “You play with the Drifter, you get the horns. Now BRING HIM TO ME!”

Finally something. People were getting the mutters, mumbling to one another. I knew, I knew in my very Clever brain that this was stupid and I shouldn’t do it here, like this. I knew it, and I still couldn’t help myself. The fellaerys had shredded the shitty armor supplied to me, and now my flesh was hanging off in ribbons in some places, but knitting itself back together.

Asshole hadn’t just held a grudge for no reason, he hadn’t just come and insulted me in my own store, and he hadn’t just rigged a competition to murder me outright. He had also, with full confidence, offered to die at my hand if I succeeded at his task.

And now in a city where I had every intention of just being a little shopkeeper working on a weird problem on that city’s periphery, everyone knew my name. They knew I could produce items out of nowhere, teleport, throw around ice and fire, survive all kinds of injuries and heal up afterwards. They knew that my pool of mana was practically limitless for a Bronze tier.

I could not contain my anger. I absolutely shouldn’t do this here and now, but here I was, doing this.

Cherritt had to be dragged by the Master of Gladiator and surrounded by another two dozen petty Masters. He tried to break away, only to have his legs surrounded by purple energy, locking them in place.

This forced them to tie ropes around Cherritt, who incinerated several of them, swearing and shouting. In the meantime, servants and workers came to detach the walls segments from the arena, and another group rolled the fellaerys wagon away, now empty.

As soon as it was out of the way, I started my super badass walk out of the enclosed arena space. I’d put the guns back in the storage space after I vented my anger.

A hush still held sway over the crowd, watching me stalk over the flat packed dirt towards Cherritt, who was swearing and screaming.

“You agreed to this,” I told him. He leaned forward and with one hand shot a ray of light into my shoulder, dealing eighteen injuries, and that finally got a reaction out of the stands. They’d seen the burning and blackening. A cry went up, but then an even louder one when I didn’t react.

I smacked his hand away and grabbed him by the throat. Then, because his legs had been rendered immobile by something the Master of Gladiator District was doing, I lifted him up to stare into my eyes.

“I am the Master of your district now, you pissant,” I hissed at him. “I’m going to fuck all your women, I’m going to burn all your possessions, and if you’ve also got a torture dungeon like that other guy, I’m going to find the rest of your torture dungeon clique, and I’m going to kill them too.”

Then I straightened up. “Before the gods, and before witnesses,” I told the entire crowd, “this Master chose to force me to fight a pack of fellaerys, then agreed to let me rip his heart straight from his chest if I triumphed. I warned him! I told him he had no clue what my Drifter powers allowed me to do. And now he seeks to go back on his word!”

I turned to the Master of Gladiator District, there at his special reserved box at the fifty yard line, or whatever they called the midpoint of the whole coliseum. I gave him a thumbs down, a thumbs up, and then gestured to Cherritt.

The Master held out his fist, then slowly turned his thumb down. The crowd went wild.

As for Cherritt, I’m sure he would’ve tried to bargain, beg or blubber, but I shoved my hand up under his ribcage using the Silver tier Fierce at my disposal, found what might’ve been a heart, and pulled it right out.

[image: ]

You have gained a reputation reward for the city of Bershannik: Object of Fear. By your actions you have cemented your place among the notorious and bloodthirsty Masters of the city. Cherritt and Yllit also had allies, and among them you gain Marked for Death: Level 2.

Nallene and Nakla knew of Cherritt’s former districts, which were Orchard and Glass. They even knew the way, even though I had it on my map. We went on foot, passing southward out of the coliseum, out of Gladiator, and beyond into other districts.

They led the way… silently.

I had not wanted this to happen. Cherritt wasn’t supposed to control two districts and I wasn’t supposed to take them off him. I had made a big mistake in killing him so publicly. I had made a mistake in letting him get under my skin and provoke me into admitting to killing his buddy, Master Bloodbath. But that had happened, because I’d let the girls provoke me into taking Surrek maybe, or I just wasn’t politically savvy. I’d hate to think I really fit in, here in the land of magical rapist murderers.

The Master with the bloody, heart-filled hand. Ugh.

The ladies preferred Glass over Orchard, for whatever reason. Maybe they could sense that Cherritt liked to stretch his horse legs in Orchard and rarely dealt with Glass, so there’d be less fur shed all over the mansion. Maybe they just wanted to see the richer-looking district. I didn’t ask. I was in a bit of a mood.

Glass was nestled in a section of town that had grown rich, and even though the buildings seemed older, they had a stately quality, and the people here walked with straighter backs. Chatter ceased when I came into view though, which was another indictment of what I’d just done.

I wasn’t going to apologize for surviving, and then following through on my word. That asshole should’ve known better than to fuck with an unknown quantity but he was too stupid to stop himself. Whatever consequences followed after, I’d face them, but I wasn’t going to second guess myself on this. Cherritt could eat a million dicks in hell.

Glass District was immediately apparent by the stained glass, the huge windows, and people carting glass all over. It was home to glass sculptures, which stood proudly in the center of large fountains, and broken glass chips were embedded in the cobbles, whatever they were made of, making them glitter in the sunlight.

We passed at least one shop full of beakers and vials, and I knew right away that Zati would love this place. Well, she was welcome to come steal… er… buy whatever she wanted in order to perform experiments. We passed several places that were greenhouses. No other word for it, they were full of exotic plants.

And last, of course, the tenements. But even these were larger and better appointed than Ink District back home, even now. Most rose four stories and contained glass windows, the thick rippling kind. They had planters attached to the window sills and on the balconies, just starting to show new green.

This being Bershannik, with all its various -taurs, the windows were even bigger, the streets even wider, and the buildings stretching higher towards the sky. A lot of these places were four stories, but the mansion…

The mansion was a thing of beauty. It seemed amazing that this place had been inhabited by that prick Cherritt. Angular and tall, it was a spire rivaling the great temple, full of high stained glass windows and flying buttresses. It had several of those protruding circular towers done all in glass.

It was about this time I noticed all the people staring at me. Servants and workers, hauling the washing or hauling lumber.

I put the bastard’s heart into the Black Door behind me, but accidentally brushed Dallinya by stopping so suddenly.

“Evan?” she asked.

I forced myself not to duck forward like someone who was guilty of something. Instead I turned.

“I know,” I said. “I shouldn’t have done that. But it’s done.”

She pulled my bloody hand up by the wrist and studied it. Then she let out a quiet chuckle and shook her head. Finally, she pulled my blood-soaked hand up, stepped into it, and imitated a caress: my hand on her neck and thumb running over her jawline. Her look was full of arousal: eyes hooded, lips parted, color in her cheeks and down the sides of her neck, over the leopard spots.

“Let’s go,” she whispered, “Let’s go fuck us some women.”


19- De Spoils

Dallinya’s attitude confused me only until I remembered that I was living in the land of brutality, and she was literally in heat. So I made my way inside and got a tour from the seneschal, who took one look at my bloody hand and understood the situation instantly.

Considering keeping the petty Masters, I instead decided to dismiss all all twelve of them. I told them they’d find jobs elsewhere.

Probably with the people who were now out to kill me.

I wanted to raise up or hire a good dozen of my own, maybe more, but I didn’t want rapist slavers on my payroll. It was a tricky conundrum for another time. I’d have to settle for lightly empowered females, before importing more Surrek natives over here.

A little winter-skinned fae fluttered up to us and delivered an envelope with the Governor’s seal. The readout for the loot was quite similar to the note from the Emperor: the letter verified who was holding it and would erupt in high damage if the wrong person broke the seal.

“You’re not going to open it?” Dallinya asked.

“The Governor wants to meet with me privately about… this.” I waved my hands at my surroundings. I didn’t have any interest in talking to him until I surveyed the scene. And maybe blew off some steam.

“He likely wants you to give Glass District over so another Master can take it,” Nallene said quietly. When I looked at her, she flinched. “Master.”

“You don’t…” Gods, it would be better if they were scared of me, I thought. Like a slave-owning Master would. “Don’t call me Master. I’m Evan, or Drifter. Save the Master shit for the bedroom.”

She arched an eyebrow at me, but kept her face carefully neutral. Relationships with these two new ones were not rocketing into the stratosphere.

“Yes, Master,” Dallinya purred.

For now, the seneschal conveyed me to the serving staff, who I bowed to. I told them I would like very much to increase their pay, especially if all evidence and memory of Cherritt could be erased from the manor within the next twenty-four hours.

For their part, they blinked at one another and got right to work without so much as a questioning word. The speed with which they scurried away was not a good sign. I didn’t know much about Yllit or Cherritt, but both of them were bad dudes running their houses badly. How badly was clear in Yllit's case, but the jury was still out on Cherritt. So far I was getting a lot of bad vibes.  

“Great, that’s done! Now let’s find someone for you to fuck,” Dallinya said brightly.

A moment later Avya appeared and brought Velleth through. The blue-skinned elf started and stared about the high-ceilinged room with all the stained glass as if she’d never seen anything like it.

I grinned. “She’s stared out over the city from the Governor’s personal apartments, and this is what stops her in her tracks.”

“Governor’s…” Nallene started.

“…apartments?” Nakla finished.

I nodded. “If you’d like, Avya will take you there, but I can’t leave the city without pissing off the Emperor, so I won’t. And bad timing,” I turned to Dallinya. “I need you in Surrek. I’m sorry, my love.”

Dallinya’s eyes flashed dangerously. “Don’t use that ‘my love’ thing only when you’re about to send me off right before the fun begins. It won’t work. I won’t be bribed with flowery w—”

She froze as I stepped up to her and spoke soothingly at her. No marks of power, just simple calm, with all the seductive intensity I could manage. “Come back tonight and I’ll drill you so far into the bed you’ll need a team to get you back out.”

Dallinya shivered, then roused herself and blinked. “Promise?” she asked, in a tiny voice.

“I like that you’re insatiable, but Hellera’s out of commission for right now. I need you there. Obi-wan, you’re my only hope.”

“Don’t speak earth to me!” Then she turned and stalked through Avya’s Silver Door.

“It’s actually a galaxy far far away!” I called, but she gave me the finger. She was actually far more of an earthling than she cared to realize.

Avya marched forward, and when I bent down expecting to get smacked, instead received a light kiss. Oh, she couldn’t hurt me. But she gave me a look before heading back through the door. “Don’t be a bumblefuck, Drifter.” Though the wording caused her to flinch.

Velleth had wandered over, so I opened up my arms and welcomed her into a tight hug.

“It’s been a long time, my love,” I whispered in her ear, and delighted to feel her shiver.

“I have been busy,” she said.

“I’ll bet. Why don’t we go avail ourselves to what’s in the house. Maybe they have a wet bar.” It would prove to be the last jokey thing for a while.

The seneschal led us to what, in any other district in the empire, would’ve been a harem. Or perhaps it would’ve been a dungeon. It was down in the cellar area, which grew cool and damp quickly, save for some incongruously placed stained glass windows. I hadn’t noticed them at the ground level, but they filtered soft, colorful light into the dungeon, which felt very out of place.

“What the f…”

It took me some time to process what I was looking at. The ladies of the harem here were all strung up and wrapped in some kind of cocoon. Their arms and legs were wrapped tight here, with many arms crossed behind backs and some just hog tied.

They hung from the ceiling like sides of beef. Most of them were masked by the same leather kind of material, and a lot of them had bits in place so they couldn’t scream or cry out.

“They can’t move,” Velleth whispered.

Their cocoons had been slit at the middle to provide for easy access.

“Bad vibes confirmed. This is fucking dark,” I breathed. “What the hell is wrong with Bershannik?”

There were fourteen women to cut down and free carefully, without hurting them, and they still shrank the hell back away from me as though they’d just watched me pull someone’s beating heart right out of their chest.

One of them was even a centaur, which was the most awkward thing in history. Most cried out in pain from the blood rushing into their extremities, which had been immobilized for who knew how long. Luckily I applied Mender’s Mark over and over again, one on each of them, as did Velleth, and she spoke to them in soothing tones. Further, I put on the silver Empath’s Mark ability and gave all of them a light sense of euphoria, as thought everything was good and floaty.

Empath’s Mark

*Special ability, magical*

*Silver tier, two stars*

Silver: Cool or heat the emotions of allies or enemies within a large area (up to fifty people) to a moderate or severe degree. Alternately, drive one subject insane with conflicting emotions. Target gains five emotional statuses at random. Those affected may make a Tough check (with the Will skill) to reduce the effect.

Costs high mana per minute. Cooldown: 5 minutes.

This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Avya Dalewind, Favored Consort of Evan Westfield of Earth.

“Listen,” I told them all, “I’m a Drifter from another world, and what was done to you is just monstrous. I’d like to send you off to Surrek, which is mine. There, you’ll be left alone until you’re ready to speak to my Mender, a lovely fae called Shennalil. She’s a wonderful healer. If that doesn’t sound like a good deal, you can stay here.”

When I opened the Silver Door on Surrek’s Ink District, they all shuffled through on their own two feet, the centaur on her four hooves, staring at how interesting the door was.

I was sorry to have to use the mark to mess with their emotions, but I had no way of knowing how often they were bathed, taken down and exercised, any of that. They were all wasted and pale to an unhealthy degree.

So apparently a congratulatory fuck was out of the question.

I went up the stairs, dejected, followed by Velleth, Nallene, and Nakla. I sat down on the stairwell leading to the upper levels of the mansion here and just stared out.

Was it like this in every district in all the cities of the empire? It couldn’t be, could it? Giskennen had been a prick, but hadn’t tied up his girls just to fuck from time to time, or brutally murdered them in a torture dungeon. Vintra’s harem had been, for all intents and purposes, a normal one, where the ladies were all contained in a big area but relatively free to go about their days as they saw fit.

I was just oh for two in this new city. That had to be it.

“Drifter?” Nallene asked.

I didn’t look up. “Hm?”

“What’s got you down?”

Velleth, for her part, got behind me and draped herself over my back. Her head fit nicely beside mine, and she hugged me tight. “Evan is sensitive to the needs of his women, and hates to see them in pain.”

I let out a shaky chuckle.

“The fuck?” Nakla demanded.

Meanwhile Nallene bent down close and put a hand on each of my knees. “That is so… adorable! Drifter, I didn’t know!”

“Your world is pretty hard to handle at times,” I admitted.

“We cheer him up whenever he gets down like this,” Velleth said quietly, and kissed me on the cheek. “Is that not what we do, Master?”

“We don’t call me Master around here unless we want to be punished,” I growled.

Nakla barked out a laugh and grinned at Nallene, who didn’t seem to notice. Instead the tiefling leaned in, seeming fascinated.

“What usually cheers up our Drifter?” she asked.

“Ice cream is usually a good start,” Velleth said softly, face still pressed against mine. Her fingers were tracing lazy circles over my pecs and looking to find my nipples. “Spending some time stocking items in his shop. I will have you know that we are back to selling well,” she murmured, like she was trying to seduce me.

I hadn’t seen Velleth like this in quite a while, and it was both startling and comforting.

“Ice cream, huh?” I asked lightly.

“Although he does enjoy the whipped cream pooled on the breasts and down where we share essence,” she went on. “Do you have the whipped cream, Master?”

Nallene was glancing back and forth between our faces, pressed together as they were, and the general tenor of the conversation seemed to grow clearer.

“Yes, Master,” Nallene said, “I would like to try this whipped cream.”

“You two are going to regret calling me Master,” I growled.

Velleth’s hands looped under my armpits and snaked down over my abs. “Are you certain it doesn’t excite you?”

Not certain actually, I didn’t say.

Nallene’s hands moved to my knees, and slid over my thighs. “Produce the whipped cream like you produced the fire sticks in the coliseum.”

The brightness on her face and the fascination in her eyes both did it: my mood broke, I stopped feeling like I ought to mope around, and I stood with Velleth clinging to me in a piggyback ride. She gave a surprised yelp but didn’t resist as I grabbed her legs and secured her, then trotted up the stairs to the Master’s personal chambers. Nakla chortled, and Nallene scooped her up to follow.

The chambers up here were sumptuous, with another gigantic bed on the scale of the one in Surrek’s Ink District. Easily enough to have a party on, and littered with entirely too many pillows. It smelled faintly of horse, but that was overridden by some sort of flowers currently being placed by the house servants.

They reacted with horror, but I held up my hand.

“You’re in no trouble and no danger. Come back once I’ve left, and thank you for your efforts.”

Confused but less fearful, they bowed and backed out.

Nallene threw Nakla bodily onto the tremendous bed, where she crashed into a larger pillow, giggling. Then the tiefling turned to me, eyes alight as if to say ‘the whipped cream now, please.’

I obliged her, reaching back through the Black Door and grabbing out two cans of spray whipped cream. Over my shoulder, I said, “You are going to get it.”

She buried her face where my neck and shoulder met, then blew a huge raspberry.

Handing off the cans to Nallene, I teleported just behind Velleth and caught her just as she was realizing what was happening. Then I dumped her onto the soft bed and tugged her yoga pants down over her blue legs.

It never failed to arouse me to see her dark turquoise bush appear, followed by her slim blue legs. She grinned down at me and pulled her arms up over her head, clasping her hands as though she were tied up, and that did it, getting me fully hard.

I showed Nallene how to pop the top on the can, that she needed to shake it, and then I got down and sprayed some directly on the top of Velleth’s wettening pussy.

Now she gasped and cried out. “Oh hush,” I told her. “It’s not that cold. And besides, you asked for this.”

By the time I knelt down to get at her, the little goblin had already crawled over and extended her long, flexible tongue to lap up the first bits of the sugary white cream. Her eyes went wide, and she made an appreciative noise, then ran that crazy tongue all down Velleth’s pussy, first one side and then the other. My elf squirmed on the bed, crying out and peering down her body to see just what in the hell was happening.

Then she had two tongues on her.

Soon enough she was squirming and gasping, and the whipped cream had long since turned into white goo. Goo that Nakla made sure to get every drop of. While I focused on Velleth’s swollen clit, softly rubbing my tongue over and around it again and again, the goblin was everywhere. She’d crawled under Velleth’s thigh and soon had her tongue fully in the depth of the elf’s pussy.

My spymaster’s orgasm wasn’t far off, and it came with her clamping her thighs on my head, jerking spasmodically and crying out. Sure I could barely hear it, but I could sure feel it, with her fingers clutching my scalp and her thighs quivering.

Nakla crawled out from under her, grinning that wicked grin, and I remembered it was time to activate sex powers.

I’d been lucky to get Empath’s Mark early on, but the idea of a power from sex to help with the sex was just too good. So with the latter, I put on an extra helping of lust on all of us, along with sensitivity. This was good enough to set Nallene gasping when we disrobed her. Just the sensations of her clothes against her skin got her moaning breathlessly.

“Are you ready to be punished?” I asked Velleth.

She moaned and nodded, closing her eyes. Her wrists were still together above her head, hands clasped.

The other two stopped to watch while I straddled Velleth’s midsection and caressed her nipples a bit. Pushing them together made a pretty good channel, and the whipped cream helped lube it up. I used for a time, trying to ignore the cold of the cream. I warmed it up soon enough anyhow.

Finally, it was time to begin the punishment. My cock, covered with whipped cream, went right into her waiting mouth when I climbed a little higher. Leaning over her, I used one hand to really trap her hands together, and the other for leverage so I could pump my cock in and out of her mouth.

The Wicked Mark let me do something I’d never before been able to do: stuff the full length of my cock all the way down Velleth’s throat, until my balls were resting on her chin. Her eyes went wide, and then began to flutter when I held it, choking her.

The other thing Nakla’s gift did was make me incredibly sensitive, and when I pulled free I had to resist immediately coating her esophagus with seed. She gasped, and I gave her enough time to speak a single word before continuing.

That word: “Again.”

I sank all the way down her throat several times, and she got into the rhythm, lashing the underside with her tongue and getting a good breath before telling me ‘longer’ before opening up her mouth to be choked yet again.

Meanwhile she arched her back and squirmed and rubbed her thighs together in a futile effort to get some pleasure going on there.

I held her there for ten seconds, then fifteen, then twenty, and when she said ‘longer’ after that, I sank down to the hilt and held it there, feeling her throat convulse and her tongue work, until her eyelids started to flutter and her arms began to resist me holding her.

Then when I pulled up, she sputtered and coughed. Finally, she asked, “Is Master pleased?”

“Fuck,” I growled, and sat back. It only took a few strokes to erupt all over her face, hair, neck, and finally I was obliged to stand, because I coated her chest after that.

Velleth smiled tiredly, then began to scoop seed off her skin and put it into her mouth with audible smacks of the lips.

This ended up being only the beginning. After Nakla declared my seed was better than the whipped cream and Nallene licked over Velleth as well, the grinning goblin demanded to have more. She and Nallene fell into an established routine involving Nallene on all fours and Nakla behind her, eating her loudly with noisy slurps. They added the whipped cream once I started to harden again, which didn’t take long. Velleth joined in as well, pressing herself against Nallene and kissing her while maintaining eye contact with me, and running one hand over the tiefling’s body.

Gods, I started to feel really fucking lucky again. Dangers aside, I was alive and that meant living. Before I pissed off the Emperor, got killed over in sludgeworld, or ran afoul of Bershannik’s assassins, I was going to live.

I took Nallene from behind, grinding her down into the bed like I’d promised Dallinya, while Nallene ate out her goblin lover. Velleth draped herself up my side and cooed encouraging words into my ears in between kisses. The tiefling could really take a hammering, and Velleth added a couple of slaps to that, before I told her she should grab onto Nallene’s ram horns.

The tiefling went absolutely wild after that.

From there, Nakla wanted to have me inside her, and it looked just as wrong as before. Her body bulged out obscenely with each downstroke, and she wasn’t even able to mount me without Nallene or Velleth helping to pull her up and down, like jerking off into a sock. The goblin’s body stretched and warped, her head lolling and her tongue hanging out, which I watched in fascination.

Finally I got Velleth to agree to sit on my face. I knew this made her uncomfortable, since I was the Master and she was the disobedient slave in need of punishment. Her discomfort made me grin, before lapping tiny leftover bits of whipped cream that had been missed. She tried, unsuccessfully, not to grind herself against my face, and her guilt over losing control was almost as delicious as the whipped cream.

In total, we spent another thirty minutes in bed, before the servants knocked and sheepishly informed me that the Governor was downstairs and waiting… and not patiently.


20- I Can Get on My High Horse

Good gods, the Governor. He stood there, tall and flamboyant, with his bald head and very red beard. Today he was wearing a blazing orange and red kimono embroidered with black dragons, though it still had the silver trim. I needed to remind myself that this guy had dominated, that all his silver marks were at twelve stars, not like mine. This guy would be a serious challenge if he decided to come at me, and most of the people of this world were practical fighters, the ambush kind. This wasn’t the land of noble duels, this was a land of suckering someone into throwing a pack of fellaerys at you.

Then again, I had Phase Shift, and I could theoretically throw him into sludgeworld with Adrift. See him claw his way out of that shit.

If this meeting went sideways.

“Drifter,” he said stiffly.

“I also go by Evan, Governor. Or Governor.”

His mouth flattened down into a thin line. This man did not like the idea that we were equals. I couldn’t really disagree; the feeling was mutual. I did, however, want him to remember that he was dealing with an equal.

“Is there anything we can do to keep your people from coming after me? I don’t like the idea of fighting off a completely other world for you, in a city that doesn’t even belong to me, while Masters of your city scheme and try to murder me behind my back. And all the while I have to try and manage Surrek from a thousand miles away. It’s a lot for a guy to handle.”

His hands had drifted behind his back and he stood sneering at me. “Your tone displeases me,” he said.

Should I summon every creature in the surrounding area to come attack this prick? Should I blast him with insanity, Phase Shift him, and blast him with so much dimensional damage that he burst into a million little pieces? Try out the new Dellendri Mark and grab a legion of magical construct snakes to attack him? I’d have the Emperor to answer to, which did not fill me with joy.

“You do know you’re talking to a fellow Governor, right? I’m not some petty Master with one or two marks. I’ve got an entire city under me, and I took it after being in this world only a couple of months. I can get on my high horse, and give you the fucking high hat, and talk down my nose at you too. We’re equals, my guy.”

He snarled. “You don’t think I know that? Daily I’m reminded of how powerless I truly am. I took a position here in this backwater of a city to be away from the insane power games of the central cities and the Platinum Throne. And yet it follows, always pressing in.”

Ah.

Yet it really seemed as though he didn’t want to do any of the work of governing. He didn’t want challengers to his throne. He also did not want anyone ordering him around. I could sympathize.

“Look, Governor, we got off on the wrong foot. Here.” I produced one of the pistol-grip pump semi-automatic shotguns and handed it to him. “A token of appreciation for helping keep these guys off my back in order for me to do the work nobody else can.”

He stared down at the shotgun.

“Yeah I’ll teach you how to use it and give you the ammunition. Consider it like a crossbow that spits fire, but only really kills well to about forty feet. I took out a Bronze Master with two shots at point blank range, and he had the Survivor’s Mark.” I showed him quickly how to use it, then how to load it, and made sure to warn him about safety, which he probably didn’t need but needed to be said anyway. 

“I pissed off Cherritt and his buddies by killing Yllit. I don’t know any of these guys, and I really stepped in it.”

He nodded and seemed to soften, considering me in a fresh light. Trouble was, I couldn’t convince him with just a shotgun and some kind words.

“You have already grown closer to a seat on the small council,” he said gruffly.

I sighed. “What will it take to sign over these districts to a person of your choosing? A contract? A public declaration?”

Finally I got through. He blinked in surprise.

“I promise, there’s nothing I want more than to finish this job from the Emperor and get out of your hair.” After all was in readiness back in Surrek. The longer I was here, the longer I could draw the Emperor’s attention to the other world. “I’ll give over Glass and Orchard at the earliest convenience. I just had to come in here and anoint the place. Sorry not sorry.” I’d fucked in the creamy, blurry and colorful shadows of the stained glass, and it had been great.

Now I had to figure out who the woman in the other world was and how to use that information.

“Has the Emperor got a Favored Consort?” I asked suddenly.

This took him by surprise. He lifted one of those unnaturally long arms and raked his fingers through his beard. Then he rubbed his hand over his chin and made several considering mouth sounds.

“I was just newly in charge of Bershannik at the time, you understand,” he said. “The governorship had been in my hands less than a month before the first attacks came.”

“Twenty years ago,” I said.

He nodded. “I could have sworn they charged through here when the initial attacks tied me and the Masters up those years ago. The Emperor did a lot of the fighting on the front lines… he sent her through, if I recall correctly. Yes, that is what happened. She led a battalion of troops through the portals to end the attacks.”

Oh yeah, one hundred percent the Favored Consort was this lady. Being in another reality severed the Blood Debt connection somehow. Suddenly she didn’t feel the overwhelming presence of him all the time, the need to be near him and curry his favor for Relationship points, or follow his every wish. Being away from him didn’t cause her soul wrenching pain. She would’ve lost all the marks of power, of course, but… would that have also allowed him to get another Favored Consort?

“Has he got a new one then?”

The Governor shook his bald head. “No. I’d have heard of it from the Golds and the Silvers patrolling the incursion portals. It has not been spoken of. I assumed the Favored Consort was off to the north, dealing with the apocalypse foretold.”

“Oh… not in Surrek. Maybe she flew past and went to investigate,” I lied. “Or teleported.” Holy smokes, the apocalypse foretold. I could use a break from city-ending dangers.

An Emperor with a Favored Consort was a doubly dangerous Emperor, and I couldn’t have that coming to bite me in the ass. No, that lady would one hundred percent not be coming back through the portal. I’d report her dead or actually kill her before I ever brought her back through. If he couldn’t take another while she still lived, that would make it tricky to report her death. He’d be sure to get a notification if she was killed.

Shit.

Okay, excuses then. She was powerful, obviously, maybe still empowered with Gold or Platinum tier Attributes, which I certainly could not handle on my own. I was pretty sure the Emperor could kill me in one determined punch, even without being augmented by whatever marks he had at hand. Even without the marks, this lady was a serious force to be reckoned with.

First things first: don’t shit where you eat.

“So, can I count on you to keep the Bronze Masters off my back until this job is done? You get Glass.”

The Governor clearly did not like doing the work for someone else. He was the Governor, for one thing, and a Governor without serious governing power, since the Emperor was over here casually throwing around his slaves like they didn’t belong to the Governor in the first place.

The mentality of the Emperor was pretty simple to see: he owned everything he saw. Full stop.
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I signed away Glass District and supplied the Governor with two boxes of shotgun shells, telling him to keep them dry and that more boxes would cost.

From there it was time to get a report from Velleth. I found her downstairs, and she went over what she knew while we walked the streets back towards the Emporium. Nallene and Nakla had gone on ahead to sell more of my wacky earth wares to make money and buy mana crystals.

The flow of mana crystals was far too slow to be on schedule with The Project. Avya was trying to make them using Dalewind’s Mark as much as possible, and avoid mana burn, which I could understand. Mana burn sucked something fierce.

After that, the intelligence report: which Masters had been trying to sabotage whom, how T’Charrk and Ferrok and the other Old Guard were handling my new decrees, and whether the former slaves had attempted anymore uprisings among the New Blood.

“We intercepted one harem who had chained their Master to the wall with the mana nullifying wristbands,” she told me. “We were able to figure out where they had gotten the wristbands and shut down that avenue on the black market.”

“Please tell me it wasn’t the hedge mages?”

Velleth shook her head. “Some of them had gotten used during the null vampire attacks, while you were handling the demon… tentacles.” She shivered. “Several were unaccounted for. Now we know who and why.”

“Ah.”

She had her arms crossed at her midsection, and something black was folded over both forearms. I couldn’t place what it was at first, but as I continued listening to her report, it dawned on me.

“You took one of those harnesses out of the slave dungeon?” I asked.

She lifted it, smiling brightly and beginning to blush. “Oh, this little thing? I… thought…”

“You want me to immobilize you and hang you from the ceiling, don’t you?” Then fuck you while you’re powerless and completely immobile, I didn’t say.

She stammered adorably. “I… it’s… you don’t… well…”

“It’s all right,” I told her. “I’m happy to oblige.”

Her flush deepened, creeping down the sides of her neck and over the tops of her ears. Several more times throughout the walk and during her report, I caught the flush coming back to her periodically, whenever I turned and gave her a smile.

“I would like to hear about the others and how they’re faring as well, while I consider the best time and place to hang you up and mercilessly punish you sexually.”

Velleth sputtered. Soon enough though she got herself under control. Shennalil had received all the Glass District harem members, and had them isolated in the Governor’s harem. They were being attended to by only the gentlest and non-threatening of servants, and spoken to one on one or in small groups. They would need some time to get up on their feet and face the reality that they were free, that I wasn’t going to do horrible things to them, and that maybe one day they’d take the mark.

Dallinya probably wasn’t going to be happy with Hellera’s job, but Hellera was out of commission until I could figure out how to appease the Emperor, or get the dungeon core to obey me.

“Quavallie misses you,” she mentioned, after explaining how hard the cephellian was working. Avya had given her and her family the option to take half a day here or there, but she’d refused. The work she was doing, which we did not talk about in this world, was only just beginning.

“Okay,” I said. “Okay… we need a plan.”

“I have some ideas,” she said.

“If they involve letting the Dalewinds out of their prison shackles, absolutely not.”

She smiled grimly. “As you wish, Master.”

Annoyed, I rubbed at the bridge of my nose. “This again, huh?”
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It turned out Velleth did have good ideas, and I took her up on them.

The other world didn’t so much welcome me in as try to stop me… and fail. Now that I had the measure of their security system, I could teleport around time and again to get clear of the energy blasts.

Zati mentioned that it might be relatively easy for the people in this world, wherever they were, to program the robots with new instructions for me, but so far none of them made any moves against me.

Instead it was me and the cold metallic air, the hum of the blaster turrets on the enormous structure, and the wind on my face as I ran around through the air.

I soon got lost in what felt a lot like a ghost town. Boxy buildings seemed to stretch on forever. The robots were few and far between. Below, the platform hovering above the sludge connected everything, no exceptions.

Running and running, an hour passed before anything came of the distance. The buildings shrank down until they were only one or two blocks high, and only four to six blocks stacked together. I landed on one of the four story buildings and peered out toward the edge of the city. Here the edge of the platform had a railing to keep someone from falling over the side, a short glassy wall topped by a bronze tube I’d seen at several malls.

Still no people. On the other hand, a perimeter run would be good.

This place didn’t have any automated defenses I could see. In fact, I had no idea how these buildings were supposed to function. It was beginning to seem more like a copy of a city than an actual city.

“Unless the people never come out,” I said to myself, and took off at a run to begin scouting the perimeter of this… whatever it was.

Eventually, the shape of this thing began to take shape as a sort of crescent. The place where I had entered, was the very central spire of this city. It was like a cookie with several bites taken out of it. The building with the lady in the building with all the weapons constituted the extreme center. The trouble was that it seemed like, possibly, portions of the city, wEre just drifting away towards the place where they were breaking up. That place was where the incursion creation devices were located. Now, it seems pretty easy to me to rush into that building and destroy all of those incursion portal generators. It also seems like it might be possible to go and confront that woman. I didn’t want to do either of those things, until I had a lot more time spent on this project. And that meant collecting a whole lot of information.

Running the entire length of the city, took me a good half of a day. By the time I headed back into in district, most of the day was gone. My favorite consort had already come and taken my blue skin, the elf back to my city. in her place, I had my cat girl again. Shop hours were now done, and I had my two new recruits back.

It appeared as though Nakla was quite good at selling earth junk. It kind of astonished me, but Nallene confirmed this. She laughed and laughed while trying to explain.

“It’s just amazing, Drifter,” she said, wiping the tears from her eyes, “everyone is just so tickled by the fact that she insults them constantly, they can’t help but laugh at her.”

“And then… they buy things?” I asked.

She sank to her knees, laughing, and gave the goblin a huge, loving kiss. I watch this in amazement. Then, I watched in amazement as she produced 52 gold pieces. By regular shop standards, this was an absolute fuck load. If I was trying to buy all the mana crystals in the entire empire, this was not even a fraction of what we would need. This much gold couldn’t even buy a large and cut gem, and I was being told we needed dozens of them. Upwards of a hundred… of the good kinds.

Still, it was definitely cause for celebration.

Plus, Dallinya had a lot of needs that so far have gone unmet.

Before that happened though, I had to speak with my Naga archivist to give a report on everything I had learned. She had also been doing a lot of reconnaissance with her own portal viewing ability, and even more recording of facts.

Zati grew quiet and squirmy as I recalled all of what I’d seen. With her in my cohort, she could get access to my menus if I allowed it, and she went apeshit over the map I’d created from my recon activities. She even looked up at me with obvious lust in her eyes over the reports I gave her.

That done, it was time to retire upstairs and give my cat girl the loving she so desperately needed. And this going into heat situation had not diminished her filthy mouth or being vocal. We ended up being loud enough to have Zati join us. The Naga used her incredible forked tongue on me first, and then on Dallinya. The situation evolved into a heaving, sweaty speechless mess, and that really did it for all of us.

Afterwords, it was time for the tiefling and the goblin to join the fray. With the use of the Empath’s Mark, it was possible for me to satisfy everyone. But first and foremost, the most athletic sex possible for Dallinya.

And then even more athletic sex for Dallinya. She insisted. It was enough, with the full day of running around an entire city for hours on end, that I was actually tired. It could’ve had something to do with the morning’s gladiatorial combat and fearing for my life, but… nah.

When Avya showed up barely half an hour later, she ended up pouting over the fact that I couldn’t manage another hour plus sexcathlon.

“Tomorrow,” I begged. “Before you leave. Please.”

She folded her arms over her chest. “Fine.”

“Thank you, my love,” I mumbled, and held out my arms.

She crawled into my embrace, still pouting, and I laughed weakly until I fell asleep.


21- A Great Distraction From the Problems

Idon’t know if you’ve ever had this sensation, but literally the best way to wake up on any given morning is to feel your erect cock in a hot, wet, talented mouth, being rubbed from beneath by a practiced tongue. I can’t think of a single thing better.

Winning the lottery? Nah, I’ll take a surprise blowjob over the money. Maybe I’m biased, since I haven’t worried over money in quite some time.

I’d thought maybe this was Dallinya again, but I discovered two things on waking: one, Nakla had put on her Wicked ability, and two, she was licking Nallene’s cervix over to my right. On my left, Dallinya was struggling to draw breath, since she was immobilized in Zati’s coils and the naga’s head was buried between her legs.

When I ripped the blanket back, I found Avya’s eyes glittering up at me as she sank halfway down the length of me, then further, and then impossibly even further. The sight of my unnaturally large erection or her unnaturally small head managing to swallow that much meat was obscene, and incredible.

When I felt fingers brushing my shoulder and I turned to behold Dallinya staring at Avya’s blowjob. That glassy-eyed but eager look was one I’d seen enough times; I engaged Empath’s Mark and gave my super horny felinian all the sensations running through my body.

The softness of the bed beneath me, the tangle of sheets around one ankle, the slight taste of morning breath, and the heavy scent of arousal hanging in the air were just the start. She got to see Avya’s lavender eyes twinkling up at me. She got to feel the nellwyn’s lips dragging over every bit of me, her tongue swiping back and forth, her gag reflex suppressed and trembling around the head.

Dallinya threw her head back and came. She came and came.

Increased sensitivity and arousal was only the first of the bonuses from this brand new amazing power. The second one was a size and flexibility bonus, along with decreased pain for performing sex acts, and that—

Avya’s nose pressed into my abs and her tongue snaked out to tickle at my sack.

I groaned in the agony and the ecstasy… the agony of trying not to blow my load before the main performance, and the ecstasy of what she was doing. She wouldn’t have it. When I growled about what was happening, and my hands drifted down towards her head, she trapped them in her hands and went right on gagging around my cock head.

I had no choice but to cry out in orgasm.

I did recon work the rest of the week, which was interesting for reasons, but not nearly as nice as the evenings or the mornings that followed.

Avya brought Quavallie along for the following evening, and we tried to the Turquoise dragon form on her. She enjoyed this immensely, but she enjoyed the Wicked Mark even more. While Bershannik didn’t have a large river running through it, it did have a huge underground reservoir supplying water through the use of enchanted items.

I took my stretchy cephellian from behind in the large shower stall. Since getting to Silver, I didn’t have to worry about getting poisoned, and she could let her guard down.

This was a totally different Quavallie than before, sighing and melting against my body, kissing me deeply. She came, hard, shivering and shaking while I stood behind her in my eight foot dragon transformation. Without a single concern, she nearly flopped to the shower floor after a powerful orgasm that had caused her to wail. I had to catch her and hold her against my chest.

It took a minute to realize her feet were off the floor, and that she was only being held up by my boner impaled inside her. She cooed at me and swiveled her eyes in order to get my face in her peripheral vision. That was as much as she could manage to move.

I made sure to prop a pillow on the edge of the large inflatable pool and sleep with my gorgeous tentacle-haired beauty wrapped around me.

The next morning Nakla ambushed us again, forcing a delightful orgy on us. She hadn’t taken the effect of Empath’s Mark before, and went wild with need to have me get my dick wet with Avya, Quavallie, Nallene, and most importantly Zati. The horny little minx really wanted to see me have sex with a naga, who was far larger than me. She either wondered how it would look, or knew that I could duplicate my anatomy to fit Zati’s twin orifices.

The goblin stood there not far away from where Zati was rhythmically shoving herself up and down atop me, while Quavallie kissed her way over various tattoos with Avya helping. Nakla was drooling, hand where her phantom cocks should be, groaning in drunken bliss.

Nallene chuckled, but only once. When I applied the Empath’s Mark to her, she fell silent for a moment before collapsing into a series of powerful, shuddering orgasms.

The next evening, after a long and involved recon event, I found Sillandria waiting quietly in Ink District’s bedroom. Something had come up in Surrek, and while she said it wasn’t an emergency, Sillandria refused to elaborate. Instead she took my hand and asked if she could see the city.

We ended up taking a long stroll around various districts hand in hand, with her appreciating nearly everything in silence. She answered my questions in short bursts, but wanted this to be able to focus on her new experience.

All throughout this walk, she reached out and clasped my hand with her other, ran her hand up and down my forearm and bicep. Every once in a while, she’d stop us, stare up at me from the depths of her starry figure, and dart forward for a quick kiss. Then little nebulae of orange and purple appeared in her cheeks.

She was blushing.

In the darkness, we window shopped. I stopped to hug her from behind and plant soft kisses up and down her shoulders and neck, and watch as she sprouted galaxies of excited embarrassment.

She liked it even more when I ran my hands up and down her arms, up and down her sides, and she especially liked the attention when I goosed her, or briefly cupped her breasts.

Because she was made of a starry night sky, it was almost impossible to see the shape of her… it was exquisite.

Finally, after her soft encouraging murmurs and constant touches got my blood up, I asked her softly if she wanted to take me. Here. Now.

A shaky breath and a lot of lip chewing later, she nodded.

We ended up doing it atop a tavern in Ink District. I couldn’t have the Governor show up again.

Sillandria clutched at my head and I held a perfectly rounded ass cheek in each hand while I knelt and ate her on the roof under the night sky.

She tasted… vast. Almost beyond comprehension. Her magic swelled as a ball of light while I went to town. With Wicked Mark active, she was soon crying out and her knees threatened to buckle.

So I did what I’d only seen in comics: took her from behind, and held both of her wrists behind her back. In this position, I could pummel her relentlessly. First she regarded me over her shoulder, but a constant stream of orgasms had her head lolling.

Needless to say, Sillandria slept in pretty late the following morning.

The next night Avya again failed to appear, but this time she also didn’t send anyone else through the Silver Door.

Now I was starting to worry, but just as I got ready to open the Silver Door to go back to Surrek, the Emperor hand delivered a letter with orders for me to keep working, and vanished. 

Which put me on edge, but what was I supposed to do? Tell the guy to fuck off and get my ass smeared into the pavement, or have another one of the girls locked in time stasis?

Nallene helped ease my mind that night by parading a half dozen beauties into the room, all of them scantily clad and all of them exquisitely formed. Not only did I get their names, but I learned that all of them were ready to undergo the purification ritual in a few days’ time.

They’d dressed in the earth fashions that weren’t selling well, and performed a sensuous dance while Nallene and Dallinya gave commentary.

“These were in the harem of Ink when you arrived, and we’ve been speaking to them about the situation, and about you,” Nallene explained.

In the meantime, Dallinya rubbed her perfect felinian frame against me and danced fingertips up my thigh invitingly.

“I want to watch you fuck them,” she breathed in my ear. “And I want to feel what it’s like to be inside them.”

Immediately following, she dropped to her knees and sucked me off while the six new girls watched. Then she swung her body around and pressed her pussy directly down into my face. Laughing, I fell back onto my elbows, then my back.

Pure insanity.

Eventually the dancing petered out, and they simply stared while I gripped Dallinya’s ass cheeks and ate her out.

Then they didn’t have to just watch; they got to experience what it was like to have a cock, and use it repeatedly on my lithe felinian.

An exhausted Avya returned the following night with Shennalil, who I desperately missed. Everything Shen did was just… pure. Even climbing up my body and getting my cock into position, she was innocence personified, with her big pale blue eyes wide, her dainty mouth hanging open slightly.

Shennalil loved that the Wicked Mark allowed her to stuff the entirety of my cock into her mouth, and she even whispered that she’d been speaking with Velleth about using ‘the other hole.’ Well that pushed me right over the edge of excitement and I dumped a huge load inside her. With Shen i just couldn’t help it.

All this lovemaking was nice, and it was a great distraction from the problems we faced. Sadly it didn’t solve any of them. Still, in between it all, I got news:

Shennalil was making progress with the Glass District harem members. They were traumatized but not nearly as much as I expected. They were being treated very well and given a lot of freedom, along with a small stipend to use for buying things they wanted.

Avya had been roped into doing reconnaissance up north for the Emperor.

The Emperor now had a bevy of Gleaming Silvers and several Gold tiers currently living in Surrek, and they were looking into what was happening far in the north, to verify just what was happening up there. Was this the fabled armageddon out of the prophecies and history books? Surely not… but it wasn’t nothing, and needed checking out.

Avya had been constituting mana crystals with her Dalewind ability, and the traveling merchants had been buying Drifter goods to take to nearby cities, since none of the new Masters had very good hold over their power. The Old Guard, of course, despised me and my evil shop.

Hedge mages, alchemists and artificers were only beginning to assemble tiny prototypes for the projects. With the Silvers and Golds in the city though, keeping this a secret was increasingly risky.

Hellera’s time prison had been used in the murder of a Master, who had been ‘accidentally’ shoved in there. The perpetrator then innocently ripped the Master back out, leaving his face and one hand in the stasis bubble.

Gross.

Well, the perpetrator was brought before me, and since he wasn’t in Surrek, I relieved him of his duties as a Master by removing his soul from his body.

One evening found Nallene pulling a coin pouch out of a dimensional storage device and pouring it onto the bed. Fifty or sixty coins, easy.

Then she shocked me by getting out another one and pouring it onto the bed.

Then another.

Unfortunately the market price for mana crystals had risen sharply the day before, or else she would’ve surprised me with the mana crystals themselves.

I wouldn’t find out for some time that Dallinya was doing illegal slave pit fights.
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The days were taken up with the other world, diving in and doing serious investigations of how the place worked and how I might end up satisfying the Emperor’s demands while getting his attention off Surrek for as long as necessary.

Recon day two found me back in the huge boxy ghost city, and this time I was determined to investigate the smaller buildings at the outer periphery. I was forced to use the self mark to transform into air once again, in order to penetrate the door, which refused to budge. I tried to use the shotgun on it to no avail, and then I tried breathing lightning on it, and this also failed. Frustrated, I just transformed into a cloud of mist and headed inside.

I don’t know exactly what I was expecting, but signs of life were not it. I had finally found a place that felt inhabited. Although it was not a very big place, only one story high, and two blocks by two blocks square, it was surprisingly inhabited. Or it had been until right before I showed up.

Here I finally found signs of life: one of those blocks contained two beds that had just been made sloppily, and the walls were layered with sheets of metal that were etched into hand drawn pictures. please show the family members, and it was clear they were done by an amateur with skill.

A small blocky and unadorned dresser held clothing that was mostly fashioned out of bug carapace.

One of the blocks was divided into a bathroom and a small study, as evidenced by the writing desk. The third block was a kitchen, or at least, I’m pretty sure it was a kitchen, and the last one was very clearly a living space. the cushions here we’re made of springy metal with carapace glued to the edges to keep you from slicing yourself open, and a device that must’ve been an electronic hung on the wall. This thing was sort of brassy and filigreed, but had a big blank glass screen that screamed television.

What I couldn’t find were people. With Empath’s Mark on, I could sense emotions from people, and nearby, but the ability didn’t allow me to pinpoint their locations. There weren’t many. Had they sealed themselves in the closets? Down in tunnels I couldn’t see how to enter?

The next day found more of the same. Houses, lived in, but no people. Most were identical in style and layout, though the touches that made them homes were different. I found a game board, hexagonal in shape, with holes drilled into it for the meeples, and a clever compartment in the bottom to hold the six differently-colored metal meeples. I found food in the kitchen. One of the bedrooms had been etched, all up and down the walls, from floor to ceiling, with abstract shapes in short brush strokes that reminded me of a Van Gogh.

The following day it became clear that I was looking in the wrong places. So I spent two days working toward the center of the city. I was risking big energy blasts, but I braved those, slipped into more empty buildings… recently vacated buildings anyway, and gathered more evidence for Zati. I tried to get into a variety of building sizes and shapes, hoping I could get financials, census data, scientific experimentation, engineering schematics, who the hell knew. Whatever I could bring back for Zati to deconstruct would build a clear picture of how this place worked and what the significant differences were.

Janet was fast, and although she wasn’t as fast as Jason the wyvern, the little cat creature could really tear through the city streets. I used her those several days, peering through her eyes periodically while she rocketed around the empty streets on the lookout for something, anything unique or interesting here.

I went through a larger building, a two by three that was two stories high, but only found it to be two different slightly larger houses. The same configuration but more bedrooms. These people were pretty boring, honestly, with those humanizing touches only evident in a few places.

“They’re hiding underground, probably,” I muttered. I could see them using a tunnel system, or a siren going off whenever I was in the city, driving them all away from me.

The number of empty-ish houses though… it was possible there just weren’t that many people, or they’d all died not too long ago. Or they’d fled to a different gigantic metal city. Or the bugs had eaten them.

Although the answers were fun to dream up, conjecture wasn’t truth. And although the answers might be worthwhile, they weren’t my objective, which was to ‘shut down the portals to this world once and for all, for Emperor Leroy!’

I groaned in dismay. “That fucking guy.” If only I could just give him a cell phone that somehow got wifi, he could fall in love with earth all over again, and go back, and be somebody else’s problem. With another groan, I admonished myself. “More work, less fantasizing.”

I’d rather fantasize about the incredible sex anyway.

At long last, the large white sun dipped below the horizon and dusk settled over the world.

Now, at the end of the second day, I made a beeline for the center of the city and got some altitude with the air step power of Sylph’s Mark. By the time I got there, darkness had fallen. So when I drew nearer, I threw on the Night’s Mark.

Night’s Mark

*Special ability, infernal*

*Bronze tier, one star*

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 greatly 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.

My heart thundered in my chest when the tower grew closer. The energy blasters were going to fixate on me somehow, they could see through the power of the Night’s Mark and they’d all blast me straight out of the air. I’d be in shock long enough to slam into the ground below, unable to get Adrift working and head back to Ethetria.

With Night’s Mark also enhancing my sense now, my Clever was alternately eleven Silver stars and two stars into Gold. For hidden enemies, traps, or secret… entrances…

They were absolutely everywhere.

For a long moment, I stared around down below at the sheer number of glowy-glowy little doorways littering the surface.

“Holy—”

My high Clever snapped me back on task for the moment. I was drawing uncomfortably close to the tower, and so far, none of the weapons had started firing at me.

So far. It was weird to feel fear after so long just strutting around like the king of the shit heap. My stomach threatened to disgorge what I’d had for lunch, and I didn’t dare pound on my chest to somehow combat the acid reflux.

Instead I got my teleport ready and kept running. Reaching the thing, the first thing that amazed me was the size of the thing. It was like one of those Tesla zappy towers, like ten feet high with rings of metal somehow floating around it, and a huge knob for a head.

Everything I come across is phallic or sex-related, I thought with a grin.

It sat in a corner depression, so the building extending up was roughly plus-sized. And it still hadn’t shot at me.

Then I hacked that bastard off its base with the brutal axe… or tried to. Fucker resisted, hard. Bronze tier axe versus Gold tier construct. Well, it worked. Eventually.

But I’d lost myself the brutal axe that had saved my life against the fellaerys. Then I switched over to the maul from Ryellin, and hammered the hell out of it.

“Just have to hope this helps,” I muttered, trusting my ability to speak now that the thing was ninety percent free of the plate that kept it bolted onto the building.

Finally breaking it completely free, I lunged forward and caught it before it fell, and shoved the entire thing into the Black Door.


22- In Your World or Mine?

Avya took the weapon off my hands in the dead of night once she got back, with my instructions, while I tried not to look like I was dawdling in my mission.

The following day, instead of going after the woman with the incredible hair, I investigated one of the literally hundreds of hidden doors.  They were situated everywhere, in the walls and the floors of the houses, the exterior walls of the larger buildings, and in the streets.

The blocks all appeared depressingly similar, but on closer inspection it became clear there were dozens of manufactured patterns. Some of the filigree was extensive and ornate at the corners. Some of them had tiny detailed filigree over the entirety of the central square plates. Some had intensely geometric patterns repeating over and over.

Those central plates in the blocks were often hidden doors, and it took some hours of fiddling with them to figure out how to open them.

The geometric pattern ones had a special series of buttons that all needed to be pressed at the same time. The filigree ones had a single segment that proved to be a tiny lever. The incredibly detailed ones had to be pressed and twisted, like a childproof medicine cap.

All this was the product of trial and error, and reporting back to Zati over and over again with ideas. Most of it was useless: the panels opened up on empty space, just a small unused alcove. The ones in the streets opened up on greasy machinery and crawlspaces; they were nothing more than maintenance access hatches. I sent Janet down into one of these just to be sure. If all the people were hiding down here, I wanted to find them and figure out what their deal was.

Down there I ran into a swarm of smaller automatons doing the maintenance, which attacked Janet. They then relentlessly hounded her until she could take no more and dissolved into rainbow streamers of magic, hitting me with a backlash of magic. Only one injury, but it always hurt way more than regular injuries.

Okay, so the tunnels were not a place I wanted to head.

The people of this world were definitely avoiding me. No two ways about that. I just needed to get them to come out of whatever hidey holes they were using.

Then we could do it the easy way or the hard way.

I flipped on Night’s Mark once the sun had set, and nestled myself back into a corner to wait. It took moderate mana per minute, which I ended up boosting with a large mana potion after several hours… this gave me another two good hours before I had to drop the veil and save myself from a horrific bout of mana burn.

One did not simply walk into another reality and then burn out all the fuel necessary to get one back to his home reality.

Mana regeneration here was not like back in Ethetria, where it swirled about in the air and just got absorbed. Here mana sat in crystals, meaning whenever I pushed myself too far, it was necessary to either drink a mana potion or smash one of the crystals and grab the mana that exploded outwards into the air in a bright flash.

Since they were probably monitoring me with technology or by following the trail of smashed crystals, it was difficult to lay low for hours upon hours. Still, I needed information. I only had a few days left before Leroy plucked up Michael and Paul out of Surrek and threw them in a dungeon to provide me with more motivation.

The guy wasn’t stupid. He had to know I valued the ladies more than I valued my two earth buddies, and that taking them away from me was the stick that would get me moving faster. Why—

I stopped that line of thought as a near-invisible panel in the floor shifted and sank down a few inches, then disappeared aside. A head appeared, eyes glinting from some cool goggles strapped on there. The lenses shifted and slid backwards into a little case, only to be replaced by another set, then a third set.

I was sweating as the goggle-wearing eyes passed over me once, twice, and a third time, but the concealment from the mark was impressive. Still, I hadn’t used it often and couldn’t be sure what detection equipment they were using.

A thin figure sprang out of the manhole and landed in a spider-like crouch, then whistled with two fingers. Another figure appeared, followed by a third.

Overhead, the light in the ceiling glowed briefly a soothing blue, and a tone sounded.

“All. Clear. All. Clear.” A speaker said, the voice feminine but gruff, like a woman familiar with whooping people’s asses.

“Intruder is gone,” the lead one said in an entirely new accent.

“This is getting ridiculous,” the second one said. Both were females.

Before dropping the concealment of the Night’s Mark, I threw on a blanket of calm using Empath’s Mark and held up my hands in surrender. Then I dropped the concealment of Night’s Mark and strode forward.

“Look, I just want to talk,” I said amiably.

One of them had frozen in the midst of removing a balaclava… or a wetsuit. The hood thing came off just before I spoke, revealing a startled, mangled face.
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All three of them were females, as it turned out.

I’d chosen a small house on the outskirts of town, and that ended up being maybe a mistake. These were trod upon workers, if you took their burned and scarred faces into account. The one closest had a face full of sizable blisters, and some of them had popped in taking off the mask, leaking fluid down her face. All three were balding in the worst way, with patches of hair showing.

I immediately felt bad for getting up in their business when they were obviously in pain. Was I wrong about this building being a house? Was it really a home-like tiny clinic instead?

“Oh… uh, I’ve made a mistake.”

They were staring at me in utter horror. The calming blanket of Empath’s Mark could only do so much to blunt real emotions.

“Is this a hospital then? I’m sorry if I intruded on your recovery.”

If they had some disease I might catch… no, I was immune to most of that, being Silver.

“Not all clear,” the lead one whispered. Then she screamed out, “Not all clear!”

The second one bolted toward the wall, so I sprang into action and sprinted to intercept her. She had a panel open and was about to slam her palm on a large, square red button when I grabbed her scarred wrist.

“Talk please,” I said amiably, “then I’ll go.”

The second one bashed me over the head with a lamp, which hurt, but not as much as my pride. I was down enough mana that a lot of marks would put me in danger of mana burn… but Dervish’s Mark sprang into action.

“Look, I’m not in combat, okay? I’m not going to fight you; I just want to talk!”

Then I was forced to grab the lamp and jerk it out of the third one’s hand, and steer the second one into the first one so she couldn’t get at the big ‘Not All Clear’ button.

This was already a shitshow.

Grabbing some rope out of the Black Door, I wound it around the first one’s hands and swung her around into the other ones. With my free hand, I slammed the panel down so they couldn’t sound the alarm. From there, I’d just need to tie—

The first one cried out in pain as several of her blisters erupted under the pressure of the ropes.

“Oh for fuck’s sake,” I hissed, and engaged Mender’s Mark.

Come to think of it, these other two were also clearly wounded. I managed to keep hold of the rope now binding the first one and engage Mender’s Mark on the other two in rapid succession. Leveling it up with Shennalil had cut down the cooldown time to nothing.

These ones couldn’t have been far into Bronze if they were even out of Normal tier. My speed was frankly incredible. They moved with exaggerated slowness compared with what I’d been dealing with. The fellaerys had been up at Silver with no stars, and I’d been able to act faster than them.

It took them a few more moments of reaching out and grabbing for their friend before they registered something was happening. They froze and stared down at their arms, then began peeling off bandages. Although old scars didn’t disappear, the worst of their burns were soon gone and replaced with clear skin.

This allowed me to get a better look at them. The oldest was perhaps thirty, but the other two were in that weird indiscriminate age in between late teens and late twenties.

Their suits were form-fitting and ornamented with various bits of metal, but the coloration was interesting. The first and eldest had coppery metal plates on her suit, with oxidized green patterns etched in there.

The first woman, in the window of the huge building, had been a human… these ones weren’t. They all had larger eyes than a human’s, and tilted upwards. They had only tiny slits for noses. Jutting from their sleeveless wetsuit clothes were smooth, prehensile tails that just about reached the floor. The strangest were the reverse articulated legs, like the hind legs on a jungle cat, though they had big rounded toes, for balancing on two feet.

On the other hand they were quite female. Those metal plates covered up definite breasts, although all three appeared to be, if not malnourished, then quite skinny.

“Haru?” the second one said. “Your hair.”

The first one’s scalp was no longer a mess of short-cropped patches of red hair with gigantic bald spots. She gaped at her arms, cast a disbelieving glance at me, then meandered over to another place in the room as if in a daze. The panel slid aside to reveal a mirror, and she gasped.

“Yours too,” the third one told the second, who then reached up to discover she also had a full head of hair. The second woman swayed on her feet, made a pitiful sound, and slowly sank to her knees in a swoon.

The third woman looked to me in wonder, and when I nodded, she inspected her healed arms for a few long moments. Then she broke down crying. A thin layer of violet hair now covered her head where great big lesions had been just a moment ago.

After healing them, they calmed right down and we sat to have that talk I was hoping to start with. Their names were Haru, Viri, and weirdly, Gina, and they were processors and smelters.

A processor, I learned, sorted out different ores, and a smelter helped get gigantic pots of molten metal places where it would be cast. They worked in intense heat for hours, and this world didn’t have much in the way of workplace safety regulations.

Plus, Reveal informed me that they were suffering from lingering radiation sickness. Some of the women got it faster than others, some went months without having an episode, but they dealt with enough mined metals that everyone came into contact with radioactive materials. You couldn’t avoid it working in the factories.

Leading me to want to ask all sorts of questions… but Viri stopped the interview after about twenty minutes.

“This is over,” she said, standing. I immediately tensed and readied myself to stop her from sounding the alarm.

“I’ll speak with him,” Haru said. “Privately.”

“Oh no. No no,” Haru spat. “You’re not forging material. We’re smelters, not incubators.”

Haru bared her teeth, showing two larger incisors, like a vampire. “He is no danger to us.”

“Incorrect,” Gina said. “He is clearly capable of great violence. He stopped you from pressing the alarm button with total ease.”

“What are we discussing right now?” I asked.

“Haru wants to forge a foundling,” Gina said softly.

“Is that right?” I asked.

Haru’s words were rushed, as if I’d disappear in a flash if she didn’t get them out quickly. “If you’re in agreement. There is an issue with the forging of foundlings: no available males.”

“You are a male,” Gina said.

“This is against the law!” Viri hissed. “And besides, it won’t work. You were judged incompatible, just like Gina and myself, and that is sad, yes, but it is the truth.”

“Explain further, please,” I asked.

“We don’t owe you any answers!” Viri said just as Gina began to explain.

At infancy they were apparently screened for breeding capability. Those who weren’t capable were shunted off to jobs like smelter and processor. The compatible ones were kept in a special place, away from the wasting sickness (the radiation poisoning, the UI informed me unnecessarily) and then bred repeatedly.

“So there are males here,” I said.

“Not that we’ve ever seen one,” Haru blurted. She had this hungry look in her eyes that I really wanted to explore.

So now with me being here, Haru was questioning the world she lived in. What if it was all bullshit? What if the selection process at birth was rigged?

“You saw,” Haru told Viri. “They took Ello those months ago. She just disappeared.”

“That was for medical testing,” Viri protested. “She hadn’t been touched by the wasting sickness. They wanted to know why, perform some tests.”

A radiation resistant or radiation-proof individual would be a good find in this world, where apparently there was more than enough radiation to go around.

“I know why,” Haru said. “They wanted to forge new foundlings who wouldn’t get sick and…” She trailed off, and looked at me.

“I want to try it,” she said, twisting her hands over and over one another.

“He should heal up the others,” Gina said.

“I want him first,” Haru said, full of determination. Her pupils had dilated and there was a color in her cheeks.

“We need him to go away before we get in further trouble,” Viri complained.

“I think we’re forgetting he’s in the room,” I said softly.

Haru approached me. “I want it. I want a foundling. I want to know.”

Gina fell to her knees. “We needs to heal he others. I… can pay you. We don’t have much, but—“

“I won’t take your money, and I’ll do it anyway.” Maybe goodwill could stop the portal things from being created in their factories here, and the black sludge would stop pouring over into Bershannik.

“I can do all three,” I told them. Have some good sex, play healing angel, then leave back to Ethetria. “The real question is whether we do this in your world or mine?”


23- Smelter 12C and 24G

Haru led me to the next room, the bedroom. She was breathing heavily, blushing almost to maroon, and suddenly quite shy. I stood in the middle of the room while she shut the door and seemed to collapse against it.

“Are you all right?”

She gulped and nodded. “Let me just… I’ve never…”

Just like Auralla.

“I have some magic that can help,” I told her. “Would you like that?” I’d like to dose Viri with the full scope of my sensations, I thought mischievously.

She gulped again.

“We can also… not. I won’t force you.”

A tiny shake of the head. She was committed, at least. There was little more arousing than a woman conquering her fears, especially when those fears pertained to getting me up in them.

I smiled and took a step in her direction. “It doesn’t hurt. It’s wonderful.”

“Will you give me a child?” she asked breathlessly.

I’d closed the distance and gently touched her exposed shoulders. She didn’t flinch, but it was a while before she remembered to breathe. “If it’s possible, yes. We’re a different species, Haru. I don’t know if it will work.”

“It will work,” she insisted, and once again surged up into motion. “It has to work. The human breeders make children with our women all the time.” She wrapped her arms around me and pressed her face into the side of my neck. She was quite warm, and smelled faintly of some strange, impossible to place mineral.

For a while we stood like that, until I began to knead her back and shoulders, a gentle massage that caused her to fidget against me.

“You promise not to laugh?” she asked softly.

“Are you planning to tickle me? No, then I’ll try my very best not to laugh.”

“How is it done?” she asked. “Forging the child within me?”

Erratesh was metal world… of course all the metaphors were metal related. “First, the male is obligated to properly stoke the bellows of the female, to get her furnace burning nice and hot.”

I lifted her easily and her legs clamped around my hips, but soon I deposited her on the bed and knelt beside it. Then I slipped her pants off and tossed them aside, revealing a reddish patch of hair

“Bell—oh!” Her question dissolved into a loud groan, and it was now I activated Wicked Mark. There wasn’t a massive size differential, and I was delighted to find the anatomy I’d hoped for, though it had a few more folds than I was used to.

I ate her with gusto, until her legs tightened against the side of my head. Her tail was smooth and lightly haired, like my torso, but flexible. It ran down my chest and twitched against my abs, so I slowly stroked up and down its length while doing my best to pleasure her with my tongue.

With Wicked Mark on she came in under ten seconds, clamping her thighs on my head, clenching her fingers into my hair and letting out a long yowl. It was loud enough to get Viri and Gina to open the door to make sure I hadn’t stabbed their friend to death.

That part was just about to get going.

“Is your furnace stoked properly?”

She stared at the ceiling in wonder, glassy-eyed and post-orgasmic. Eventually she nodded mutely.

I stepped up and took one leg, then kissed over the strange shape of it while guiding my heat-seeking erection to where it desperately wanted to be. Those extra folds seemed to enfold me, welcome me in differently than in Ethetria.

Now she gasped, holding her breath and shifting her gaze to where we were joined. She couldn’t see it, but that didn’t stop her from peering in amazement down at what was happening.

“Tell me if I hurt you,” I muttered.

“Hurt—”

“I’ll try not to.”

I leaned down against her leg and slid further inside her smelting pot. She was full of molten softness, and with Wicked Mark enhancing the sensations it was difficult to resist just pounding into her with everything I was worth.

Instead I sawed in and out of her incredibly tight, incredibly wet depths, savoring all the sensations. I hadn’t dreamed this third reality might be fully stocked with desperate and waiting beauties, but here was my luck shining forth again.

Haru’s hands drifted to her breasts, covered as they were, and I released her leg to help her get undressed, then fell forward to take her nipple into my mouth and work it without missing a beat down below. I kept up a slow and steady rhythm, enjoying the feel of her hands clutching at my hair, until I decided this show needed a more active lead actress.

Viri and Gina both still stood there, watching my ass flex. I didn’t know what they were thinking, or whether they were on the verge of signaling the lockdown again, but the more I could put on a show, the better I could hold their attention. And the less likely I was to end up surrounded by police with my pants around my ankles.

So when I picked Haru up off the bed, she made the cutest horny sound of confusion, wrapping her arms around my shoulders so I could pivot and lower us back onto the bed, with her on top.

Haru released her death grip, but still didn’t seem to understand. It wasn’t until she raised herself up and slid down my cock did she seem to get what I’d done.

“Ohhh,” she moaned, then rolled her hips, came up off me, and slid back down with a blissed out groan.

“Haru?” Viri asked quietly. “Is he killing you?” 

“Look at her,” Gina said reverently. “Of course he’s not killing her.” She’s having the time of her life, that tone read.

Haru rode me now, flexing her toned thighs over and over to slam her ass down on me, first keeping a rhythm, then erratically. She could’t decide whether she wanted it fast or slow, hard or not. She tried everything: rolling her hips from side to side, twisting her hips like a hula dancer, keeping me fully inside and doing the Velleth, where she rubbed her clit against me, slamming up and down hard enough to completely dislodge me, then frantically grabbing at my cock to get back inside. The last one she did that was for my benefit more than hers was flattening her tail down over my balls and keeping the friction up while riding me.

She ended up with another orgasm a good minute later, which caused a far more violent reaction than I was used to. She hunched forward and jerked against me, hard, then several more times. I loved the feel of her breath rolling down from the hollow of my throat, over my chest.

With Wicked Mark active, it wasn’t easy to resist coming, but that wasn’t what she wanted anyway. I took her word for it, but gave her one last opportunity to back down.

“I’m… ready…” I grunted.

You have joined in the flesh with Haru, Smelter 32M of Keshi West. Will you give her a male child, a female child, or leave the decision to the forges of fate?

What the fuck?

I clenched my whole body and basically willed the orgasm back. My Grit skill and Tough allowed for this… for now. The UI was clear that the difficulty would ramp up exponentially. “Boy or girl?” I hissed.

“What?”

“Choose! Now!”

“Uh… boy?”

“Haru!” Viri shrieked, but I wasn’t listening.

Button pressed, pleasure lit up my entire body, and judging by Haru’s reaction, her entire body as well. Her pussy spasmed around me, giving me further shockwaves of ecstasy to add to the already incredible pleasure. I arched my back up off the bed and filled her utterly and completely. And then overfilled her.
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I had to absorb some information, and Haru was happy to lay on me quietly while she battled with her own version of events and what they meant to her.

The UI gave me the choice of male or female. The Emperor had been wrong about the toxic environment here. The atmosphere was quite breathable, and wasn’t toxic unless you counted the radiation sickness killing the women working with the metal.

So let’s say, twenty years ago when the portals opened and the war happened, you were a Gold tier guy living in the shadow of the Emperor, who’s Platinum, and you find a new reality opened to you. Once you obliterate their inferior army with the Emperor’s help, you ‘selflessly’ burst through the portal and destroy them over on this side. You murder, you plunder, you rape… and you figure out that sex is multiple choice. The choice you make is the result you get.

You can have a controlled breeding situation, and all you have to do is make sure you’re the only one with a dick. Since you’re Gold, you don’t need a slew of magic powers to dominate this new world, but if you need your mana back, they’ve got rare mana crystals for you to crush and snort.

Yes I was making them out to be even bigger douchebags than they already were, but I was willing to bet they were just as douchey as Yllit and Cherritt from Bershannik. That trait seemed inherent in a lot of these Bershannik fuckbags. Maybe it was something in the water.

Then, for your next step, you set about murdering all the males in this entire place, however one goes about doing such a thing. Or, for the sake of charity, castrate them. You set yourself up as the king of the entire place. Which is pretty easy if you can just throw all the boys overboard into the black sludge covering the whole planet’s surface.

I hoped to fuck I was wrong about this.

“It’s time for you to go,” Viri said, snapping me out of my reverie. “Back to your world. Never to return.”

“What?”

“You have made a grave error,” she responded. She rounded on Haru. “A male child? Do you have ore where your brains should be?”

“I can choose whatever I like! I’m not a child,” Haru hissed back.

“Yes, children have the good sense not to speak with Realmwalkers,” Viri shot back.

I didn’t want to go. Gina already had that considering look on her face I’d grown to know and love. She wanted to be next on the Evan train.

I wracked my brain for a response that didn’t make me seem like I wanted to be the whole world’s daddy. I mean I kinda did, and that was its own set of troubling issues… was I already turning into the Gold tier guy who’d genocided the male population of this world?

“You need to leave,” she said. “Leave and not return. You’re not welcome here.”

Yes, Domis of Sunspire, I thought.

“Are… you sure?” I asked. “I can apply the healing to any of your other smelters and processors. Or really everybody, if everyone is afflicted like you were.” They still were… Mender’s Mark hadn’t cleared out the radiation. The system UI explained that they were suffering from moderate radiation sickness.

I immediately wondered if I could bring Shennalil here, then dismissed the idea. Every time I took her somewhere, she ended up in mortal danger. Now that I was here though, these women weren’t armed, and there didn’t appear to be any automated defenses inside the houses…

Meh, still probably too risky. I loved Shen but she had a habit of getting into dire situations while my back was turned.

Haru and Gina exchanged a long, lingering glance. They clearly liked the idea of me easing the suffering of their friends and coworkers.

“And you ask nothing in return, surely,” she snapped. “The laws are clear as my reflection in the mirror, and they state that we are to have no contact with outsiders. You bring only death.”

“I bring only relief from pain and a full head of hair though, don’t I?” I countered, and this time I threw Mischief’s Mark on there. “Look, I don’t even need to see the smelter or the processor, or the factory… you could bring your sick here. I’m fine with staying here while you line people up for me to heal.”

It worked. Viri’s demeanor wavered and her hostility softened.

“I’m sorry for breaking into your city day after day,” I told her. “I also have a lot going on. The man in charge of my world—”

“Another one?” Haru blurted.

“What?”

“Man!”

Oh man, I was right. No men at all.

Houston, we might have a golden opportunity on our hands here.

[image: ]

The women didn’t want to allow me down into their underground tunnel system, and I fully understood once they explained: there were people in charge, and they would get in serious trouble if those people found out what had happened.

“They’re going to know something,” I reasoned, “just as soon as they see your new condition. Questions are going to get asked, and they will figure out the answers no matter what lie you tell them.”

Most likely. More important than this being the truth, they needed to believe it was the truth. I needed the knowledge.

“I also can’t un-heal you,” I confessed. “Short of burning you with fire, which I’m not willing to do.”

They seemed to have one of those silent conferences that only very close friends can manage, and nodded in turn.

“It should be sleeping shift,” Haru said.

“But we’ve also been on lockdown for days,” Viri said, and threw me some side eye.

“Sorry not sorry,” I said, shrugging.

They led me down into the tunnel system, which was a single block straight down a metal ladder, and I was thankful for it. After helping out the gnomish, I was in no mood to have more lower back pain. Seriously, you try walking hunched over about eight inches for several hours to save your head from bashing into the ceiling or stalactites. Then come talk to me about discomfort.

These were lit only by tiny intermittent lights in the midst of the blocks, and it felt gloomy and claustrophobic. On the other hand, I caught what was clearly an amateur mural, and another stretch that might’ve been a series of music notes. It was the first written sign I’d seen in months I couldn’t immediately decode. And another place where someone had done a number of portraits, some grinning, some winking, one making a face and holding her hands up to her head like moose antlers… like I’d done as a kid with at family reunions.

All women.

It was another one of those times where I felt an unwelcome stab of homesickness out of nowhere. Instead of pushing it aside (the ladies weren’t talkative) I walked on dwelling on Gran, who always seemed so sweet despite Gramp passing when I was nine. Then my Uncle Gary, the rich jokester who won the limbo at family reunions until… two years ago? Gary really had the Westfield nose plus a bit, and really had the Westfield butt chin plus a lot.

These flashes of my past came in an unwelcome rush. I loved them, of course, and I’d suddenly vanished out of their lives without explanation.

Luckily I had a whole lot of intelligence to absorb here and now. Time to focus, I told myself.

The passageways down here were color-coded with a rainbow of arrows. The yellow one branched off quickly into our trek, with an arrow pointing off right, while the others went on ahead. Some time later, orange and purple branched off together. The ladies didn’t explain the meanings, but I added these arrows to my map with the label feature, creating a line from the outlying house.

Red and purple headed toward where I thought the central spire sat. Roughly.

We took a left and followed blue, leaving behind green.

“Blue is the forge?” I asked. “Or the smelters?”

They just shook their heads. They hadn’t spoken since descending into the tunnels, and the air between them had grown… somber? Much more serious, at least. I wanted to reach out with Empath’s Mark and get their thoughts, but I’d reserved that for enemies and emergencies. They represented no threat and I could head back to Ethetria without trouble. I also wanted mana in case there were male-killing robots down here.

I watched Viri for any troublesome signs. She’d been terrified when Haru asked for a male child, and that meant there were protocols in place for quietly removing males from the populace. Drones or rewards for turning in your neighbors or something of that nature.

Soon we reached our destination, which was a large blue circle at the base of the ladder. Around the flaking blue painted circle were words in that familiar script from the automaton code sheets.

Injured and Sick Workers Convalescence Compound

Ominous. “IASWCC? Doesn’t really roll off the tongue,” I said, trying to lighten the mood a wee tad. To be fair it didn’t roll off the tongue in their language either.

Okay, I thought. Time to pull out my inner Jesus and heal the sick.

This was one of the massive buildings. When Viri gave me the signal, I poked my head up to find myself in a small office and found another woman staring at me in shock and horror. She was the same species of not-human, but clearly older, with crow’s feet and wisdom lines at her forehead. Unlike the others, she was mostly free of injuries and deformities, and had a full head of shimmering indigo hair. It was held with a metallic comb… thing.

Seriously, you’d think that after living with dozens of hot women for months I would learn some of their alien woman secrets. You’d be wrong. I mostly concerned myself with taking their clothes off, not figuring out the various names of the things they put on.

“Howdy, I’m Evan!” I tried.

This didn’t work, and in the end we just had to ignore the new woman and follow Haru and Gina out of the office… into the room full of dying women.

“Ah,” I said.

The blocks composing this eight by ten or twelve cube building had their connective walls stripped back and made into columns every forty feet, which went up twenty feet to high ceilings lit much more powerfully than the access tunnels. The other material was fashioned into cubicles of low walls separating pairs of metallic beds. It was warm here, warmer than in the other buildings, and I discovered that the floors were subtly heated from below. The hospital beds too. It was how they avoided using sheets, since apparently plants and fibers were hard to come by.

Haru practically dragged me down through aisle after aisle until we came to a cubicle labeled Smelter 12C, to where a dying woman shifted uncomfortably.

“Please,” Haru said, taking one hand in both of hers. “Please, help her.”

“Be happy to,” I said, and laid on Mender’s Mark, both Bronze and Normal.

The moment it was clear the healing had started working, Gina grabbed my other arm and dragged me to Smelter 24G, to a dying woman who looked remarkably like Gina. Behind me, Haru laughed, her voice full of tears and sorrow and hopelessness fleeing after being deeply embedded.

“Your sister?” I asked, and started the healing. She just pleaded silently, pitifully, with teary eyes, before slowly nodding. Then, when Gina’s sister 24G started to visibly recover, she burst into tears.


24- Peering Around Like an Absolute Noob

Istepped into Ethetria and breathed in deep, activating Archivist’s Mark. I’d been dangerously close to using it all up.

Mana flowed into me like a flood of caffeine after a full weekend hung over. It felt so good I stretched out into a Jesus Christ pose and heard my sternum pop like a gigantic knuckle.

“Oh, that was uncomfortable. And also really good?”

Ten minutes later, I’d used the Silver Door and was back in Surrek.

Evan’s Eldritch Emporium. “Shop sweet shop,” I muttered.

I hadn’t been here in over a week and the changes were dramatic. The sign was done up in forest green, using earth runes as ordered, but just below each earth word were the Ethetrian runes. Assuming people could read, which Paul was working on, they’d know. Next to the words was a hilarious caricature of me holding up a plunger.

Why didn’t Mario ever use a plunger? Was the concept for the game just scribbled down while tripping on various psychedelics? Or were the Japanese just that weird?

I shook off the thoughts and entered.

It was ninety percent earth stuff now, with only remnants of enchanted items. Nine out of ten hedge mages was concentrating heavily on the special project, which had only gotten moving. And some of the shelves were empty… not awesome, but I’d been a bit busy and couldn’t handle the restocking.

Avya must’ve done some pulling from earth, because I saw some strange objects here and there, which I definitely hadn’t brought here.

Quickly accessing the map told me where all the ladies were: Hellera was still just outside in the market area, frozen in the time bubble. Quavallie was currently working with the gnomish artificers in Artifice District. The project. I wanted to head that way and see how they were doing, even if it was only the beginning stages.

Shennalil in the Governor’s palace with all the survivors of Bershannik’s twisted Glass and Ink Districts. Their former Masters would never threaten to chop them up or string them up ever again. Now they just needed to be convinced of that. Shennalil presently had them in the gardens-slash-menagerie, a walled off section of the Governor’s palace with strong Silver tier automated weapons. They were safe to wander around and see exotic plants and creatures the Governor collected throughout all the years before he was prematurely vaporized.

Like a little bitch.

Anyway.

Velleth had the shop open right now and was speaking with Yann and Laylenna.

Sillandria was, for some reason, in Wax District, tucked into a corner where she was watching a meeting between Rukluk the goblin Master and several other Old Guard Masters. Ah, she was running surveillance on possible uprisings or plans the Old Guard might be making to undermine the New Bloods, or sabotage my legitimacy.

Legitimacy, being an actual measure in points regarding how I was seen as the city’s Governor, was much higher than I anticipated. I’d gained over twenty-five points of Legitimacy since being away, which seemed wrong until I considered the possibilities. Velleth could be impersonating me periodically with illusions from Trickster’s Mark. Or Avya might have been parading around as me using the same ability. And probably goosing the other ladies at every available opportunity.

Unfortunately Dallinya was here and training combatants as well, over in Spice’s former harem complex. These would be females out of the New Blood districts, who now carried their magic and a mark from their new Masters. We wanted them to be just as strong and capable as any petty Master employed by the Old Guard. The days of the old petty Master were coming to a close. The days of the Essence Shared Duo (or Trio I guess, or possibly Quartet) were on the rise.

Having empowered females in your district to act as guards, police and soldiers just made practical sense, and it meant the Old Guard was on the verge of being overwhelmed. The problem that couldn’t be overcome, no matter how you tried, was that marks in the New Blood Districts were always starting out at Normal or Bronze, and took a lot of time to gain stars. Ferrok was still an absolute unit compared with all these new Masters or their empowered ladies.

Zati was now presently listed as in Bershannik, Paul was presently teaching literacy in the middle of Mage District, and Michael was training students in martial combat maneuvers with Avya and his main squeeze Nazira in Ink District. As I watched, Avya disappeared and reappeared nearby, eyes wide and staring at me from a doorway she was familiar with.

“What are you doing here?” she hissed.

“I need Shen. There’s a whole hospital full of dying people and we need to heal them so I can get in good with the natives.”

“People? Natives?” She narrowed her eyes. “How many of them are fuckable?"

I couldn’t help but laugh nervously and rub my hand against the back of my neck. “What kind of question is that? Honestly, I’m insult—”

“You would stick your neck from here all the way to Bershannik to save women, and doubly far if you want to get all up in their business, Evan Westfield of earth.”

“That’s… not fair…”

It was a hundred percent true.

“It’s true though. There are two entire harems’ worth of females in the Governor’s palace right now waiting for that gigantic tool of yours to rock their worlds. You couldn’t just leave them where they were.”

Taking all the girls out of the Bershannik Glass was probably a real problem, come to think of it. Whoever took over Glass was going to be a wee bit pissed off. And underpowered when it came to defending his district against his enemies… or just his neighbors.

It was either a very small problem, or a problem for another day.

“I need Shennalil. Then I need to leave right away.”

“Yeah, Drifter, you do.”

Mother fucking fuck.

I peered up and found the Emperor hovering above me. Damn he was fast.

I called up. “I need her for the—”

There was a fist in my gut.

Warning! You have suffered a total of seventy-nine injuries. Three of those have been offset by Survivor’s Mark, but a Platinum tier mark is overriding the ability to remove conditions. You are suffering from Platinum tier shock, stun, bleeding, and incapacitated.

All at once.

I flew about ten feet before slamming into the wall behind me and taking another twenty-two injuries. All four of my conditions refreshed, with extended durations.

I couldn’t breathe. This was the first time in a long time I’d really felt a lot of pain… this was far worse than taking an energy blast to the face. It felt like he’d left some foreign object to take up residence in my guts, the size of a carry-on luggage, and all my assorted organs had been scrambled into different places.

I managed a weak groan, which morphed into a cough. Full of blood, as it turned out.

This was like straight out of a brutal superhero comic. Only I didn’t have a million billion injuries or an incredible healing factor. This was just your average super man blasting apart a minor crime fighter.

When my vision cleared from being all greyed out, he had Avya by the throat. She was in red dragon form, kicking and screaming, breathing fire directly at his face. More marks on her body flashed, but they were resisted with ease. The Emperor didn’t flinch even a little bit.

“Don’t,” I croaked.

“Good. I didn’t think that was enough ta kill ya,” Emperor Leroy said, straight faced, but I thought I could hear a bit of relief.

“Avya…” I managed. “Stop.”

She did, and he dropped her to the ground, where she glided down toward me on little dragon wings, ran the rest of the way, and put on Mender’s Mark. Good gods above, the ten to twenty injuries the mark could handle in a minute were simply not enough. I continued to cough up blood and pointedly not look at Leroy. I knew that if I looked, he’d see all the hate there, and I’d get a second punch… or a full strength punch. Either one would kill me.

Then she glared at me, baring her teeth.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled through bloody lips. He could’ve simply squeezed on her throat and opened up a spot in my retinue for a new Favored Consort. No thank you. “Send Shen… here… please.”

Her jaw worked, but she spun and disappeared through the Silver Door again. A moment later, a very confused Shen stepped through. I noticed that Avya did not. I had chosen not to tell her to ‘bring’ Shennalil here.

The Emperor landed, creating a shockwave of dust that got in my face. I still hadn’t moved from where I’d fallen out of the wall crater he’d just made.

Shen gasped, fell to her knees, and put more heals on me. Shock and stun were wearing off, too, so I applied them to myself.

In the meantime, incapacitated was taking its sweet ass time, meaning I could hardly move. And bleeding was sapping the healing away almost as fast as I could regain injuries.

Super fuck this guy with a fucking railgun from orbit. His days of enjoying this mortal coil were coming to a close.

“What hap—” she started, but I interrupted her.

“Shush,” I mumbled. That hit her like a physical punch, and she rocked back away, staring at me for a second.

It was only then she caught sight of the Emperor making his slow, super badass way over here, with his gigantic muscles and his obviously mark-enhanced intimidation. Fucker felt like he was about a hundred feet tall, and about that wide.

“Let me… explain… now?” I asked around some blood still caught in my throat. It still felt like I had a bowling ball where my innards ought to be, like when you get a bone caught in your throat and can’t shake the feeling it’s still there. Only this was my displaced everything.

“Make it snappy,” he said.

“I finally… found… people… over there… in the… other world.” I hated life right now. The pain was monumental, beyond what I could remember. “Need to… heal them… too many… though.”

“Take your healer back across the veil, Drifter,” he said.

I closed my eyes and bit back retorts. This motherfucker had an anger management problem. “Need some… healing first… Caderyn’s… friend of mine.”

“Every moment you spend in this city not fixing my issue or bringing back that woman to me is time I consider taking your coterie apart, Evan. Today I  take another of your women.”

I was eventually able to walk, and Survivor’s Mark kicked in to stop the bleeding condition. I limped over to Healing District in silence, with Shennalil casting worried glances at me. When we arrived at the massive monolith of a temple, I ignored the attendants and went straight for the room I always visited when coming here. Once there, I climbed onto the stone table and slumped down on my back. The walk over made me feel like I was eighty years old.

Shennalil flew in behind me on shimmering dragonfly wings, too shocked to talk and too shy to broach the conversation anyway.

The voice of Caderyn came in from all around, booming but glittering with amusement regardless. “What have you done now, Drifter?”

“Pissed off someone two full tiers above me,” I moaned. “Please, he’s going to take everything away from me unless I can leave right now.”

“And what of someone far more tiers than two?” She asked. “Such as an all-powerful goddess?”

“I’ll beg. I’m not averse to begging,” I groaned. “I’ll pray. I’m cool with that too.” It would be nice to pretend I was being a practical problem solver and not a groveling weakling idiot.

I wasn’t spitting up blood any longer, so that was good, but I had fewer than twenty injuries remaining, between the healing and the bleeding condition.

A soothing green light, smelling faintly of menthol, shimmered around me and began putting my body right.

“A fractured spine,” she said. “Ruptured kidneys. Perforated intestines. Internal bleeding… you have done a number on yourself. That is what you say on earth, is it not?”

“How—”

“I am a goddess,” she said lightly. “Now, would you like your healing done, or not?” The green light had coalesced into a healing mist, which felt so damn good.

I nodded, then had a thought. “Are you equipped with the same sort of mental and emotional healing capabilities as this lovely Mender here?”

“What you are asking for involves the brain and the will. The subject must be willing, fully willing, to allow for healing of that nature, and such willingness requires great trust. Anything less than full committal means absolute rejection of the healing.”

I made a considering sound, since it still hurt to move. “Multiple sessions, then? Every few days, or weekly?”

Caderyn regarded me. “I typically charge fees for services of this nature. Beyond simply knitting the body back into shape.”

“Would you consider discount, if I brought them in bulk?” I asked, my tone sheepish.

“For you,” she said, “I will lower my rates. A single copper piece for a day’s session.”

For a time, I smelled only the faint menthol and whatever ozone or faint metallic smell of the presence of a goddess. I heard distant footsteps, and the pounding of my heart.

“Pick up your jaw,” I told Shen, but only after I’d regained my own composure.

I made a quick Silver Door and relayed my orders directly to Velleth in the shop: she’d relay all the Glass and Ink harem members from Bershannik to the temple of Healing, where I had also secured rooms for them nearby.

The Master of Healing typically had a weird relationship with his district, being in charge of a place run by a goddess. He wouldn’t mind, since he was New Blood out of Grain District. He was swimming in more female companionship than he’d dared dream as a young man of only nineteen summers. His favorability rating towards me was Worshipful.

“Okay,” I said to Shen. “Are you ready to visit your third different reality?”

She blinked. “Can I say no?”

“You can, but there are hundreds of patients in need of healing there, and they can’t be healed by anyone else.” That was true-ish. The goddess of healing couldn’t leave Ethetria. Or… maybe I could shove her into another reality, but I doubted she would let me.

She put on what, for Shennalil, was a fierce expression, summoning up her bravery. This was undermined just a tad by her sky blue tinted chin quivering as she spoke. She gulped and nodded.

“Let’s go then.”

I used Adrift to push her through the veil.
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I wasn’t able to bring us directly to the Injured and Sick Workers Convalescence Compound, so I had to settle for the door to the house where I’d met Viri, Haru and Gina.

All three bolted to their feet when the mist curled under the door and solidified into Shennalil, followed by me walking through using a quick Phase Shift. 

“Could I ask you a favor?”

The three women couldn’t seem to figure out where they should stare: the returned crazy man with the magic tattoos, or the tiny, pale, winged young women with the cerulean splotches on her skin, and the matching color hair.

I snapped my fingers several times. “Could you open this door for me? Just once. That way I can get back here easily.” If it never opened, I couldn’t use the Silver Door to directly teleport here.

Haru drifted toward the door in a stupor and had a panel open when Viri spoke.

“Don’t! We should sound the lockdown alarm!”

Haru and Gina stared at her. Almost immediately Gina stepped forward, poised to slap her. “Are you out of your mind? He healed up two of ours, came back to heal more, and you want to attack him? For Dret’s sake, Viri, he gave Haru a boy child.”

Shennalil gave me a pointed look. I shook my head as if to say it was a busy day yesterday, just let it go.

The two of them stared at Viri like she’d sprouted a second head, or grown a nose, since all of them just had nostril slits.

Shen stared at me, then them, then realized she was in a completely different world and started to flutter around and touch all the things. She was just adorable, so I didn’t bother to stop her. After all, we had a two on one situation I wasn’t getting in the middle of.

When I returned to Ethetria, Avya would inform me which of the girls had been put in stasis next. Velleth, Dallinya, Quavallie... or perhaps Laylenna or Sillandria. What if he froze Avya? I frowned, thinking that having Auralla would help me, yet again, at least with the anxiety. If she didn’t figure something out, just her presence would soothe me.

Gods, what if he’d found out about her already? He’d been spending time north of Surrek, investigating the rumors of the armageddon in the north, the thing that had either caused the exodus of that gigantic demon tree, or was instrumental in actually making the tree itself. Had he spotted New Sunspire? I shuddered at the possibility. Why couldn’t I just forget about that horrid fear and get on with my job? Why did it keep popping back up in my mind?

He had already promised to conscript Paul and Michael into dungeon delving to make them as powerful as me, then sic them on the sludgeworld problem. He wouldn’t freeze them in a time stasis. On the other hand, I only had a few days to make visible progress.

I didn’t know what to do… except, for now, heal up their people.

The three ladies eventually settled on not tripping the alarm, and instead led us through the tunnels again (though we didn’t need it) astonished that we could replicate their faces with the illusions fairly well.

I held Shen’s hand the whole way, and kept up a soothing stream of thanks and warnings: you’re wonderful for doing this, yes you’re the first one aside from me to visit this world, I know your head’s kind of on a swivel right now but it’s suspicious to be peering around like an absolute noob.

I also grinned at myself for being so brilliant with the illusions now. And why hadn’t I used my head when walking these tunnels for the first time? I’d been lucky nobody else was in these tunnels.

Not like now, when they were packed with people moving to and fro. Women. All of them were females, every single one of them. It had been an academic knowledge before, even when I’d gotten to the hospital building, but seeing them up and around now made it hit home.

And once we got to the Convalescence Compound, Shen immediately knew what she was about. The illusion sashayed up to the first cubicle and immediately sank down to take the injured woman’s hand.

“You poor thing,” she said, with total sincere sympathy. “Shen will make you all better, just you wait.”

She would heal them until her mana ran out, or until we were betrayed and set upon by security forces. Option Two would be coming in three… two…


25- The Titanium Guard

Iwatched with the UI and a dopey smile on my face. I liked watching Shennalil go about her business, whether that was using her abilities selflessly for the good of people, or more lewd business.

Wearing the face of one of the Errateshi natives, she clasped their hands and muttered reassurances while pouring healing magic into them. One by one the agony and despair on their faces slackened, replaced by relief, wonder, and gratitude.

“Atta girl,” I muttered, then started to move over to another portion of the hospital floor to start treating a patient of my own.

She’d used another mark I didn’t have access to, but it quickly erased the radiation sickness on top of the injuries. The patient, Programmer 3H, rose up on one elbow and stared at her savior in complete confusion, then dawning realization.

Shennalil smiled and bent down to kiss her on the forehead. “See? Healed right up.”

A red light went off before I got to my first, braying loudly over and over. I swore instinctually. That same gruff female voice came over the loudspeaker. “Intruder. Alert. Intruder. Alert.”

The nurse I’d seen earlier. She was over at a wall panel with her hand plastered on a big red button. She had a hateful snarl on her face, which melted to fear when I turned my own sneer her way.

“Why?” I muttered. “Why wouldn’t you want to see your patients healed?” In my periphery, Shen was stroking another patient’s face, ignoring the red lights flashing, and smiling down while she clasped the woman’s hand. She’d gotten through six of them in only about two minutes.

“You’re going to be all better. You’ll be back to your old life in a jiffy. That’s a word I learned from the man who saved me. Jiffy.” She wrinkled her nose, even though it was covered by the illusion. “It’s a cute word.”

“Man?” the patient mouthed.

I turned to see Haru and Gina tackle the nurse and punch her across the face. Behind her, Viri walked quickly to the panel and pressed another button, then picked up what could only be a cord phone, except the plastic parts were instead bug carapace. Whatever wound around the metal cord connecting the phone to the wall, it wasn’t a sheath of plastic. She had a short conversation I wasn’t near enough to hear, looking unsure.

The expression didn’t last. She glanced at me, fearful, then at her completely healed friends. The phone conversation was going very ‘we’re fine, we’re all fine here’ and the person on the other end was asking for her operating number. And when she hung up the receiver, her face had fallen. Then, walking over, she pressed her hands to her face in despair. 

“They’re coming.”

I swore a whole lot.

My three lady friends had time enough to explain what was about to happen: security forces would swarm this location from all different directions and attack using energy weapons, handheld versions of the Gold tier turrets on that gigantic building.

Response time? They had no idea, but assumed it would be immediate. The security forces were known as the Titanium Guard, and that sounded pretty ominous.

That gigantic building seemed to be the only building with those powerful turrets. That led me to believe it might be a power issue. Meaning that building had the ability to generate the energy for those blasts.

I had to get beneath that building.

In addition to figuring out where the males were in this world, I needed whatever gigantic fuck-off power crystal they had at their disposal, and abscond with it for a few hours.

Energy weapons carried by security forces were stun style: they’d electrocute me and send me flopping to the floor.

“Don’t taze me,” I muttered.

The important thing was these security people weren’t the enemy. I couldn’t just kill them with impunity.

Shen cast a look back at me, but I gave her two big thumbs up: permission to ignore the alarm and keep right on a-healing. Fuck the haters.

Her illusion held. She gave me a quick, mostly trusting smile and went on healing them, one after another. Since Shennalil had been part of the first and second near-death experiences, she had a variety of marks from some bonding, and Red Dragon’s Mark had been one of those marks. This more than doubled her mana pool, which I loved. Nobody hated more heals out of their healer.

Who in their right mind would stop someone from healing up their people?

I approached, and bent down to give Shen a kiss on the temple. “You’re the best of us,” I murmured.

She made an appreciative noise, just before her latest patient burst into tears and hugged her fiercely. “What should we do?” she asked in the middle of a hug with patient number five.

“Not go into mana burn.” I handed her a mana potion. “But you keep doing what you’re doing.”

“What are you going to do?” Haru asked.

“Nothing,” I said.

“Nothing?”

I had various options for shutting down a security force, unless they were wearing some magic-infused armor and especially helmets.

They arrived at once, like a SWAT team, in packs of five women with guns at the ready. These were thick, blunt things glowing with blue white energy. As they moved through the room, they shouted orders for everybody to get down.

I stayed right next to Shen, healing up a patient in the next cubicle over. When they neared, I turned and had my illusion female self arch an eyebrow. Behind me, a healed patient sat up, gasping and beginning to cry. She fell to her knees on the floor and clutched at my leg.

They were in helmets bearing those mana crystals. Power crystals, Haru had called them. That was less than ideal. Their armor also had spiky crystals protruding from the shoulders, and another big one in the chest area. The Empath’s Mark power to put them all to sleep probably wouldn’t work, and I didn’t want to waste mana in this place.

The SWAT member paused before barking orders. You know, the typical stuff: get down on your knees, hands in the air, turn around and lace your fingers behind your head, don’t move, all that contradictory stuff that’s meant to freak you out.

Realmwalker Evan was not so easily freaked out.

“Do you have friends here?” I asked.

“Don’t touch me!” Shen barked from just feet away.

“Don’t you see she’s helping?” Haru pleaded. Even Viri looked pensive, like she’d been the one responsible for ruining something beautiful and good, and not the nurse.

“Don’t do this,” I said.

“Turn around and get down on your knees!” the Titanium Guard member barked.

“I can’t do that,” I said, and teleported behind the squad just after ripping the gun out of her hands.

Since I’d attacked, the illusion from Trickster’s Mark dropped, and some of them turned to see a human being in their midst. A human male. I couldn’t just flat out kill them, but I could disarm them. And hurting them wasn’t out of the question either. I just needed to know what I was working with here. Titanium Guard sounded pretty tough.

You have cast Reveal.

Special Security Forces: Titanium Guard

(Bronze tier, uncommon)

Approximated attributes:

Attuned— Normal (no stars)

Clever— Bronze*****

Charming— Bronze****

Fierce— Bronze*******

Sly— Bronze****

Quick— Bronze******

Tough— Bronze******

Abilities:

High level gear: Tough is boosted significantly while wearing armor. Armor also grants extreme physical damage resistance, and significant energy damage resistance. Helmet infused with mana crystals offers the same physical and energy resistances. In addition, the helm boosts resistances to psychic effects, illusions and magical concealment. Energy rifle deals Silver tier damage at Fierce***.

Enhanced reflexes: Training has made this soldier capable of reacting to danger. This soldier may not be surprised.

Enhanced combat training: Training has given this soldier the tools necessary to defend herself even when unarmed, or using improvised weapons at her disposal.

A huge wave of relief went through me. They weren’t Silver or Gold tier, or some Titanium tier that only existed in this reality.

“Nice,” I breathed. I mean not the helmet part, which shut out my ability to put them to sleep with Empath’s Mark or misdirect them with illusions. That part sucked. But more information was better than less.

Shennalil was surrounded by three soldiers in the doorway, so I blasted the three of them with a water ball out of Aquamancer’s Mark just before I wrenched one of them off her feet and threw her back against the nearest wall. I just had to hope one, that the water would short out the energy weapons, and two that the force of my Silver tier strength wouldn’t turn anybody into paste by accident.

Pshhhaw, I told myself, their armor has very high physical damage resistance.

“Everybody down!” I shouted, conjuring both ice shields from Aquamancer’s Mark and fire shields from Inferno’s Mark.

With ice shields spinning into existence, I blasted another three of them with a single water ball. I then teleported just about the same time they finally got me in their sights and opened fire. Now beside them, I ordered my ice balls and fire shields to smash them in their guns. Then I dove aside, spinning and striking out at yet another group, the one entering from the farthest exit.

The fight was as quick and lopsided as it was sad. Sure they had training and gear, but I was a full tier above them in power, and used magic they just had no defense against. I also did this on the regular. Those hit with ice balls got slowed, those hit with fire shields started burning, and without their weapons they just couldn’t match my speed or power.

Even with it turning to hand to hand combat, and even with them flanking me, it was kind of a joke. I’d stop the punch off one of them, get caught in a hold by another, then rip them off their feet and bash the first into the second. Their helmets cracked with the impact and they went down. Soon they were scrambling to escape… the ones who were still conscious anyhow.

Shen scowled at me and went about healing the ones I’d bashed, thrown, frozen, splashed, poisoned or scorched. Whoops.

“What?” I asked. “None of them are dead.”

“They’re pretty dang close though,” she groused.

“I’m sorry!” I was theoretically fighting for my life, I wanted to protest, which I knew she would find laughable.

Would the scattered Titanium Guard bring a Gold tier running to investigate the sudden appearance of a male? I didn’t doubt it. Would he have a bevy of mana crystals at the ready? I bet he would.

It was finally time to use the Bronze Door.

“I need warning for when he comes,” I told them. “If you would be so kind, I’d like to scope this guy out, and see what I’m working with.”

Haru, of course, agreed. She was already smitten, which was a tiny bit problematic. Although I didn’t really want to be an absent father, I was certain she’d never had a father figure in her life. She was already more than prepared to handle being a single mother, or raising her child with a dozen mothers.

Viri and Gina also nodded, but we needed the nurses on staff to agree instead. Or just give them nurse’s uniforms. Nurse alarm sounder didn’t have anything in the way of scars, lesions, burns, or the radiation sickness, and now neither did they.

We got them changed up and positioned at the three main entrances used by the Titanium Guard to enter.

The Gold tier was faster than I’d imagined, bolting into the place just two minutes after we got the girls into position. We almost didn’t make it, once they started waving their arms in the signal.

I had the Bronze Door open, and yanked Shen through before she could flutter off and heal the rest of the entire world here. I had just enough time to shut the door before the man burst into the room trailed by a ball of fire. Viri fell back with a shout, obviously singed.

So he had all the mana crystals he needed.

Kneeling behind Shen, I wrapped her in a reassuring embrace. “Not a sound,” I breathed, with one hand over her mouth. She nodded against me, so I gave her a tiny kiss in response, behind her ear in one of the places that made her melt.

I’d tested the Bronze Door concealment area against Bronze and Silver tier targets, and nobody yet had been able to detect me, even while screaming my head off.

All the rules changed when people of higher tier came into play. They had higher attributes and resistances, so they could see right through concealment like Night’s Mark. The Bronze Door was a dimensional effect, and I was beginning to get the impression that dimensional damage and effects were tougher to resist than ordinary. The write up in the UI hadn’t said as much, so I was going off piecemeal evidence and some speculation.

“Where are they?” the man demanded loudly, but most of the women were too star struck to answer. Instead they fell to one knee and placed their foreheads against their right forearms. One did not look on the Fathers, I learned.

“There was a male here,” the man seethed. “I will reward any who divulges his location. You will take my place in the central palaces, and live in luxury. You will have the great honor of siring my children.”

Gods, these young ladies here likely were all his kids. Haru had said she was eighteen cycles, so it was entirely possible this douche canoe was her blood. That made his statement all kinds of fucked up.

When no one spoke up, he grew. He’d started out a massive block of a man with a thick round belly, blonde with streaks of blue and green in his hair, with clear sienna skin and two differently colored eyes. His ears were a bit pointy, so probably half-elf. After further observation I discovered the other half was tiefling, judging by the stunted little horns protruding from his forehead, mostly covered up by his unruly hair.

Whatever Silver and Gold tier did to bodies, it wasn’t enough to keep up with him, because he was fat. He was one of the first fat Masters I’d seen here. He’d been eating… what? Bug innards? A whole lot of bug innards?

I shuddered at the other possibility.

Reveal told me some of what I wanted to know about this obvious ass gadget.

The All-Sire

Gold tier, unique

Approximated attributes:

Attuned— Gold*

Clever— Gold*

Charming— Gold*

Fierce— Gold*****

Sly— Gold**

Quick— Gold****

Tough— Gold****

Abilities: This enemy’s abilities are presently unknown. You may increase your spell’s tier in order to ascertain more information.

Observed abilities:

Growth: This enemy can grow to three times his normal size. Bone density, strength, weight and endurance are all significantly impacted.

Meteor: This enemy can surround himself with a ball of roiling flames, dealing high damage and inflicting blind, and burning.

The All-Sire. Oh, what a complete cock nozzle. This guy had the same thing coming to him that Leroy did, the absolute shit bird.

He started throwing cubicle walls aside, and they went crashing against the walls, where the Errateshi women had to go diving aside to keep from being crushed. The healthy ones scrambled to get the bed-ridden ones out of the way of this guy’s petulant rampage.

Shen watched, shivering against me. In front of us, like right in front of us, cubicle walls and hospital beds went flying, crashing into walls, and tumbling to the ground. Most of the clinic had been evacuated, but a number of the weaker Errateshi women were in too bad a state to move.

“Evan,” she said weakly.

I tried to engage my nearly-Gold tier brain for a series of options, but only settled on one plan.

“Okay look,” I breathed, directly in her ear. “You’re going back to Bershannik. I’ll come grab you when it’s safe. If I don’t, I’m dead.”

“What?” she cried.

The All-Sire, cock goblin extraordinaire, froze. “What was that?”

With Adrift, I parted the veil and left her in Evan’s Eldritch Emporium. Then, before anything else, I drank the biggest mana potion available. I kind of wished I had one of those mana gluttons handy so I could get an insane amount of mana in a short time.

This would work.

I surged out of the Bronze door and teleported the moment his head snapped up.

Phase Shift… worked.

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.

The All-Sire froze in place and began to flicker with hints of traveling rainbow energy, like multi-colored analog TV snow, or digital camera distortion. A combination of those I guess.

Phase Shift has been resisted by The All-Sire, the UI explained. The duration and damage will be halved.

“More than I need,” I told it, and grabbed one of the cubicle half-walls. This one couldn’t resist the Phase Shift, so I used the Normal tier ability to stick it in place, right in the middle of the cunt muffin.

The next four Phase Shifted cubicle walls made a cage around him, and the last one I settled in place above him. With concentrated mana regeneration in place from the best potion I had, all the expenditures did drag my mana levels dangerously down, but it didn’t matter.

Every time Mr. All-Sire moved, he’d be taking dimensional damage from both sources, and every time he touched any of the five walls of his cage, he’d take even more. For each second, he’d get another dose.

This was all done in under five seconds. I used the remaining time backing the fuck away while a series of damage notifications went by in the periphery of my UI. This had worked wonders for the slow moving demon tree and its tentacle overlord. I cast about through the available marks, thinking over whether or not I could even damage this guy with any of the other spells at my disposal. I wanted to make believe that the Silver tier fireball out of Inferno’s Mark.

No.

A timer had appeared over the All-Sire’s head, counting down the seconds before he came back to himself, and unfortunately only nine seconds remained. That meant either

I rushed forward, opened the Black Door, and began flinging everything in my inventory out through the door. There was a gap of about a foot between the cubicle walls, but that didn’t matter: all the snacks, clothes, all the balls and paddles and mitts and bats and lingerie went flying out the Black Door, through this tool of a person, and beyond. I didn’t care if any of this stuff, or the lightly enchanted items from the original Evan’s Pawn & Curiosities, took damage flying through the cubicle walls. The only thing that mattered was this walking vomit puddle died a very quick death.

I flung everything and the kitchen sink at this guy… or the kitchen sink cleaner anyhow. Every bag or tube of snacks, every box of pancake mix, every plunger came out in a mad rush. There was no paying attention to the state of things as they came through both a Phase Shifted person and a Phase Shifted cubicle wall hanging right in the middle of the guy. There was just more, and more, and then even fucking more stuff.

The timer ran down, and I had just enough time to grab one last cubicle wall and chuck it through.


26- I am His, and He is Mine

When the timer ran down, the All-Sire had somehow survived. He had a severely high Survivor’s Mark or something even better that auto-regenerated him. I’d done several hundred instances of damage to him, plus an additional bundle for each of the cubicle walls he was poking through.

Big as he was, he was in the middle of all five Phase Shifted objects, taking damage constantly.

Now able to move, he immediately began screaming and thrashing, swatting at the frozen and hovering cubicle walls like they were things to be smashed out of his way.

“Bad move,” I muttered, and began backing off.

He spent another few seconds roaring, trying to stomp one of the cubicle walls. Whatever growth power he’d used was still working, and he was getting even bigger. Soon enough his head neared the ceiling, and his legs now resembled massive tree trunks. Best of all, they were big enough that he just couldn’t get off the cubicle walls this way.

His gigantic form suddenly shuddered, then pitched forward, and he vomited up a whole mess of digitized rainbow particles. On his knees like that put him in contact with three of my trap walls. Eyes wide, he continued pouring black and rainbow nonsense out of his gullet, until his eyes went rainbow nonsense, and then his fingers and arms started to fuzz out too, along with his arms and legs. A few seconds later, he’d completely discorporated.

I leaped up and pumped a fist.

“Yeah fuck that guy!” All the women still in the room and near the exits yelped in surprise, and I felt a bit like an asshole for startling them, but not that much. If anyone deserved to be slowly discorporated into dimensional bits, it was a mass murderer, rapist, and… there was every chance this guy had done his own daughters. How fucked up was that?

I leaned down to where he’d been. “In your face, fuckhead. Eat my dimension-hopping ass.”

I’d been gaining fragments of Charming experience, and crumbs of Attuned experience, but the UI message that came through this time was not too different to the one I’d gotten after defeating the ooze and then that volcano asshole, Arlen.

Congratulations! You have defeated an enemy of higher tier, and without assistance. Your normal method of relying on those around you has served you well, but it was time to prove your mettle against a significantly stronger foe. Eradicating the All-Sire from this world will surely have consequences, but you have gained experience from his demise.

In addition, you were able to neutralize the security force without sacrificing the trust of your Errateshi allies Haru, Gina and Viri. Practicing restraint and saving lives is always more difficult than taking them, and you have gained significant experience in Charming as a result.

Saving the lives of these people and ridding them of the All-Sire has significantly boosted Attuned, Charming, Quick, Sly and Clever.

Lastly, your faith in Shennalil’s abilities has been noted by your fae consort. Your relationship with Shennalil of Surrek has progressed moderately.

I blinked the message and the rush of battle away… yes, now that I considered it, I’d love to have my relationship with Shennalil at Silver, but there was no way to force it. Whatever healing her gift provided so far, it wasn’t even close to what I needed when fighting Silvers or Golds. That didn’t take into account the statistical impossibility of trying to do anything to Leroy.

“Fucking Leroy,” I hissed. Platinum tier full-on supervillain chucklefuck Leroy.

Looking over my stats, I was still a hell of a long way from Gold.

Attuned— Silver*******

Clever— Silver***********

Charming— Silver*****

Fierce— Silver********

Sly— Silver *****

Quick— Silver********

Tough— Silver*******

Attuned, Charming, Sly and Quick had all gained another star, which was awesome. Tough was right on the precipice of that eighth star but hadn’t tipped over.

What had I learned? My most potent abilities were partially resisted by someone who had less than seven stars on me. I’d been right; the Emperor would’ve just shrugged this off with no trouble. However, Phase Shift was a world of trouble for most beings, who didn’t have dimensional damage resistances.

Second, the Black Door had been extremely useful as a high powered machine gun, but a plastic gun that shot foam darts at full auto would’ve been just as effective, and less harmful on all my shit. Or a nice BB gun. The Black Door hadn’t had any kind of range, only shooting things a good five feet out beside me, but the rate of fire was spectacular. I’d just need to rake all this shit back—

The place erupted into cheers. Haru and Gina especially bounded over to where I was standing and piled on in a huge hug. Viri followed along, looking sheepish, so I pulled her into this mass hug, and that seemed to open the floodgates. All the ones who had been healed rushed over and piled on.

There were whoops of laughter and shouts of joy. Over fifty of them crowded around, hugging first my legs, then soon lifting me up over their heads. Chants of Drifter! Drifter! and Evan! Evan! started to be picked up amongst them, started by Haru and Gina, of course.

I was a hundred percent sure that the nurse who’d slapped the Intruder Alert button was now amongst the frenzied masses.

“Speech!” Haru shouted, over and over, until they picked that up as well. “Speech, speech, speech!”

They set me down on a desk, where I promptly stood and pumped one fist in the air. They bellowed like they’d just watched me take out a pack of fellaerys with my bare hands. 

“Thank you,” I said and held out my hands for quiet. “I’m Evan, and as you’ve guessed, I’m not from around here.” Judging by the fact that I had a big swinging dick and all.

Chuckles rippled throughout the amassed female populace, and more than a few adoring looks. Almost predatory, those faces seemed. Some of them were at panels and talking into those cord phones. A few more were drifting in through the doors. Even Titanium Guard members removed their helms and glanced about uncertainly. Their All-Sire was dead. I wondered who else they took orders from and whether they instinctively understood I’d school the lot of them ten times out of ten if they tried anymore shit.

“I had no idea what I was walking into when I entered your world,” I called. “I have a mission to complete, though I wasn’t sure how to even begin that mission.” Instead of going after the mission objective, I’d been derailed by several side quests, though I could hardly complain, since one of them had gotten me laid. “All I really know now is that one guy having the sole power to make babies is wrong. Unacceptable.”

An explosive round of cheers followed.

“I see only females before me, and that’s ridiculous. I had the power to stop the situation, and I did so. And since Haru asked me to give her a male child, I promised I would.”

Gasps answered this, like I’d just announced the whole place was going to self destruct in one minute, and a lot of eyes searched around for the lucky future mother.

Good gods, was I really about to do this? The Errateshi people answered this question for me when one of them shrieked like a tween front row at a pop idol concert.

“I want a boy!” she screamed.

Another screamed, “To the black with the mines! I want to be a mother!”

“Before we all die of the wasting,” another cried.

“Give me a child!” another called, then five more took up this chant. Give me a child, Evan! Give me a child! A child! A child!

It had started out an interesting day, and it looked like it was only going to get more interesting.

Haru leapt up onto the desk in front of me, well inside my personal space, grinning. In an instant, she spun and held up her hands.

“Peace, sisters,” she called out, and while it took some time, the calls for baby making quieted. “For the moment, only I have been gifted the Drifter’s seed! Unless he is pleased, only I will bear his child. I am his, and he is mine.”

Wait, what?

“The Drifter has won a great victory today, and we will reward him with a feast. Then he will decide if he will gift any of you with the seed to free us from this insanity.”

“What did you just do?” I breathed in her ear.

“I kept them from trying to tear you apart, for one,” she said, and smiled.

The womenfolk got to work. I got to work. It took a long while to clear up all the stuff.

Most of the earth goods were destroyed from passing through several Phase Shifted objects. A few of the metal things were for some reason immune to this damage, though I couldn’t be sure why. It really wrecked the baseball mitts, but none of the badminton rackets was damaged, except… nope, the padded handles had completely dissolved. Same with the rubberized grip around the aluminum baseball bat handles.

Well whatever, I could co-opt more after a quick trip to earth. It would be a fun way to take Sillandria and Laylenna… when…

“Fuck,” I muttered.

I may have just killed the man responsible for the population problems in this world, but the ultimate goal was to stop them from creating portals and dropping poisonous bugs into Ethetria. Another of the ladies under my protection was now frozen in a time bubble, and I still wasn’t done. Not even close.

Still, I spent the next few hours cleaning up the infirmary with the Errateshi ladies, bringing Shen back through, and healing up the remainder who were in the building. This was only Keshi West, too, meaning there might be a lot more infirmaries in a lot more cities just like this.

There was just no way to figure out the portal problem… unless I knew why they were there and who put them there.

The Emperor’s Favored Consort, or whoever that woman was, held the key. I just… I mean if I was being honest with myself I was avoiding her. I hadn’t figured out a way to tease out so much as an extra day from the Emperor, let alone several months. This whole situation had gotten way out of my control and the job had barely started.

Actually… “Shen, I have an idea. It’s not going to be fun in the slightest, but I’ll need you to carry word back to Avya.”

She’d been smiling throughout the whole healing process, gently prodding grins and cheerfulness out of the Errateshi with each person healed up. Now her face began to fall as I unrolled the plan further and further.

“Evan, this is… this is a bad idea,” she told me.

“I know, and I’m sorry.”

“I need you,” she said, clutching at my pants. I’d gone with blue jeans today, if for no other reason than to feel a speck of earth normality. I was a stranger in a strange land, and familiarity was like a lifeline in a stormy ocean. “We all need you.”

“I won’t be gone forever,” I told her. “It won’t even be long.”

“What about the Dalewinds?” she asked.

“I... no. It created a whole city-killer of a monster last time. It’s an even worse idea than my thing. Plus, Hellera’s not there to help handle it.” And neither is another one of them, I thought. Ugh.

“If I agree to this,” she told me, poking me in the chest, “you agree to let Quavallie and Avya and I work with the Dalewinds.”

“That’s extortion,” I declared, “and I won’t—”

“And you give me one more before you send me back,” she said.

Unbelievable. Now she was using sex in her extortion scheme. Her sex-tortion scheme.

Yes, jokes are funny if there’s at least one person to laugh at them, and that person is always me. Therefore I’m always funny.

If this went the way I thought it was going to go, I was going to look like a friggin mummy before the day was out.

I bent down and wrapped her in a hug, then picked her up off the floor. The surprise vehemence had startled me, and then the extra demand made it seem like she knew she wasn’t going to make it through this awful adventure. This had me choked up in no time.

“Is it a terrible plan?” I whispered.

“No.” I heard the tears threatening. “It’s a good plan. I just don’t like it.”

“Good. Let’s go make you scream my name.”

[image: ]

Shennalil looked around Haru and Gina’s room, again head on a swivel taking everything in: the thin sheets of metal that had been etched and bathed in acid to create artwork, the huge curved sheet of metal that made up a Errateshi ‘bed’, the dressers and closets. After I popped open one of the panels, she goggled at it, then went around trying to find more panels with flashing lights and buttons and the phone hidden in there.

Haru strode in on her reverse articulated legs, grinning at us, then pressed a button. When Shennalil looked questioningly at her, she gestured toward the bed. “You’ll want a bit of heat.”

The door slid closed behind her after she left.

The silence between us wasn’t fraught with sexual tension, unfortunately. I found a shrinking Shennalil gazing into the middle distance.

“It’s going to work, right?” she asked in a small voice.

I didn’t want to lie, but the words came out anyway. “It’s going to work. We punch up really well. ”

She nodded into my chest, and I felt her lips pressed against my collar bone, then the hollow of my throat. Then up the side of my neck.

“Shen,” I whispered.

“Hm?”

“I love you, and you know that.”

“And I love you,” she told me simply, wrenching at my guts.

“And that means I’ll do whatever you need, and help you in any way necessary.”

“Hm?”

“You’ve never needed anything from me,” I said, “except safety and the occasional incredible sex. There’s bound to be something else. Something you want.”

“You’ve given me far more than I could ever ask for,” she said.

“I’m telling you it’s time to ask. Whatever you’ve secretly hoped to have, or see, anything. You just say the word.”

She got that old Shennalil look in her eye, the incredibly shy one, and I knew there was something. Everybody has something, so it stood to reason.

“I—”

“Tell me,” I told her. “Please.”

“I also want to be a mother,” she said at last. “A good mother. My mother… she hated it. You know that fae… we don’t… we can’t control it well.”

“I see.”

“It’s stupid,” she said, but I held her and rubbed at the base of her wings, where they protruded from her back, and all the tension left her body. “We’re in danger. We have work to do.”

“It’s not stupid,” I whispered. A little tiny Evan, maybe with wings and blue hair, running around after his brother who had rainbow hair and slightly orange-tinted skin.

“Don’t say things like that. People want what they want. The timing would likely always suck, that doesn’t make it stupid. You want… my baby? Is that what you’re saying?”

“Who else, idiot?”

This idiot had to check. Disrobing her was a whole process, since she had these wings that made plain old shirts a chore, but pants were no problem. I did all the work, kissing and licking over each part of her as I exposed it, before it was time to get to the main event. I laid her down on the bed and stared at her from above, with her blue hair pooled messily around her head.

“What?” She asked, more shy than normal, squirming under the heat of my gaze.

“You’ve come a long way,” I told her. “You could barely speak when we first met. Now you’re telling me things you want.”

“I want,” she breathed, “I want you to use your tongue.”

I lowered my face to hers. “Use my tongue?” I licked the tip of her nose, then softly licked her lips.

“On my pussy,” she whispered.

“Happy to,” I told her, and left a trail of kisses down her body that had her fingers clutching my hair before I’d even reached her belly button. Her legs lifted onto my shoulders, and I settled in to get down to business.

Each girl had her own unique taste as the magic built within her, and Shennalil was no different. It was a curious mix of purity, like spring fogs and soft misty rains, and healing, like menthol. One of those pain sticks you rolled onto aching muscles.

She arched her back and cooed appreciatively, rubbing her feet over my shoulders and back. I stared up the length of her body and watched as she gasped, tweaked her own nipples, writhed, and met my eyes before blushing furiously.

Once she was most of the way there I initiated Wicked Mark and listened to her breath catch. The increased arousal and stimulation meant she  stiffened and came immediately.

And, after she’d stopped shuddering, I lined up my cock and began to press forward.

“Wait!”

I paused.

“It’s… easier if I’m on top.”

“The new mark makes it not a problem any longer.” With that, I slid down into her, down deep. None of this ‘stop and withdraw and let her accommodate’ nonsense, she fit me like we were meant for each other. She made a strained sound and immediately started into another orgasm, so I kept it slow and easy.

She was so beautiful in the midst of an orgasm. I mean she radiated beauty all the time, with her kindness and gentleness, but with her mouth open like that, breath hitching, eyes glassy, she was especially gorgeous.

“Fuck,” she breathed, and when I laughed she gave me a lazy smile. “You like that, Drifter? You put dirty words into my mouth.”

“I can’t lie,” I told her, and slowly entered her again. “I like it a lot.”

“You want to hear it…” she trailed off and screwed her eyes shut, mouth open in that o-face. “Fuuuuuck.”

“I want anything you give me,” I said.

She was the right size… I tickled some perfect place at the very end that set her shuddering again.

“Again?” I asked, and this time didn’t stop. This time I slowly sawed in and out of her thoroughly wet pussy, while she clung to my shoulders or flopped on the bed in orgasmic bliss.

“Fuck,” she managed. “It’s all… your dick is… so… fuck!”

She came again another minute later, and once she settled down, I increased the pace and she came yet again. It seemed like she was rolling through one orgasm in many waves, crest and trough. She lost the ability to speak, and I just gave her a slow, deep and hard fuck for long shuddering minutes.

The magic was building in her, rapidly expanding from a small golden ball of light that pulsed and grew with each of her orgasms. I thrust down into it, jabbing at it with my cock, but it soon grew larger so that I was always fucking it. This thing reached her hips to either side, and spread lower until it looked like magic underwear.

The sex felt incredible, and I resisted the urge to just let go. The Wicked Mark insisted that I should come, that it would be amazing, but the sex would be over.

Eventually I rolled Shennalil onto her stomach and slid slowly into her once more. From this angle she appeared even more petite and fragile, but she backed her little glowing ass up into me over and over again, smiling vacantly over her shoulder.

I planted one hand next to her for balance, and used the other to stroke her wings. This was her trigger; she gushed fluid up onto me in the midst of a shuddering climax.

“Drifterrrrr,” she moaned.

“Give you a baby?”

“Ohhhhhh,” she groaned and squirted all over me again.

I clenched my teeth and—

You have joined in the flesh with Shennalil of Surrek. Will you take the power offered to you, advance your relationship to a higher level, share further power with her, or sate her desire for a child?


27- I Can’t Even Insult You Properly

Holy hell.

For the first time ever, I had a fourth button to choose. The standard Establish Dominance, Advance Your Relationship and Share Further Power buttons had been joined by Sire a Child. Just above the fourth button, in tiny script, were the words Fae species special ability, so that was something of a relief.

Time seemed to stand still while I looked at the four buttons, angry that I didn’t just pick the one she wanted and be done with it.

There was so much at stake, and the healing just wasn’t cutting it in the battles I’d had to fight. Aside from the fellaerys, I needed more recovery, and healing potions started to poison you if you took more than like two a day. If I advanced our relationship further, we’d get to Silver and that meant more potent healing.

Going with another mark all together would probably mean fae based powers, and I had no clear idea what to expect there. Bonus cuteness? Wings?

But… if I pushed our relationship further and didn’t give her the child, it could fuck up our relationship. She’d asked for this. I’d teased her about it and told her I would. I’d be proving myself a liar straight out of the gate.

And then there was the Establish Dominance button. It would give me Mender’s Mark up to Silver tier with all the stars. Whatever powerful healing effect would come next would already be ranked to the very top.

And that meant stripping her of all her marks of power… she had five. So that was out. It always had been, despite Leroy’s tempting words.

Fucking Leroy.

It seemed like the child option was the best, even though it represented the most risk and didn’t provide the tools to help me survive what came next. I hated that this was so important, but Shen’s gift to me had literally saved all our lives again and again.

And that was all the more reason to give her what she’d asked for.

Feeling like an idiot asshole for all the consideration I’d just done, thinking of Shen like a commodity rather than a person, I tapped the fourth button for the child, then stabbed Yes when it asked me if I was sure sure.

Then and only then did I climax, dumping what felt like a torrent inside her. It was enough that she felt it, and groaned appreciatively.

“Mmm,” she mumbled, content. “So much. It’s so warm.”

“Thoughts are just thoughts,” I breathed. “Actions count.”

“Hm?” She sounded drunk, which was also adorable.

“Nothing,” I told her. “No worries.”

“Can you… squish me?” she mumbled. “No no, stay in. I want you in me. Please.”

I chuckled and obliged, flattening myself onto her until she all but disappeared. I didn’t want to really hurt her, so I rested in plank position, on my elbows.

She groaned, half out of breath. “If you were a god, I’d worship you,” she said wistfully.

The Church of the Everlasting Orgasm. Heh.

A UI message I had been anticipating flashed to life, and gave me a nice, contented smile, trapped as I still was deep inside Shennalil’s tight confines.

Shennalil of Surrek has given herself over to you, shared more of her soul. You have lifted a poor slave out of poverty, terror, and hopelessness, and filled her days with acceptance, warmth, love, and purpose. This has enabled you to push your relationship into territories previously unknown. Shennalil of Surrek is keenly aware of where her life could have been with any other Master, and is most appreciative.

For a moment I didn’t feel worthy of this message, given the thoughts that had gone pin balling through my head. But I reminded myself again that actions spoke, not thoughts. I’d leveled up to Silver without needing to worry about it.

Surveying the UI later, I found myself pleased with the result, but still worried that it wouldn’t be enough.

Mender’s Mark

*Spell, holy*

*Silver tier, one star*

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 any single damage condition and heal twelve injuries over five minutes. When used consecutively, the heal over time effect stacks with the other tier effects, but not repeated uses of this effect.

In addition, Mending effects now deal damage to undead targets.  

Lasts 5 minutes. Costs moderate mana. Cooldown: 10 seconds.

Silver: Activate to bathe the surrounding area in healing magic. This heals allies within 10 feet of you for ten injuries immediately, and another fifteen over five minutes. Also immediately cleanses all regular, poison, and unholy conditions of Silver tier or lower. When used consecutively, the heal over time effect stacks with the other tier effects, but not repeated uses of this effect.

In addition, you gain high resistance to the shock condition.

Lasts 5 minutes. Costs high mana. Cooldown: 2 minutes.

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

“You’re so good to me,” I mumbled.

“I’ll try to make you a perfect baby,” she responded.
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I now had the overwhelming urge to send Shennalil off to New Sunspire as well… or if I didn’t, to recall Auralla. My brain was all sorts of fucked up without Auralla with me, and I was keenly aware of this fact.

Instead I thanked her, she thanked me, we started up again, and had another quick, sensuous fuck before I put her back in Surrek. She had the plan, and instructions. I’d given her another new instruction… probably a horrifically bad idea, but I couldn’t help it.

I thought about it all through the next few hours, while the womenfolk of Erratesh flocked around me, seeking to brush up against me, laugh at anything I said, or put a hand on me. Haru started by trying to ward them off, but in the end gave up and hugged herself against my right arm. This possessiveness was cute, and a little worrying.

When I realized we were on a tour, I asked the ladies for a moment, and transported Zati directly here.

This… caused a bit of a stir, as you can imagine, but I knew the whole situation would be a lot better with Zati here. Not only was she addicted to this kind of thing, she also had an eidetic memory from one of her Archivist abilities.

Zati, for her part, lived in a geeky headspace that ignored awkwardness in favor of her wonderful burning passion, so she immediately began asking questions and taking measurements.

The bewildered Errateshi took us to see the smelters, who worked in a massive sweltering factory heating up masses of metal, separating them out for purity, and forging them into those bars called pigs for making gigan’tic-ass multi-use cubes.

It turned out you had a couple of cube types, and fewer than I’d imagined. Zati naturally needed full explanations of all of it, along with schematics and histories of different versions, once she learned that the cubes had been upgraded throughout history.

While she learned about drone cubes, I observed the workers toiling and saw the disbelieving looks.

The drones were essentially a whole bunch of tools all stuffed as tightly as possible in a cube, with a little drum on one side for reading the instructions fed into them. Then they could take a number of forms either using the tools inside them, or by coopting some bits of nearby cubes to make tank treads or big armored shovels, for pitching dead bugs off their platforms.

The smelters mostly wore those form-fitting black onesies, though a lot of them had decorative metal fragments tacked on there in different places. Some favored shoulder pads, some breast plates in different designs, and quite a lot of them had triangular metal pieces over their lower abdomens. These ranged from very red to coppery, silver, gold, and every color of rust available, like the turquoise color of oxidized copper. A lot of the metal plates had been etched, oxidized or splashed with acid, making them unique. Some were set with semi-precious stones like tiger eye or lapis lazuli, so they looked like surreal Mad Max goth extras.

You could tell how old they were by the status of their arms and faces. Older ones had open sores, blisters, and in a few cases crusted vomit on their work clothes. They had burn scars and healed cuts, but the paler the skin and the more blisters, the older the worker.

I engaged the new Silver tier healing from Mender’s Mark whenever we stopped, and caused a stir. I could only do this so many times before I ran out of mana, but the instantaneous effect was gratifying.

By now Haru had moved on to talking about mobile building cubes, and pointing out the direction pigs were shipped off to construct them. We had gathered a crowd, both for the huge snake lady furiously scribbling notes onto paper and for the cloud of healing that followed us.

I mean it couldn’t have had anything to do with the glimmering holy light that shone in sparkles for ten feet in all directions, with me in the center. Surely not.

Viri and another Errateshi I didn’t know were explaining now, about how the multi-purpose cubes made up the majority of small houses, and had the tools inside them to create bathrooms, kitchens, and bedrooms.

Just one twelve by twelve foot cube could theoretically make up a ten by ten by ten single apartment, where the furniture and appliances appeared and disappeared into panels in the walls as needed. It felt like a prison cell to me, but I had lived in a sleeper cabin on a semi truck, and that wasn’t a lot different… so long as you had the ability to get out when you needed. Most of your time inside would just be sleeping before you left for work anyway, so a prison cell was basically all you needed if you were a childless smelter.

When those connected together you got bigger houses, like the one I’d invaded, housing Haru, Viri and Gina.

The smelters had stopped smelting. Instead healed women were pushing their friends and calling for their other friends to come get near us, so we could be healed. We couldn’t move any longer, until all of them, numbering over fifty, had a turn inside the magical healing bubble. Zati, meanwhile, pushed out of the area and took Viri with her on a journey of learning and cataloguing.

Some fell to their knees and tried hugging my leg. Some openly wept, and hugged their healed friends to be led away. One fainted and had to be dragged away. The buzz of conversation began to really ramp up: who was I? Why had I come here? Was I going to stop the black and deliver them out of this hell? Was I going to destroy everything? Surely not, but… maybe I was some false savior, some oily corruptor in disguise, ready to lead them off the edge of the cities and into the embrace of noxious, screaming death.

I allowed Haru to shout down the speculation. I was not come from the depths of the Black. I would give them males. There would be a general announcement once my mission was concluded.

In the meantime Zati was deep into her lesson about the third type.

The third brand of cubes were permanent building cubes, built to specific purposes. These were by far the rarest, and needed engineers to program each one for the factories to churn out.

So you basically only needed a factory for each of basic types, and two or three factories for the permanent cubes, where the factory itself reconfigured whenever they needed a new unique design.

Outside the smelting compound the ladies showed Zati (and me, except I didn’t care much) the three factory complexes. Each one had multiple sub-factories, for getting parts and assembling them into the various gadgets, then shipping parts to other sub-factories to assemble them into larger units or complete walls, and finally a main factory where the completed walls and such were stuffed into cube form and quality tested.

“And this Keshi West,” I said. “The whole city is devoted to churning these things out for the whole of your society? Or are there factories in Keshi East and Keshi North and such?”

The women looked at one another before bursting out laughing.

“This is just like when I asked the damn babies question in Ethetria,” I muttered.

“Yes,” Zati laughed.

“You weren’t there!”

“All Surrek knows of this story, Drifter,” she said. “This conversation is legendary for its pure innocent naiveté and also humor. Many a washer woman or market stall worker has rolled on the cobbles after hearing about how the Governor was ignorant of baby making.”

I narrowed my eyes at her. “Are you funnin' me, Zati Dellendri?”

She rose up to a height of over nine feet, hand pressed to her considerable breasts. “Do you think me capable of telling a lie, Drifter?”

Eyes still narrowed, I said, “Ye-ees?”

Damn, she was good. A tiny hint of a ghost of a smile appeared at the corner of her mouth. “Good.”

And then she left.

“Wait that’s it?” I called. “You’re going to leave it like that?”

She ignored me and continued learning about where clothing and weapons were imported from, what the water ration was and where it came from, how much plant life grew above the Black, and so forth. Zati needed that complete picture.

I just needed to know about the woman.

With the women focused on Zati’s million thousand questions, I pulled Haru aside. “There’s a woman, another one from the other world. I need to know about her.”

“She is the All-Sire’s chief military commander,” Haru said. “General Tiffany.”

Well, the name both fit and really didn’t. It told me immediately she was an earthling, and she was Leroy’s Favored Consort. How they’d both come into Ethetria together was a question for another day. How to deal with her was the question of the hour.

It had been a long day, and I’d promise to inseminate a whole bunch of Errateshi ladies soon, so I begged off and told them I needed some rest.

Oh, hadn’t I gotten rest with my fae female?

Ehh, I responded, no. I’d gotten busy instead.

I wanted to flop onto an Errateshi bed, but it seemed like a terrible idea, like I could somehow slice myself in half if I wasn’t careful. But the heated room and the heated bed both ended up being comfy enough to lull me to sleep.

I was briefly awoken by Avya crawling under one arm and positioning herself on top of me, but I had the presence of mind to roll onto my side and spoon her. I was mostly asleep, so I could’ve imagined her angry expression softening.

The next morning, she woke me.

“What are you thinking?” she hissed.

“Hmm?” I wasn’t fully awake. The previous day had been a long one.

“You can’t just… do this! It’s a terrible plan. We all miss you.”

“I miss you too.”

“Then, how could you?” she demanded, then winced from the magic backlash. One did not simply demand things of one’s magically bound Savior, apparently, without repercussions.

“Who did he take?” I asked.

The anger fell out of her expression, replaced by worry and remorse. Finally, she said, “Quavallie.”

“Locked in a time thing?” I asked.

She nodded. Okay… so there was a possibility I could get her back.

I could either kill Leroy and hope against hope that his death would cancel out the effect, or figure out how to get my own time powers.

I’d avoided dealing with the dungeon core after what had happened last time, but it was probably time to give it another go. Preferably before I had a tsunami of females begging me to inseminate them.

Gods, what a problem to have.

“I’m sorry,” I told her. “It’s the best way.”

And I desperately needed the drug I’d been missing these… however many interminable days. Too much was going on to keep track.

“I wish I could punch you sometimes, Evan Westfield,” she told me.

“If you want to punch me, I order you to do that.”

Her eyes widened, and a curious number of emotions crossed over her face. She rose up off the bed and reared back to punch me, then threw it. Her fist stopped an inch from my chest, trembling.

“I’m sorry,” I told her.

“Stop saying that!” she yelled, and winced, hard. “I chose this, you… dunder… head. I can’t even insult you properly, ugh!”

She threw up her hands and stalked away.

“You can do all these things for me?” I asked, nodding to the list I’d made.

“Of course I can!” she spat over her shoulder. “I’m the Governor’s Favored fucking Consort.”

“And the Dalewinds?”

She bared her teeth at me, as if that was a response. Then she clawed her way through the veil between worlds and disappeared in a weird curtain of black and rainbow energy.

She wasn’t gone ten minutes before Paul stumbled into the room, shoved violently through the veil. He pinwheeled his arms a second, then saw me sitting naked on the bed and made a disgusted sound.

“What?” I groused. “You’ve been living in sex-land for months and suddenly you can’t hack the sight of a naked man?”

“Man? Is that what you’re calling yourself?” he shot back. “Good god, you’re a fucking beefcake adonis. What’ve you been eating since you got here?”

Dungeons was the answer. And enemies. Basically, every time I cut down something in my path, I added another muscle to my already over-muscled body.

And like Paul could complain anyway; he’d been stringy and hawk-faced before, but had filled out and could now be called wiry. Like most punchy, flippy low-level superheroes. He was getting there, anyway. It was all the clean living, extra sex, and complete lack of screen time.

Michael blundered through next, casting wondering glances around until his eyes settled on me. He nodded.

Michael had, if anything, gotten even bigger than when he’d come through. He’d been a six foot eight blob of muscle, fat, and low-key good-natured awesomeness. Now he was a six foot eight mountain of muscle with all the same great qualities.

I quickly explained the deal: the Emperor had threatened to conscript them into the ultra fast advancement project in a couple of days, one that would probably get them killed. However, he didn’t have the same power level in this world, nor was he familiar with the dangers.

“What dangers?” Paul asked.

The oily black ocean of death beneath the cities, the Gold tier sentry guns.

“Why don’t we lure him in here?” Paul asked.

“You don’t understand just how powerful this guy is,” I said, and tried to explain using my fight against the All-Sire, and the resistances that came with being Gold tier… Platinum was either double, or exponentially tougher.

If we dropped him into the sea of oily death, he’d fly out. If we put him up against the sentry guns, he’d take a few hits and destroy them all. Then he would find us and separate our souls from our bodies before we registered he was within a mile of our position. A high powered sniper rifle out of earth wouldn’t scratch him. I didn’t know if a nuke would kill him.

The only possible way would be to lure him into this world and destroy all the portal technology… and that would strand the entire population of Erratesh with fucking Leroy. Plus, he could force them to remake portal machines and come back to Ethetria.

In other words, it wouldn’t work.

“We need another plan,” I said, “but that’s not why you’re here.”

“Why are we here?” Paul asked.

“The same reason I brought you to Ethetria.”


28- Siring a Whole Generation

The Errateshi women weren’t delighted with the idea of spreading their legs for two new guys who hadn’t beaten down an entire squad of Titanium Guard without breaking a sweat, but I gave an impassioned speech with the help of Mischief’s Mark, and they got it. Lots were drawn up, and I made sure Haru put my name on only three of them. 

I did want to give the masses what they wanted, but I also had work to do. It was a huge sacrifice to make, not pulling a train on hundreds of beautiful alien women and siring a whole generation of babies, but it was one that needed making.

After the party. We had a feast in my honor, which was mostly centered on the effortless way I’d handled the Titanium Guard. Some of them were in the audience and awaiting their turn to have a baby. A few had cast aside their duty as soon as it became known that I could give them children. Others slunk away to report back to their superiors. Viri and a few of the others had set up a perimeter and grabbed up the energy weapons from the twelve I’d taken on.

Also, there was solidarity to contend with. We had Titanium Guard who were now actively on our side, ready to protect me from other Titanium Guard, and a potent defense in this case was having their own members tell them not to attack me, or each other.

Despite any danger I might otherwise face, I had very little to fear from the Titanium Guard. Drones weren’t fast.

The only real threat was the Emperor’s Favored Consort, who I couldn’t really protect against anyhow, not without exporting everyone to earth to screw. She’d had opportunities already to come down from her tower and flatten me. She could’ve done it easily before now, and that meant she probably wouldn’t

Yes, it’s true, I was trying to have my cake and eat it too, but the Errateshi did expect him to give them at least some offspring. I’d just have to lie and tell them I could only seed so many of them before running out of seed.

One of the perks of being Silver was that I was practically unstoppable, sexually speaking. They didn’t need to know that, or I might be in actual trouble. The best kind of trouble.

Viri had largely taken over the organization of what we were calling Operation Inseminate, and this took place in a house she’d bullied her way into using. This was a large house shared between eight different ladies, who were given triple the lots as recompense. For, you know, turning their house into a breeding den.

The older Errateshi woman seemed to feel terrible about having the urge to rat me out and follow protocol, but was also a bull for getting people to obey her. She was a manager in the smelting area, and was used to having others follow her directions.

Haru led the first of them into the rooms Viri had prepared. The young woman had been one of those most fervent about about getting a bun in her oven.

Now she seemed to be having second thoughts. Performance anxiety? I tried to keep my face even and not chuckle or smirk. She had asked for this… but people had a tendency to freak out when they had someone laughing at them.

I approached, and she flinched back from me.

“I only bite if asked,” I told her gently.

This caused her to knit her brows in confusion. “What?”

“I have something you might like,” I told her. “Would you like it?”

“What is it?”

I smiled broadly. “Magic. To help with the mood.”

She nodded a tiny nod. It was time for Empath’s Mark.

Empath’s Mark

*Special ability, magical*

*Silver tier, four stars*

Bronze: Activate this ability to broadcast a mood to a single target, or over a large area (about twenty feet in all directions). The mood can be the sensations you currently feel. Those affected may make a Clever check (with the Spot skill) to notice the effect, and a Tough check (with the Will skill) to nullify the effect.

Once active, this ability is continuous and costs moderate mana per minute.

This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Avya Dalewind, Favored Consort of Evan Westfield of Earth.

With Empath’s Mark, I added a little arousal to the air. Not thick, but there. Haru’s eyes immediately widened.

“I won’t hurt you,” I told her softly, and ratcheted up the arousal a bit. “This is actually one of my favorite things in the whole world to do.” All the worlds, actually. So far in the multiverse of various realities, sex was still the best.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Riggia,” she answered. The two G’s gave it that exotic zh sound, like in treasure or leisure.

I repeated it. “Pretty name.”

I turned up the heat a bit more, and locked eyes with Haru. She was breathing heavily, eyes unfocused. When I reached out an open hand, Riggia settled hers in mine. Then she sucked in a shaky breath when I kissed the back of her hand.

More arousal. Now it was time to leave a trail of kisses up her forearm and listen to the beginnings of her moans. I wouldn’t get any superpowers out of the deal, but I would undo the work some Ethetrian cunt muffin had done to this work for the better part of twenty years.

She allowed me to disrobe her, and in the meantime I ratcheted up the arousal level another several times. They had zippers here, because of course they did, and this one ran down the middle of her back, so I got to breathe on her neck and get in real close while not actually touching her. I knelt as I went, and watched as her arousal began to mix with bewilderment over just what in the hell I was doing kneeling on front of her.

The feeling of fabric sliding down over her body was enough to make her groan loudly. As soon as her midsection was freed up, I leaned in to begin licking and kissing over all available parts of her.

She nearly folded in on herself and swooned.

Meanwhile Haru openly moaned. Whoops. I should’ve sent her out. At this point though, I’d had sex with so many combinations of women it was no real issue. Haru was clenching her legs together over and over again, hands fluttering over her thighs in a vain attempt to both touch herself and not be seen touching herself.

Riggia yelped when I got in there between her legs and ran my tongue over her inner thighs.

“Is there a problem?” I asked.

“I… I…” She couldn’t do anything but sputter, so I helped her out of the pant legs and led her slowly over to the bed.

“If you can relax, this will be far better,” I told her, and started at her ankles this time. Kissing up those reverse articulated legs was something else, since her leg joints were in all the wrong places. Still, she really enjoyed having her body licked, and even pulled on my head once I started eating her out.

All I did was run the flat of my tongue back and forth over her clit, and Wicked Mark did the rest. She began shuddering and shaking, and her moaning increased in volume until she was nearly yelling. Hunching over, convulsing with powerful shockwaves of orgasm, she went boneless and I lowered her to the bed.

“Is… it over?”

I had a powerful reminder of Avya at our first time. I smiled down at her now. “Now the fun really begins.”

Nudging her knees to either side, I leaned in even closer, and began kissing over her collar bone, her throat, the side of her neck, and up to her jaw. The breathy moans began again, which allowed me to ease her legs apart further. I could still feel her trembling from my thorough oral exam.

“I will try not to hurt you,” I breathed, and dragged my cock up her slit, then back down. Riggia was thinner than Haru, who had a lot of muscle from her job.

“Hurt?”

Then I was inside her, swallowing her question in a loud yelp which morphed into a groan.

“You’re beautiful,” I whispered to her, and she gasped again. “I am a lucky man to have this opportunity.”

She wrapped her arms around me and pulled me in for a kiss.

It was at this time when I discovered Errateshi have bifurcated tongues. Like split halfway down the middle, like a snake’s tongue, except both parts are still all muscle and can move independently. Also Riggia really enjoyed using hers.

She explored my mouth with it, teased my tongue with it, and seemed to freeze up when she realized mine wasn’t split, but was one big flap of muscle.

So I gave her a long cock stroke and the tension went right out of her. Several more thrusts and her legs went up and around me as well. She used those reverse articulated legs to slam her pussy up into me, doing all the work while I stayed her, frozen.

She was stronger than she looked. After a good minute she threw her head back, still bucking upwards, and cried out.

“I want it!” she declared. “I want a child.”

She really did too; she was wet, hot, and pumping her pussy up into me at breakneck speed. When I bottomed out she discovered also that she could arch her back and brush the very tip of me against some magical pleasure center within her, and this made her go wild. Orgasms came and went, causing her pace to slow for the shuddering fit to pass before she could start up again. She was so frantic in fucking me that she lost her rhythm once, then collapsed below me after a good five minutes of doing all the work.

So I took over, hammering down into her and whispering sweet nothings until I felt the orgasm building, rising, and pausing only to swat at the three options presented to me by the UI.

This time I left it to the forges of fate and blasted her insides with my seed. She felt it too, there was so much. Her eyes fluttered and snapped open, and her mouth worked a few times.

“It’s so…warm…” she said.

“You should see how it tastes,” I said with a grin.

The second woman was one of the Titanium Guard, named Enniko, and seemed reluctant. However, after a short interview to feel out what she was here for and whether she genuinely wished to be a mother, I shrugged and gave her what she claimed to wish for.

By contrast, Haru didn’t bother concealing her extreme horniness this time. She gladly accepted the influence of the Wicked Mark and once her clothes were puddled on the floor, played with herself the entire time.

She had a head for politics, that was for damn sure. Having a police lady on the list would help cement their support for me.

The Titanium Guard was strong and well-fed, rounded in all my favorite places. She also couldn’t face me. She literally refused to look at me. Every time I asked if this was what she wanted (twice to be doubly sure) she nodded mutely with her hands over her face. I decided to have her face the wall, so she couldn’t watch, mortified, while I knelt behind her and ate her with gusto.

With one hand on each of her bubble butt cheeks, I dove in and soon had her gasping and moaning. It wasn’t until she started pushing that ass back against me that I really knew she wanted this. She might have had other reasons for coming in here, but now they weren’t real and didn’t matter.

The Wicked Mark was really the best thing since sliced bread, and that was not an exaggeration. This elite soldier with the child-bearing hips and the excellent set on her chest had three orgasms before I even sank my full length into her.

“Three for three,” I hissed.

“What?” She gasped, dazed.

“You’re perfect,” I breathed in her ear. “Your body is more than ready.” All three of them were tight, hot, and thoroughly wet. Haru, Riggia, and Enniko massaged my cock with each thrust and withdrawal. Every fraction of an inch was a pure delight.

With my fingers sinking deep into Enniko’s bubble butt, I pounded her until she melted against the wall, unable to even hold herself up. Then I carried her over to the bed, deposited her there, and finished off deep inside her welcoming pussy, while staring down at her hands covering her face.

Call me cruel, but I found the idea of a super shy police lady to be funny, cute, and irresistible. Cute was a turn-on, a turn-on that built and built until, with her legs on my shoulders, I jammed deep inside her and gave her enough seed that a copious amount leaked out.

She’d get a strong, healthy baby boy.

The next winner of the drawing of lots would get a girl, and ninety minutes that would hopefully change her life.
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After a good two hours satisfying all three of them, I took a break to have some time. To recover, but also to review the steps necessary.

I hadn’t used Adrift much here to spy on Ethetria or earth, and I hadn’t thought to use it long distance. There were several reasons for this: one, I really was on a mission here and it had occupied basically all my concentration. Two, mana was a precious commodity here, and once I ran low, the only defense was heading back through the veil to Ethetria. In the event of an ambush, if I’d gotten badly hit and suffered shock, I’d have to somehow deal with a no-mana existence. Then I’d have to wait for Avya to try to find me and rescue me, or bash through one of their mana crystals that supplied their electricity here, and escape. Neither of these were great scenarios, so I kept mana expenditure to a minimum and focused on the mission.

Once I explained this issue (the power for my healing magic was basically trapped inside those crystals) Haru and Viri were soon talking about heading to Crystallectrics to see if we couldn’t remedy that.

Could I touch a power line on earth and zap mana back into my body? It didn’t matter, not now, but maybe one day it might.

For now, I needed a picture of what was going on in Surrek. If they’d started working with the Dalewinds… and if they were down both Hellera and Quavallie, shit could be going sideways real fast.

I took a deep, steadying breath. Whatever I saw there, I couldn’t affect the outcome without having the Emperor see it on his mini-map and coming down on me like the wrath of capital-G God capital-H Himself.

“Why am I even looking then?” I muttered to myself.

Because I needed to know. Knowing and being helpless was better than ignorance.

I closed my eyes to Erratesh and opened them on Ethetria. The fringes of my vision, in my periphery, I could still see the metallic bronzes and silvers of the current reality, so it was like looking through binoculars.

Luckily I was now months into being familiar with Surrek, so navigating with my mind was no trouble.

I couldn’t stop myself from wondering aloud. “What the fuck?”

The fountain in the middle of the central market area had been rebuilt… in my image. Pure human, a bit of stubble, short-cropped hair, and eyes glowing with some mana crystals.

“Those were supposed to be used on the project,” I muttered through gritted teeth.

I tried to tell myself it didn’t matter. The statue me was standing tall and broader of shoulder than I’d ever been on earth, with a clearly defined six-pack and a prominent bulge beneath the realistically rendered texture of the leather skirt.

“Gods,” I whispered.

“What is it?” Haru asked.

I was almost tempted to use Adrift to give her a little sightseeing adventure, but the moment that happened, the Emperor might swoop in out of the sky and turn her into tomato paste. Guy was a nightmare.

“They made a statue of me in the market,” I said.

And at statue me’s feet… standing firm, were life sized versions of Hellera, Dallinya, Velleth, Auralla, Avya, Quavallie, Shennalil frozen in the act of flying, Zati… and Fayeen behind them, in giant Evan’s shadow and head bowed as if in prayer.

Of course, the Evan statue was at least twenty-five feet of pure rainbow-marbled muscle and intensity, holding an orb that nobody else in the city could touch, and from that orb sprayed a continuous shower of water to the large circular basin below.

I had better things to do than stare at this monument to me, which had been a gigantic waste of time, energy, money, and mana crystals.

The shop appeared just as it had a few days ago when I’d gone against the Emperor’s wishes and returned to Surrek. Ugh, I’d been playing Emperor and doing things long enough to feel like an adult, only to get slapped back down to preschooler levels of trust and micromanagement by somebody with far too much power and too little patience.

People were setting up and unrolling their mats and unveiling their wares for sale on the cobbles. Life in Surrek was going on as usual. In a way, that was very reassuring. Normal life meant the Emperor hadn’t turned Surrek on its head. The loss of Hellera and Quavallie hadn’t allowed the Old Guard to do anything drastic… yet.

Hellera stood regally at the entrance to the market, surrounded by a fence and a softly glowing bubble that seemed utterly transparent except for at the edges, where space warped a bit. There it seemed to have hints of cerulean.

Evan’s Eldritch Emporium wasn’t yet open for business, but Velleth was just walking in. She was speaking with Sillandria and several other young ladies. The night elf was under an illusion, but for some reason I could see right through this. Velleth also wore an illusion to cover up her many marks of power, and I could see through that too if I wished.

Okay. Fine.

I found Quavallie frozen in the middle of the lobby of Aceter House, one hand raised to defend herself. Someone had dumped several buckets of water into the time bubble, where they’d frozen before ever getting close to her.

She wouldn’t dry out… maybe ever, but I understood her parents’ concern. Quavallie’s sister was presently weeping on her knees. Like with Hellera, they’d quickly set up a series of railings with big painted signs in Ethetrian to keep the hell away.

Now it was time to have a look at the project, and see if Surrek was doomed to be strangled to death by sex demons. Because I didn’t have enough bullshit to worry about.


29- Not Again

Ineeded time to be alone, I claimed, and that was partially the truth. What I really needed was about three or four months to keep the Emperor’s attention facing this way, while I had the project going.

I continued my survey after quietly grieving for Hellera and Quavallie. None of the New Blood districts had been destroyed or overrun by the Old Guard. The opposite seemed true, in fact: in a quick survey of all the districts controlled by Ferrok and T’charrk, I found them to be quiet, not heavily trafficked, and the people seemed more downcast than elsewhere in the city. Ink District seemed like a shining beacon of civility and goodness compared to Iron District now.

Proclamation was even worse. I noted shadowy figures in almost every alley I visited with my Adrift sight. The mana lamps had long since been stolen or sold off, and the place felt like the worst parts of any inner city. Even the main streets were basically empty, with people avoiding the district if possible.

T’charrk, Ferrok, and the other Old Guard were out of favor. Their women weren’t allowed out, while the New Bloods had females capable of walking the streets unattended, shopping, socializing. They avoided Old Guard districts as much as possible, preferring to buy goods from other districts, or get them from the central market.

But I wasn’t here for that. I took my Adrift sight and peered over Artifice District. It wasn’t a familiar place to me, but it also wasn’t hard to find. Almost everything there was coated in metal, had a strange steampunk look to it, or was studded with mana crystals. It was the only place in the city where you could see a nellwyn, gnomish or fae in a magitech suit of powered armor easily twelve feet tall, lifting girders onto a conveyor belt to be fed into a factory.

Artifice District had a uniquely cramped look about it, because a lot of the furniture had been cleverly designed to fold back against the wall or floor, or pull down from the ceiling. It was very Fifth Element and seemed astonishing. Surely it should’ve spread beyond the borders of the district…

Well, there was an elevator system installed in the Governor’s palace. So the answer was money. These things cost an exorbitant amount and the only way you were getting one was to either invent it, or have a mostly-functional prototype version cast off by the Artificers.

Artifice was one of the only reasons why Iron District still functioned. I’d flooded Artifice with money and mana crystals, as much as could be pushed in there without everyone in the city noticing. A lot of the actual work was happening out in the fields beyond the city walls, where the Masters wouldn’t go and where the Emperor couldn’t see.

Grain District had suffered a lot in the wake of first the gigantic ooze that swallowed up acres and acres of farmland, farmhouses and farmers alike. They’d suffered further upon becoming the first available food for null vampires leaking southward out of the demon tree after the ooze. Not only had a lot of lives been lost, but people were scared of heading out beyond the city walls.

Cue the Artificers. They were creating a series of early warning devices, some automated weapons systems, and some manned weapons systems for the farmers to use before fleeing.

They had also crafted some secret laboratories beneath several of the rebuilt farmhouses at the very northern fringes.

For now though I wanted a quick overview of the district itself, and whether there’d been any disruption. Ghosting around the place with Adrift, it didn’t appear at first that anything was amiss. This was great, because I had enough problems and didn’t know if I could even begin to consider handling another one.

From there, I zipped out of the city and north, toward the farmhouse labs in question. Under doors, into innocent living spaces and bedrooms, then down through the trapdoor beneath the enchanted dresser, which floated off the trapdoor when you stroked it the right way.

Down into the labs, where I found mana crystals wrapped in velvet, stored in those shelving units you’d see ancient scrolls, where I found Dalewinds recuperating on cots, and other Dalewinds moving earth in tunnels, so they could work their mana-sucking magic and not be detected.

The Dalewinds all had passing resemblance to Avya: nellwyn, so short, skin ranging from near black to Avya’s dark brown, to a lighter brown, and almost all of them with hair in cool colors. Avya’s was lavender, but there was mint, Kelly green, indigo, navy, periwinkle, magenta, deeper purple, and a few with hair almost identical to Avya’s.

A number of artificers were off in a small room specifically excavated for planning and devising schemes. Others were busy machining components, fitting them together, welding them together, or bolting them in place. Still more

So far no screams, no death, no bundles of tentacles ruining all my plans by repeatedly, permanently fucking everyone they came into contact with. No mind control.

So far… so good?

Avya was down here, yelling and shouting. Adrift didn’t have a write up for allowing me to hear what was going on, but I did have Attuned senses, and maybe… if I concentrated, I could—

“—need two thousand more if we’re going to make this work. Don’t you have mana potions?”

“B-but Avya,” one of the Dalewinds complained, “we can only take so many a day.”

“No excuses, outcasts,” Avya hissed. “You get fed and hydrated, get some exercise, and then more mana crystals. Here, this aura will help you regenerate mana faster.”

Archivist’s Mark flashed to life at her feet.

She jabbed a finger in the direction of the cots. “I want mana crystals, and I want them yesterday.”

Okay apparently I did have another tiny issue to deal with. The way Avya said outcasts made me flinch. She’d avoided her past the entire time we’d been together, but her joining Auralla made a lot more sense once you realized how much baggage she carried around with that last name. I didn’t know what event sent the Dalewinds north of the river into the lands of magic and monstrosities, but Avya sure did, and had neither forgiven nor forgotten.

I turned my attention to the project itself, where one team of gnomish were using a specially constructed machine to crush mana crystals down into powder. You had to do this in a very particular way, apparently, because they had a tendency to go nuclear and spray wild magic around in a mushroom cloud.

They’d treated the inside of the cage specially somehow, which looked like an iron lung had sex with a sandblaster. When you turned the crank and slowly crunched the mana crystal, the exhaled cloud of magic had nowhere to go, drifted up into a filter, and condensed back into a series of smaller mana crystals. No waste.

The powdered mana crystal was being mixed with a concrete-like substance into a slurry. I recalled the gnomish telling me that various different colored mana crystals leant themselves to different specialties: red with yellow veins were for fire, for instance, and blue with indigo veins for water. But some of them were black with pink marbling, and others magenta with green, gold marbled with black, and that made it impossible to be sure.

“Next batch!” Avya called.

What was she doing?

Several groggy Dalewinds stood and gathered around, only to have Avya shove them through the veil and onto earth. I could faintly see them standing in a birch forest just off I-75. After all of them were through, Avya too went through, then used Adrift again to teleport them to some other point in Ethetria.

“Clever girl,” I said in a terrible Australian accent. Then I looked over to where a bush full of velociraptors wasn’t, and grinned.

Okay, mana was getting low again.

“What was that?” Gina asked.

“Who’s a clever girl?” Haru asked.

“Why did you sound so strange?” Gina asked.

“I… never mind. Do you want to visit another world? I’ll have you back here in an hour or two.”

Both of them stared at me, then locked eyes with each other, then began to grin and nod furiously.
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It wasn’t difficult to locate a spot out east of Bershannik to use. With Adrift, I brought both Errateshi girls to the marshy plains, and for a while I just watched as they stared around in awe.

The whole place was a series of low hillocks of grass, with wetlands surrounding all of it. Because Ethetria had this thing about magic and boulders, a number of them dotted the landscape as well, either embedded in the ground or floating. However the magic cycle functioned, it left some boulders hanging only a foot or six off the ground, while others were suspended some twenty to fifty feet up, just hanging there.

“It’s so… green,” Haru said, trembling.

The wetlands area was far more reedy water grasses and possibly carnivorous lily pads than it was open water. A boatload of wildflowers of all different shapes and sizes crowded each other out, or bloomed in the midst of the water, or dotted the areas of firm ground.

“The cities of this world aren’t like what you’re used to,” I told them, “but they’re not that bad either. I think you might like it here.”

Who knew, they might even be welcomed by the Ethetrians, who made up a huge spectrum not just of different species, but also a variety within each species. And that said nothing of all the interbreeding that went on.

They certainly had no chance of such treatment on earth, that was for damn sure. They’d be apprehended, questioned, murdered, dissected and disavowed, hopefully in that order.

“Hey after this, we can visit my home world too if you like.”

Both continued to stare around, before the words seemed to penetrate and they turned even wider eyes on me.

“I’ll need a little… privacy. Or you can watch, but I can’t guarantee you’ll like what you see. Just beware the wet bits, there are some creatures that might like to eat you.” They were less apprehensive once I provided them with enchanted swords, shields, circlets, sandals, and leather armor.

They elected to walk around and take in the sights, while I took shelter behind the nearest gigantic boulder.

From the Black Door I once more produced the dungeon core.

“Hopefully you and I can come to an agreement,” I told the basketball-sized magic sex toy. “Last time there was a bit of a misunderstanding, and for that I sincerely apologize.”

This magic fleshlight had the ability to basically grant my wish, and that required at least manners, if not actual deference and respect. Considering what had happened last time, more deference and respect were warranted.

Fucking magic balls.

“If it can read your thoughts, Evan,” I said softly, “you’re going to fail before you even start.”

No matter my trepidation or anxiety about time control powers, I immediately began to get aroused just touching the thing. It shocked me in the nuts, or had a little bit of Wicked Mark in it somewhere, or it massaged my emotions maybe. Regardless, I was hard before even beginning the process.

“I’m sorry about last time,” I told it. “I wasn’t kind about the process. I… I’m not sure how you go about choosing the scenario you want, but I hope you believe me when I say I’d like to meet the real you, whoever you are in there. And I really wish I didn’t have to be demanding about the time powers, because the Emperor is a bit… okay he’s a serious fuckstick, and I need him to regret ever fucking with me, okay? Without your help I can’t do that.”

Without the dungeon core’s help I’d have to wait for Gold, which was easily months and months away at least.

“Please,” I whispered. “I’ll play nice, I promise.”

I mean I could’ve wrapped my hand around my shaft and given one hard squeeze, and that would’ve done it, but this time I lowered the swirling golden ball until I came into contact with the thing’s slit.

Just the tip was all it took.
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I was standing at the end of the hallway in my old apartment, back in Wasteland, Michigan. Westland, whatever. The same thin carpeting with the burn mark from the only party we’d ever hosted. The same scratched wallpaper I figured would cost us the entire deposit when we left, the same cheaply framed photographs.

Familiar sounds came drifting down the hall, and I swore softly.

“Not again,” I breathed.

Yes, again. Familiar sexual sounds.

My ex was in a tangled heap with her coworker. I wouldn’t have to push open the door to know that. He wasn’t any bigger or more handsome, but he was rich. So while I had mussed hair and a cheap haircut, this guy had product over an immaculate cut, and get this, he had a fucking manicure. No hangnails, no callouses, not a single problem with his teeth, and he had his suit on hangers when I barged in on them.

He smelled like he bathed in aftershave.

“I said I was sorry,” I told the hall quietly. The sounds of them fucking continued unabated down the hall. And the worst part was I was fully aroused, because I had the thing in my hands. I had my dick in it.

Ugh.

My feet began carrying me down the hallway, to where my crazy ex and her coworker were having a little extracurricular fun. The whole time, horror continued creeping into my guts. This had been hard enough when I’d walked in on them the first time.

The screaming, the crying, the shouting, the frantic movements, with Mr. Coworker scrambling around for his underwear, and me red in the face.

I’m sure at the time he thought I was going to whip out my gun and shoot him dead a dozen times over. But I didn’t typically carry, with my firearms safely stowed in the truck. I was in far more danger out on the road than I was in a low rent apartment in a low rent suburb some forty or fifty miles outside of Detroit proper.

I want to say it would’ve been easy to whip out my gun if I’d had it, but earth Evan had only ever shot a deer with his dad in a deer blind. I mean, I took breaks by the side of the road and went into the forest to shoot energy drink cans sometimes. I could shoot, but the first person I’d ever shot was from another world.

They were still going at it, and I had a hot lump where my stomach should be. My throat had also begun to constrict out of pure emotion. I didn’t want to go through this again, and I was really upset with the dungeon core for putting me through it.

“Why can’t I meet the real you?” I asked in a strangled whisper. “Why does it have to be this?”

Well, there was only one way to get past this, and that was to relive the whole sordid mess. Instead of weakly pushing open the bedroom door like last time, I kicked it open (apparently boots on) and watched as two heads whipped over in my direction.

“Fuck, Evan!” she shouted, whipping the bedsheet up to cover herself.

“You mean fuck coworker,” I hissed. My throat wouldn’t let me do much more than hiss or whisper. Tears were threatening.

I hadn’t said this the first time, just like I hadn’t kicked the door open when it happened originally.

Ah, I thought, that’s right. Dungeon cores aren’t a VR special where you participate in things as they happened, powerless to stop them from happening like that.

The coworker with the fabulous hair and the immaculate nails stared in dumb shock for a second before leaping off the bed grab up his underwear and undershirt. He’d taken the time to get a nice hanger and make sure his suit was hung properly, to save it from wrinkles… or the filthy floor that didn’t often see the attention of a vacuum cleaner.

Well we weren’t playing out the original reel. This was an interactive retelling, and fuck this guy.

I breathed fire all over the suit, and watched in satisfaction as it began to blacken and fall to pieces. The guy just stood there, slack-jawed.

The constriction in my throat loosened up a bit, but my throat still clicked painfully when I tried to swallow.

“Evan, what are you doing?” My crazy ex screamed.

“What I should’ve done last time,” I told her, walking toward the staring man. His hands rose in defense, and he started to stammer something he’d never said the first time, but my hand shot out and grabbed him by the throat.

Maybe the dungeon core had put me here so I could do this. Maybe it didn’t matter if it did or not, because I could do this.

I lifted him bodily and slammed him back against the drywall. Behind me, she screamed at the suddenness, the violence. The wall had cracked, the blinds rattled, and the man coughed up some blood onto my wrist.

“You could’ve just broken up with me,” I growled back over my shoulder. She could’ve asked if she could fuck around. I probably would’ve broken up with her over the request, but anything was better than being stabbed in the back. Sure it would’ve been ugly, but it wouldn’t have been this.

Instead I pitched him across the room, where he slammed into her wardrobe about three feet up, then fell bonelessly to the floor.

“That’s what happens,” I screamed down at his limp form. “That’s what you get!”

I turned baleful eyes on my ex.


30- Better Living Through Sex

Aquick series of ice balls put the fires out before they spread over this mind construct of an old apartment. I did it all while looming ominously over the bed.

“There now,” I said, feeling a sense of unreality coming over me.   I’m sure I sounded like a serial killer in this moment. “Now we can talk.” Like nothing I did here mattered. It was a psychic construct. It was going to be absorbed into my soul. The feeling that I needed to respect the thing clamped onto my dick was gone beneath the rage and bloodlust.

Boy was that stupid.

“How can I meet the real you?” I asked.

“Are you insane?” she stammered.

“Right now I’m just angry. Listen, I’ve got an unkillable bad guy threatening me at every turn, and not enough time even with the psycho demon summoners helping me to handle the situation. And even if, let’s say, even if I get to beat him, there’s some kind of mega armageddon looming out of the north. Maybe. Let’s say probably.”

I crawled up onto the bed, and she flinched away as though I was the Emperor, powerless to stop what was coming.

“I understand you have concerns of your own,” I told her, “but right now they’re near the bottom of my list.”

This was the wrong thing to say and I knew it, but it tumbled out of my mouth regardless. And then I went on.

“I think you did this just to hurt me,” I told her. “Just to get back for what happened the last time.”

Those eyes. I was reminded of Sechelle, the drow out of Vrenian Gorge, wherever the hell that was. Sechelle who looked so much like my ex, but wasn’t a raging asshole to me.

The trouble was, the dungeon core made me painfully hard, and ramped up my horniness level the longer I was here. Even though I was angry, my body was ready to spear this woman and make her scream my name, either out of fear or arousal, and right now it hardly mattered which.

I looked like a stalking lion right now, totally fixated on its prey.

“How can I meet the real you?” I asked quietly.

She flinched. “No.”

Be realistic, I tried to tell myself. Just get the time powers and try to break Hellera and Quavallie out of whatever spell they’ve been locked into. Stop pussyfooting around.

Tearing the blanket away, I looked over my ex’s nude body again. She’d just been fucking another guy. She wasn’t even my ex. I couldn’t bring myself to do this, not here and not with her.

She’d done it like this on purpose, I realized.

I shoved my not-ex’s psychic legs open and pulled her down toward me by the thighs.

“Is this what you wanted?” I demanded. “To punish me?”

“You don’t have control,” she said. “I have control.”

A sound caused me to turn my head. Somehow I was on the carpeted floor on my hands and knees, not the bed. Same bedroom, but I’d been teleported back about four feet. Somehow they were back up on the bed. The coworker was no longer dead, and they were in the middle of the act.

I stood up and roared. “No!”

The two of them glitched out and reappeared, only now he was behind her, taking her doggystyle. The slap, slap, slap of flesh was overtaken by the moans of both he and her. And they were both staring directly at me. She had that same insane gleam in her eye I remembered from when we’d have sex and she’d do something just batshit, like bite my neck, hard.

So I closed my eyes, reached carefully down, and pulled the thing off me. Back in Ethetria, no awful memory to fuck with me. I took several deep breaths and resisted the urge to both swear at the sentient magic orb, and chuck the fucking thing into orbit.

Then, without offending it further, I put it back in storage.
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Haru and Gina appeared a few seconds later, finding me splayed out on the ground, naked with a raging erection pointed at the sky.

“Realmwalker?” Haru asked, arching an eyebrow. “What have you been doing?”

“Getting frustrated,” I told them, and turned to Gina. “Unfortunately this was a waste of time.”

Haru shifted and clutched her hands to her chest. “We could… waste a little more time, maybe?”

I smiled, and turned to Gina. “Would you like a child as well?”

She almost came right them and there. “Ohhhh yes!”

“What? No! I want another time!” Haru said.

“I can help you both at the same time,” I told her, grinning.

“Also don’t be greedy!” Gina said. “You already have a child.”

I put on Wicked Mark and watched in satisfaction as they started groaning just from peeling their clothes off. The friction of sliding the bodysuits down their bodies had them shuddering, and when I came up behind Gina to cup her very nicely sized breasts, her head dropped back onto my shoulder. She let out an explosive moan. Her orgasm hit a few seconds later when I teased her clit out of its hood and circled it gently.

On her knees, she was lower than all the Ethetrians, but I sank down low enough and eased into her hot tightness. She continued shuddering beneath me, the muscles in her back flexing to keep her from pitching down onto her face.

It’s always an honor to have a partner on the verge of losing control. I thrust slowly in and then back out, to get her used to what was about to happen. I also locked eyes with Haru, who had one hand on her nipple and the other working her clit.

“You want my mouth on you, or you want all the sensations I’m feeling?” I asked slyly. Then softer: “You can have both.”

She walked closer, nodding, and I grinned. Then I turned on Empath’s Mark and gave her everything I was feeling: the grass under my knees and feet, the feel of my thighs sliding against Gina’s, and then my full length swallowed completely in her friend’s wet pussy.

“Oh!” she cried, and stumbled forward, almost crashing into Gina. The lithe Errateshi was beginning to rock her body back to meet my thrusting, and looking back over her shoulder with a dazed, uncomprehending expression.

I had to coax Haru to straddle her friend’s back, but those legs of theirs let her stand up real tall. Then she put her hands on my head and made a lot of noise while I ate her out.

So it was magical, and not just in the sense of a lot of pleasure.

Gina had engulfed me completely and was so wet I nearly popped out several times, but luckily with her doing all the work I could grab Haru by the ass and really get my tongue all over her. She… was lighting up.

Her soul essence or her magic or whatever was condensing into a ball of light just like all the Ethetrian girls. A quick glance downward informed me that Gina was also beginning to glow with magic.

Every time you think you know what’s going on in the world, I definitely didn’t think at the time. That was for later.

For now it was my tongue dancing over Haru’s clit, my hands running up and down her incredible ass, and my cock turning Gina’s world inside out. On top of that, Haru had every sensation I was feeling, including my hands all over her legs and ass, and my tongue writhing over her clit.

She had the first, powerful orgasm that required me to hold her up so her knees didn’t buckle and see her slumping down on her friend. Then she had one a good ten seconds after the first, because Gina didn’t just stop using me to fuck herself.

By now Gina’s head was bowed low in between clasped hands, and all her focus was on quickly pounding her whole body back into, grunting with each thrust and shaking from almost continuous climaxes. Her back shone with sweat.

I was only doing a little better, because I had someone else to occupy some of my concentration. Now in Ethetria, Haru’s flavor was different. The magic of her personality shone through more, and her nectar tasted joyous, buoyant, like nothing could push her down, she’d always pop back up. It was a flavor I could get used to tasting each and every day. Like Gina, she was constantly spilling over the edge and soaking my face with her sweet love juices.

But nothing perfect lasts forever; I soon felt my own climax rising. Eat this, dungeon core that promised insane levels of power.

You have joined in the flesh with Gina, Smelter 18N of Keshi West. Will you take the power offered to you, share in the power with her, or gift her an offspring?

“Magic power or the baby?” I grunted.

“What?” They both asked simultaneously.

“Do you want magic… or the child?” I said.

“I—” She was waffling. I mean, it was a hell of a time to be given this new and very strange choice, one that you’d never in your life seen coming.

“Choose!” I urged through gritted teeth. “Please.”

“M… magic!”

Haru gasped. “Gina?”

“What?”

I couldn’t wait, and pressed Share Power before my balls popped like twin grapes. Once done, my orgasm came, sending Haru off like a rocket once more.

I’d lost my grip on her, and fumbled to keep her from knocking Gina off me. This led to me slowly and awkwardly lowering her to the grass.
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I’d made Bronze with Auralla after a very short time, and it shouldn’t have surprised me that after sleeping in Erratesh, being around these ladies, and most importantly murdering the All-Sire, that I should already be at Bronze with them.

It also shouldn’t have surprised me to find out they could gain magic. It wouldn’t work in Erratesh, unless they consumed their world’s version of mana crystals, which thankfully didn’t explode.

The mark of power on her skin that came into being was Bronze and resembled something like me, but split in half down the middle. The tiny letters that ringed the tattoo read Adrift’s Mark twice, in extremely stylized script that felt halfway between the programming script of the Errateshi and English.

“What is it?” Haru asked.

“She should be able to look into other worlds, or bring things from this world into her own. If we know each other better, she will be able to bring people over, or push them from one world to the next.”

Haru stared at me, then down at the mark, then up at Gina, then back at me, in a cycle of stares that had me grinning.

“Yes,” Gina breathed, staring down at the inside of her forearm. 

“You can probably look into Erratesh right now,” I told her, and watched as a rainbow-plus-black portal appeared in front of her eyes in a large ski goggle type shape. It spread and retracted as she turned her head this way and that, then up at the sky and down toward the Black.

“Incredible,” she breathed.

As for me, I had a new Bronze mark to go with the others.

Erratesh’s Mark

*Special Ability, physical*

*Bronze tier, one star*

Normal: Activate to gain the following for up to 3 minutes:

*You gain darkvision, enhanced peripheral vision, and you are immune to surprise.

*You gain moderate resistance to heat and radiation.

*You gain the Jump and Sprint skills at maximum rank.

Costs moderate stamina. 5 minute cooldown.

Bronze: Activate to boost one of your Attributes by three stars for up to two minutes. This may not be used to increase your current tier. Repeated uses of this ability do not stack, but may be used to boost other Attributes.

Costs high stamina to activate. 10 second cooldown.

You gained this ability after joining with Gina of Keshi West. This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Gina of Keshi West.

So… I now had a Stamina track. Instead of another bottle of liquid, this took the form of a line of yellow stretching from one side of the UI screen to the other, between the red HP bottle and the blue MP bottle.

When I got up and jumped around, I noted the expenditure of a tiny amount of Stamina, but it refilled very quickly. When I activated the Normal and then the Bronze abilities in rapid succession, the meter dropped by almost a quarter, but a quarter of my Stamina refilled in eight seconds. Fully refilled before I even had the chance to boost another Attribute.

In the past I hadn’t experimented much, but this seemed like exactly the time: new game functionality, new ability from a brand new world.

I’d boosted Attuned without giving it much thought, and now that my attribute was near the very highest Silver could offer, I saw magic much more clearly than before. The scents of magic coming from the women and the nearby boulder were thicker and more noticeable. Even the earth scent of my own magic was something I could detect by both smell and taste. Were there magic showers to cleanse that kind of thing? I did not like the idea of smelling myself.

Even though it was just after mid-morning, the flow of magic through the atmosphere was abundantly clear… or in sharper focus than before.

Speaking of which, the increased peripheral vision was wonky, almost exactly like being in a movie theater. You watch the commercials and previews, then they pull the curtains further to either side and present that widescreen view. It was just like that, with the mana and health bottles widening out in a slightly nausea-inducing way. Were my eyes further apart, or had they grown to the same size as Haru’s or something?

My legs had definitely changed. I now had those Errateshi legs, and they really let me move across the ground much faster than pumping my plain old human legs. Funky.

Before, I could jump a good five feet in the air, straight up off the ground, no trouble; Silver had turned me into quite the physical specimen. Now, standing still, I leaped up ten feet and landed near the top of the nearby boulder. My wide, circular Errateshi toes gripped the rock easily, and I leaped back off into an easy backflip. And to round it out, a superhero crouch landing.

Yeah, this was nice. Not only would it be useful, but it didn’t cost the most precious resource available to me in a land where I couldn’t regenerate it. Not incredibly powerful, but probably useful in a lot of circumstances.
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Back in Erratesh, it was some time before Avya showed up with Auralla. She would help clear up the tension and the nagging feeling like I was doing everything wrong. Soon. I hoped.

I checked in quickly with Paul and Michael, who were both taking a breather in between inseminations. Each of them lay on a bed in rooms next to each other, woozy but satisfied. Young lady Errateshi lay on their chests.

“How you guys doing?” I asked, leaning over towards Michael’s open doorway, then Paul’s.

Each of them raised shaky arms and gave me a thumbs up.

Well, we were certainly solving a decades-old problem for the Errateshi people one hard fucking at a time. Better living through sex. It wasn’t the job I’d been commanded to do, but it was a pleasurable one.

I chuckled. “Keep up the good work. Get plenty of calories and lots of electrolytes.”

“It’s what plants crave,” Michael said wearily.

“I don’t believe you!” I said. “Peace out.”

I turned to Haru and Gina. Behind them, Viri was calling for numbers nine and ten to prepare themselves. They would have three minutes to decide if they could go through with it before eleven and twelve would have their chance.

She had successfully turned sex into a conveyor belt factory situation.

Michael and Paul groaned, asked for a lunch break, and one was granted. For a maximum of twenty minutes. Then back to fucking.

“Okay,” I said quietly. “Looks like everything here is all good. Are you ready to help me with my special thing?”

Haru giggled. “I thought we had already both helped you with your special thing.”

I arched an eyebrow at them, and they broke up laughing. It was good to have them in high spirits, considering what I was about to ask them to do.

“So I need to meet the Watcher.” They exchanged looks. “And not die.”

For a limited time, I could become mist and be immune to physical attacks, but she wouldn’t have only physical attacks. I had a pair of bracelets that would disconnect her from mana, but they were Silver tier and probably easy enough to crush between two fingers. None of my attacks or spells were even up to Gold, meaning the only way I could feasibly go about this was to secure her goodwill and talk her into whatever insane plan we might be able to come up with.

Assuming the Blood Debt link for the Favored Consort was severed by her being in this other world. If she couldn’t even conceive of hurting the Emperor, we were in a heap of shit. I’d have to… I don’t know, kill her or something.

“Yeesh,” I whispered. “That might actually work.”

“If you don’t feel like you’re up to the task, I understand,” I told them. I didn’t want to be all ‘you’re my only hope’ and have them slashed to death by the Watcher’s lightsaber, or her mad magic powers.

“Actually,” I said, and fished around in my inventory. “If you could just deliver this to the Watcher, hopefully I’ll be able to handle everything.”

Haru peered down at the walkie-talkie, skepticism written all over her face, then back up at me.

“This thing? Does it explode?”

“It transmits my words across a good distance.” But would it work with so much metal in the way? Ugh. One of the many issues with being a truck driver instead of a scientist, engineer, doctor, lawyer, actor, soldier, pit fighter, beaker, or any of the other million thousand professions that would’ve come in handy. What was I good at? Sitting and remaining conscious for many hours at a time? A depressing thought.

Still, that kind of endurance had served me pretty well when I was being ridden by an ever-growing list of females.

“If it doesn’t work, ask her to go to the top of the building, any building really, and I will contact her. No violence, no tricks, just talk. She’ll know I’m basically no threat to her.”

Gods I was nervous. This needed to work.


31- With Buried Intentions

Iwas overanalyzing this. At Platinum tier, the lady with the dark skin and the craziest mohawk I’d ever seen in my life would easily be able to figure out my location and come stomp me if she wanted.

I had to hope not.

With Gina and Haru’s help, and a lot of slightly confused Errateshi doing things like accounting and programming, I gained access to a high building looking over the Watcher’s building.

Gina was getting the audience with the woman, and if that didn’t work, she was going to put it in a package and address it to the Watcher, however one did that in this world. The result was we were about two hundred yards away, not nearly far enough for it to matter… but perhaps I was being paranoid because I’d almost been punched straight through and the effort required to do that didn’t even register for the Emperor.

“I’m in the building,” Gina said through a lot of hissing and static.

“That’s great,” I said. “Radio silence unless you need help, over.”

Then a minute later, I tried again. “Radio silence… and once you’re done with a message, finger off the button. Over.”

“Got it,” she replied. Then a minute later. “I did it. Finger is off the button. Now you say something.”

“You don’t understand the term radio silence, do you, over?” I asked. They were like kids with a brand new toy. What was I saying? They were just beyond their teenage years, for fuck’s sake. And so was I.

The difference was they didn’t have a whole harem’s worth of beautiful female companions at stake right now. And kids. I had sons and daughters on the way.

“Good work,” I told her. “Now don’t message me unless it’s critically important… and say over when you’re done, over.”

“Got it,” she said. “Over.”

Haru was giggling silently.

“Question for you, if you don’t mind,” I asked.

“Okay?”

“This Watcher person… the only thing you all know about her is she’s in charge of the Titanium Guard?”

She considered this. “She watches out west. Her job is to make sure the Black doesn’t rise up. She’s supposed to have unbelievable powers from the other world. There are demons of the Black that come and destroy whole cities, and this is where the Black is deepest, most expansive. Most dangerous.”

That made sense. If anything bigger than those pill bugs came surging out of the Black, this Platinum tier badass could suddenly protect the city of Keshi West.

“But… I don’t get out much,” she said. “Work is six days a week, and fourteen bells on duty, ten bells off duty.” It was no surprise she’d never been out to see the woman in the flesh. Instead it was all rumors and playing telephone over six degrees of separation.

I needed to stop speculating.

“Okay… I saw a building sort of falling apart, with portals to Ethetria in it. Those things came up out of the Black and got into Ethetria through the portals. Why would they do that?”

She stared, confused, off in the distance, as if she might be able to see it if she squinted hard enough.

“Portals?”

“Machines that bridge the other world, like my power does.”

“I… have never heard of such a thing. I know that we send old and dysfunctional cubes out to the Black as a scrapyard. The Black swallows all.”

So nobody ever went out there, and nobody knew about the portals. That meant this Watcher lady and the All-Sire were using them. Why? To maintain a permanent bridge with Ethetria? Did mana leak through that she could get at? So she could watch through the windows and keep an eye on the Emperor?

The only thing that was happening was bugs got into the failing machinery, went through the portals, and harassed the people of Bershannik in a vague sort of way.

They didn’t do that on purpose, did they? If they knew a threat was coming from a different direction and they were coordinating, it would serve to draw off resources that needed to be kept at Bershannik.

I’d learn soon enough.

The walkie-talkie hissed a good eight or ten minutes of useless speculation later. The woman’s voice was flinty, and a little raspy, like she’d been smoking cigarettes for a couple of decades.

“You’re the intruder. Vacate this world immediately.”

“More of a tourist, over,” I told her.

No response.

“Fuck’s sake,” I muttered. “You have to let go of the button to let the other person talk.”

“I haven’t used one of these in ages,” she said. “I forgot about the button. Now, I’ll repeat. You need to leave my domain, over.”

“Consider me more of a tourist,” I repeated. “The Emperor asked me to come over here and put a stop to the portal situation, but he’s a dick. I figured I should talk with you first.”

Silence.

“Over,” I added.

“The Emperor, you say?” She asked, then belatedly added the, “Over.”

“Emperor Leroy,” I said. “He was furious to learn you were here, and immediately ordered me to bring you back. Unfortunately he froze two of my people in time bubbles, and that’s not how you get on my good side. Over.”

She swore, slow and quiet.

“So you have portal powers and can hop realities?” she asked. “Over.”

“That’s right. But listen, I’m happy to go away and leave you to this world forever. I’m also happy to tell him to fuck off, assuming I have an opportunity to live after doing so, over.”

She laughed. “Leroy won’t let you live, boy. You even Gold yet, over?”

I shrugged. “No. I’m most of the way through Silver, over.”

“Still a year or more away from going Gold then,” she said. “Yeah, you got no chance.”

Tell me something I don’t know, I thought. Although… over a year? I felt like it might be faster to get to Gold than that. I just needed a few more All-Sires.

“I can’t go back,” she said, and there was an even rougher tone to her voice I hadn’t yet heard. Heavy emotion here.

“You’re his Favored Consort, aren’t you?” I asked quietly.

Silence for a time. I checked to make sure I hadn’t kept the button pressed, when her voice came through, barely audible.

“Yeah,” she whispered, like her own throat had just constricted and that single word was monumental to try to squeeze out.

“But the connection doesn’t work well through the veil, does it?” I asked. “Over.”

“No,” she said, stronger this time, regaining her composure.

I didn’t press. There was a lot in just those two words. She didn’t want the Favored Consort job any longer. I couldn’t blame her. I had no actual idea what made Avya want the job… the reasons she’d given didn’t seem like enough.

“I’ve got something to deal with him, but it’s not ready,” I told her. “Trouble is, if he takes all my people, they can’t finish this project, over.”

“Sounds like you need a distraction,” she said. “Over.”

“It sounds like we could have this discussion face to face,” I said. “Is it accurate to assume that you wouldn’t murder me before I knew I was dead?” Especially given she knew I had no chance of damaging her even a little.

“I don’t know if that’s wise,” she said. “Over.”

“I’ll bring earth snacks,” I said. “Over.”

“What?” Oh, now there was a heap of interest all in one tiny bite-sized package.

“Sour cream and onion chips, ice cream, chocolate sandwich cookies with cream filling, milk for dunking them, every type of breakfast cereal, sheet cakes, the works. Your wish is my command, madam Watcher. Over.”

“Oatmeal pies?” You son of a bitch, I’m in, I thought, plus finger guns.

“I’ll go shopping while my associate here sets up a meeting place you’re okay with, over.”
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An hour later I’d successfully stolen a full shopping cart’s worth of groceries from a Costco, hopped over to another KMart for another cart’s worth, and thrown out a bunch of useless junk into the Black. I’d used it on the All-Sire and it had taken damage in the process of passing through a phase shifted enemy. This time I added a host of BB guns and a metric ton of plastic BBs. If I was lucky I’d get the chance to use them on Leroy. My chances were somewhere between slim and none, but it was fine.

I also reviewed the situation with the UI. I’d gotten far more Charming experience, Negotiation skill levels, Etiquette skill levels, and Persuasion skill levels than I had anticipated. Charming was practically up to six stars, and I’d probably get it from this next conversation if I lived.

I met with the Favored Consort-slash-Watcher in a large open area at the outskirts of the city. A whole bunch of buildings had been rapidly pulled apart and made into a large perimeter. Thankfully those large Gold tier sentry guns had not been erected in a ring around this large wall.

The Watcher stood in the open, with a hundred feet of open space in between her and the perimeter wall. I also noticed that she’d left the open part exposed to the Black for me.

So be it.

I’d just need to make sure and keep this new mark active, with Quick boosted at all times, and hope that my cued up Phase Shift would give me the ability to stay alive long enough to teleport myself to earth with Adrift. I didn’t use the Bronze tier Phase Shift often, but it made me immune to basically everything… for a ton of mana.

I brought the walkie-talkie up and waggled it at her.

“No offense,” I said into it, “But you could ruin me with a strong backhand, over.”

“How can I get the snacks?”

I used the Silver tier Adrift power to create a little portal, and tossed several oatmeal pies at her. She had the reflexes to catch them without difficulty. I watched from afar as she unwrapped one, bit into it, and practically sank to the ground. Then she ate the remaining three quarters in one swift chomp.

“Miss this, over?”

“You don’t know how many years I’ve just eaten their bland mountain grains, with purified, baked bug guts for protein.”

“That sounds awful, over.” Just keep that in mind if you ever want earth stuff ever again, I thought. “I could get you more, but… you can just point those portals over towards earth instead. Over.”

“It is my duty to watch,” she said. “The order… was given. I can’t disobey it, even over here. But he can’t give me more orders if he doesn’t come over here.”

Wait. Avya had gotten four stars from gaining the Favored Consort status, but she was well behind me in stars, weaker than me. There was no actual guarantee that this woman was actually Platinum tier.

“You stay in that building every day, for decades now, because he gave you an order? That… uh, I don’t know. Over.”

“Watch the portals and ensure no army comes through,” she responded. “This was his order.”

“What about the All-Sire? Over.”

“I’m under order to… never mind,” she said.

The order… she could make no violent action against a Master of the Empire. Unless they directly attacked her maybe, and she was defending herself.

“What’s your name, over?” I asked.

“Empress is fine,” she said. “Over.”

“Or your real name is fine. I’m Evan, over.”

She considered this. “Layla,” she said.

“Layla, you... can’t attack me, can you?” I asked.

“We have ourselves another Einstein over here,” she said dryly.

So she might be less powerful than anticipated, but so long as she didn’t trick me into attacking her somehow, she couldn’t just up and kill me.

I strode to where she was standing.

She was an imposing figure, just like the first time I’d seen her: her very kinky black hair exploded out about a foot from her head, and down her back almost to her ass, though it was shaved on the sides. Like Leroy, she was fully human and black of skin, with full lips and high cheekbones.

Leroy and Layla.

She was still dressed in the black bodysuit with the metal plates, though they were less armor and more decorative than I’d first thought. Hers had a more earth aesthetic, with half of them copper etched with oxidation, creating green patterns of curving, spiraling lines. The other half had some semi-precious stones in the same patterns, looking like they were etched into the silver plates just like with the copper ones. The pink on silver and green on copper against the black of her bodysuit and brown skin gave it a striking look.

“You’re too clever,” she said softly.

I flashed her a grin in return. “More oatmeal pies?”

“God yes.”

I watched her eat them all. She had her eyes closed and was making appreciative noises the whole time. “Do you want me to send you to earth?” I asked gently.

“I have to watch, and ensure no army goes through the portals.”

“Aha.” I had a thought. “But if I try to put you back on earth, you don’t have to resist, do you?”

Her expression flickered with uncertainty. “There are a lot of orders I can’t fulfill here.”

What kind of douche socket would go around issuing all sorts of orders to a woman, knowing she couldn’t possibly do them all? That… made sense when you thought about the domination game.

“And you wouldn’t be able to fulfill this order if I put you in another reality. You simply have to allow it.”

“I… can’t. I have to try.” The hopelessness in her tone was heartbreaking. “It will be better here. I have a life that’s not permanent servitude.”

“Well, you can help me, though, can’t you? I have a Mischief’s Mark that boosts my ability to be persuasive if you need an excuse.”

“Help you… hurt my Savior?” she asked. Her hands had balled into fists.

“Help me defend my city. We’ve had too many threats in the past few months and I could use your help, you being incredibly powerful and all.”

She seemed to deflate. Her shoulders had been tight and her jaw set, but now she slumped. It wasn’t a relaxed posture.

“Do you need a hug?” I asked quietly. When she gave me a sharp look, I shrugged. “I’m harmless. There’s not a being in this entire city that could hurt you.”

Nodding, just a fraction of a nod, she sagged into my arms. She didn’t hug me back, but instead just let me hold her entire weight, and hold her tight. After a few seconds I felt her body shudder and hitch with a silent sob. Then another.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered, and hugged her tighter. Twenty years she’d been staring at the horizon, wondering when he would arrive and order her back into Ethetria. What unbelievable atrocities had he forced her to perform?

“It will be all right,” I told her, and she shook her head in response.

And then I had an idea. I boosted my Sly and Charming with Erratesh’s Mark. Then I even tried to dampen my own emotions with Empath’s Mark, which didn’t work. But Mischief’s Mark did work, so I put that one as well.

“I’m hoping this is a loophole,” I told her quietly, then explained my idea. Well, half my idea.

I got a strange look. “You want me to just… let you take all my mana?”

“To be fair it’s for a good cause,” I protested.

“Leeching mana is an attack,” she said quietly.

“Nah,” I said. “You just stand there and make sure no armies of Errateshi go to Ethetria, and I’ll… definitely not ambush you.”

“Evan…”

Dalewind’s Mark

*Special Ability, Magical*

*Silver tier, four stars*

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: 5 minutes.

This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Avya Dalewind, Favored Consort of Evan Westfield of Earth.

I definitely ambushed her, right before she told me this wouldn’t work.

The first use of this didn’t refill my mana completely, so I didn’t force blast her. I immediately teleported back thirty feet, so when she rounded on me and flew in my direction, I had just enough time to use Adrift and step back to earth.

I hopped into the park near my old Westland apartment. Five minutes on the cooldown now.

Would she stay there? Attack me when I came back? Would she see what my plan really was?

I had no idea. At Gold she’d need at least a third one, possibly a fourth, but this would be the defining moment, this second one.

I burned a whole lot of mana putting objects from my inventory into the shops in Bershannik and Surrek, enough that a second one of these blasts wouldn’t top off my mana and zap her with the leftover.

With Adrift I dared to glance back at her and see.

She was still there.

When I pushed through the veil and came back to Erratesh, I didn’t tense with the anticipation that she’d put a fist through me. She either would or she wouldn’t. Instead I used the tiny Adrift portal to lay a hand on her again and leech out a massive amount of mana. She grunted, and turned in my direction.

“You’d best follow through,” she said quietly.

With buried intentions and stony face, I stepped back to earth and unleashed a torrent of mana.


32- I Trusted You

Then leeched her mana out again. And five minutes later, again. She was letting me. Gods, she’d spent twenty straight years watching, eating the worst kind of food imaginable. The other Errateshi wouldn’t know what they were missing, but this woman had been a demigod Empress. She knew exactly what she wasn’t getting three hundred and sixty-five times twenty.

Finally, she was weakening. In Erratesh, she wouldn’t regenerate mana like in Ethetria. After two more, she’d started swaying on the spot, and took a knee.

Now.

I enhanced my Quick and Fierce with Erratesh’s Mark, reached into the Black Door, and grabbed out two bracelets. Then I snapped them onto her wrists, teleported behind her, and hit her with one last Dalewind’s Mark. This time at just about full mana.

The blast of extremely high mana from point blank range threw her a good ten feet, straight into the perimeter of cubes, where she smashed into the metal wall and dented it.

The first of several water balls collided with her before she even struck the ground.

“Drifter?” she asked, almost sounding drunk. And betrayed.

“This is the only way,” I said.

She looked up sharply, to where I was breathing a bolt of lightning into her face from a foot off the ground.

The lightning with the water did a lot of bonus damage and had a much higher chance of inflicting stun on her, but no dice. Another teleport gave me enough distance to cast the Silver tier fireball out of Inferno’s Mark.

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.

The good news about Normal and Bronze effects was that the damage scaled up to Silver because I was Silver with Hellera. I blasted her with the Normal fire burst and the fireball one after another, teleporting to the side before she burst through the flames and cut me in half with a single karate chop.

After that, I brought out the ice shields, and the fire shields for good measure.

“Why are you doing this?” she called. “I have to—”

I teleported in and shot her point blank with a shotgun.

She’d gained a health bar when I started attacking her, and I was surprised to learn it was only Gold tier. Only three bars, and one of them had disappeared in an awful hurry.

What?

I pulled a large board out of my inventory and used Phase Shift to lock it in place. Lucky I did, because she came out of the cloud of smoke created by the fireball and went all the way through it before landing a hard punch high on my ribs.

Then she threw herself to the side and stared at the poster board as if it had just committed a hate crime.

Warning! You have taken thirty-five injuries from a Gold tier source!

Yeah no shit, I thought. I could only take two or three more of those before shit went sideways. Another teleport and shotgun blast sent her sailing back through the poster board suspended two feet off the ground.

I watched with glee as her health meter zipped down by almost half. A tiny sliver peeked out over the last health bar.

“Why?” she screamed.

“You know why,” I told her. “I can’t have the Emperor’s Favored Consort at my back when I try to go against him.”

Then I slammed Empath’s Mark into her, driving her insane. Her response was to scream bloody fucking murder, hit with some phobia or another, blindness, and aphasia, whatever that was. Unfortunately she’d resisted, but three conditions was just fine for the moment. She couldn’t use mana, couldn’t use any spells, and that just left fast and strong.

She still used these, lashing out with fists and feet in all the places I was likely to be. She actually raked nails over my ankle and gave me another twelve injuries, and followed it up with a savage elbow for thirty-eight more injuries. The first was more than a shotgun routinely dealt out, but not nearly enough to kill me. The second got really damn close. I teleported away and blasted her with the shotgun again while enabling Mender’s Mark.

Again she tumbled through the phase shifted poster board. Her health meter spun down to about three quarters left.

She got up on one elbow, bleeding from a bunch of wounds. “Evan!” she shouted.

“Don’t,” I growled. She couldn’t stop me; no one could stop me.

“Why? Why are you doing this?”

“I said don’t.”

I shot her again. She got up after this, looking like a train wreck. Miserable. Hate and bewildered betrayal filled her face.

“You asshole,” she mumbled, and spat blood in my direction. “I trusted you.”

But when she hobbled blindly over toward the poster board, I legitimately freaked out. I sprinted over to it the moment she touched it, and shut down the effect before she could kill herself.

Then I took her in the stomach with a point blank shotgun blast. And another. And then another.

I finally got the notification that I had defeated Layla, Empress of Ethetria and Watcher of Erratesh.

And sure, you defeat someone who’s functionally crippled and blind, who you just built up trust with, you don’t congratulate yourself on a betrayal well done.

The UI told me about the experience gains I’d just made, and gave me the option to loot her corpse. Then I knew then she was actually dead.

“This had better fucking work,” I mumbled and darted forward.

I slapped Mender’s Mark on her, all three levels, immediately. Then I brought out a potion I had never thought I’d need to use: a full revitalize potion. After the mushroom incident with Auralla I made sure to have one made, but the cost was astronomical. They’d wanted a thousand gold pieces for the thing. You could buy a custom ordered magic sword for that kind of money.

The healing took effect, but she still remained dead. It was only when grabbed her chin and dribbled the potion into her mouth that her throat worked. To say I swore the whole time is a big fucking understatement.

As soon as she started awake, wide-eyed, I poured the rest of the potion down her throat.

“You’re all right,” I soothed. “You’re all right now.” As an afterthought, I removed the shackles from each of her wrists with the magic key I had in my inventory. The revitalizing potion was still working on her, and filled her with some mana at least, before it wore off.

Although I half expected her to clock me into next week, and she’d have been well within her rights to do so, she stared around in confusion for several moments. Then several more long moments. She was reading threw a slew of UI messages.

Speaking of which.

You have defeated a far stronger opponent through a combination of guile, persuasion, bribery, deceit, skullduggery—

“Hey fuck you,” I breathed.

—and by using the environmental aspects against her. You have gained moderate experience in Tough, significant experience in all your Attributes, but extremely high experience in Sly. You—

“Okay seriously, it wasn’t that bad,” I told it, feeling a prickle of guilt I shouldn’t have felt.

Would you let me finish? It asked.

“Fine,” I grumped.

You have been awarded one full star of Sly, as well as half a star in your other attributes aside from Tough. Returning Layla of Surrek to life was an extreme risk, and if it pays off you will be granted another two stars to place wherever you wish.

“I’m…”

“Not the Favored Consort of the Emperor any longer,” I told her. “And if you hit me, you might just kill me, so please don’t.”

She had the look on her like she might just haul off and hurl me into the Black. I knew from recent experience that forming the Favored Consort bond was viable until death, and while I didn’t want him to make a new bond with anyone, I doubted highly that he could find someone willing, and that he could find someone powerful enough.

“The good news,” I told her, “is that you’re free. You don’t have to stay here. You can help me dismantle these portal makers. I can get done with my Emperor situation and get back to running Surrek in peace and quiet.”

She considered this for a time. “It won’t work like that, you know?”

My face fell. I’d figured that, yeah, probably the Emperor planned to kill me the second I finished his task, but with any luck the Empress would tell me he was a man of honor and that was how he ascended to the throne in the first place.

Not by, you know, viciously murdering all the other possible claimants, and ruthlessly suppressing anyone from becoming powerful enough to challenge him. I know how naive I am, but I like to think that’s hopefulness instead.

Surrek now represented a threat to his empire, and I doubted he would just let that continue.

“Do you feel different?” I asked.

She nodded. “I just lost four stars in all my Attributes. All my marks are gone except the base one.”

“Drifter?”

She nodded.

I wanted to ask, but people were weird about their pasts. A lot of them didn’t like to talk about things, like they were precious cargo. I guess that made sense; a lot of times when I cracked those containers, pain and regret came out with the retelling.

Instead I went into the UI and looked over my Attributes. I hadn’t anticipated getting so much experience from this… maybe I should cultivate friendships with all my enemies, then stab them in the back when they least expected it.

Attuned— Silver********

Clever— Silver***********

Charming— Silver******

Fierce— Silver*********

Sly— Silver *******

Quick— Silver*********

Tough— Silver********

I’d been on the cusp of a lot of stars, and now they’d spilled over. Gods, I was doing this.

I could just… kill her again.

“Don’t be a psychopath,” I told myself. She had a number of uses to my future, including a hostage trade. I could try to bargain—

That would never work. The second I let go of her, he would punch me into the afterlife. Still, if she was amenable, she would make a very good distraction. I didn’t particularly want to think of this woman as a tool, but Leroy had me desperate.

For the last two stars I could place freely, I considered. Clever seemed the most obvious. That would put me over into Gold, awesome. The benefits with Clever weren’t always tangible, but it would be worth it just to have one Attribute in Gold.

One other… Fierce and Quick were both at nine, and Tough and Attuned at eight stars. All of these were good candidates, but I was leaning towards Quick. I knew the Emperor was way faster than I was, but a little felt like it would be worth it.

Quick it was.

Attuned— Silver********

Clever— Gold (no stars)

Charming— Silver******

Fierce— Silver*********

Sly— Silver *******

Quick— Silver**********

Tough— Silver********

Wait.

In the description when I’d become Silver, it seemed to indicate I could keep getting stars in Clever until I maxed it at Gold. Did that mean the abilities would also follow this? I wasn’t Gold tier, but would I grab a new higher tier ability?

Adrift

*Special Ability, Inherent, Magical*

*Gold tier, no stars*

Since you are not of this world, you have a connection to multiple worlds. You can access this multiverse in limited ways.

Normal: Activate to visualize a place in your home world, and maintain to move your perception through the area at your maximum running speed. Raise to high mana cost in order to hear or smell anything in your perceptual window.

Costs moderate mana, plus moderate mana per second to maintain. No cooldown.

Bronze: Activate to reach across the veil separating worlds and bring an object to this world, or deposit an object in your world. The object must be something you can lift with one hand. Does not allow the transport of living creatures.

This ability costs high mana. No cooldown.

In addition, you may use the Normal ability to seek out and visualize positions in other adjoining realities, not just your home reality.

Silver: Activate to push a living being through the veil and into an adjoining reality. Absolute position in the current world and the target world are meaningless. So long as the position of the target world is seen through the use of the Normal ability, the ability may be used.

This ability costs high mana. Cooldown: 30 seconds.

In addition, you may use the Normal ability to seek out and visualize positions in nearby realities, not simply adjoining realities.

Gold: Mark out a geometric shape up five miles in diameter and infuse it with maximum mana to establish it as your Personal Adrift Realm. Once per day, you may pay extreme mana to send everything within it to an adjacent reality, or suspend it within the veil itself, between realities. You may not create another while your present Realm is between worlds. If you create another Realm, the current Realm loses the title of Personal Adrift Realm, and may not leave the reality it presently occupies.

This ability costs maximum/extreme mana. Cooldown: special/24 hours.

This ability is linked to your Clever attribute.

Deep breath, I told myself. This could very well work. Yes the hope was far-fetched, but there it was regardless. A sliver of hope that there might be a way out of this. I mean, Leroy would never give me the time to draw a gigantic circle around Surrek. He’d arrive, pound me into a memory, and that would be that.

If he could be distracted though…

I toyed briefly with the idea of outlining Bershannik and making it into my Personal Adrift Realm, then trying to send Leroy and the whole city between realities. A whole city full of people seemed a pretty steep price for one Emperor, but even then, it was a Gold tier power and not Platinum. Could he resist the effect and either keep the whole city from leaving, or just stick around while the whole city disappeared? So far it seemed like the answer was a definite probably. Either of those meant my immediate death, so it wasn’t a risk I was wiling to take.

Layla seemed to have come to grips with her new situation. Her eyes were wide and staring around at every new thought that occurred to her, and apparently there were a lot of them. They flicked back and forth repeatedly, reminding me of a crazy guy in a horror movie I’d seen once… but the joyful grin spreading across her face was anything but crazy.

“You can do anything,” I told her. “I’ll put you back on earth if you want.”

She had this far-off look in her eyes. “I wouldn’t be able to get back to Ethetria.”

“Ethetria was good to you?”

“It’s magic, dumbass,” she said, chuckling. “I could fly and shoot energy out of my hands. I transformed my whole body and breathed underwater. Why would I want to go back to earth? I don’t even know what year it is or what’s been happening.”

“When did you cross over?”

“Nineteen sixty-three.”

Holy hell. That meant Leroy came over earlier. Unless he was like me and had figured out how to rapidly advance through a series of near-death experiences.

“Do you have Adrift as one of your powers?” I asked.

She shook her head.

“Well,” I said. “You can stay here, or you can go through a portal, though I wouldn’t recommend it. The Emperor has people stationed on the other side to handle the bugs that trickle through. If you ask me really nicely I can push you through the veil somewhere Leroy won’t know about.”

“Let’s go get cleaned up,” she said, and stood. “I need new clothes.”

Oh, right. Clothes didn’t tend to survive so many point blank shotgun blasts. Or really even one. She was practically naked now, and thankfully the wounds had closed up and healed, without scarring.

It had been long enough that I was able to start another round of healing spells. It was a good thing, too, because she punched me right on the shoulder, hard enough to send me stumbling and give me twenty-four injuries.


33- You’re a Natural

Layla slowly awakened to the notion that she was no longer bound to the Emperor, and this changed her entire self. She started off the walk back to her apartment stiffly, holding herself, but by the time she arrived her shoulders were back, her head was up, and the dazed incomprehension had been replaced by fierce joy. She dashed up the steps and reappeared a few minutes later in a new bodysuit, one with less metal adornments.

The way her hair bounced when she ran back down the stairs was hypnotic.

She had a manic smile on her face now, eyes bright, and she took me by the shoulders.

“Oh my God,” she breathed, voice thick with reverence. It was settling in, really getting inside her system. “I can do anything.”

I nodded. “I know.”

“I don’t have to stand there and watch to make sure armies that don’t exist don’t go through the portals.”

“Yep.”

“I don’t have to kill anyone who approaches those portals.”

“Mm-hmm.”

“I don’t have to hold back on any Masters from Ethetria. I can just pound them into roadkill whether they attack me or not.”

“Um.”

“I can go anywhere I want.”

“That’s more like it.”

“I can kill all the Masters,” she whispered.

“Now I’m worried again.”

She turned and took me by the shoulders, gripping painfully. “They’re the worst. You don’t know what I’ve been forced to watch.”

“I have several ideas,” I said.

“It’s worse than that.”

“Oh, like two girls one cup kind of stuff. Say no more.” Shudder.

She cocked her head in confusion, then soldiered on. “I don’t know what that means. It doesn’t matter. There’s nothing to stop me now. Nothing.”

“There’s the Emperor,” I said quietly, and she recoiled like I just gave her a shotgun blast to the guts. “He knows whenever I’m in Surrek. Or Bershannik, but he hates it when I go back to Surrek. He has a map, same as us. He has it set to notify him whenever I enter the city, and whenever I enter the Empire. You know how fast he is. He’d be on you before you could kill the first Master.”

This news did not sit well with her.

“But hey, there’s a lot of Ethetria out there, and you can go live in the parts that aren’t the Empire. With luck, the Emperor won’t kill me, I’ll handle him, and then you can come back to work on rebuilding the Empire.”

She considered this for quite a long time. We walked around this Erratesh cityscape in silence, while the people walked here and there. Most appeared work-weary, dragging their feet or consoling one another out of their exhaustion. At least this place could be easily changed up.

“What do you need?” she asked.

“Hm?”

“To take the Emperor on?”

I grinned.

She frowned. “We’re not having sex.”

“That wasn’t what this grin meant,” I told her defensively, “promise! Hey, don’t look at me like that. Every one of these marks was freely given, okay? I’m serious! Gods, you’re really good at giving side-eye.”

“I don’t know what that means either.”

“Well regardless, you’re a natural.”
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The first thing we needed to do was issue a series of orders. I had a few ideas. Layla was happy to oblige, since most of the dictates came down from the All-Sire, that diseased cunt sleeve. One of her orders had been to allow ranking Masters to make major decisions, so long as they didn’t interfere with the Emperor’s.

Now that we could order everyone around, she quickly grabbed up a stylus and several thin sheets of thin metal they used as paper here.

We started big.

“The ladies won’t be required to work fourteen hour shifts six days a week.” We were giving them the eight hour workday and weekends in the same stroke of the stylus.

Work in the smelting pits rotates out after, what do you think, two months? Three months? Then you have years off. Five years before you can be required to work in smelting again.”

We changed Keshi West. Then we invited Haru and Gina into the room so they could look over these ideas and add to them. I watched the two Errateshi excitedly talking about what could change, and glanced down at Layla at the desk.

“Let’s take a break and let the natives do their own decision-making,” I said.

We made our way to the top of this building, which overlooked a great deal of Keshi West. It was equipped with a metal railing, along with tempered glass holding it together.

“So why keep the portal generators open?” I asked. “And where do they get made?”

“Somewhere called Ryinzo South,” she said, and waved a hand vaguely off to the west. “As for the why, that’s simple: I wanted a way to get back to Ethetria if possible. And none of the orders given by the Emperor said anything about casually allowing threats to invade Ethetria one at a time.”

“When passive aggressive is your only option…” I said.

She nodded.

“You were never, by chance, part of the US military and know where they keep stockpiles of ammunition or explosive ordinance, were you?”

“I was not.”

“I guess I could go to earth and try and look it up on the internet…”

“I don’t know what that is either.”

“The world’s changed a lot in the last sixty years,” I told her. “You should take a vacation there, you might like it.”

She shook her head.

“Fair. Anyway, I’m sure they’d flag my phone if I did a search for locations of bombs and mines and C4 and stuff. I’ve been meaning to try searching around for that kind of stuff and never had the time. I was too busy trying to get rich, or just relax behind the counter and sell things.”

I didn’t regret it. Shotguns only did top tier Bronze damage, which was lower than all my attack spells. I doubted C4 or claymores did more than Silver damage, if they got above Bronze at all. The pistols were classified as Bronze tier, and so were the bows. It seemed like earth stuff topped out at Bronze, although I was sure missiles and rocket launchers and stuff would go into Silver.

Which was still useless, because I could replicate that damage over and over with my spells, and I didn’t want to pay the cost in time and difficulty to even get hold of those weapons, let alone teach the ladies how to use them. To say nothing of the fact that the ladies were all getting up in Bronze anyway, and were doing shotgun damage with their own spells.

Layla broke me out of this reverie.

“You have a shop, then?”

“You can buy earth stuff there. Two gold for most everything.”

“Steep,” she said, but also nodded approvingly.

“But also fair. At least it was. Now I can just pop into earth, load up a shopping cart, and throw it in my inventory before heading back. I can store a whole warehouse full of earth junk. I could theoretically lower my prices, but I’m the only shop for earth stuff in the entire world.”

“Do you honestly expect to stand up to Leroy?” she asked.

Here was the million dollar question.

“I want to say yes, but I know there’s an issue with mana crystals and with the timeline. If we could get mana crystals to where they need to go, I might have a chance, but there just aren’t enough. We even have this situation with demon worshippers making mana crystals out of thin air, and I doubt that’s going to be fast enough.” I chuckled ruefully. “If I plundered Keshi West for all the crystals in sight, I still don’t know if it would be enough. We need time to get the project finished, and Leroy does not want to give me that sort of time.”

“So you need a distraction,” she said.

I nodded, and my brain settled back on Zati. The naga had the ability to alter any spell she knew with different parameters, if she was willing to pay the mana cost. She’d literally made a portal and scooped tons of bone through that portal to cut a huge groove in the floor made entirely of bone.

“Hang on a second,” I said, and located Zati in Bershannik. As usual the Archivist had a slew of papers arrayed around the walls of Ink District’s manor house and was condensing findings into a tome.

I used Adrift to pull her through the veil, already apologizing, but she hadn’t been in this world much, and she really was addicted to learning new things.

“I’m sorry to get in the way of your studies,” I told her. “But… can you do the portal thing with the black ooze?”

After a moment of consideration, she nodded. “It would be a great deal of mana, but it’s actually simpler than sending you from Sunspire to Surrek. Adrift was made specifically to bridge the gap between worlds, so it’s fewer alterations to the spell.”

“The same thing you’ve done before with earth, with Paul and Michael.”

The two fuck machines who were presently humping their way to turning Erratesh on its head. What a delightful series of mental pictures that was.

She nodded at my half a question, and looked around. “Can we get close to this black ooze?”

“It is incredibly dangerous,” Layla explained.

“That hasn’t stopped us before,” I joked, then remembered how close we’d come to losing Zati at least once. “On the other hand, you’re free to say no,” I told Zati.

She crossed her arms over her chest. “I do this in the spirit of learning.”

I arched an eyebrow at Layla. “Good enough?”

“Good enough,” Layla replied, though her face was filled with concern. I got it; those bugs and that oily black stuff killed everything they came into contact with.

“Although we’re going to take precautions this time. How close do you need to be with this portal?”

Things lived in the Black, things that would attack if you got too near. The precautions I attempted were basically just one: would the creatures I could summon with Beastmaster’s Mark succumb to the Black? I unleashed Janet the shadow finnet and had her dive off the edge of the city.

“And?”

“Result in conclusive,” I said.

“What does that mean?” Layla asked.

“Your beast did not die on impact, did she?” Zati asked.

I grinned. “But she didn’t live long after that.” I’d taken the single magical backlash injury only a few seconds after Janet had landed in the goopy stuff. Those were important seconds, but the remainder of the information wasn’t great. I’d gotten no visual glimpses of anything inside that lake of pure death, and only a tiny bit of audible evidence. What I’d heard did not fill me with confidence.

After going over flight options, it was clear that Jason the wyvern was our best option. He was much faster than the ponderous levitating cubes that held up Keshi West, and those were also fused together to form the entirety of the city. Even if we could detach one from the rest (and we didn’t know how to do that), it wouldn’t get Zati out of harm’s way with anything approaching speed once in danger.

Jason it was.

The Errateshi (and Layla) were suitably impressed by the gigantic almost-dragon, with its two powerful legs, its powerful tail, and its two enormous wings. Since it was fully under my telepathic control, I had him lean down and nuzzle me while I talked to him like he was a puppy.

“Oh buddy, I missed you too. You’re the cutest, yes you are!”

He made a terrifying, affectionate rumbling noise. I hoped that, wherever the other creatures were that lived inside my Beastmaster’s Mark, Jerry the jiddara wasn’t getting upset. He was the goodest boy.

“Have you seen Treshkegal?” I asked Zati. She nodded, which floored me. I had talked to her a bit about her home of Dellendri, an underground warren of burrows in the vast southern deserts, but I wasn’t sure how much of the Empire she’d seen.

Enough, apparently. She’d been conducting a survey of earth in her off hours back on Ethetria, using Adrift’s Mark, and now that she was on Erratesh, she made a quick flying survey of the twelve cities. Watching her work, I found myself astonished at the sheer speed with which she muttered the names of the cities.

“Bershannik, jewel of the east, city cut from the mountain, Trierssek, city by the sea, embattled with the deep, Morravek, city of the Delta, bulwark against Trierssek’s fall, Ivellekegal, jewel of the south, frontier of the sands… ah, here, Treshkegal. Yes… here it is, the city of a hundred thousand fruit trees.”

Fantasy Florida, hang on to your meth gators, here we come.

With Zati’s eyes firmly fixed on the orchards, we got her up onto Jason’s back and took off, me in red dragon form trying like hell to keep pace. It wasn’t a long flight to the roiling black sea of poisonous whatever that made up the surface of much of Erratesh.

“We’re here,” I told her, flapping my wings to stay aloft.

“Closer,” she said. She’d begun to make hand gestures but had her eyes firmly fixed on Treshkegal.

“I  don’t want to get you too close,” I told her. Jason dropped in a bit lower, wings coming dangerously close to the Black.

“Closer,” she called.

“I don’t think we can get—“

“Closer!” she commanded, and this time Jason got even lower. We should’ve tested out using a magical construct on the Black goop sitting all over Erratesh. If Jason could just swoop down and not get immediately destroyed, then my heart wouldn’t be thundering in my chest.

If Jason suddenly unraveled into rainbow streamers of magic, I’d have to swoop down, pluck up Zati before any part of her touched the killer black oil stuff, and get to running on air in an awful hurry.

I didn’t want to admit to myself that there was absolutely no chance Zati was going to make it if this happened.

The naga Archivist continued the incantation, eyes on Treshkegal, and swept open a wide portal. With no one around to give her the mana potion, I had to be quick about this, and ordered Jason forward so we could slide the portal over as much of this shit as possible. I beat my wings hard to try and keep up with the huge wyvern.

Gallons upon gallons of it spilled through the portal, becoming barrels worth of the stuff. I caught a glimpse beyond the infinitesimally thin edge of the portal and into Ethetria. Or more specifically Treshkegal.

A torrent of black sludge dropped out onto the mass of orchards below. The results were as terrific as they were catastrophic. After all, Pratchett had some words to say about the word terrific.

We were about five seconds into this beautiful disaster when a huge form erupted out of the black. Jason veered aside and clawed for altitude, and I was forced to veer to the other side. Something like a centipede made entirely of ropy, greasy black stuff shot out of the black ahead of us, its many legs quivering and reaching to stab, but thankfully it missed. The thing slapped back down into the black, splashing oily death up toward us, but Jason had put enough space between them that it wasn’t splashed.

I was not so fortunate.

Warning! You have been infected with Ryoten’s Nanotoxin. You have suffered 2 injuries. You will continue to suffer these injuries until the nanotoxin is purged from your system.

Warning! Survivor’s Mark is unable to resist Ryoten’s Nanotoxin.

Warning! Mender’s Mark is unable to purge Ryoten’s Nanotoxin.

“Of course!” I growled. “Of fucking course. The mana poisoning, the instantaneous death mushrooms, the null vampires. It’s gotta be me, doesn’t it? Yeah, of course it does.”

My Reveal spell told me the following:

Ryoten’s Nanotoxin was developed to eat organic materials and multiply, as a way of combating the invading Ethetrian menace.

This told me a few things. One, Ethetria had once possessed another Master capable of bridging the gap between worlds. Two, they had used that person to invade. Three, the Errateshi had attempted to fight back with technology, and then launch an invasion of their own. Then shit got out of control. Mustard gas and napalm don’t care if you’re friend or foe, they’ll kill you both just the same.

I’d been avoiding Ethetria just as long as possible. Well, that was no longer possible.  I just had to hope my sort-of ally the goddess of healing could handle a manufactured murder machine.

“How much time do I have?” I asked the UI.

Your initial infection point was small, and located far from vital organs. Present estimates put the nanotoxin in your heart and lungs within twenty-four hours.

Well wasn’t that just peachy? I had a nice, specific countdown timer on my life.


34- I Shouldn’t Have Laughed

It was then that Auralla came through the veil between worlds, trailing wisps of funky rainbow and black magic. She immediately peered around, locked eyes with me, and broke into a wide smile. I couldn’t match it, unfortunately. Every day I spent without Auralla was a day I did something stupid, thought something awful, or performed some kind of unforgivable atrocity.

“My love,” I said. “Welcome to Erratesh.”

“What’s wrong?” she demanded.

“Would you believe me if I said nothing?” I tried. And hell, my Sly was much better than hers.

Except apparently our Relationship came into play there, somehow. She grabbed each of my shoulders and stared into my eyes, hard, until I smiled sadly at her and wrapped my arms tight around her. A whole well of emotions were drawn up.

Hellera was trapped. Quavallie was trapped. The Emperor had already come within inches of killing me. I knew I’d pissed him off by severing his connection with his Favored Consort, meaning he’d lost two stars in all his Attributes, and that meant meeting him once again would not go well. The two stars in all his Attributes just wouldn’t matter, and he might just have a new Favored Consort to deal with.

I missed her, and Avya, and Dallinya, and all of them surrounding me on the bed, one hand outstretched to reassure themselves I was still there, still a means of freedom. Even if they were now tethered to me, their lives were orders of magnitude better than almost every female in the entire city. And that meant, amazingly, the Favored Consorts of not just the Governors, but also the Emperor.

“What did he do to you?” she asked fiercely.

“He killed me,” I told her, and showed her the two dots where the nanotoxin had hit my Achilles’ heel. When she reached out, I grabbed her wrist. “Don’t. This stuff kills anything and everything it touches. I won’t let it kill you too.”

We had run the distraction though.

“I have to go back to Ethetria,” I told her. “I’m sorry.”

“I’ll go with you,” she said brightly, ignoring how obviously insane that was.

Avya nodded behind her, and I knelt to pull her into a tight embrace. Auralla knelt behind her and made it an Avya sandwich, and kissed me several more times.

I instantly felt relief at having both of them here with me. Like sure we were up against insurmountable odds with a dwindling force to array against the Emperor, but it felt easier to handle. No longer like trying to mine a mountain with a spoon.

Auralla’s hair smelled of something I couldn’t place, but it was instantly my favorite scent.

It had only been a month, so there was no way she could be showing right now. It just wasn’t possible. I checked for a swollen belly regardless, because I wanted to try and salvage. She giggled at me.

“I shouldn’t have shut you away,” I breathed.

“Now you shouldn’t have, foolish beautiful Drifter,” she said, and ran a thumb over my cheekbone. 

Hey, I’m Gold tier in Clever, I wanted to tell her, but clever and wise apparently weren’t the same thing. I could very well be a very smart idiot. Those people existed all over the place.

“I have to do it again,” I told her. “You and Avya need to stay here, where it’s safe.”

“You need your coterie with you,” Auralla protested. “Don’t shut me out again, Evan Westfield. I’ll have Avya take me to earth and we’ll go visit your mother.”

“That’s devious.”

“It’s also true. She’ll put you in your place.”

She would indeed.

“You two can’t stand against him. He’s faster, stronger, everything. He nearly killed me with a single punch.”

They nodded gravely.

We discussed the situation and the options. In the meantime I slowly took more and more injuries from Ryoten’s Nanotoxin. Auralla was amazed to learn that I would be a dad here in this world too, four times over in fact, and congratulated Haru when she and Gina reappeared. She also thanked Layla for not killing me. She added a “You didn’t kill him like you obviously should have” and gave me some shade to go along with it. Layla, Avya, Zati and Haru found this incredibly funny.

Finally Auralla turned to me and demanded to know why I hadn’t used the dungeon core to grab another powerful ability. I still didn’t have a power in Quick or one in Tough and she seemed to believe it was time to fuck that thing. When I explained it was resisting me, she furrowed her brow and turned to Zati.

“Have you ever heard of such a thing?”

Zati nodded. “I wish he had asked. I know a great deal about dungeon cores.” Of course Mrs. Eidetic Memory knew all about dungeon cores.

Auralla patted my arm. “He’s been so focused on this quest for the Emperor that he forgot to use the resources available to him.”

“Hey, be nice. Zati is much more than just a resource,” I warned. “She’s incredible.”

“You won’t get into her pants that way,” Avya said.

“She… doesn’t wear pants?”

“Clearly our first goal,” Auralla said, picking the ball back up and running with it, “is to get you healed and get that dungeon core healed. It sounds like we should visit with Caderyn.”

Luckily I had some rapport with the healing goddess.
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Bershannik’s temple to Caderyn was almost identical to the one in Surrek, including the orientation: the front door to the place faced east, to where the sun rose each morning, and had a commanding view out eastward. Symbolic, for all those new beginnings and possibilities.

The attendants showed us right in, including Haru and Gina. I stared at Layla.

“You don’t have to do this,” I told her.

She shook her head. “Someone needs to stand up to him, and it’s not going to be the mother of your child.”

“Are you sure we can’t have sex?”

“I will punch you.”

“Just saying, he wouldn’t be able to steal your powers again and add them to his arsenal.”

She had intense eyebrows, and lowered them at me. “I’m sure you’re ‘just saying’ young buck.”

“Jeez, you’re old.”

“Don’t you dare,” she said.

“I wouldn’t want to break you.”

“Don’t think I won’t do the Emperor’s work for him,” she warned.

“I have a rule about the age of women I date anyway,” I told her. “I mean sure you’ve got a fierce, take-no-shit personality, and you’re objectively a nine, maybe a ten, but you’re like sixty years older than me.”

Layla turned to the others. “How is it you don’t all murder him in his sleep at the first available opportunity?”

Auralla shrugged. “He is good in bed.”

“He has provided me with exactly what I need,” Zati said cryptically.

“He also doesn’t dominate,” Avya added.

Layla threw up her hands. “Says the Favored Consort!”

“I chose this,” Avya told me, hands on hips. “Although it’s annoying that it causes me physical pain to kick him in the shins or tell him what’s on my mind.”

Layla just stood aghast. Haru and Gina shrugged, chuckling, before stepping into the vaunted halls of the Healer’s domain.

The attendant who came to guide us could’ve been the sister to the big blocky woman from Surrek. Seriously, the resemblance was uncanny. Instead of asking if they’d teleported her all the way here just for me somehow, I gave her a smile and thanked her for coming to see us on such short notice.

Instead of heading to the normal room, we were directed back through several hallways, down two flights of stairs, and to large room with an altar in its center.

She eventually gestured for all of us to enter. Since Avya had her orders, it wasn’t a problem for all of them to see whatever exchange was about to happen. If the Emperor showed up, she knew what to do.

“You have come seeking healing,” the woman said, but with the voice of a goddess. It was both booming and intimate at the same time, directly in my head and all around me.

“I’ve been infected with a plague from another world,” I said. “It’s my hope that you will accept my coin in exchange for healing it.”

No more sacrificing everything to get on her good side.

“You and I have shared essence,” she said, earning a lot of confused and mystified looks from the ladies. I gulped. “Your coin is no longer good here, my champion.”

“I thought we had settled that matter,” I protested.

“Your healing will commence without cost.”

I could just see Avya itching to interrupt a goddess and ask what the fuck the ‘sharing essence’ had been about. But, one did not simply interrupt a goddess, especially one about to render assistance for free.

“Do you… ever sit around and chat with the other gods?” I asked, in the middle of levitating up off my feet in a boiling mass of healing green energy.

The attendant was in the middle of raising a hand glowing with green energy, and I could hear discussion going on around us.

“Does the goddess usually attend you when you come in for healing?” Zati was asking.

“Only Evan gets this kind of treatment,” Ayva whispered.

“Because apparently the goddess has gotten to know him… fully,” Auralla said.

Layla shifted uncomfortably. “What in the names of all the gods has been going on in the empire while I’ve been away?”

“Other gods?” Caderyn asked. “Whyever do you ask?”

“I’m afraid divine assistance is the only option for going up against my current problem. And my current problem isn’t one I can heal my way out of, so I wondered if you had the ear of a god of instantaneous killing or a god of sudden power spikes or something.”

Avya had this horrified look like oh, I’m going to be out of a job just as soon as Caderyn un-heals him right to death.

“My brother War may bestow his favor upon you,” she said imperiously. “I could put in a good word for you.”

Unreal.

“Right. That sounds incredible, but I’m still incredibly likely to die in the first two seconds of any fight involving my current opponent.”

There was a far-off rumble. A bit of dust drifted down from the ceiling.

“And that would be the man himself,” I said. “I need to skedaddle.”

And since we had planned for this kind of thing, ‘skedaddle’ was the safe word. Avya immediately opened the Silver Door to somewhere I’d never seen before, not in the empire, which was pretty incredible, and started to usher the others through.

“I have not completed the purification,” Caderyn said. “This toxin is adapting to counter my magic.”

The whole place shook violently.

“I’ll just have to die then, because I don’t want this asshole to destroy your whole temple.” And yes, a teensy part of me really wanted to see the Emperor face the wrath of the healing goddess. So I might not have sounded a hundred percent convincing.

“You will stay here,” she insisted, and attacked the thing in my ankle in a new way.

“Then I’m sorry for what’s happening, and what’s about to happen,” I said.

A deep green shadow crossed in front of the goddess’s face. “You are not the only one who will be sorry this day.”

Emperor Leroy tore the fucking temple to the ground. It was an earthquake. He literally pinballed around the place, taking the walls down while screaming for me to show myself. Every time I tried to get up, the goddess placed a hand on my midsection and gently forced me back to my seated position on the altar.

Since being placed on the huge slab of green jade-like material, some several minutes now, a lot had happened with Ryoten’s Nanotoxin. The little black dot in my leg had split and spread, been forced back into a small blob, changed colors a number of times, changed into a series of tiny spiked balls, and inexplicably begun to hurt like the dickens. So much that it inflicted agony and shock on me.

I hadn’t had agony before, and was not surprised to learn it lowered all Attributes for the purposes of making any skill checks, attacks, and lowered all spell damage.

Also it was the worst pain I’d ever felt.

The Emperor blasted his way into the room a good ten seconds later. The darkness and soft magic of mana lamps were replaced by rain streaming in from above. Darkness fell, as the mana lamps began to wink out. Lightning exploded overhead, turning Leroy briefly stark white. The thunder was deafening.

I’d been through plenty of thunderstorms in my day, including one that raged at four in the morning, woke up my entire family, and left us whimpering in the dark. It had sounded as though the lightning was crashing all around us, and it felt like it was just dancing around our pop up camper in a circle.

All the ladies were long gone, except for Caderyn’s attendant, currently serving in an avatar or puppet capacity. I wasn’t clear on how it all worked, and right then it didn’t matter.

Emperor Leroy was volcanic, titanic, seismic. He was a force of nature. You weren’t supposed to amass this sort of power. It just wasn’t natural. Dread washed over me from an aura he had, Nightmare Sculptor’s Mark, which twisted his features and made him seem a good twenty feet tall, almost kaiju-like. It also made me seem tiny, insignificant, like a bug. Steel-Willed kicked in automatically, but the Emperor’s aura crushed it back and left me with a raft of conditions similar to being targeted by the Silver Empath’s Mark.

“Where is she?” He roared.

I literally could not speak. The conditions I was under made it impossible to do anything but stare, although I was currently the champion of not pissing myself.

“As you can plainly see, she is not here,” Caderyn said without turning. “You have defiled this holy place, and you are commanded—”

“Fuck your holy place,” the Emperor hissed, “and fuck your commands.” He snarled and turned that oppressive gaze on me. I once again succeeded wildly at not soiling myself. “You will speak now, and you will tell the truth, or I will end your little dimension-hopping joyride, Governor. Where is my wife?”

I was desperately trying to work my mouth, to tell the Goddess that I should keep the nanotoxin and we should infect the Emperor with it. It was clearly potent enough to infect him, and I was sure Caderyn would never consent to heal him ever again based on his actions just now.

But she wasn’t the goddess of Harming, and that was a fact I understood without needing any explanation. She could probably end the Emperor based on power, but she was healing incarnate, and healers didn’t hurt.

Instead, as the Emperor heaved with breaths he definitely didn’t need to heave, the notification rolled by that Ryoten’s Nanotoxin had been cleansed.

The puppet Caderyn was currently using stood and turned.

“Leave this place.”

The Emperor reached back to punch directly through her, with fist all aglow. He rapidly transformed into living energy, white-yellow in color but with big, violent purple orbs of energy where his eyes should be. He’d released the terror effect, because I could suddenly breathe without  feeling like that was the very last breath.

“Attack me at your peril,” she said calmly.

So instead he pushed past her and seized me by the throat. He lifted me easily, and when it was clear I was taking energy damage rapidly, the effect peeled back off his body and left him the man he’d been before. With a glowing fist.

“I… killed… her,” I choked. He didn’t seem to mind me grabbing onto his wrist, which was like grabbing onto a building for support.

“You lie.”

“System messages… don’t… lie,” I managed, in between coughing fits.

We shouldn’t have brought her back to Ethetria, I thought. Not into the Empire, at least.

He opened his mouth and screamed out, directly in my face. Spittle and bad breath brought me back to the present. It was a very human sound, this time, a pain raw and thick with very real emotions. This was loneliness and regret and grief and disbelief, and so much pain.

I shouldn’t have laughed at him, but I’d been right in my calculations; taking Layla away from him was a massive blow. He’d had her stuck in his UI for decades, unable to handle the idea of going to get her, because that would mean his empire would have an empty throne, in a land full of circling sharks ready to frenzy. They’d team up against him. If he didn’t constantly send them off on dangerous tasks.

I’d listened to the podcasts, and I knew how empires worked. You had to expand, take territory, get rich off the loot of conquered territories, give that loot to reward loyalty, and punish failure. You watched your most powerful soldiers close, in case they thought to betray you.

Sure he was the king of the whole shit heap, but he was still the king of a shit heap that would eat him alive if it could. And for the last twenty years he’d had no bosom companion to confide in, to send off on missions, to strategize with.

I shouldn’t have laughed at him, because he’d driven her away. He’d isolated himself at the top of a very tall tower. He could’ve had dozens, hundreds of adoring (and powerful) fuck buddies, and instead he’d pissed away that opportunity in favor of the power.

Yeah. I shouldn’t have. My Clever brain told me not to.

Did it anyway.

He began squeezing, piling on the injuries. Healing flooded into me from Caderyn.

“This is your last warning, Emperor,” the goddess said. “You dismiss the gods at your peril.”

“Can you not see how much I need the protection and favor of the fucking gods?” He spat. “I’m on the precipice of godhood myself. My will in this place is absolute. Now give her to me.”

I chuckled again. “I can’t do that.”

“Can’t?”

“I mean I wouldn’t even if I could, but I can’t.”

He punched directly through my chest, dealing ninety-four injuries and another host of conditions. Among these were bleeding at Platinum tier, shock, paralysis, immobilization.

Bleeding dealt another ten injuries right away, as my blood went out all over the altar. And for the coup de grace, the Emperor tore something out from inside. My vision was fuzzing already, but he made sure I saw it.

My own heart.

I wanted to spit in his face, laugh at him some more, something, but I couldn’t. The UI told me what had happened, needlessly as it turned out.

You have died.


35- The Women Were Prostrating Themselves

So when you die, a lot of things become very confusing. Being more on the agnostic/atheist/don’t-go-to-church-or-think-about-death side of the belief spectrum, I expected the cold blackness of the void of nonexistence. You know, I expected GAME OVER and then everything continues on without me.

Imagine my surprise when I woke up staring at stalactites. Imagine my further surprise when I discovered I could speak.

“What… where?”

Gold tier Clever, ladies and gentlemen. It does not ensure your mouth doesn’t run on ahead of your brain. I still hadn’t learned to keep my mouth shut. Also it felt like each star I’d earned in Clever, from the three Normals, the seven Bronze and the twelve Silver stars were all filling back in one at a time, very slowly. Perhaps I was suffering from a condition like brain fog, and it left me too stupid to know I was suffering from brain fog.

Okay, so was there an afterlife then?

“I could use a three-headed dog to cheer me up,” I groaned.

A bevy of unseen UI messages were hanging around at the periphery of my vision, and I scrolled through them until I got to the ones I needed. You know, ‘you have taken a bazillion injuries’ and ‘you’re suffering from bleeding, bleeding has not been resisted by Survivor’s Mark because you don’t have enough mana to counter a Platinum tier effect, and also you’re suffering from shock’.

That sort of unnecessary, I-already-guessed-as-much style shit. Instead I found the pertinent information and read through it more carefully.

You are under the aegis of Caderyn, goddess of Healing. As a result of sharing essence, you have been given Caderyn’s Blessing.

Caderyn’s Blessing: when killed, reincarnate and reincorporate in a temple of Healing of the goddess’s choice. Consumable: 1 instance. As a result of this effect, your single instance of Caderyn’s Blessing has been consumed.

“Holy shit,” I muttered, then thought better of it. Apparently I’d landed in one of Caderyn’s temples and should probably watch the H-word, rather than risk her wrath. “Sorry! You’re the best. I love you forever.”

She’d given me a 1-up mushroom? Whoa.

There was another system message that seemed out of place, since it appeared after the whole reincarnation thing.

Congratulations! You have stood your ground against a much higher tier foe. The Emperor is not used to such actions. You gain two free stars to place how you choose.

I snorted laughter. This message clearly would not exist unless I’d been brought back to life. I would not have been brought back to life if I hadn’t ‘seduced’ the goddess of Healing. I would not have ‘seduced’ the goddess off Healing unless I’d done her bidding, and that wouldn’t have happened unless I let my mouth run on ahead of my brain when I’d agreed to anything she asked of me. And of all those things, none of THOSE would’ve happened without Zati nearly dying in the battle with a Gleaming Silver.

So in essence I had Zati to thank for all this. I mean Arlen could be another potential avenue to thank, but screw that guy. He was a dick, and now he was dead.

The next message was even more delightful.

Congratulations! You have undermined the ambitions and plans of a much higher tier foe. The Emperor has been weakened as a result of his Favored Consort’s death. You gain two free stars to place how you choose.

Congratulations! The Emperor has been stymied as a result of the Ryoten’s Nanotoxin being spilled into Treshkegal. The Emperor has quite a lot on his plate, and this disruption stings. You gain two free stars to place how you choose.

My breath caught. Six free stars for making incremental progress against the Emperor. Incredible.

Now it was time for choices. I brought up my list of Attributes and had a look at what I could do with this incredible windfall.

Attuned— Silver*********

Clever— Gold (no stars)

Charming— Silver******

Fierce— Silver*********

Sly— Silver *******

Quick— Silver**********

Tough— Silver********

Three stars would take Fierce up to Gold and give me the more powerful version of Phase Shift. It would potentially be the game-changer against the Emperor.

“Strong contender,” I muttered.

Quick I valued, but it didn’t have an attached power without the dungeon core. Still, if I tried and succeeded with the dungeon core, it would work immediately. It was only two stars away, so I could do Fierce and Quick, and still have one left over.

Sly gave me Dimension Door, but was five stars away from Gold. I had no idea what kind of Door I’d get, but it would be an amazing power… I just didn’t know if it would help me fight the Emperor. Phase Shift was far more likely. Sly was out.

Charming was farthest from Gold, Steel-Willed hadn’t been incredibly useful, and I wouldn’t be able to get Phase Shift up.

That left Attuned… which might be good. Drifter had been a weird grab bag of abilities, but teleporting was incredibly useful. I had grabbed up a ninth star doing all the spellcasting against Layla, so I could up Fierce and Attuned to Gold and grab two new abilities.

It was the best chance I had, though I wanted a time power for Quick from the dungeon core to release Hellera and Quavallie from whatever horrors they were experiencing right now, trapped in time. Ugh.

I sank three stars into Fierce and three into Attuned, just as a head popped into view, peering down at me in concern, then astonishment.

“Drifter?”

“Sechelle?”
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I was in a healing temple in a cave, and that cave was in Vrenian Gorge. Caderyn had known about my run in with the draw beauty early in my adventures, a gift from the original Governor of Surrek.

Aside from the grey skin, all-black eyes with red pupils, and long ears, she bore a striking resemblance to my crazy ex, the one I’d been forced to watch cheat on me in ultra high definition just yesterday. She was a few inches shorter than me and curvy in all the right ways, with a striking pair of breasts, but it was the shape of her face that really reminded me of Cheater McCheatsalot. 

She blushed and led me out of the temple, with five warrior drow following after us muttering excitedly.

“It’s so wonderful to see you!” she chirped. Okay, that was a marked difference from the cold, practical drow elf I remember meeting.

She’d woven her fingers through mine, and instantly regained all of our lost Relationship status. Then she’d snuggled my hand up into her chest and beamed at me.

“What’s going on?” she asked. “Up above, I mean.”

“I might ask you the same,” I said, but filled her in on the last several months anyway. The ooze had followed the groffere, and the Governor had been lost to the ooze. In the power vacuum that followed, one thing had led to another and I’d been more or less forced to take up the mantle of Governor.

She gasped. “You, Governor?”

“Okay before we go on, I have to know how you grew out of your assassin personality and into this.” When her expression changed, I amended this. “I don’t mean to say it’s bad, just very different. I could’ve sworn you were a cold, ruthless killer…” Who’d been a slave in the Governor’s harem. And then I’d given her her freedom and sent her on her way with a Drifter’s Mark to help get back to Vrenian Gorge.

“I used the Drifter’s Mark to become the queen here,” she said.

“Oh is that all?”

It turned out, the ability to teleport around and learn additional spells was a huge boon. She murdered several rivals and opponents, and avoided being ensnared by the local driders.

I waited for her to explain, and got this: the male elves underwent a hideous monster transformation and turned into crazed spider elves when they reached maturity, kind of like the half spiders I’d seen in Bershannik. But evil. Their usual thing was to ambush or trap females, breed them, then usually eat them. To perpetuate the species the females almost always gave birth to twins.

Sechelle had used Drifter’s Mark to save a number of recently impregnated females, or just outright kill driders who came for her. The teleports had worn thin a little while ago, leaving her with only magic, but as queen she’d spent a lot of time learning those magic spells and was quite a proficient caster, despite not being Silver.

Sechelle hopped and spun around in the midst of telling this story, animated and exuberant. It was a complete shift from the quiet, resigned drow I’d met in the dungeon.

She also kept touching me. For a while we walked with fingers intertwined, but when she started dancing around me, she’d brush fingers across my shoulder or chest, press herself up against me from behind.

She grabbed my hand in both of hers. “We don’t have to live in fear any longer,” she said, pulling me out of the temple and into a huge cavernous city. Vrenian Gorge.

“Awesome,” I told her, but my mind was on the situation above ground. The girls would think I was dead. Avya might have gotten the notification I really was dead.

“You don’t really understand what you have brought about, do you, Drifter?”

“I can’t say I do,” I said. Avya was freaking the fuck out right now. Auralla too.

Around us, women nursed infants and bowed to Sechelle. Many waved.

“We are looking into the curse that transforms males into driders, and we will overcome it,” she said.

“Great,” I replied distractedly.

She pressed herself up against me. “Tell me what troubles you, Drifter. We are all indebted to you, and will assist you in any way we can.”

“I—“

“First I will have your essence.”

I blinked. I knew I should really say no, but my dick went on ahead and did the talking for me. “Okay,” I said.

“Here, before all the clan members who bow before me and have heard tell of you.”

“Oh.”

I realized we’d come to a kind of central plaza in this cavernous city. The houses weren’t built, they were excavated. Many of them were just doorways and windows in the cave walls, while others were carved out of huge stalagmites. Drow females and young males had begun to appear out of all these houses, black eyes curious.

She got in close. “I am queen now, and if your quest requires it, I will give you a consort to dominate.”

Her hand was running up my leg, and closed around my half hard member.

“You’re very different from when we met,” I told her.

“Do you approve of the changes?” she asked coyly.

“Oh yes, I like very much.”

She traced fingers over the various different marks of power, including new ones. “You are also very different from when I left you.”

“What?”

“You radiate with silver and gold. You have grown much stronger, this much is clear. I will pray to Caderyn and thank her for bringing you to me.”

With that, she knelt right in the middle of the town’s central plaza, whipped my dick out, and shoved the head in her mouth.

The queen of the drow was debasing herself before the entire city. She ran her hands over my thighs and hamstrings, over my ass, then down over my heavy sack, which caused her to groan around the head.

Ever since I’d gotten to Bronze, my cock had been able to sense what it was a woman needed, and could adapt to those needs by growing or shrinking a bit. For whatever reason, Sechelle’s needs were to have me far too big for a successful blowjob. She got her lips over the head and shoved in about an inch before she couldn’t take more.

The people watched silently, including the four who’d been with her in the temple. These were her honor guard, her personal bodyguards, and for them I threw on Empath’s Mark to share in the pleasure I was receiving.

All four of them moaned out in unison.

“Tell them,” she gasped when she pulled off. It didn’t last; she had me back in her mouth a second later. I groaned out, along with the four bodyguards.

“Tell them what?”

A string of saliva ran from her mouth to my cock when she pulled away next. She gasped, “What you gave me.”

I cleared my throat, threw on Mischief’s Mark for the bonus Charm, and told them.

“Your queen came to me a powerless slave,” I said, while below Sechelle had grabbed onto my hips and was trying like hell to get another inch of my cock in her mouth. “She… offered herself to me, and I shared my essence with her.”

She pulled off, gasping, and began licking up and down the shaft while kneading my balls.

“Instead of stealing her power, I gave her some of mine, and she gave of hers. Then I told her she could return to Vrenian Gorge if she wished.”

She popped one of my balls into her mouth while slowly stroking my cock. Her tongue swirled around it while the assembled townsfolk watched.

“The power shared to me allowed me to conquer a Gleaming Silver of the Empire above, and take the city of Surrek as my own.”

Sechelle moaned in appreciation while her mouth ran the whole length of my shaft.

“If your women have been saved from the driders, it is because Sechelle decided to return here, and because of this shared connection between us.”

The women were prostrating themselves before us, and the children followed suit.

“You have done well, Drifter,” Sechelle whispered, wiping the spit onto her forearm and rising. “Now take what is yours.”

Several attendants rushed to Sechelle’s aid, and relieved her of her clothing, save for the strappy sandals and the circlet I’d given her in the dungeon. Those she’d kept, amazingly. She was just as gorgeous as I’d remembered, and still distractingly similar to my ex.

She draped herself over my body, one leg curled over and around my ass, and pulled me down for a kiss.

“Take me any way you see fit,” she breathed into my mouth. “None of this would be possible without you. Show them how I became their queen.”

Lifting her whole body was easy, and she spread her legs to encircle my waist. Lining up my very ready cock was less simple. Once she got over the feeling that she might tumble backwards, she let go of my neck and took hold of my tool once again. I lowered her down, which spread her pussy wide.

All four of those bodyguards under the sway of my mark lost their ability to stand easily, and slowly sank to the plaza floor.

“Fuck me!” Sechelle cried out. “Fuck the queen.”

I honored her request, and gave her all I had. I shelved the situation above in the vain hope maybe it would go away, and instead just enjoyed myself for a time.

“Yes!” she gasped. “Hurt me… with your mighty tool…” 

Sechelle hadn’t been with another man in the intervening months, and I could tell. She didn’t try to make me go slow, just gritted her teeth against the initial pain and trusted it would go away. With that on the table, I activated Wicked Mark and she immediately came alive.

Her eyes popped open and stared up into mine, and while she still felt incredibly tight, I could tell all the tension drained out of her face and she instantly began to enjoy it. Which was good because I pulled her up off me, twirled her around, set her on her feet, and took her from behind.

It became a chorus of ‘yes yes yes Drifter yes’ over and over, with some ‘fuck me’ and ‘fuck the queen’ and ‘show the people your strength’ in there for good measure. Without a definite pattern.

I had now been with dozens, literally dozens of fantasy creature women, and I could safely distinguish between many of them just by feel. Doggystyle, in a lot of them, did things to my most sensitive parts, and Sechelle was no different.

Whatever part of her curved in whatever place was very similar to Auralla’s inner shape, and bumping against it felt incredible. I nearly came in the first few strokes, but managed to hold it together.

It also seemed to work for her. The combination of this plus the Wicked Mark pushed her over the edge, and she began to wobble at the elbows. So I did something I’d seen in comics and porn: I took each of her wrists and kept her from falling by pulling them back behind her body.

Now her head began lolling, and her knees quivered, so we slowly sank to the plaza floor together, down to her knees, still pounding away the entire time, still listening to her cry out with violent pleasure with each thrust.

I went at her hard, because her ass and her body seemed to so closely match the body of crazy ex. That put the dungeon core situation at the forefront of my mind.

I just used Sechelle as a fuck puppet, like I’d used Avya long past, and watched as her silvery hair shook to and fro. And, literally before my eyes, the Drifter’s Mark became infused with Bronze power again.

Two stars of Normal tier Relationship rebuilding hadn’t taken even twenty minutes.

I gave her blast after blast of my seed, and this caused her to orgasm yet again. I’d sort of forgotten about the four bodyguards, who were busy shaking and shuddering on the plaza floor from their own mirror orgasms.

Eventually she recovered, a palanquin was summoned, and we were ushered onto the cushioned platform. This one didn’t have walls, so everyone could see Sechelle, naked, draped over my body on the way to what could only charitably be called a palace.

Drow society had been very fucked up by the drider situation, and a palace hadn’t been needed. Now the Vrenian Gorge society was thriving, and they were expanding. One of those expansions was a place of high honor for the queen.

“Now to assist you with your own quest,” she said. “We will handle the dungeon core first, and afterwards you will dominate any female you choose.”


36- This Absolute Masterpiece

Needing to quickly review my two new Gold tier abilities, I pulled up my character sheet. Hopefully god tier abilities. While Sechelle and I cuddled, I had a look over Drifter.

Drifter

*Special Ability, Magical*

*Gold tier, no stars*

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

This Ability also enhances your Attuned and Tough attributes to a moderate degree, permanently.

Bronze: Impermanence and flux are now the Drifter’s life. For high mana, you may teleport from your present location up to forty feet in any direction.

In addition, you may keep Relationships from decaying for significantly longer than usual if there is no Relationship activity.

Silver: You are able to distort space, since it exists in different forms in different realities. Activate to open a fist-sized portal, or draw the portal open between your open hands. This portal grants you access to a place known or seen within 100 feet of your present location. Drawing the portal closed on objects or enemies not fully through deals extreme dimensional damage.

Costs high mana to activate and low mana per second to keep open. Cooldown: 10 seconds.

Gold: You may teleport a single living creature up to 1000 feet in any direction, seen or unseen. You may instead teleport a single object of up to Attuned stars x 25 pounds. The target will automatically materialize to the nearest point of your intention where they won’t be harmed (this ability may not be used as an attack). Enemies may resist with an Awareness (Attuned) check to be teleported 500 feet instead. The teleport follows a delay of 2 seconds.

Costs moderate mana. Cooldown: none.

In addition, your Bronze tier teleportation ability now costs low mana.

This ability is tied to your Attuned attribute.

On its face, this didn’t seem so amazing. Twenty two total stars times 25 pounds was 550 pounds, which would be useful. The more I read it over though, the more impressive it seemed. It cost almost no mana, for one thing, and I’d be able to affect the Emperor for maybe 250 feet every single time, or 500 if he didn’t resist. For moderate mana, I could potentially keep that up for a long ass time.

I could clearly also use this as an attack, despite what the ability said. Because gravity. A 550 pound object would crush a lot of things, especially if dropped from nearly a thousand feet up.

It was easy enough to teleport myself as well, both short range for a teensy amount of mana, or longer range for not much more. The delay was a mechanism to keep me using the Bronze teleport in combat. I’d deal.

Now, again, for the main course: 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 two minutes. Any further contact with objects or beings from this reality (other than the ground) deals extremely high damage per second. The damage is considered dimensional.

Costs extremely high mana. Cooldown 1 hour.

Gold: Activate to phase out the entire environment around you or by touch, up to fifty feet in all directions, for 5 minutes. The ground or floor remains embedded in this reality and does not phase. The overlaying reality becomes partially visible at this time and objects there also deal extremely high damage per second to anyone in contact with them, on either side of the adjoining realities. The damage is considered dimensional.

Costs extremely high mana. Cooldown 6 hours.

In addition, you may pay high mana during your Normal, Bronze, or Silver abilities to cancel the effect and have the target explode with dimensional damage. You are unaffected by this damage.

This ability is linked to your Fierce attribute.

“That’s what I’m fucking talking about,” I hissed.

“What’s that?” Sechelle asked.

“I’m getting Gold abilities,” I said. “The Emperor is going to get his comeuppance.”

The Silver ability was now much better, with a longer duration, higher damage, and lowered cooldown. An hour still meant only once per combat, but it was way better than two or three times a day.

And this absolute masterpiece of a Gold tier ability.

“Can you really help me with the dungeon core?” I asked, hopeful. The damn thing had been very resistant.

“We have some expertise in magic… and the destruction of magic.”

She was a Suppressor, and Ryellin had a mark called Magekiller. One definitely came from the drow and I was betting the other did as well. Was she going to intimidate the magic sex toy into cooperating?

Yes, please.

The palace had all been excavated recently, I could tell that much. Lighting the place were a combination of glowing fungus, larvae that left glowing slime trails in glass boxes, and a few mana lamps. It was bathed in a blue white glow that felt a lot like the healing magic Shennalil used at times.

I missed her… and the rest of them. All this skulking around away from the Emperor bullshit had to end. Phase Shift and Drifter might just help, but I wasn’t going to start counting chickens. I needed more of a plan than ‘phase shift a bunch of shit and try to teleport him into it over and over’. He could basically kill me in one hit and I couldn’t have that.

Sechelle and her serving staff had led me into a comfortable room with cushions and snail trail lamps giving the whole thing a dusky glow. If it weren’t for Night’s Mark I probably wouldn’t be able to see much of anything except the lamps themselves.

“Have a seat,” she said, and the servants plumped up a bunch of cushions just in time for me to sit down. They then set about bringing refreshments on trays and setting up low tables for us to use.

“Shall we?” She asked.

“Just… whip it out?”

I saw the old Sechelle for just a moment, all seriousness straightforward woman focused on the goal. Shit, she’d dragged me out into the street and helped re-solidify her position has queen by some hot exhibitionist sex. She was capable of anything.

She nodded. “Whip it out,” she said with perfect frankness.

I brought the dungeon core out of my inventory, and the four bodyguards immediately grew suspicious, adopting combat stances and putting hands on their sheathed weapons. I had no idea what I was doing with the thing, except potentially sticking my dick in it, but the sorcerers of the flame had used these things to grow dungeons, so maybe they imagined I was about to unleash a batch of griggs on their underground city.

Based on how annoying they’d been for the gnomes to handle, maybe I wasn’t giving the ambush eels enough credit.

Sechelle smiled. “They are as much a weapon as they are a tool for gaining power,” she explained.

“I don’t know how to do either of those things apparently,” I said.

“All you must do is spill your seed within the core,” she said.

I gave the ball a look. “You’re sure about that.” The core had been adamant about not allowing me to spill my seed. Perhaps if I’d just raped the damn thing and forced my seed on it, it would’ve worked anyway? It seemed gross and the wrong thing to do.

“If you prefer, I will accompany you.”

“Yes I very much prefer,” I said.

She laid her hand on the dungeon core and began to radiate with golden light. The contrast with her ashy gray skin made it look very weird, especially with the etherial blue glow coming off the lamps in the room.

“Is this safe?” I asked.

“There is a risk, yes,” she said. “The dungeon core can fight to reject the interference of someone who is not its master. I will require your protection inside it.”

“Oh… I could just… try by myself again.”

She cocked her head in another weird reminder of my ex. Her silvery hair fell across one eye and half her face, just like my crazy ex had once done.

It was a coincidence, and her silvery hair beginning to glow golden like my ex’s wheat blonde hair in early weekend sunlight.

“Take control, Drifter,” she said, her voice strained. She was already under some kind of attack, like that movie with the dream infiltrations.

I grabbed onto the ball and steered it toward my waiting, growing erection.
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I was in high school, oddly. I’d lost my virginity just after school one day in the TV production studio. My then girlfriend Lara had worked in the studio making some money producing episodes for the local TV station. She got high school credit for this and already basically had a job before ever graduating.

I wasn’t smart enough, or versed in the software enough to do the graphics or the sound mixing or whatever else Lara did (she was incredible) but I watched her, and sometimes distracted her with hugs from behind and tickles and such. It always gave me a sensual thrill to have her lean back into the hug and sneak a kiss before shooing me away, and an impish thrill to have her slap me away and threaten to kick my ass if I didn’t let her focus.

Sechelle stood next to me, wreathed in an aura of strange darkness. It was like the light from the halogens in the high school was being drawn in and canceled by her aura. She was peering around at the earth construct based on my imagination.

“Evan?” Lara asked, taking off a huge pair of noise canceling headphones and staring at me in confusion. “What? What’s she doing here?”

Sechelle now looked exactly like my ex. The dungeon core had done something to her, wreathed her in an illusion somehow. Regardless she’d been re-skinned.

Where Lara had on a white t-shirt with a rainbow, pigtails held up in crystal-looking plastic hair ties, short khaki shorts, and rainbow knee socks, Sechelle was almost the complete opposite. The dungeon core had given her a leather mini skirt, fishnet stockings, a distressed halter top with a band name so faded and mangled it was impossible to make it out, and all this was under a leather jacket just coated in silvery spike things. Her hair though was cotton candy pink, overtop black mascara and eye shadow.

Sechelle strode over to a mirror and started fussing with her hair, showing off glossy black and pink fingernails, along with spiky studded bracelets, unlaced combat boots, and several tattoos.

“Drifter, I like your world a whole lot more now,” she said flatly, and turned a wicked smile on me.

“You didn’t just bring a girl in here,” Lara continued, ignoring the goth Sechelle. “You brought her, and right when I need to get this project done. It’s due tomorrow.”

“What’s wrong with Sechelle coming in to take a look around?” Is not what I said. My words came out changed. What I actually said was, “What’s wrong with Susanna coming in to take a look around?”

Susanna? Okay.

Although I clearly remembered Susanna. Susanna… Treddich. This girl had, for whatever reason, gone around bragging to various guys that she could do anything their girlfriends could do, but better, and would do things their girlfriends wouldn’t do. And if they wanted a demonstration, they just needed to call her.

“This isn’t okay, Evan,” Lara said. “You know it hurts me every time you bring a girl in here.”

I hadn’t… had I?

Ohhh shit. I’d brought some girl in here when nobody was supposed to be here, months after Lara had broken up with me, because nobody knew where the key was, except for Lara, me, and a handful of others. I’d taken pictures of us making out, and Lara had known exactly what I was doing.

Now she thought I was doing it to hurt her. Which wasn’t true. It was the dungeon core doing this.

Sechelle came over and grabbed me by the t-shirt, kissing me. “Come on,” she said, and leaned in to lick and nibble at my earlob, “I’m still wet after last time.” She’d never had sex in a dungeon core. Those were the words she’d meant to say, but the core twisted them again.

“Evan!” Lara had tears in her eyes, and was aghast with the scene unfolding. Sechelle/Susanna was pulling my shirt up and licking first one nipple, then the other. “How… how could you? Because I broke up with you? Is this for revenge? Really?”

“Don’t,” Sechelle said, and fell to her knees to work open the jeans. Unfortunately she didn’t have much experience with earth clothes, and fumbled. “Fuckin’ fake nails,” she muttered.

Tears were now streaming down Lara’s face, and she peered at me with pleading eyes. Even as my dick jumped into view, she stared up at me in disbelief and wretched misery.

It was almost enough to stop me getting hard. However, Sechelle knew her business and went about it. Those black-painted lips closed around my head and sucked me loudly into her mouth.

“You cunt,” Lara snarled. “You bitch. You talked him into this, didn’t you? Just to hurt me.”

She darted forward and seized Sechelle by her cotton candy hair, shoving her face forward before I could stop her.

The sensation was difficult to describe, mostly because I was a swirl of confusion and regret. It was very tight, and continually constricting, while Sechelle’s throat roiled in confusion. She gagged and made obscene noises… which felt great.

And there was Lara, blonde pigtails hanging past her shoulders, snarl on her face, shoving Sechelle as deep onto my cock as humanly possible. Past what should’ve been possible.

My time with Lara had been amazing, and I’d fucked up the relationship by being too immature to handle being with her.

Not real, I tried to think, but it was entirely too real. The sensations on my cock, Sechelle’s flood of drool coating my cock and balls, the scents of both of them in the air, the mass of feelings settling into my guts. They were all real.

Sechelle choked and sputtered, her hands clamping onto my thighs. Tears sprang to her eyes and fucked up her makeup.

No… if I came like this, everything would be wrong. The whole dungeon core situation would go sideways. I knew that just like I’d known Sechelle’s actual words, by some kind of instinct.

I had to grab onto Lara’s hand and immobilize her. “This isn’t…”

“What?” She spat, furious. “It isn’t what it looks like?” A bitter bark of laughter followed, while Sechelle got back to work blowing me. “You’re fucking twisted, you know that? Both of you.”

Sechelle had had enough. Rising, she slid her mini skirt down and stepped out of it, revealing no panties and a completely hairless, shaven pussy.

“Let’s end this,” she said, and presented her ass to me. Tattooed just above each ass cheek were two words: Daddy’s Slut. Daddy’s on the left cheek, and Slut on the right.

Lara made a hideous sound in the back of her throat, but couldn’t do anything except watch while Sechelle took my shaft in hand, lined me up with her entrance, and pressed back against me with a satisfied sigh.

Dripping, silken heat enveloped me, and right on its heels the ball of light erupted into being somewhere deep in her womb.

Finally.

I tried to ignore the croaking, sobbing noises coming out of Lara while Sechelle backed that ass up and gave me an amazing fuck. The slap of flesh against flesh very nearly mirrored Lara’s absolute misery.

What should’ve happened was Lara needed to flee the scene. She couldn’t, because Sechelle had her hands firmly pressed against the only door out of here.

The light within her swelled, and she moaned loudly. “Ugh, Drifter, I’ve never—“

Lara launched herself at Sechelle. For a panicked moment, I thought the animalistic rage and the power of the dungeon core would allow her to transform into some horrid werewolf creature.

Instead she wrapped her hands around Sechelle’s throat, even while I continued banging her. There was a brief struggle, but Sechelle overtook her with my help, and we ended up in a tangled heap on the floor.

I pinned Lara’s hands above her head, while down below Sechelle spread her legs once again and breathed a relieved sigh to have me inside her once more.

“Noooo,” Lara moaned, now at the bottom of the sex pile and forced to feel me thrusting down into Sechelle from behind. She tried biting and clawing, but Sechelle and I held her fast even while Daddy’s Slut repeatedly smashed up into my abs and I rammed down into her at the same time.

Eventually Lara grew quiet, and her eyes unfocused. Sechelle was making a lot of noise, and I couldn’t help but let the odd moan and grunt escape. I think we were also grinding up against Lara’s midsection, getting at her clit somehow.

The light was growing now, and I was getting at it. I rose up and peered down, watching as my cock repeatedly caused a tiny eclipse to happen when it crossed into the ball of essence.

Lara bit her lip and wriggled, but this was no longer a struggle to get free.

“That’s right,” Sechelle said. “Submit to the master.”

This kind of talk nearly caused me to stop and give her a lecture about how I wasn’t the Master. Nearly. I was too far into the act to stop now. Sechelle’s pussy felt like my own private refuge from stress and trials and tribulations. It was perfect and I was honored to be there.

“Evan,” Lara whined. “Evannnn.”

“Don’t listen to her,” Sechelle said. “Give your slut your cock, Evan.” She’s trying to trick you, she’d been unable to say. “Fill me up.” End this, she meant.

I kept humping down, but let up on Lara’s wrists. Her hands immediately flew to her shorts, slid under them, and started working frantically. Color had risen in her cheeks and she was biting her lip, moaning in time with us.

For a time it was just like that, with the rise and fall of my ass, the contortion of Sechelle’s incredible tattoo, and Lara’s mewling. All the while, the ball of pure light grew inside Sechelle’s womb, overtook it, and spread out to envelop her hips.

“Fuck,” Lara began to whisper. “Fuck fuck fuck.”

“Yes, Drifter,” Sechelle growled. “Now, give it to me now.”

“I’m…” Lara told us breathlessly. “I’m… I’m coming!”

I sped up, arched my back, and unloaded inside Sechelle.


37- You Shouldn’t Listen to the Rumors

Congratulations! You have absorbed a dungeon core through essence sharing, and gained a new special ability. You may select an attribute to tether your new ability to. The new ability will reflect the attribute you select.

You may only make this selection once, so choose carefully.

All my Attributes were grayed out aside from Quick and Tough.  I was really approaching the pinnacle, was what I would have thought if I didn’t have a mega powerful psychopath on my tail at any given moment.

It was a hundred percent time for Quick… or was it? Right on the heels of that thought was, yes, Tough only has eight stars of Silver and won’t be Gold soon. So whatever ability I got, if it was dimensional or survival based, it wouldn’t mitigate Leroy’s insanely high level of power enough to help me survive any amount of time.

“It’s Quick time,” I told myself, then rolled my eyes at that.

I selected Quick and pressed the confirmation button, crossing my fingers and hoping against hope Leroy had used some kind of low level power on Hellera and Quavallie… and potentially the others.

I hadn’t noticed with the other dungeon cores, but the golden light had pooled in my big huge schlong, and now spread throughout the rest of my body.

“Whoa,” I said, and really felt the tingle this time. It was a hundred percent on account of my enhanced Attuned and not because of anything else. The tingle of power spread to my scalp, my toes, my fingertips, and gave me that buzzing bees sensation of having your foot fall asleep, only over my entire body. 

Then boom, I had some kind of ability.

Temporomancer

*Spell, Inherent, Magical*

*Silver tier, two stars*

Time is not simply a concept created by people, but a force to be reckoned with, negotiated with, toyed with, stretched, tasted, and joked with. Time now exists for you and other temporomancers in absolute units.

Normal: Activate to view and hear the history of a space no larger than a ten foot by ten foot by ten foot cube. As you travel through the space’s history, the mana cost grows exponentially. Your current limit before suffering mana burn is five absolute months. Alternately, you may view the likely futures in a place by suffering an exponentially growing amount of psychic damage and spending a similar amount of mana. Your current limit before falling to critical injuries is three absolute minutes.

Special mana cost. No cooldown.

Bronze: Activate to speed up or slow down everything (excluding yourself) in a circle fifteen feet in diameter, up to thirty feet away. The force of this expansion or dilation is fifty percent. Lasts five absolute minutes.

Costs extremely high mana. 5 minute cooldown.

Silver: Activate by touch to drastically speed or slow a target. Targets wishing to resist make a Counter (Attuned) check to halve the duration. Targets may be sped up or slowed down by a factor of 900%.

Costs extremely high mana to activate for five absolute minutes and extremely high mana to maintain for each additional absolute minute. Cooldown 6 hours.

In addition, your Normal and Bronze abilities have their mana costs reduced by half.

This ability is linked to your Quick attribute.

“Holy shit,” I muttered, trying to calculate the mana cost to shove Hellera into a slowing field for fucking weeks. Hellera, and then Quavallie to boot. Most likely as Silver went along, and popped into Gold, there might be another mana cost reduction on the Silver tier ability, but still, Leroy’s mana pool had to be basically limitless. Perhaps the Platinum tier lowered the costs of all these abilities even further… much further.

This series of abilities was, to put it mildly, intimidating.

“It’s time,” I told her.

She nodded.

Several young drow women had been arrayed in a small chamber, and all were dressed in what can only be described as filmy cobweb clothes, made of strands of what looked like spider silk. Just like my first experience with Auralla, I could see everything, so the clothes had no function whatsoever. I was okay with that. More than okay.

Sechelle swept a hand out like a game show host. “They have been apprised of the situation and understand what the loss of power means, and the stakes involved. All are ready to sacrifice their connection to magic for the time being. Simply make the choice.”

All four of them were beauties, but I decided on the tallest one with the small, perky breasts who couldn’t take her eyes off me. The others had this subservient look to them, but this one looked hungry.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Does it matter?” she asked. “I wish to have the same male who saved my city from the driders.”

I shrugged, then turned to Sechelle. “You’re saying I need to dominate her.”

“The shared power is weak in the beginning. The taken power is strong. If you have any hope of fighting off the Emperor, you will need the full power. She knows this. She will wait for the Emperor’s downfall and take the mark from you upon his defeat.”

The tall, slender drow stepped forward and took my hand, then led me into an adjoining room. I watched her ass sway while we walked, and she exaggerated that. She knew what it would do to my better judgement.

She shrugged off the cobweb outfit as we entered the room, and it puddled around her feet. She didn’t even break stride though, and stepped out of it without issue.

A simple bedroom welcomed us, with nothing more than a pile of rugs and some furs heaped on the floor, and a few cushions.

My new fucktoy stopped me just short of the rug pile that served as a mattress, turned, and disrobed me quickly. This brought her eye level with my half-erect member, and she made a contented sound.

“I have to check once again,” I told her quietly.

“Do you not find me desirable?”

“Very desirable,” I muttered, thinking she bore slight resemblance to Dallinya. Her hips were slimmer, her bust smaller, but it wasn’t inconceivable to compare them.

“Then what is the matter?”

“You know what will happen when I dominate you for the power?”

She nodded, taking my cock in hand and rubbing it over her face.  “I also know what will happen if I’m bred by a drow male and Queen Sechelle is not around to free me.”

Fair point.

She took my silence as consent, and began to suck my cock. I expected her to have no training, but was pleasantly surprised to find she knew how to alternate intensity, while jerking on me. I didn’t stop to wonder if Sechelle had been giving lessons, but instead just enjoyed the slow, intense blowjob.

She pulled out to worship my balls for a time, pressing my cock against my belly and jerking it slowly. Lavishing attention on my testicles hadn’t happened in some time; I missed the peace of owning my district and just worrying about rival masters come to backstab me.

She licked up the shaft, first one side and then the other, while hefting my balls. Finally she pumped up and down several more times just for good measure, staring me in the eyes, and pulled off with a string of saliva still connecting us.

“You appear ready,” she said, confidence mixing with the lust in her tone.

“I need to know if you’re ready,” I told her, and pushed on her shoulders so she fell back onto the furs. Her brow furrowed in confusion for only a moment before I had one of her legs in my hand and was kissing down her ankle to her calf.

Drow taste like mushrooms. It’s just one of those weird facts I didn’t think was going to be a thing, but I got a hint of mushrooms off her skin, along with some other scent-taste combo I couldn’t place.

It didn’t deter me, not when she started making confused moaning. I licked her calf muscle, switched to the other one, and made my slow way up her legs until I hit the sweet spot. Her insides were, rather than pink and filled with red blood, purple. The hair was silvery and shimmering in the weak light in the room.

And she was delicious.

I got down and ate her out for long minutes. Long enough that she was wriggling her ass and bucked me away from her, then grabbed my hair and shoved herself back onto me.

“Yes, Drifter,” she moaned. “Right there, like that.”

Employing the Wicked Mark, her moans grew louder, and more confused. She came in seconds, and bucked against my face for nearly thirty seconds in the midst of satisfied moans.

When I pressed my tongue down inside, I got deeper reaches than I’d ever achieved with any other woman. Wicked Mark gave me the ability to elongate body parts for sex, and it drove her wild. She had her thighs clamped on either side of my head and was coming again a few minutes later.

Finally, after a third orgasm, she slumped back bonelessly. I rose above her.

“Climaxed to death?” I asked with an impish smile.

“Take me,” she replied breathlessly. “You’ve earned it.”

What I did was place her ankles on my shoulders and slowly push into her depths. She arched her back in a very sexy way, throwing her head back and staring at the wall behind her.

Then I bent over her, and achieved maximum plumbing depth. Now I could slam up and down, and see her face flushed purple, and listen to her pleasure.

“Drifterrrr,” she whined.

“Yes, my nameless fuck toy?” I asked.

“Agaiiiiinnnn,” she moaned, and began to climax yet again. This one was just as hard as before, with her whole body jerking and juddering, lifting me, getting her long legs free. She wrapped them around me.

Finally, she turned her face to mine, and leaned forward for our first kiss.

“Ressia,” she breathed.

“You’re sure, Ressia?” I asked, one last time.

“Take me,” she told me.

The messages came one after another.

Congratulations! You’ve established a relationship with Ressia of Vrenian Gorge!

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

For the first time ever, I chose to Establish Dominance & Take of Her Power just before my own climax arrived, and I groaned out into her mouth.

As explosive as it was, it was nothing compared to being filled with Ressia’s power. Suddenly a bright wash of inner light flowed up and out of her, then into me. This was a full-body orgasm, and had me convulsing on top of the drained dark elf.

I briefly grayed out, and when I came to, I was on my side with Ressia staring into my eyes. She was smiling, but it was a sad smile.

Her inner fire was gone. The magic she had on hand was now mine, and more, because I could channel a whole lot more than she was capable. I’d taken everything, and it was clear just looking at her.

“You’ll use the power well,” she said. “Queen Sechelle didn’t lie about you.”

The strong feeling of wrongness rose up in me, but I pushed it aside and honored her choice, her sacrifice.

Magekiller’s Mark

*Aura, special ability*

*Silver tier, six stars*

Normal: Activate to drain moderate mana per second from enemies within the aura’s range of fifteen feet from you for up to 5 minutes. Repeated uses of this aura do not stack.

Costs high stamina. no cooldown.

Bronze: The aura’s range is increased by five feet, and duration by five minutes. The aura now stops enemies from regenerating mana while under its effect.

In addition, banish the aura with high stamina to drain extremely high mana from all enemies within fifty feet.

Silver: The aura’s range is increased by ten feet, and now drains high mana per second. The aura now has a chance based on your Attuned attribute, to counter a mana-based effect cast by an enemy. This drains you of stamina equal to half the mana cost of the spell.

In addition, when banishing the aura, all mana drained is drawn into you for your immediate use.

You gained this ability by dominating the essence of Ressia of Vrenian Gorge. As a result, this ability’s tier is tied to your lowest Attribute rating.

“You’ve done me a great service,” I told her. “I won’t forget this.”

Ressia gave me a lazy, drained smile. I then gifted her a little bit of everything in my inventory. A whole bunch of earth stuff, along with some enchanted items, armor, and weapons.

Afterwards, it was time to go, so I thanked her one last time, met up with Sechelle, and braced myself. This was going to go one of two ways, and one of those ways meant my death.

“Are you at all interested in returning to the Empire?” I asked the Queen of Vrenian Gorge.

She nodded.

“Fancy a trip to my home world first?” I asked.

This idea clearly frightened her, but I gave her a reassuring smile, draped an illusion over her, and when she nodded, stepped up to her.

“Then I insist, ladies first,” I told her, and quickly moved first her to earth. I smiled and bowed to all the young drow women here, then followed Sechelle into her first other world.

We had a spot of shopping to do. While she tried not to goggle, I kept focused on all the things I thought would be necessary if a fight with Leroy was even possible. We needed various things for the plan I was trying to cook up, this mess of a plan that begged the Emperor to be only a single star of all his Attributes into Platinum. I just had to hope he was overconfident from being on top of the world for the last fifty or so years.

Two hours later, we took a side journey over into Erratesh, where I was about to smash through several portal generators, but decided to try something. Peering through the portal at the three Silvers on duty, I opened the Black door, grabbed up a bunch of 45 pound weightlifting plates, and hefted one.

“Gods,” I whispered. They weighed practically nothing against my Gold tier Fierce. I slung one through the portal like a frisbee and tried to go after it with Drifter. Unfortunately it wouldn’t teleport the weight where I wanted, so instead it splashed down into Black nanotoxin that pooled in the Bershannik swamps.

The Silvers jumped up and shouted for the Gold tier to come have a look, but I moved out of view. Smashing several portal generators, and one more use of Adrift later, Sechelle and I arrived back in Ethetria.

Right back into the office space inside the Ink District shop that now sported my likeness on the signboard.

Evan’s Eldritch Emporium was, for some reason, closed. Well, that was unacceptable. I went and unlocked the door, opened it, and greeted the large market area. Then I sent runners off to grab Nakla and Nallene, if the bastard hadn’t frozen them in time for some other imagined slight.

I greeted some curious customers, and led them into the store, where they poked around looking at enchanted items. Some of these were just close enough to being in reach of their finances that they considered buying a pair of socks to help ease the pain in their feet, or a pendant that kept one from getting wet in the rain. Apparently Bershannik had a lot more rain than Surrek, though I hadn’t seen much of it.

I’d been over in another reality trying to clean up the Emperor’s messes. Succeeding, even.

“Come on,” I told him under my breath. I had a whole shit ton of things on standby, for all the good they’d do me.

I was actually able to sell a pair of enchanted socks and another enchanted sun hat before he showed up again. I was just counting out copper pieces and stacking them into towers of ten for the customer who could barely afford the hat when I heard the gasp.

“Drifter?” the call came from all around.

“Be with you in a moment,” I said, and counted out the last of the copper pieces. The guy was four short, but I gave him a smile and pushed the hat across the desk. Not with exaggerated slowness. Surely not.

“What is this?” Leroy asked.

“Commerce,” I told him, like ‘you’d know if you graduated middle school, dumbass.’ I’d missed the shop, and the simple joy of getting people the things they needed. It was one of the more delightful aspects of this dangerous, insane world, and I rather enjoyed it.

“You… are dead.”

“You shouldn’t listen to the rumors,” I said, then turned back to the customer. “Let me know if it doesn’t work, and I’ll get you a replacement at no cost. That does not go for damage, okay? Try to keep it away from your house pets.”

The old shopkeep glanced fearfully at the huge black man radiating intimidation and magic. He nodded and thanked me, then clamped the floppy brimmed hat on his head and ducked out.

“I watched the light leave your eyes,” the Emperor said.

“Emperor,” I told him, “I’ve acted in good faith. I’m telling you now that the job you asked me to do is very nearly done, and that you’ll need to keep your promise to let me run Surrek once it’s over.”

“I held your heart in my hand.”

His dumb amazement was so, so perfect. “I had this weird dream about a bad case of acid reflux… was that what I was thinking of?”

“You’re dead,” he repeated.

Apparently resurrection magic was pretty rare.

“There are some orders to create new portal generators on the other side,” I told him. “Once I can find those and shut them down, the problem will be over. But I’m taking a bit of a break because I have this weird pain in my chest.”

“I killed you!” he shouted.

“You’re scaring away potential customers,” I told him. “Now, I’d very much like to get back to running Surrek, but I need your assurance—”

He disappeared.

I immediately sprang up and flung open the Silver Door to the shop in Surrek. I found Yann once again, who yelped and ran to go after Velleth. She barely made it into view before freezing and staring.

“I need Avya at her earliest convenience,” I told her.

“Mm… Master…” she said, melting with need.

“I missed you too, my love,” I told her, and meant it. “And I told you to call me daddy. But it’s important. I need Avya.”

“They said you died,” she whispered. “Daddy.”

“I know that, pet. Avya, okay?”

“I lost my mark,” she breathed. Tears threatened at the corner of her eyes. Nope, they were quick, and spilled down her cheek. “You were gone.”

“Come,” I told her, in the tone of voice that brooked no argument. She immediately stepped through and melted into my arms.

“Tell me what happened, pet,” I said gently, while I ran my fingers through her hair.

What had happened was she, Shennalil, Dallinya, Laylenna, Auralla, Avya and Sillandria had suddenly watched all of Avya’s marks of power disappear. Their corresponding marks from me had vanished as well, and the Emperor showed up a moment later to gloat. He would be flying off to the north to make sure some horrific apocalypse never arrived, but needed to be sure Evan was no longer an inconvenience.

“Where’s Layla during this?” I asked.

“Avya let her take a little tour of your world, because she said it changed a lot.”

“And the marks… came back?” Drifter’s Mark was on her arm. I was a little disappointed that I wouldn’t need to have sex with all of them again to reestablish the marks.

“After the Emperor left.”

I smiled. Losing the temple in Bershannik had really ticked Caderyn off.

“One does not piss off a goddess,” I said.


38- Change the Rules of the Game

Velleth went straight back through the Silver Door without further foreplay. I wanted to do nasty things to her and have her beg for more of them, but it wasn’t the time. It had only been a couple of weeks, out of the months we’d predicted, and that had to be enough.

“Tell them our project timer is up,” I called.

She turned a worried look back on me.

Yeah, he’d killed me before. But I had a couple of new ideas. A few new powers he didn’t know about.

Avya appeared not ten minutes later, already crying. She flung herself into my arms and knocked me on my ass, bawling and blubbering. When I gently tried to pry her arms off me, she tightened her grip.

“My love?” I asked gently. “We have a lot to do and not a lot of time.”

Maybe no time.

“He has…” she sobbed.

“What?”

“He has Auralla.”

I picked her up and took the Silver Door to the Bershannik Ink Districk manor, then teleported with her in my arms to the temple of War.

There was no War District; that would’ve been lunacy. Instead it was within the greater Temple District. This was directly beside the Governor’s palace, across from the coliseum, and was one of the largest districts in the whole city.

“W-w-what?” She asked in between sniffles “What are we doing?”

“Being more proactive,” I told her.

The temple to War was pretty easy to pick out: a large ziggurat shaped building of blood red stone with a sword easily twenty feet tall sunk into the black and red marble flagstones.

“Guy needs a decorator to come and suck some of the misery out of this place,” I muttered, and teleported directly to the door.

The doors were situated such that most anyone had to turn one shoulder and avoid the sharp edge of the enormous fucking sword in order to enter. I had to take special care with Avya in my arms, but eventually squeezed through without chopping myself up, and found an armored, caped priest standing there.

“I’m here to speak with Caderyn’s brother,” I said.

Several other priests froze in their tracks and turned to behold us. Avya sniffed loudly and wiped her hand across her nose.

The priest directly in front of me drew his sword and charged.

“I have a beautiful woman in my arms?” Was all I had time for before I was forced to pelt this guy with a firebolt, followed by a water ball, and then teleport him to the other side of the hall. He collapsed to the floor there.

Three other priests drew their weapons: one a javelin, one a pair of hand axes, and the third a huge axe like I’d been wielding since Giskennen.

“This is the house of War,” the one with the hand axes called. “Not the house of Magic.”

“You can put me down,” Avya mumbled.

“No, that’s all right.”

One hand axe was pointed in my direction. “Only battle will give you admittance to our god.”

“War is just diplomacy by other means,” I said, and teleported behind him. One good kick snapped his leg clean through, and a lighter kick to the head put him in slumberland.

I looked down at Avya. “What happened?”

“Evan!”

I teleported us again, darted forward, and head butted the one with the javelin. She dropped like a sack of potatoes. These were barely Bronze tier individuals without the aid of marks of power, although their god probably bestowed his favor on them somehow.

I stepped up into the air in a tight circle and managed to evade getting an axe in the back. I did not, however, keep running. I dropped bodily onto the third priest, who took nearly three hundred pounds from a good twelve feet up, and crumpled. Then, when she groaned, I placed one sandal on his neck and glared down.

“What happened exactly?” I asked.

“I had them in the shop,” she said. “The Silver Door was open. Layla, Dallinya, and Shennalil got through. Then he was there.”

“Excuse me?” the defeated war priest asked.

“Two equally important things,” I told him. “Hang on just a moment.”

Velleth he’d frozen in time, right there and then, but as Avya told it, Leroy cocked his head at the rainbow-haired beauty he’d never seen before, and seized her in one hand.

And all of my plans crumbled to dust in that moment.

“What did he do with her?” I asked. Fury and fear warred equally inside me. It was an impotent rage, because I hadn’t been able to touch the Emperor at all.

“I don’t know,” Avya said, and tucked her head into my chest to avoid looking at me. She was having trouble making herself speak. “…sorry.”

“You have nothing to apologize for. The Emperor is far too much for us to handle without a plan. Now.” I turned back to the war priest, who was tapping his fingers against his breast plate, waiting for us to finish. “May I speak with War please, before the Emperor tears this temple down as well?”

“You may,” he rasped.
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I’ll keep this brief because it was infuriating: the god of War was uninterested in my ambitious plan to take on a Platinum tier dominator. He didn’t want to give me a resurrection boon, or a hyper weapon to help kill Leroy with one stroke.

One on one wasn’t really his thing, you see. He wanted a field of battle with hundreds lined up on either side. I tried to argue that I’d helped with that during the ooze incident, but he scoffed and say that the catastrophe out on the savannah north of the city was not a battle, but an embarrassment.

And he predicted that’s exactly what would happen when I stood against Leroy.

When I pressed him, promising I could start a war for him, he shrugged and said he admired my spunk, and that he would allow me to use magic in his temple, so long as I didn’t damage it beyond repair. Avya seemed to think this was a huge boon, and tugged at my arm. She knew a dismissal when she saw one.

I nearly swore at the god of War, but decided against it. Instead I turned and made my way out.

While Avya handled her best friend’s abduction by the most powerful being in a thousand miles about as well as could be expected, I turned thought furiously to solutions. I tried boosting Clever by three stars with the fucking Erratesh’s Mark to think better.

All the ideas I had were doomed to failure in the face of Platinum tier Attributes and abilities. Things I thought might work could only really work if the bastard stood still or didn’t bother to try and resist. He would do both.

Absolutely nothing I thought up worked while he was holding Auralla hostage. It would hardly matter if he had her in hand or if he put her in some death trap or another.

But time was also up. I’d timed the Governor’s response, and that gave us about five minutes at any given time

“Avya,” I told her. “There’s something I need you to do. Can you be strong for me, while I go and attempt the impossible?”

She nodded.

“Go,” I told her. “Now.”

She did.

It was something like thirty seconds later when the Governor smashed into the temple of War and bounced off it. I was watching from one of the building’s rooms as he streaked in like a meteor, trailing fire, and literally smashed into a huge wall of reddish energy.

It was the first time I’d seen him take anything resembling damage, and the result was spectacular to me. After bouncing off he skidded to a stop on the flagstones, which looked a bit like blood spilt on the ground outside. Confusion lit up his features, and for the first time in our short acquaintance, he pulled himself to his feet and wiped a bit of blood off his lip.

“What the fuck?” he cried.

A thrill of pure satisfaction shot through me.

One of the priests I’d beat the shit out of strode out of the temple in his red armor. “Emperor, the great god Verel would know of your intentions.”

“The great god Verel is interfering in my business,” Leroy spat. “Now, I will be granted access to that man in there.” He pointed at me standing beside the friggin enormous blade bisecting the doorway.

“Verel has no quarrel with you,” the priest explained, and unsheathed his sword. “That can be amended. Take no further—”

Emperor Leroy held up a hand and vaporized the priest. A bright light engulfed the priest and shot towards the temple, blasting into the red bubble of energy shielding the whole place. The light splashed over the red energy shield, and failed to destroy it.

Leroy looked to me, then down at his hand, as if confused why his death ray spell wouldn’t simply take the temple apart with a single blast.

“We need to talk,” I told him.

“You killed my woman. I’m going to kill yours,” he said.

Nearby, a small portal opened, just the size of a TV screen. I saw Zati peering at us, but Dallinya was crowding her out to get a look at what was happening.

“Not a good opening salvo, if you don’t mind a little critique,” I told him. “I can’t let you mistreat my women any longer. That shit’s gone on too long already.”

“I killed you, Governor. Tell me how you came back.”

“I’m just a shopkeeper,” I told him. That wasn’t a lie. All I wanted to do was listen to the little bell ding, smile at potential customers, talk over the best thing for them, haggle over prices, and worry about restocking. Also I wanted a whole lot of sex when the day was done. And sometimes in the middle of the day. Call me selfish if you want, but I didn’t think work and play was too much to ask for out of life.

“You poisoned Treshkegal,” he said.

This one felt a lot more important. I boosted Sly with Erratesh’s Mark and put on Mischief’s Mark immediately after. “That wasn’t me.”

Technically not a lie. That had been Zati, though on my order. I didn’t know how it landed, whether or not the social check succeeded, and I supposed it didn’t matter. He had been planning to kill me all this time, and I had proven to be far too inconvenient and damaging to keep alive, apparently.

Another glance at the viewing portal showed Avya and Shennalil having a look at how things were going.

“Come out here,” he said. “Where we can talk without interruption.”

“The people you talk to end up vaporized or getting their hearts torn out. Surely your Platinum tier Clever can see the obvious advantage to staying in this force field thing.”

“You didn’t come to the god of Negotiation, Drifter,” he said. “You’ve come to the god of War for aid. Your intentions are plainly written. You intend to kill me.”

He’d begun walking toward the temple.

“Pfffff,” I said. “Self defense is still a valid argument in court cases, my dude. Don’t pretend I’m some kindergartner and you’ve come to take my candy.”

“What then?” he asked.

“You let me finish the job, which is inches away from done, and let me go be a shopkeeper Governor in Surrek, and never bother anyone again.”

He stopped just shy of the red bubble of energy surrounding the temple and considered this. Every muscle in his body was perfectly visible through his skin tight superhero uniform, and he’d stopped shaving some time ago. The stubble was beginning to retake his fabulous pornstar mustache.

“I think not.”

Gods, I was two feet away from the fucker who had literally torn my heart out of my chest.

“You asked me to fundamentally alter an entire world and get it done in a couple of weeks,” I said. “I think under the circumstances I’ve done a fucking amazing job. The circumstances being the Sword of Damocles hanging over all my people, and my own head.”

Then he stretched one hand forward and pressed it through the reddish barrier. It resisted and crackled with electric power, but soon his fingers poked through, followed by his hand.

Peering into earth, and then Erratesh, I found a busy street somewhere in urban America. It looked like it might be Chicago, though I wasn’t familiar with the Windy City. Bershannik was a thousand miles or more southwest… so was this Kansas City, or further out? It didn’t matter, there were a lot of objects for us.

I activated the Gold tier Phase Shift, followed this with Magekiller’s Aura, and finally Archivist’s Mark, while I backed off.

The two realities began to overlap in a large area. Suddenly the opening of the temple was a busy city street, with taxis, cars, lots of pickup trucks, people waiting to walk at a crosswalk, pigeons walking here and there.

“This won’t stop me, Governor of Surrek,” he said, and slowly stepped through the red barrier, past the sword.

“I’m well aware, Platinum Emperor. And please, if we’re going to be trying to kill one another, we should be on a first name basis, don’t you think?” I paused. “Though to be fair, you did already rip my heart out… that puts us on pet name basis I guess. Would you prefer kitten? Sweetheart? Honey?”

I caught another glimpse of the viewing window and breathed a little sigh of relief to see Hellera’s red snout and furious eyes glaring at the scene. Avya had done it. Yes, there was Quavallie just behind Hellera, trying to get a glimpse of what was going on.

“Evan,” he hissed. “I’m going to rip your heart out again.”

“Leeeeeeeroooooooy,” I replied, sing-song, and watched the careful neutrality turn into a mask of fury. He shoved through the red shield and got himself on Rin’s gigantic sword in the process, slicing into his arm.

For the first time, I threw on the Bronze tier Temporomancer and gave myself a half second glimpse into the future. Leroy here was planning to leap into the room and get two hands around my neck, and pop my head like a grape.

Not awesome. I teleported to the side, and left the first Phase Shifted poster board hanging in the air where he landed.

He’d already taken some dimensional damage from stalking through someone’s F-150 and a hail of pedestrians crossing at the light, but he flew through the poster board and took more.

I hadn’t anticipated that the people on the other side of the Phase Shift would take damage as well. People fell clutching grievous dimensional wounds, and in two cases, they dropped dead. Pigeons flapped in panic and abruptly died. Portions of the cars on the street fuzzed with dimensional damage as well.

“Hell,” I muttered, feeling the weight of those deaths.

And it wasn’t even a fraction of his full life bar, and he had four of the fucking things.

Temporomancer told me he was going to swing around and blast me with one of those heavy beams, so I put the next phase of my plan into action. Since teleporting was now a teensy drain on my mana, I did it anyway, then fished out some other objects from the Black Door while doing another half second glimpse into our little future dance together.

Soon enough he was going to figure out what I was up to, and he was going to shut it down somehow. He also had time powers, and that was the real danger. If he could mess with my ability to predict what he was up to, I was dead fucked.

A cheer went up the moment Leroy failed to produce a beam of devastation. That furious snarl transformed into a mask of confusion.

“We need to talk this out,” I said, backing into the Phase Shifted environment. “Before one of us gets killed again.”

“The time for talk is over,” he said. The snarl was back.

“If you’re sure,” I said. I hardly needed a temporal prediction to know what he was going to do now; with his powers inhibited by Verel the War god, he would use his vastly superior quickness and strength to punch me to death. It would only take one square hit. He also wasn’t stupid, and would expect me to teleport all over the place, draining my mana.

On the other hand, the Normal version of Phase Shift would last an hour. So I did that, teleporting away for him to bumble into the phase shifted cityscape, setting up a shopping cart here and a big old poster board there.

Of course, it didn’t take him long to figure out what was going on, and not engage with the things dealing him dimensional damage. On the other hand, every time he flashed forward with the Platinum tier Quick, he also got up a shit ton of momentum and couldn’t exactly stop himself instantly.

So it was cat and mouse, and the mouse kept leaving mouse traps.

And the whole time, he lost mana. The Magekiller’s Aura was slowly draining his massive pool of mana. I was surprised it worked, but pleased as well. None of the other marks were worth the spent mana. I knew Silver tier damage against a Platinum tier Tough Attribute wasn’t going to accomplish anything except spent mana on my part.

However, just before he figured out how to deal with Rin's influence over the environment, I attempted the Gold Drifter ability to teleport him over into the entryway, where he’d be stuck in the intangible obstacle course from the Gold Phase Shift.

You have cast Drifter to teleport a single individual to a nearby location (up to 1000 feet). The Emperor’s resistances are lowered while under the influence of the War god’s temple. His present dimensional resistance is zero.

One second he was rushing toward where he thought I would teleport, the next second he was forty feet that way, at the entrance, just before the Phase Shift environment started. It was against the rules to move him to a place of danger, such as the lake of nanotoxin.

“It worked,” I breathed.

“Drifter!” he bellowed.

Leroy chose this moment to ignore me entirely, and begin bringing the whole temple down. Well, when you experience failure for so long, you have to change the rules of the game.


39- You Know What to Do

The whole temple shook with the Emperor’s rage. He blasted recklessly into the damaging obstacle course and into the temple proper. Leering at me now, he punched into and through the nearest wall. Not to be outdone, the wall ended up being four feet thick, reddish stone that took some serious punching to make a hole.

Last time, Caderyn hadn’t had a problem with him, and he’d been able to use his magic. Now his goodwill with the brother and sister was worn thin, and he took the War god’s damage every time he struck the wall.

Sparing a look at the viewing window, I caught Zati and Dallinya peering at me, so I tipped them a wink. Then I teleported away just before a Platinum fist exploded my skull like a party popper.

“Leave this place,” a voice boomed out of the darkness. “Take your quarrel elsewhere.”

Two figures stepped out of the gloom, trailing reddish smoke and bearing red eyes along with their War god themed armor and weapons. I recognized the avatar of the god situation, but wasn’t aware they could do two at once. These were Lady Javelin and Mr. Hand Axes from before, who I’d handled with a few well-placed kicks and head butts, infused with the power of Rin.

Leroy bared his teeth and jack hammer punched the wall several more times. Stones cracked and fell, and the stones they supported split with lightning bolt fissures. Now the place was starting to rumble and shake, and dust drifted down from above.

Lady Javelin pulled back and hucked her weapon, which thudded into the Emperor’s shoulder and sent him spinning. Up a second later, he dodged past Hand Axes and shoulder checked Lady Javelin around the middle.

She slid back only about three inches before hammering an energy-infused elbow into the center of his back and crushing him into the floor. A spiderweb of cracks radiated out from the Emperor’s prone form.

Congratulations! You have lured a much higher powered foe into a trap, despite his innumerable advantages over you. You gain significant experience in Clever and Sly. In addition, you gain a star to place how you choose.

“Innumerable advantages,” I muttered. “Backhanded compliment much?”

Hey, it’s true, the UI said testily.

How long it would last was another excellent question.

Hand Axes had leapt the space between them and slammed both axes down, but Leroy was quick enough to get up and deflect with his forearm. Hand Axes then raked the axes downward, pulling both sharp hooked bottoms into his forearm.

And just like that, we had another glorious first: Leroy bellowed in pain. Then he swept the leg and used his momentum to spring to his feet before Lady Javelin could poke another hole in him.

Looking over my character sheet, the Sly experience had pushed me over into a plus one. I put the free star into Quick. I didn’t know what Gold Temporomancer could bring, but I wanted it. Two more stars before I could get at it.

“I thought you wanted me,” I taunted, and knew this was a mistake even before I made it.

Leroy’s eyes flickered over to me. He caught a javelin in the leg and got tackled from behind by Hand Axes, but when he sprang up and threw one avatar into another, he went back to work on War’s temple.

A sprint later, he went two fisted into the wall, crashing through another two feet of solid stone. Then he grabbed the wall as though it were made of memory foam instead of solid rock, and clawed it apart. He wasn’t quite through the wall, but was getting close.

He had to dodge aside and chop Hand Axes across one shoulder, which opened him up to take another javelin in the ass. It landed just above the right butt cheek. When he ripped it out, dodged another one and hurled the javelin back at its owner, she deftly side-stepped.

The avatar of War was in its own element, and was several tiers above the Emperor. They were also subject to the laws of the world of Ethetria, and their domain. Just as Caderyn couldn’t murder the Emperor where he stood or operate out of a destroyed temple, War had to make it a fair fight. That’s the only reason I could see for having the conflict go on this long. The tier list went from Platinum to Diamond, then Legendary, Mythical, and finally Ascendent.

So did War sit at Mythical or Ascendent? I didn’t know enough about the damned system and I was paying for it now. It was probable that the avatars were only Bronze and could only be artificially boosted in tier by so much. Maybe they were operating at Diamond now, or high Platinum, but it was enough to give the Emperor breathing room to destroy War’s temple.

Oh well, there were contingencies in place. They had a snowball’s chance in hell of working, but they were at least large snowballs.

The battle continued, but it wasn’t working. Leroy deftly dodged my Phase Shifted objects and environment in this massive open hall, dodged past the avatars, and smashed into walls. The only thing I’d done by sticking near him was suck out his mana with the Magekiller’s Aura, bit by bit, and hopefully that would be enough for the next phase of the plan.

He was nearly done with this temple, and when it fell he’d have access to all his marks of power again. It was time to get ready.

I left an illusion copy of myself there, and teleported back outside, before I took the Silver Door to New Sunspire. I found Avya and the rest of them huddled around Zati, who was breathing slowly and recovering mana for another viewing window.

“You’re all safe,” I breathed.

A whole pack of gazes softened with relief and gratitude. Dallinya even went ‘aww’. I took a quick moment to squeeze their hands and press kisses to knuckles, especially Hellera and Quavallie.

“I’m so glad that worked, and so glad you’re safe,” I told them. “Unfortunately this asshole is on a rampage. Where’s Auralla?”

Avya shook her head. “I couldn’t find her.”

The Emperor’s spire perhaps. Super extra fuck that guy.

“Layla?” I asked.

“I’m here,” she said, and appeared out of the darkness.

“And you’re sure about this?” I asked. She was the only one with Attributes and perhaps a power of her own that might do anything to slow him down.

She peered around at the expectant faces. Velleth, Dallinya, Hellera turned to her. Shennalil and Zati. Avya. Laylenna and Sillandria. Zephellyn. Sechelle and Ressia. Even Nakla and Nallene were here.

They all had the conviction of hope that we’d succeed. I breathed out a heavy sigh and swore. Gods, this was so stupid. We were all going to die.

“Of course I will,” she said. “Leroy turned into a bastard the moment he made me Favored Consort. I’ve been hoping for this for forty years.”

Whoops of excitement followed, but not from Avya. She turned wide eyes on me, and I nodded. I tried to tell her I knew, but there was precious little to be done about it. If only different choices had been made. But emotions had won out, and we hadn’t just wanted to see each other, we’d needed to see each other. We paid the price for that.

I turned back to Layla. “I’ll open the Silver Door here when the time is right.” I stepped back into Ink District in Surrek, my old stomping grounds.
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The way Zati tells it, more smashing and fighting occurred before Leroy thought to murder the asshole he’d come here to murder, thought the two avatars of Rin didn’t give him much space to work. They were every bit his equal and had weapons, while he was used to using his unstoppable magic. Apparently none of his rivals had ever thought to involve the gods in their overpowered affairs.

Dumbasses.

Finally, he would just chuck a piece of stone the size of my torso through the illusion, which he would’ve been able to see through if he’d had the time.

The rage drove him to tear the entire temple apart.

In between not trying to die by the javelin or the hand axe, and successfully bringing the temple crashing down, I ended up with almost fifteen minutes to myself in Surrek.

I headed to Inkwell first, and met an astonished few hedge mages staring at me from the side of the street, where they’d been lounging in rocking chairs after a hard day’s enchanting.

“Rofleitter,” I said, nodding to the first gnomish. I greeted the dwarf also, “Grommid. Looking good.”

“Lucky we like you, Drifter,” Grommid grumped. “Working for no wage with the Emperor all over the city for weeks and no Governor anywhere isn’t exactly a schematic for inspiring confidence.”

“Fair. Do you two fine gentlemen have what I asked for?”

It couldn’t possibly work, but if there was any chance, I’d take it. Groomed snapped his fingers, waited, then whistled through his teeth to bring an apprentice scrambling. The little nellwyn saw me and froze, eyes wide.

“It’s in the special safe,” Grommid said, and waved the apprentice away. They returned a second later lugging a nondescript metal cube without markings or hinges, the size of a board game die. Grommid stroked two of the edges, muttering a magic word or three, and soon handed me both a scroll and two thick metal manacles in white metal.

“One giant fuck-off spell,” I muttered, “And one pair of Platinum tier suppression cuffs.”

If either of these worked I’d make Grommid and Rofleitter very rich. If they didn’t I’d be a sad little blip on the face of imperial history, nothing more than a warning to children or uppity Masters.

Deep breaths, Evan.

I teleported to the temple of Healing and went to walk in, only to have several priests emerge from the front doorway.

“We cannot admit you, Drifter,” they said. “The goddess sends along her respects, but wishes you to know that while turning the gods against the Emperor is perhaps a clever tactic, it is not a wise goal.”

I stopped short.

“Could I humbly request another get out of dead free card?” I asked. “I promise I made good use of the last one, and I’ll try my very best not to squander this one.”

“Your boon was granted in defiance of an Emperor who disrespected the goddess. The offer will not be repeated.”

“I can respect that,” I told them, scanning the sky and my mini-map. While in Surrek I had the locations of all the people, districts, and noteworthy buildings… and the pillars of my project.

“Three?” I asked, incredulous.

I hoped they worked.

The priests at the great temple similarly turned me away, even though I gave them a flat glare and told them I was the fucking Governor, and this was my city. They told me to take that attitude and stuff it, because the gods didn’t answer to Governors (or even Emperors for that matter), and that whatever situation I had with the Emperor needed to be settled outside the temples.

Fuckers.

“It was worth a shot,” I told them.

I took the stairs, of air, using Sylph’s Mark to run up on air until I reached Artifice District. It had been a while. Avya poked her head in to tell me Leroy had just chucked a rock through the illusion and was still doing battle with the two avatars of War.

Congratulations! Your plan was far more successful than previously imagined, the UI suddenly told me. The Emperor has become enraged beyond reason and this has led him to take far more damage than was necessary, and this has earned you another bonus star, to place where you would like.

“Holy hell,” I muttered, and had a quick look over my Attributes again. The Sly experience from earlier had turned into an eighth star, and my reaction to spending the bonus star was immediate: I placed this in Quick, which flipped over to Gold.

Attuned— Gold*

Clever— Gold*

Charming— Silver******

Fierce— Gold (no stars)

Sly— Silver ********

Quick— Gold (no stars)

Tough— Silver********

“Okay,” I muttered, and got a quick look at how Temporomancer had jumped.

Temporomancer

*Spell, Inherent, Magical*

*Gold tier, no stars*

Time is not simply a concept created by people, but a force to be reckoned with, negotiated with, toyed with, stretched, tasted, and joked with. Time now exists for you and other temporomancers in absolute units.

Silver: Activate by touch to drastically speed or slow a target. Targets wishing to resist make a Counter (Attuned) check to halve the duration. Targets may be sped up or slowed down by a factor of 1000%.

Costs extremely high mana to activate for five absolute minutes and extremely high mana to maintain for each additional absolute minute. Cooldown 6 hours.

In addition, your Normal and Bronze abilities have their mana costs reduced by half.

Gold: Activate by touch to lock a target outside of time for an absolute hour. You may dispel the effect at any time. The time bubble shows a slowed time of a million percent, and anyone locked into the time bubble becomes subject to this slowed time effect. Removing a locked body part from the time bubble deals extremely high temporal damage.

Costs extremely high mana to activate, and extremely high mana to extend for an absolute hour. Cooldown 1 week.

In addition, your Normal through Silver tier abilities have their durations doubled.

This ability is linked to your Quick attribute.

There it was. Not that I could use it. The whole ‘time works for Temporomancers in absolute units’ told me time effects wouldn’t work on him, even if I was high enough tier to affect him. Theoretically then, he couldn’t lock me in a time bubble either.

Nor Avya. There were easier and better ways to deal with us, of course, like the giant fuck-off hand beam he had going on.

The first of the projects had taken over a small park. It was essentially one of those floating boulders topped by an incredible amount of mana crystals. They were all attached to something metallic, which in turn was topped by something… gargantuan. A crystal the size of a house, in the most beautiful orange color you’ve ever seen. You could lose yourself staring into this thing for ages.

The whole shebang was set into scaffolding that both propped it up and held it from floating away. The lead artificer on the project hurried over and stammered apologies, then started explaining.

“And this… is ready?” I asked.

“It needs you to activate it,” she said. “It is attuned to the Governor of the city.”

Another one sat over in the remains of a gutted house, half complete, missing the top crystal. 

“Give me the words,” I said, dreading the idea that I’d have to stick my dick in the thing.

She handed over a slip of paper with the words on it. 

“Are these the same words for all of them?” I asked.

“The others aren’t… aren’t completely ready,” she gushed. “Governor I’m sorry! Please forgive me.”

“I need them to be ready in the next five minutes,” I said, guessing. “Or else we’re all going to die. Take this door to Mage District and tell them.”

Velleth and Quavallie had said I needed a dozen of the things to be absolutely sure we could handle the Emperor. Well, we had one. One would have to suffice.

Once the gnomish lead artificer was through, I went up to the thing and ran my hand over it, swearing softly under my breath at the speed they’d employed to put these together. A lot of the money ended up coming out of Bershannik, due to Nakla and Nallene being unexpectedly awesome at selling earth goods. A decent amount had come from bleeding Surrek for the better part of three weeks. Crushing any resistance should’ve been Hellera’s job, but that had fallen to Dallinya and Laylenna once she’d been locked out of my service.

All that money went from Bershannik to Surrek and nearby cities, where Velleth and Avya bought mana crystals under assumed names. They used the connections of the hedge mages in Mage District, using their magic as a back channel to communicate other cities’ mages, and to keep from getting seriously gouged on prices.

Then all those mana crystals had made this wonder of magic and technology. Now here was the fruit of the tightly squeezed populace and the sales in Bershannik.

It hummed with magic, the type of hum that would scramble your brain if you spent too much time in contact… or even within ten feet of the thing.

Yeah, the grass in this park was vibrant orange, and waved like little tentacles.

I stepped back and got to work, bringing the scrap of paper up to my face and squinting. Gods, these tiny people wrote so damned small.

Okay… the words dropped out of my mouth and literally formed into runes of orangey power in the air, angular and filled with curves and umlauts and tildes and shit. Those flashing runes flowed out of my mouth, over to the mammoth device, and began to circle it.

Once the last word left my mouth in a flashing orange rune, I watched them circle a band of silver metal around the equator of the boulder, where they burned themselves in there permanently. It was some epic fantasy level magic here.

Congratulations! The UI told me. You have activated and attuned Ference’s Defense Perimeter (Type Orange).

“Ohhhh kay. What does that do?”

The thing floated up in the air and I considered casting Reveal on it, but Avya popped into existence next to me. The look of fright on her face made me want to take extraordinary measures. I’d already torn people’s heads off to make a public statement, and removed a man’s heart from his chest to make another.

“He just left Bershannik,” she blurted.

I opened up the scroll for the great big fuck-off spell, and turned to her.

“You know what to do, right?”


40- It Was Like An Eternity

Ihad just found the second completed defense perimeter unit when Leroy’s voice boomed all around me.

“Drifter!” he called out.

I started reading the words.

“You and me, asshole,” he shouted. “Come on, then.”

I continued reading, but activated Magekiller and Archivist’s Auras. Then I reached back into the Black Door, still reading the words, and hefted out a whole lot of ammunition.

“What is that?” he shouted. “Huh? You got some secret weapons?” He chuckled at the very notion I would be able to deal him damage. Imagine thinking that the Silver tier from your own reality caused you to get the shit kicked out of you, and that was his only gambit.

The audacity of this motherfucker.

The last of the magic words left my lips, and sank into the metal banding around this other gigantic boulder, with its many carefully arranged crystals beneath and enormous green crystal above. I didn’t watch the rune words etch themselves into the metal, but instead prepared a dozen different things that probably wouldn’t work.

Congratulations! The UI told me. You have activated and attuned Ference’s Defense Perimeter (Type Green). Attention! Ference’s Defense Perimeter (Type Green) is not completely functional. Expect reduced functionality until the unit can be completed.

Not the resounding success I’d been hoping for, but all this in a couple of weeks was astonishing. Now if they were to do something, that would be lovely.

“You got a funny way of paying a guy for doing the work you’ve assigned him,” I called back.

He was walking toward me now, arms out to either side like he was harmless and couldn’t kill me in the blink of an eye.

I took a moment to revel in his condition. He was bleeding from a dozen punctures and cuts, and had a nice shiner. The health bar over his head was regenerating, but the avatars of Rin had done almost half his entire health before he toppled the temple, stole the War god’s power out of there, then obliterated the two suddenly powerless priests.

“You’re trying to destroy me!” he called cheerfully, grinning over bloodied teeth.

“That’s some hot bullshit,” I told him. “I’m still Silver, and there’s no way I can touch you.” This might not be true, and we were about to find out. “I hate to tell you this, Emperor, but you’re paranoid. When you see a Silver as a threat to you, it might be time to take a little vacation and rethink things.”

“Then what about my Favored Consort?” he demanded.

“You won’t believe me, even if I tell you.”

Barking out a bitter laugh, he jabbed a finger in my direction. “Go on then, give me some unbelievable news.”

“She was tired of blindly following orders,” I answered. “She asked me to put her out of her misery, sever the connection.”

“That’s some bullshit,” he said, but we both knew his heart wasn’t in it.

In the intervening seconds, I was draining Stamina, using Erratesh’s Mark to boost all my Attributes. I needed all of them up, surely. Gold at three stars, or close to Gold. Anything to bridge that gap in stars.

He was too close now, only about thirty feet. Close enough that I felt the weight of at least one aura working on me. The UI informed me that I couldn’t resist the strength of this.

The last of the nearly-ready defense units was over to the west, hidden in a hollowed-out workshop building. I needed some hope, so I pulled the Silver Door open and shouted, “Now!”

Layla came barreling through the door, practically flying, and blasted Leroy across the face with a vicious right cross. Her entire arm was glowing with red gold energy. I saw him stumble back and shout in surprise, which was my cue.

One teleport later, then another, I was able to make out the form of the last mostly-completed perimeter defense unit. The words started to drop out of my mouth and transform into runes in the air.

Meanwhile, Layla was getting her ass handed to her.

The Emperor wasn’t even trying. He just batted her attacks away, talking to her, backing up and turning all her punches and kicks aside. She was somewhere in Gold tier, possibly high up in Gold, but it was nothing compared with Mr. Platinum here. As I watched she went stumbling to the ground, launched another attack he sidestepped with ease, and followed this by throwing her a good twenty feet using her own momentum.

The guy knew what he was doing.

He also hadn’t thrown a single attack since coming here. His health bar was filling back in, and his wounds were closing up. Without Magekiller working on him, he was regenerating his gigantic mana pool much faster than I was.

It was hard to beat a dead horse more than I had, but the bastard seemed so… insurmountable. Like climbing Everest with no preparation, no winter clothes, no tent, no Sherpas. Of course you’re going to fail, it was impossible from the get-go.

I shook those thoughts aside and finished reading the words. When I was just reading the last one, the Emperor reached forward and tapped her on the forehead, and Layla froze in a shimmering bubble of time.

Okay it was go time.

I teleported in close, got all my teleports in, then teleported in behind him and used Phase Shift.

It worked for a second and a half.

For just a moment he froze, and I teleported away once, then twice. When the effect ended, nothing had touched him. He laughed once, turned, and saw me there.

Then the first of the 45 pound weightlifting plates landed on his head.

Now, an object falling from the max distance my teleport can handle, a thousand feet, reaches terminal velocity. I didn’t know how much damage that was, not really, but it looked spectacular. One after another they clanged down onto his head, dropping his health bar a significant amount by the fourth one, until he moved and a series of massive clangs announced the other six weights crashing to earth where he’d been standing. They left cracks in the cobblestones and flung shards of rock here and there. One of them grazed my cheek.

Here’s the other thing: the Emperor was fast. Way faster than me. I knew that once the first of the plates fell on him, he was going to attack me. I didn’t need mana fueling Temporomancer to give me that genius insight.

In the middle of dodging out of the way I realized his hand was already up and in the ‘kill Evan’ position, and pointed directly where I currently was.

“Evannnnn!” he bellowed.

Except no kill spell emerged.

My dodge turned into a teleport, and I dropped one more of the weight plates on him from a thousand feet up. I also pulled out Counter, a spell I’d never used from a mark I’d rarely used after the demon tree incident.

Dalewind’s Mark

*Special Ability, Magical*

*Silver tier, eight stars*

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.

This ability’s rank is tied to your Relationship with Avya Dalewind, Favored Consort of Evan Westfield of Earth.

Eight stars into Silver, with Avya? How in the fuck had that happened?

A lightning fast read through told me the answer: I was going toe to toe with the most powerful being in the entire empire, or at least stood up to him in the only way I could. Avya knew it was to keep them safe. To get Auralla back.

You couldn’t really blame insurgents for hiding out in caves against a country who had a monopoly on death from the sky, could you? So you couldn’t really blame me for going about this in the only way I could.

I had a series of messages from the UI explaining how Avya considered it an amazing feat that I was still alive. Which stung, but the messages stacked up the Relationship experience with ‘you’re doing amazing, and she appreciates that you’re fighting on behalf of her freedom’ and similar.

From everybody. Velleth, Hellera, Quavallie, Shennalil, Zati… all of them were currently staring in astonishment that not only was I still alive, but I was either holding my own, or succeeding. I’d jumped up several stars with all of them in under two minutes. It was nice and all, but I really didn’t want to go into danger like this all the time in order to power level.

“I need my OG back,” I called out, and hoped I was getting him with the Magekiller aura. I put on Mischief’s Mark to see whether or not he was going to lie to me or not. Because, I mean, of course he was.

“You stop this nonsense and I’ll give her back,” he lied. Mischief’s Mark told me his Deceit and Sly check had failed against the ability. “We’ll call this shit even.”

Counter gave me a readout like this, but I largely ignored it in favor of doing the thing.

Counter

*Spell, Abjuration*

You gained this spell from Dalewind’s Mark. Its function is equal to your Relationship with Avya Dalewind, Favored Consort of Evan Westfield of Earth.

Spend mana commensurate to a currently existing magical effect within 50 feet of you to unravel its mana and cancel the effect.

If you witnessed the casting, lower the mana cost to extreme. If you know the effect, lower the mana cost to extremely high. If you have this effect in your abilities, lower the mana cost to high.

Mana cost varies. Cooldown: 1 minute.

Layla popped out of her time bubble still in the middle of her sprint, and took Leroy around the middle. She even got a good energy-infused punch in before he flung her away. She sailed forty feet into the side of a building, where wind blasted away from her heels and sent her careening back toward him.

Leroy, for his part, sneered and dodged aside.

“Bitch!” he screamed, while she skidded to a stop, shot a blast of green poisonous stuff into his chest, and took a full on Platinum tier punch to the guts.

I winced at that one. She did more than that, crumbling to the ground with her hands pressed to her stomach. She coughed up a whole ton of blood.

“What did you do to me, Drifter?” He demanded. Meaning why am I locked out of my abilities?

“You’re doing it to yourself, asshole,” I told him. “You broke a contract you made. I fulfilled it, and you fucked it up. That makes you my enemy.”

In the mini-map section of the UI, I now had the option to designate people as the enemy of Surrek. Previously set to grayed Neutral, he was now bright red Enemy. Layla, by contrast, had been set to Ally, a happy green.

The red crystal blasted him off his feet, draining a quarter off the second of his health bars. Landing in a superhero crouch, he darted off towards the source of the pain, only to take another blast in the shoulder and go spinning off to skid on the flagstones. Several of the courtyard stones flew off in various directions. He was up and sprinting in my direction a moment later.

I teleported him to the opposite end of the park, and a moment later took another red blast to the chest.

“Look, asshole!” I shouted. “I trusted my people, and I trusted my women, and look what happened.” The same thing that happened every time: our power was in our synchronicity, our willingness to work together, and sometimes to make sacrifices when shit went sideways.

Avya had them gathered there, and I hadn’t realized she was doing so. Hellera stepped out of the shadows, and Velleth appeared from a side alley a good fifty yards off. Dallinya appeared, glowing with marks of power. Then Shennalil, and Zati. The rest of them appeared not long after: Zephellyn, Laylenna, Sillandria, Sechelle, and finally Ressia.

They watched as he spun and dodged around, only to take damage from the blast of red energy spreading through the ground at his feet, just as it had done for me in Erratesh. Meanwhile the Green crystal didn’t do anything overt, but the UI explained that it turned off the movement and aura powers of enemies, while the orange one turned off the offensive powers of enemies.

I took my place nearest the red defense battery and waited for him to do what I knew he would.

He surprised me though. Instead of chucking a random flagstone at the red crystal blaster battery where I was ready, he whipped it like a frisbee at the green one. It smashed into the top crystal and sent the whole thing turning lazily end over end. It would take several minutes to crash into one of the Mage District shops and explode, meaning everybody got the hell away from the spinning and dropping Platinum tier magi-tech artifact.

He’d dropped a full health bar, leaving him with most of the yellow one, and then the last one, which would be red. We could do this.

“Surrender,” I called, but put on two future seconds of Temporomancer just in case, to show me what he’d do.

My vision showed me the Emperor diverging in several different directions, teleporting out and away, teleporting directly over top the red crystal to fly down through it, and flying directly into it. Since he also had access to

“Never,” he growled, and acted. He blasted off the ground like a superhero, but teleported just before taking a face full of red energy. I nearly had the reflexes to open the teleportation circle, but he was already flying down, through the gigantic red crystal, blasting it apart.

Giving himself a Platinum tier’s explosion worth of damage.

As for Evan, I took seventy-five injuries in the blast. I was catapulted backwards and into a store, but I had the good sense to teleport to safety.

The giant fuck-off spell would take forever to cast, and he could teleport now. I should’ve used it and just leveled Mage District in order to take him out while the green crystal was still operational. The manacles would be likewise impossible for me to clamp onto his hands.

It was Layla who found him, bloodied and broken in a furrow of ground like a downed airplane. She walked up to his burned body.

I saw the health bar still over his head. She… was at the wrong angle, or thought she could talk with him.

He clamped one impossibly fast hand onto her ankle and swung her down to the flagstones. The crack reverberated throughout the whole charred and burning scene.

He didn’t let up, and swung her bodily back and forth, cracking her into the ground over and over again, this way and that. For the first two, she made a horrific, pitiful noise. After that, nothing.

Just one option remained.

Teleporting down there, I reached down with Adrift into Erratesh and grabbed a handful of Ryoten's Nanotoxin, then smeared it directly on his face. The UI went insane, telling me I was taking this many, that many, and this many injuries over and over again.

I got my hand in his mouth and shoved that black shit in there. Really all the way down, until he bit down and got my whole hand at the wrist.

I teleported over to where Shennalil was fluttering, and stared up at her. Then consciousness fled me, and all was blackness.
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I didn’t expect to hear the sobbing, the crying, the pleading or the terror so vividly. All my senses were supercharged, though. I could smell the black goop, and the way it was sizzling through flesh, I could smell Shennalil’s magic, which was a delight comparatively.

The scents of all the ladies were mixing together into a soft, welcoming aroma.

I mean, I could hear them all, too. Murmuring, crying, calling out to me. And I could feel their hands on me. Even though Shennalil repeatedly warned them to keep away from the black poison, they had their hands in my hair, on my legs, on my chest, everywhere. Their touches filled me with calm, a sense that I could die and it would be all right. Hell, my heir was in Auralla’s belly, Dallinya’s belly, and Shennalil’s too.

Auralla.

My eyelids fluttered open. Bright sunlight invaded, and the blue so pure and all-encompassing it had convinced me Ethetria was a different world right off the bat. That limitless sky.

“Evan?” Avya asked.

“Evan!” Dallinya shouted.

“Izzy…” was all I could manage.

“Let him speak!” Shennalil barked, and they fell silent.

“Izzy dead?” I asked.

“He’s dying,” Dallinya said. “Bastard rat fuck is dying nice and slow.”

“Auralla,” I said, though it felt like my tongue was made of steel. “Auralla, where is she?”

“He wouldn’t say,” Avya said. “We tried.”

It was because I’d taken nearly a hundred injuries from the explosion and then the toxin in very short order, but I passed out again. Warm darkness stole over me, and a fresh round of shouting commenced.

This time I reawakened again in Caderyn’s temple. They were trying not to admit me, but Dallinya was up in a priest’s face, hands balled up in his robes.

“You will admit us, or so help me—”

“Dallinya,” I rasped.

Hellera had me in her arms. That was adorable. She peered down at me. “What?”

“I’ve missed you,” I told her.

“It was only a few days for me,” she said gruffly. “Before that asshole showed up.”

“It was like an eternity without you, my big strong dragonite,” I told her.

She made an irritated sound, peered around at the others, then muttered, “I missed you too.”

A spasm of agony slithered through me, and I’m pretty sure I screamed. Possibly like a little girl, possibly not. Hellera might have dropped me, or I could’ve just imagined the falling sensation.

I passed out once more.


41- One Missing

Confetti rained from the rooftops. A huge salamander creature with rock-like plates embedded in its back, name of Jim, walked carefully in the midst of the procession. Jim was busy pulling a huge wheeled float, something like a tiered birthday cake, and all my ladies milled around, waving at the people.

People cheered. They saw me standing with Avya and Dallinya on the float and screamed out in exultation.

“Is this really necessary?” I asked. It felt… premature.

Avya stretched her hands over her head and waved. Pulling the lavender g-string impossibly tighter into the crack of her ass, she stood on stocking-covered toes and glanced languidly back over her shoulder at my midsection.

“You brought all this yummy stuff back from earth and never gave it out for us to wear,” Dallinya retorted. She’d gone with the black silk lingerie, where Avya had on garter, stockings, g-string and bra in a color that matched her hair, eyes, and pubes.

“Why don’t people on earth wear this all the time? You had us covering up with those yoga pants. And shirts.” Avya said shirts like some people said Brussels sprouts.

Not to be outdone, Dallinya placed one high-heeled, fishnet-clad foot onto the railing of the top tier here, which pulled her thong up into the crack of her ass too. Shen she moaned and rolled her hips in a circle.

It was the second day after the Emperor’s defeat. He’d slowly dissolved into black goop, which stained itself into the park ground in Mage District. The hedge mages had done what they could to stop the black stuff from spreading, encasing it in magic similar to what they were now doing in Bershannik, at my request.

We’d had the funeral for Layla the day before as well, placing her remains in the palace grounds and saying some words. None of the ladies had known her long enough to really grow attached, but that didn’t stop them from crying over her burial plot.

Velleth mentioned that if Layla hadn’t agreed to be part of the plan, it probably wouldn’t have worked, and I could agree with that.

Now, the ladies agreed, it was time for a celebration. Straight out of any movie where the Empire fell and the plucky rebels suddenly made merry, most especially the furry little ones. For us, those were the dwarf hedge mages who’d worked to engineer the defense perimeter with the gnomish artificers.

So I’d allowed myself to be persuaded, and we had a full on parade going, and it would’ve been glorious. The mostly-built floating defense units moved around in between armies of wide-eyed hedge mages and artificers. We’d gotten all of them out of their laboratories and workshops and up onto floats and carts where they could have the populace of the city cheer their tireless work.

Of course, the Governor threw a good party, and confetti was only the first of the festivities. We had bunting. I’d always wanted bunting. Streamers? We had streamers. Those cheap plastic strings with colorful flags? We had those too.

We had magical fireworks, and plain old fireworks out of those places in Ohio I heard about as a kid. I passed out free earth snacks. We had a soccer tournament planned.

Don’t knock it, it was easy to explain the rules and everybody could play in just their shoes. I’d tried both baseball and football, and nobody could listen to the rules long enough to play. Their eyes glazed over. ‘Get ball to opponent’s side’ was much more their speed.

The parade wound around the perimeter road, inside Surrek’s enormous fifty foot walls, and I wondered idly if the Old Guard would try anything. It wouldn’t do any good, but they were welcome to try.

Instead they stared in dull-eyed horror while the Governor of the city waved and blew kisses and wasn’t dead at the hands of the all-powerful Emperor. He stood next to all his various beauties, who were dressed in earth fashion lingeries.

“Yeah, motherfuckers, goggle,” I told them with a grim smile, waving at Ferrok and T’charrk and the others. “The days of owning people are at an end. Enjoy these last few.”

Beside me, Dallinya giggled.

I would’ve been just thrilled to have this parade happening, but we still had one missing. A conspicuous absence among our ranks, and no confirmation on her whereabouts. The great big Auralla-shaped hole in the proceedings overshadowed everything.

As for me, I could do nothing but stare in dumb-eyed wonder… while thinking about what that fuck had done to my OG.

The Emperor’s death had put me over into Gold tier. Taking on a ponderously slow, defenseless, tough Platinum tier tree was quite different than going up against a man with Platinum tier stats and powers.

I’d gotten heaps of experience in all my Attributes anyway, but another pack of free stars to place how I wished, and place them I did. They went into Charming and Sly, which had already gained stars for events leading up to the fight, while Tough had been pushed over the edge by the fight itself.

Congratulations! You have reached Gold tier! Although you had the aid of the gods to return to life after death, and disabled your opponent with the assistance of powerful artifacts, the fight was skillfully played out.

Although you may have stretched your service to the Emperor out a white longer, it is certain his patience would have turned into disaster for your coterie or the people of your city.

You have gained extreme amounts of Attuned, Clever, Fierce, Quick, Sly and Tough. Convincing the Empress to hand herself over, then to fight for you after you had killed her grants you extremely high Charming experience.

Additional experience has been applied due to fighting a higher tier enemy shortly after being resurrected, and for not backing down despite the leverage held over you.

I opened up my Attributes now, which seemed like a habit I was falling into.

Attuned— Gold**

Clever— Gold**

Charming— Gold (no stars)

Fierce— Gold*

Sly— Gold (no stars)

Quick— Gold*

Tough— Gold (no stars)

“Unreal,” I muttered.

Dallinya leaned over, grinning, and said, “Pay attention, Slayer of Emperors.”

The music mostly came courtesy of several bands that played the tavern circuit here in the city. The one on our float was apparently the Governor’s musical retinue, who were paid to simply be at my beck and call. I had to admit, they made everything sound good.

A pack of young women of Surrek had decided they were going to flash me, apparently. A good eight of them yanked down already semi-transparent clothing and pressed their breasts together. Furry ones, big ones, small ones, and nipples of all colors greeted me, along with smiling faces and kissy faces.

Yes, it was nice. I still didn’t have Auralla.

Zephellyn flew up beside us and coasted along in a kind of backstroke in midair.

“It’s a pleasure to see you, First Domi” I said.

As always, Zephellyn wore her emotions throughout her entire body, and now that body flooded with pure sky blue, chasing away a thin layer of clouds. “It’s a pleasure to have the opportunity to see you without risk.”

“Give us a kiss?” I asked.

Zephellyn smiled and drifted through the air, lazily turning until she closed the distance between us. I turned and took her face in my hands, planting a soft kiss on her airy lips.

The crowd went wild.

My sylph lover didn’t keep pace with me, no, that would’ve been too easy. Instead she slowly orbited my head, and I laughingly gave her tummy kisses, then her thighs, then her calves, the top of her feet, and all the while literally anyone in the city could watch as Dallinya knelt before me and fished my hardening cock out of the leather skirt.

My gorgeous, blonde, now pregnant, cat-eared fuck buddy warrior girl started to slowly stroke me, while several of the flashers swarmed the float, and actually gained admittance. The band picked up on this and swiftly transitioned into something they could dance to.

The scene was wild: Avya’s brown skin against the lavender stockings, garter and g-string, with matching sheer bra, bringing up a gnomish girl on stage wearing a filmy dress and dancing together. Velleth’s blue skin against the bright orange corset, with her boobs just out there, along with a matching, transparent creamsicle skirt, stockings, and garter. She was dancing with a purple-skinned cephellian girl.

Quavallie was in lime green fishnet stockings and a negligee we’d gotten in the same color, and that was it. She now had a dance partner too, taking the cephellian from Velleth while my submissive elf goddess grabbed a curvaceous human girl.

Shennalil had brought up Tennevril, the little fae who’d survived the demon tree, and the two of them danced in stuttering, fluttering motions in the air around the others. They were soon laughing.

It was Hellera and Laylenna that struck me next, the two of them doing a dragonite dance I couldn’t tear my eyes away from, until Zephellyn’s head reappeared in its orbit around me. The dragon dance was equal parts violent and sensual, with writhing, twirling, acrobatics, kicks, and— oh gods Dallinya had enveloped my whole cock in one quick slurp.

“Enjoying the festivities?” The First Domi asked innocently, and kissed me again. She floated out in front of me now.

When I opened my mouth and closed it again, she made a sound of commiseration, and grasped the sides of my face while Dallinya did astonishing things with her mouth.

“We’ll find her,” she said. “Enjoy this. You’ve more than earned it.”

I placed a hand onto the back of Dallinya’s head and she hummed in response. That humming increased in volume and intensity, until it was cat purring, once I began to stroke her big cat ears.

“I miss her,” I whispered.

“We know you do,” Dallinya said before popping my cock back into her mouth. I couldn’t believe we were at the top of this float, open to everyone, and she was casually blowing me like this.

“We miss her as much as you, Drifter,” Zephellyn said, caressing the silvery beast head that was Auralla’s gift to me. “And we will find her. In the meantime, would you mind if I shared?”

She drifted down beside Dallinya when I nodded, and I watched her deepen to cobalt blue before bending to lick and suck alongside Dallinya.

Sillandria had on white silk. It made the night sky elf appear, for the first time, and command attention. She’d brought up a green-skinned half orc to the float and they were gyrating together to the music.

Nakla and Nallene were writhing with one another, with Nallene doing most of the work, since she was a dancer by profession. Every movement the tiefling made was designed to tease her partner, keep her guessing. She made flicking motions near the grinning goblin’s skin, and connected feather touches every once in a while. They’d just invited another goblin lady up onto the float with them, and now were doing the feather touch teasing game to this gray-skinned goblin girl.

The band took it up a notch. They knew their trade well, and the sensual anticipation rose with the notes they played. 

Hell with it.

I put Empath’s Mark on, and gave everybody around a low grade dose of arousal. Some people were already all about it, and others were now about to ditch their inhibitions.

We continued on like this, from district to district, with the audience beginning to follow along, cutting through alleys to get another glimpse of the parade and get back under the weird intoxicating effect the Governor’s float was having on everyone.

Dallinya and Zephellyn traded off, licking and kissing and sucking on my cock, for long minutes. Neither was working too hard, and neither of them apparently got tired of being on their knees. First Domi also liked having her head held, and her slightly pointed ears played with. She didn’t need to breathe, and that led to some dangerous moments where I nearly blasted off down her throat.

Then once everybody in range was suitably horny, I put on Wicked Mark and the whole thing devolved into an orgy. Suddenly Laylenna and Hellera weren’t just dancing together, they were licking one another’s scales. Sillandria wasn’t just politely dancing with the orc lady, they were grinding on one another. Shennalil and Tennevrin weren’t just fluttering around one another; Shennalil landed hand in hand with the little fae, swung her around, and pulled her in for a deep kiss.

Avya had her own partner up against the tier wall and was greedily tonguing her pussy. The little gnomish had a very curvy figure for a tiny person, and her filmy dress was a puddle of see-thru fabric on the floor under Avya.

My Favored Consort was belting the strap on onto herself while she played with the clit below a tuft of mint green hair.

Suddenly the spectators weren’t simply watching in mute amazement. They were also pressing against one another, holding hands, whispering what they’d like to do… then beginning to do it. While under the influence, smoldering gazes between husbands and wives turned into passionate kisses, breasts were fondled, hands were shoved down pants, and skirts were hiked up to allow access.

Thank the gods we’d enforced a no children rule.

A pair of tieflings were watching from a balcony, only to begin rutting when we got close enough. At the next balcony a human female was kneeling behind a spaced out felinian, head buried between her legs and both hands on her swishing tail. Gnomish artificers shucked their tool belts and steampunk goggles, then opened up pouches with other devices in them to use on one another. Dwarf warriors pressed magical catches on their armor, causing the plates to fall off so they could get at each other.

“I want it,” Dallinya said, at almost the same moment Zephellyn pulled her flushed face from my cock and said nearly the same words.

“You first,” Dallinya said, as Zephellyn said,

“I insist, you first.”

“I already have his child in me,” Dallinya said. “I’m just being greedy.”

I gave Dallinya all my feelings using Empath’s Mark. Then I had an idea.

“Avi, my love?” I called down.

“Evvie?”

“How do you feel about getting some Drifter in you?” I asked. “And spread the love around?”

With my currently boosted mana pool, I could throw my feelings around to a whole lot of people for a significant amount of time. I boosted my Attuned with Erratesh’s Mark and felt my mana pool grow just a fraction. Gold with five stars… insanity.

She’d teleported directly in front of me a second later, and frowned as I tore the purple g-string apart.

“Was that necessary?” she asked, then giggled when I roughly spun her around. While I started gifting Dallinya, Zephellyn, and all the float dancers with my sensations via Empath’s Mark, I marveled once more at how gorgeous she was. Looking over her shoulder, lavender eyes twinkling with mischief, I bent in for a kiss first.

“Let’s hit all of them,” I muttered. Sure it would start to drain our mana, but the minutes we spent doing this would be worth it.

And, this was fun, me on my knees and her standing on her feet was almost the perfect height for my nellwyn firebrand. She had to squat only about an inch to line me up perfectly with her lavender-fringed pussy.

With Wicked Mark, the low grade arousal from Empath’s Silver tier, and now the bodily sensations from both Avya and I using Empath’s at Bronze, the moment I pressed the helmet against her opening, a whole chorus of moans erupted from around us. Everyone got to feel both sides of the sex: both penetrator and penetrated, the sensations of their phantom cocks slowly easing in, and the flip side at the same moment.

Zephellyn lost control and flopped to the float deck. Dallinya started to orgasm immediately. Shennalil and Tennevrin couldn’t handle flight like that and joined Zephellyn in crashing to the ground. Velleth and her partner, Quavallie and her partner, all of them fell in a writhing mess of climaxes. Laylenna and Hellera were the only two not completely overwhelmed. They instead moved into a dragon tonguing sixty-nine situation.

I shoved further into Avya, and another round of tortured groans drifted out from everyone.

“I love you,” I muttered in her ear, and eased even further inside her.

She started her own vocal climax.
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The sex went on for several more hours, winding around the city before penetrating deeply into the main thoroughfare and filling it with our excited passions. Spectators faced the problem of whether to just get down and have sex, or keep pace with the parade.

Later floats that followed the Governor, filled with artificers, guards, hedge mages, tradesmen and then a few of the New Blood Masters, were confounded to see everyone on the streets going at each other, or scrambling naked after the Governor.

Some of them clambered up onto the floats and engaged there, or tried to coax those artificers, hedge mages, tradesmen and others into joining them. The madness spread, but I wasn’t concerned with that.

I was busy giving the people a show to remember.

Once I reduced Avya to a quivering mass, her side of the spell ended, but mine continued. I took Zephellyn next, much to the enjoyment of the crowd and all those on the float. None could do much other than grunt and groan.

Slamming into the sylph was always a delight, a weird one, since she weighed nothing and wasn’t exactly made of flesh. I pummeled her into a stupor as well, until her whole body went midnight blue and nearly looked like Sillandria.

From there I was a man possessed. I took Quavallie next, slamming into her when she invited me in. I reduced her to a quivering mass of jelly and had my first explosive orgasm all over her thighs, midsection and chest. The others scrambled to get at the copious amount of seed I produced. Quavallie lazily scooped it up and licked it off her fingers

I then had Velleth, on her knees and head to the stage floor. Given what she’d chosen to wear, there was nothing to even get out of the way or roughly tear apart. She came several times before collapsing onto the deck. Shennalil followed, with the tiny fae Tennevril staring up in wonder at what we were doing. I took her standing up, with me lifting her up and down on my pole. The top of her sky blue head came to my chin each time, and I gave her a chaste kiss on the hair. In the meantime she mewled and wriggled and came over and over again.

I came for the second time, by far the largest load I’d ever shot, some inside Shen and a lot more on her once I’d pulled her off. And I knew I had Tennevril when she got some of my glaze on her finger and darted out a dainty tongue for a little taste.

The way her eyes widened, you’d thing my seed was made of magic mushrooms.


42- The Other One

When the procession ended we found ourselves at the Governor’s palace, and I invited everyone in for a continuation of the party. The ladies showed people how to pop cans of soda, how to safely mix cocktails, and which of the snack foods were spicy.

The red dusted ones.

Dallinya, of course, made herself the chief bartender for anyone really important, which was both absurd and delightful. She served up cocktails and shots from a book I’d stolen from earth, using the ice we’d created here and sealed in lightly enchanted chests.

Fuck treasure chests, we had ice chests. The exact same look as pirate treasure, but with the delightful chill of winter on a warm spring night.

A gentle rain started to fall after the sun went down, forcing everybody into the open bottom area of the palace. And it was, to put it mildly, full. The people of various districts had continued to pour in, past a thoroughly bedraggled seneschal. Masters, marked ladies and civilians alike were invited in, given the rules every now and again via loudspeaker, and told that infractions would be dealt with harshly.

I’d just killed off the Emperor. Harshly was a real threat.

Just after sunset, I made my excuses and disappeared. Hellera was now in charge of security. Velleth was in charge of logistics with Avya, and Dallinya had made herself in charge of drinks.

“Drifter!”

I turned to find Sechelle striding over toward me, with Ressia.

“You’re leaving?”

“There’s one more thing I have to do,” I told her.

She nodded her understanding. “Your naga.”

“Yes.”

“Ressia will remain until the full moon,” she said. “I will return to Vrenian Gorge.”

I swept open the Silver Door down to the underground cavern where I’d reincarnated safely, under Caderyn’s care. A few curious drow faces peeked in, servants by the looks of them. “I’ll check in periodically,” I said, “if that’s all right with you. You can keep the mark strong, and I can maybe help you take care of some driders, or help figure out a solution to their transformation. It sounds like a curse.” Like lycanthropy.

She smiled. “I’d like that. Keeping the mark strong will be most enjoyable,” she said, sidling close. I smiled and gave her a quick kiss. She didn’t allow that, and instead shoved her tongue into my mouth. One of her thighs rode up to my hip and she wrapped her leg around me.

“Now?” I asked.

“Before too long,” she replied. “A queen has her duties.”

Then she disappeared into the Silver Door, leaving Ressia there looking uncomfortable.

I arched an eyebrow. “Would you like a little something as an apology, newest friend?” I asked.

There was time before I popped in on Zati. She approached, timidly, tucking a lock of silvery hair behind one ear, and I frowned at the strong thread of magic pulsing directly from her to me. These had become clearer now that I was Gold tier in Attuned. It was so different than the two way street the magic walked with all the other ladies.

Ressia finally smiled when I began kissing her, and I thanked her for the notion again and again. Then, when I took her up to the Governor’s private quarters, I thanked her properly, for nearly an hour. She wasn’t quite sure what she was being thanked for, and I didn’t explain, but instead gave her orgasm after orgasm for the light bulb that flickered to life over my head.

When she was finally exhausted from the body-wracking orgasms, for the squirting I’d gotten her to do, once her voice was hoarse from the shouting, and her pussy was sore from the pounding I’d given it, I left her asleep in my bed and teleported back to Mage District.

I found Zati in one of the basement levels where the hedge mages kept all their secretive tomes and scrolls.

No, they hadn’t wanted us to know about all their best stuff. Yes, Zati had quickly learned of it by overhearing, searching, and selective bribes. Yes, she’d almost gotten into a serious altercation because of this, and she’d begged the other girls not to intervene when they almost fried her with spells.

Once she told me about it, though, the hedge mages backed off. They knew I now had the situation on my mini map, they knew that I could take most of them apart with no serious difficulty, and they also knew I was making them filthy fucking rich without stealing their daughters, torturing any of them, or making outlandish demands of them.

The dusty tomes had that peculiar old book smell about them, and were lit by feeble mana lamps. If you didn’t carry your own mana lamp, you could barely see anything.

Unless you were me and had fucked an elf with a body like the night sky itself.

I wondered if perhaps she’d already succeeded somehow, and didn’t want to open with ‘I figured out the problem that kept you from joining us at the gigantic fucking party’.

“How is the research coming along?” I asked carefully.

Zati’s eyes lit up.

“Did you know there is a spell for silencing mages before they have the opportunity to speak the words of power? There is also a spell that dulls the mind and confuses the thoughts, making it more difficult to rely on marks of power like the Masters use. I believe the latter would make an excellent perimeter defense crystal.”

“That’s amazing news, actually.” If the Emperor couldn’t use even the time stop ability or regeneration, we’d have frozen him out of basically all his abilities. Now we just needed a debuff crystal that made all enemies weaker against the red attack towers, or sapped their Attributes so they couldn’t fight as fast.

The plans I had for Surrek.

“Isn’t it? It’s a shame I wasn’t able to find anything regarding Auralla. Finding a specific person is possible, and perhaps not especially difficult, but the Emperor hid her behind some wards or layers of magical protection that make divination ineffective.”

“Less good, this news is,” I imitated the wise puppet, then followed it up with a, “Hrrrmmm.”

“I am aware you miss her dearly,” Zati said.

“That’s true… but listen, I had a thought.”

She laughed. It went on for a time, before she realized I wasn’t laughing along. Then she stopped. “Apologies, Drifter. I expected something of a punchline for a joke. ‘Zati, I had a thought… it’s been ten long years since the last one, you know?’ Something in that vein.”

“You cut me deep, Zati. Right here in my heart.”

That sobered her up, until I snorted laughter and she got the sarcasm. The light, thinly veiled sarcasm.

“What is your thought, Slayer of Emperors?”

“Dallinya got do you, did she?” I asked.

She smiled. “I crave your thoughts, Evan. Or this one specifically. Lay it upon me.”

I wanted to tell her it didn’t go like that, but for nagas, apparently it did.

“You know, the connection between those who share the marks of power… it’s a magical thread between us.” If I concentrated hard enough, I could see all the magic threads leading out towards them all. Most pointed in the direction of the palace, and were colors I associated with them: lavender for Avya, blonde for Dallinya, red for Hellera, a weird shifting rainbow for Velleth, cerulean for Shennalil, Black for Sillandria, and turquoise for Laylenna. I found one for Zephellyn, a reddish one for maybe Sechelle, and a vibrant green one for the druid elf who had basically disappeared into the forest after I’d freed her. Viyalla, I wanted to say. No problems there.

The strength of the connection infused it with twinkling magic of that color. Avya’s thread was strong with flashes of silver, while Sillandria’s was flashing with a lot of Bronze sparkles. Checking over my relationships, I noted that all who’d been watching the final confrontation with Leroy had skyrocketed in a very short time. Sillandria was only two stars from Silver now, which was a huge surprise.

But we were here for Auralla.

Directly connecting Zati and I was a magical thread the color of old parchment, kind of a Sienna hue, and because of her proximity this one actually smelled like her magic, the dusty tomes and such.

Or I was getting a strong whiff of the library.

Two of the other threads stood out, though. One was a coppery, silvery thread that simply vanished a few inches from me. The other was a healthy green, like young spring leaves. This one pointed off toward the south and seemed to flicker weakly, as if it could snap.

“This one is hers,” I told her, and pointed. “This is Auralla’s thread.”

“I don’t… oh. Oh I see them now.” Eyes wide and shining in the darkness, Zati appeared as more of a predator than she ever had before. She also grinned in that dim light, either like a psycho or someone very aroused.

I was going to go with the latter. I knew what learning information did for her. This was proven out a second later when she slithered up into my personal space and rose up.

“You should leave in the morning,” she said quietly. “It’s dangerous to go alone, and at night.”

“I’m sorry, my love,” I told her. “I need Auralla back first. Can you use this thread to work a spell to find her, or even better! Can you work a spell to open a door to where she is?”

“This could be exceedingly dangerous,” she said. “Take Avya. And perhaps Hellera and Dallinya as well. I shall work out the details of this spell you desire while you gather them.”

“I appreciate this,” I told her. “When I get back, I’ll give you anything you want, okay?”

She just smiled and shook her head. “Governor Evan, you have made life safe for me, surrounded me with books and scrolls, and set me to the task of learning. I could wish for nothing better… save perhaps some occasional sexual distractions.” And the even look she gave me explained that she was just about to cash in on one of those distractions.

“I promise,” I told her, “as soon as we get her back.” And opened the Silver Door to go retrieve the others.
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Twenty minutes later we were all in a large reading room with natural light, consisting of a handful of book stands and comfy arm chairs nobody was using.

Well, Shennalil was standing on the one, and Hellera was leaning elbows on one of them.

Before I began this, I surveyed the situation around me. What a group I had. It wasn’t the largest coterie available, but my ladies were getting to be high in Bronze and in a lot of cases, they’d hit Silver in their specialties. Avya was a duh situation, with her over halfway to Gold in Charming, Quick, and Attuned.

Hellera was Silver in Fierce and Tough, with more than the easy early stars. Dallinya had hit Silver in Fierce, Tough, and Sly. Velleth had hit Silver Clever and Sly. Quavallie and Shennalil were both Silver in Attuned.

It always meant, a hundred percent of the time, that males thought they were fighting me, and underestimated the prowess of the women around me.

Zati came into the room shortly after I had them all together, including Zephellyn, Sillandria, Laylenna, and Ressia. Michael and Paul were presently over in Erratesh getting laid times infinity.

What a horrible curse to bear, huh?

“I believe I have found a solution,” she said, and cast a glance toward me. “Unfortunately it may involve quite a great deal of pain.”

All faces turned to me.

I waved this off. “Pffff, yeah, I’ve been in some pain lately. Not worried about it. However, before you hit me with that, we should discuss what happens if and when we have to jump in there.”

It was possible we’d end up facing whatever Gold tier Masters existed in the empire. The hope was they were all squabbling over the power vacuum left by good old Leroy there, but we weren’t about to go taking chances. They were every bit as dangerous to the ladies as Leroy had been to me, and they still represented a considerable threat to me.

All this I explained. We were going in equipped with some of the city’s best magical items, several pairs of bracelets for disconnecting Masters from their magical abilities, and more than one copy of the giant fuck-off spell I hadn’t had the chance to use against the Emperor.

Honestly, between the perimeter defense crystal things and the giant fuck-off spell, I was glad I’d chosen the latter. They had exceeded expectations.

And just to make sure I hadn’t passed anything by in my jubilation, I brought up my abilities. Dimension Door and Steel-Willed had risen to Gold along with the rest of me, and I hadn’t given them the attention they deserved.

Dimension Door

*Utility, inherent, Magical*

*Gold 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. 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 100 individuals to travel through.

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

Gold: Open a gateway between dimensions to anywhere you have previously visited, inside or out. Absolute positioning between worlds is rendered meaningless. The door may be freestanding or set into any flat surface large enough to contain it. Note: Beware gravitational shift when positioning and traveling through the Gold Door. Up to 100 people may travel through the door.

Costs extremely high mana to open and extremely high mana per minute to keep open. Cooldown 6 hours.

This ability is tied to your Sly attribute.

I was now highly mobile as an ambush attacker. The trouble was, if the Emperor had left Auralla in the Platinum palace as we suspected, there was no easy way to get in there. Research indicated only the Emperor could open the doors. Similar to the Governor’s palace harem doors, they were engineered and enchanted so they could only be opened by someone with the requisite strength.

I checked on Steel-Willed for good measure.

Steel-willed

*Aura, Inherent, Magical (psychic)*

*Gold tier, no stars*

Your great endurance is reflected in your ability to resist or shrug off effects that would bend the emotions and minds of other lesser beings.

Normal: Debuff conditions targeting the mind or emotions, empathic manipulation, and mental attacks activate the aura automatically for very high mana. Allies around you are granted a moderate resistance to those debuffs taking effect. Damage taken from those effects is greatly reduced. Debuffs that land have their durations greatly reduced.

Costs very high mana. Lasts 10 minutes. 5 minute cooldown.

Bronze: The aura reflects empathic and mind attack effects back at their attackers, manifesting as psychic damage. Additionally, you may banish the aura to inflict a psychic storm on enemies within range. This deals high mental damage, and has a high chance to inflict two random mental and emotional conditions on each of your enemies. Examples include but are not limited to blindness, shock, exhaustion, confusion, lust, paralysis and bloodlust.

Silver: Your attempts to resist psychic, emotional, and mental attacks are considered one tier higher, and your associated Skills and Attributes are boosted significantly for purposes of resisting. When the aura activates, you and affected allies are given the exact location of the aggressor, and the nature of the attack.

In addition, the mana cost for activation is reduced to moderate.

Gold: The aura protection includes resisting conditions brought on by pain, such as burning or stun. Range is increased to fifty feet for the aura and two hundred feet for the shockwave caused by banishing the aura. Cooldown is reduced to none.

In addition, every attack that would inflict a condition on you has its damage reflected back on the attacker.

Banishing the aura now clears all conditions of Gold tier or lower, and instantly heals all allies within range for 20 injuries.

This ability is linked to your Charming attribute.

The additions to Steel-Willed weren’t bad at all. I was alternately glad I hadn’t been attacked by psychic attacks and disappointed I hadn’t seen the aura activate more often. On the other hand, there was every chance we’d be fighting for our lives when we went to free Auralla. It still had a good chance of finding uses.

And if all else failed…

Well, we had a giant fuck-off spell for emergencies. I was just worried that, in obliterating everything in sight, I would lay eyes on Auralla in the room I’d just blasted into, and vaporize her like I’d done the Governor.

Wait…

I went into my inventory and fished out a golden goddess statue.

“You beautiful bastard,” I breathed. Sure it didn’t mean anything, but I meant every word with utmost sincerity.


43- The Last One

Iwon’t bore you with the details. Needless to say, it took several days to assemble the components necessary to activate the Avatar of Innarine, and that was after several days of Zati and the hedge mages hunting around for a high enough level spell that would reveal all the ritual components we’d need.

Yes, I rewarded Zati a number of times with back rubs, tail massages, and steamy sex whenever she wanted, which was often. I also had to keep the rest of them happy during this week of hurry-up-and-wait, which involved the cheerful application of Wicked Mark and Empath’s Mark. Much penetration followed, along with plenty of moans and some calling of my name.

Avya mostly needed to be told we were in the process of getting Auralla back, followed by a challenging sex session involving her stretching herself to the limits of her endurance. She refused the Wicked Mark because it did too much of the work she wanted to fight to do.

Whenever it felt odd to have a woman beg me to expand her insides, I reminded myself there were insectoid women in this world. I hadn’t taken the chance on one because I didn’t know how to ask the people here if she’d try to decapitate me and eat me once it was over.

Of course, the others saw that I was taking care of Zati and Avya’s needs, and they wanted in. I couldn’t very well tell them no, now could I?

Velleth needed spankings, rough throatfucking and she sure as hell needed to watch me I fuck someone else while she was tied up on the other side of the room. Hellera needed to be given a massage and drilled into the stone floor, away from flammable objects, until flame spouted out of both orifices. Dallinya needed me three times as much as the others, in every position, while she narrated every feeling she was experiencing. She also needed extra cuddles, and I was happy to provide them.

Shennalil needed to be made to feel safe and wanted, and I obliged her with restaurant visits, flights around the city, and a potion to make me Shen-sized.

Zati needed me to ask probing questions, before I probed her depths. While she was keen to experience a lot of kinky things once (or maybe twice) she was on spell research detail. I felt bad for forcing her into this, so one day I gave her a trip to the same restaurant where I’d had my dalliance with Avya and Shen. There she drank a potion that gave her legs for several hours, and she got a lot of new experiences. I didn’t know if she jotted everything down in a sex diary or what, but it was extra fun to watch her store all the different positions away for later processing.

Laylenna and Sillandria needed opposite experiences. Laylenna was uncomfortable in her own skin and wanted to be someone else. Even though I could now transform into a dragonite and give her the pleasure Hellera was getting, she still stood out in a way she didn’t like. I obliged her wish at that same restaurant, giving her a potion to shapeshift into a felinian for a time. Once that was done, she enjoyed the softness of her skin, the sensitivity of her tail and ears (and clit) and the breasts.

I enjoyed her either way, but I enjoyed her for no short amount of time.

Sillandria needed to be seen. She’d spent a long time in the Governor’s harem out of sight, ignored, and she’d enjoyed that because it meant not being made a powerless slave of the Governor. Now though she wanted eyes on her, so I gave into her desire to be in skimpy lingerie, and took her around the city on my arm.

The white lingerie included stockings topped with frilly lacy stuff I didn’t have a name for, which caused her star-filled butt cheeks to sway hypnotically, and the white silky corset gave her cleavage you could see. She also wanted the white choker connected to a thin gold chain she placed in my hand. Then she went with sheer white gloves up to her elbows and a little tiara.

The stares she got (and there were no small amount of looks) turned her on so intensely she begged to be taken back to my quarters and given many climaxes.

I obliged her, then obliged Dallinya again when she walked in on us cuddling. Then obliged Sillandria again when Dallinya went down on her for nearly ten minutes.

Nakla and Nallene had been so wonderful in their management of Ink District and the shop in Bershannik, yet I’d hardly paid them any attention. I aimed to rectify that now that Bershannik was no longer needed.

For Nakla it was easy; she just wanted cock, and the more of it the better. She really was a dirty little fucker. When I came she insisted it be outside her. She then smeared it all over herself before licking it off each clawed finger. This sent Nallene (or any others in the room) into a frenzy of licking to get at it all. She usually finished this off by smearing some of it in both her holes, making Nallene or the others lick between her legs.

The raunchy little goblin used her Wicked ability on everyone she could at every available opportunity. She took to following Avya around once she figured out my Favored Consort could do the Empath thing, and also that Avya didn’t mind throwing down with other females.

They began to hunt Velleth, who merely submitted, and then Shennalil and the others. I’d walk back to Ink or the Governor’s palace after being in the shop to find Velleth submissively licking Nakla’s ass or eating her pussy, or a breathless Shennalil would zip into the shop and hide behind me. Then I’d hear Avya and Nakla laughing outside.

They also took Dallinya for a spin, and had a marathon sex session ending with all three of them exhausted. Next, they worked Sillandria over, and I found the new elf with the night sky body asleep in the middle of the day, with a sore jaw and an equally sore asshole. Avya really liked using that strap on.

They told me that while she had a tongue in one hole and the strap on in the other, Sillandria had gone supernova. Sure they didn’t have a a word for an exploding star, but I guessed from the things that were happening on the night elf’s body.

They got more than they bargained for when cornering Quavallie, coming to me when they couldn’t find Shennalil to help them purge the cephellian toxin. They seemed to get the idea that some of my lovers were too dangerous to mess with, and left the dragonites alone. They went back to torturing Velleth and going all out with Dallinya.

Although Nallene was Nakla’s lover and very much enjoyed the goblin’s twelve inch, maximum-flexibility tongue, she didn’t go in for the games Nakla and Avya played. The tiefling with the ash-colored fur wandered the city, and occasionally visited me in the shop. While she was still uncertain of her place in my coterie (she kept calling it my harem, which annoyed me a little), she did get down beneath the desk and give me a skillful blowjob while I haggled with customers and sold my wares. Her horns were exactly perfect to use as handlebars.

Afterwards, over some light chastisement for distracting me from my duties, I pinned her up against the wall and fucked her slow, deep, and hard. This seemed to turn her on far more than just being screwed the usual way, so I tried several different positions. By the second day of ravishing Nallene, I learned that she liked to be rendered immobile.

Pressing her against the floor and holding her head there for some really aggressive thrusting made her squeal and climax repeatedly. Wrapping her up in Zati’s coils worked even better, and she gushed fluids all over the naga and me. Zati used this as an opportunity to get her orifices licked, while I reveled in the chance to drive another lover to heights she’d never seen before.

Side note: Zati found Nallene’s teeny little fluffy goat tail to be even cuter than Dallinya’s thin cat tail, and spent a goodly amount of time distracted from her studies, with her coils wrapped around Nallene and tongue buried inside her, making her moan and come, then moan and squirt.

Ressia the powerless drow found herself under the protection of my ladies, untouchable in the city I owned, and therefore free to do as she wished. For the first few days, this meant escorted visits all around the city, visits to the shop and the marketplace, and a free piece of jewelry she fancied from the Jewelry District shop.

I paid for it, don’t worry about that.

Then, on the fifth day following the parade, she timidly appeared in the shop, escorted by Hellera. After a long chat, she explained how strange she felt not to have any constraints, so I set her to stocking shelves and occasionally heading to the office for light foreplay and gentle lovemaking.

Though she wasn’t quite clear on the purpose of the sex, she never told me no, and she came once or twice each time. Then, when the full moon came some seven days into the preparations, she was astonished to have Avya and Velleth prepare her for the ritual, which restored her magic, and even more amazed to have her magic back after some just fabulous doggystyle pounding. When Ressia found the mark high on her left side, she stared at it for sometime, muttering, ‘What will Queen Sechelle say?’

Last but certainly not least, for the fight against the Emperor I reached Silver with Zephellyn, which gave me the ability to transform into a sylph for up to an hour and full-on fly.

This also allowed for me to hit the mile high club. She was eager to see if I could still, um, operate while in sylph form. We were both delighted to learn I could. Twirling up in the air with legs wrapped around your waist and a magical air pussy squeezing down on you is a unique experience.

It was a unique experience but also amazing, so we engaged in this behavior throughout the ten days all the preparations were being made.

After checking in with Zati, of course, and making sure she wasn’t taking too much time with Nallene.

[image: ]

So, long week plus story short, I ended up reading the magic words to a ritual Zati and the hedge mages had concocted. This was all done in a ritual room the Governor had somewhere in subterranean tunnel system under the palace, in an intricately drawn circle created of molten gold and silver, set with gems. They’d literally etched the lines into the floor and poured the molten metals in there. By the time the ritual was over, these would be ash. It was something like five gallons of pure molten gold.

The ritual also included various extremely rare and expensive items, but also enchanted, handmade candles from Wax District and a very wary Rukluk.

Innarine’s Avatar lay naked and glowing softly with gold in the center of this circle, while I had a nearby, smaller, and slightly less intricate circle connected to the larger one containing the ‘construct’.

The reading (seated on the floor) took something like three hours to get through, and I had to do it all at once or completely fuck it up and begin again. Like ‘get five more gallons of pure gold and several gallons of molten silver, plus go bother Rukluk for more special candles to enchant’ type of begin again.

Again the magic words drifted out of my mouth and embedded themselves all over the avatar’s body. They went in a stripe up the side of each leg, and over her hips, up the sides of her torso, and then down the insides of her arms.

Finally they went up the outsides of her arms, over her shoulders, went up the sides f her neck, and joined invisibly on her scalp, beneath her golden hair.

The golden woman’s eyes finally came open some four hours after we’d begun, and she sat up, staring at me.

I was left gaping at her flawless golden skin, her slim face, pouty lips, thin upturned nose, and pure golden eyes. No irises, no pupils, just gold where everything should be.

“You are my master,” she said.

There was that word again. I’d managed to avoid hearing it for some time. I hadn’t liked dominating Ressia, for all the Magekiller aura might have helped some small amount against the Emperor, and I hadn’t liked it when Nakla and Nallene said it. Velleth… was a slightly different matter.

“I… activated you,” I told her. This was the truth and didn’t use the M word.

“To finalize the activation,” she said. We have to have sex, I thought. “…I require your seed.”

Ethetria was an entire world of ‘you sly dog’. And not only was there no reason for me to tell her no (except I wanted to locate and rescue Auralla as soon as possible), she was obviously gorgeous, and there were no two ways around this. She needed the sex, and I was the one who needed to give it to her.

I stood and approached, shucking my clothes along the way. The vision of loveliness and the situation had both caused me to harden. When I approached, she lay back and spread her legs wide, to reveal that she had indeed been constructed to be extremely realistic. Everything was in order, and perfectly metallic gold in color.

When I bent forward to give her a few licks, she made a confused sound. I paused.

“Your seed does not come from your mouth,” she said.

“Master will teach you about foreplay now,” I replied, and began to eat her out. Some idiot part of my Gold tier Clever brain told me I was about to taste a whole lot of gold body paint, but of course she was delicious.

More than even Shennalil, she tasted of purity and innocence. Also something akin to vanilla. With my tongue in there, she began to respond, first by arching her back and moaning, next by sliding her legs up and clamping her thighs around my head.

She was Platinum tier all right. I thought for a second she would crush my head, but when I tapped at her thigh she released me.

I chuckled warily. “You’re strong enough to kill me.” 

“Oh!”

“Yes, please don’t. I can’t keep doing this if my head’s squished.”

She regarded me with her perfectly serious gaze. “If I do not kill you… you will continue?”

I smiled. “Addicted already?”

“I wish to have more.”

I resumed the job I was doing. This time she did the splits and held her knees down, I guess for reassurance, so I could lick and flick, tongue her deeply, and listen to her moans of appreciation.

Her essence was growing. It was pure gold, and would’ve been difficult to see except my Attuned senses weren’t limited to sight. I felt it, smelled it, and most clearly tasted it.

The flavor of her intensified, and she became both swollen with need and very wet.

Finally her eyes shot open, the ball of magic inside her womb pulsed hard enough to deal me damage, and she said, “What—“ before bucking in a wild orgasm.

It went on for a time, her shuddering and shivering, me grinning like I’d won the lottery. Did I have gold pussy juices smeared on my face? I had no idea, but it wouldn’t have surprised me.

Finally I crawled up her body, planting kisses and ridiculously still expecting to taste body paint.

Hey, brains are stupid. I once got Rick-Rolled and had that song in my head for almost a week.

She continued to exult in this treatment, which was as far as I knew the first time she’d ever experienced this. Swirling my tongue around each nipple? Gave her post-orgasmic aftershocks. Light kisses up her toned stomach? Amazing. Kisses and licks on her throat? Unbelievably good. Nibbles on her earlobes? Worthy of shivers.

“Master,” she whispered.

“Call me Evan,” I told her. “Or Drifter.”

“Evan or Drifter,” she breathed.

I resisted the urge to chuckle and ruin the moment. Instead I asked, “Yes?”

“Are you a god?”

I lined up the head of my rock hard erection and pressed it into her depths. “I don’t need a bigger ego,” I told her through gritted teeth. When you’re Platinum tier, every muscle in your body is Platinum tier, okay, even the clenching ones down there. “Definitely not a god.”

She arched up into me and breathed out a shaky, disbelieving breath. “As you say.”

For a time, all was thrusting, and grunting, and riding along the edge of a cliff I both wanted to jump off, and wanted to stay atop simultaneously. The avatar of Innarine was perfection, and I was balls deep in it. When I flexed inside her, those golden eyes flew open and she made a delightful noise, then threw her head back and came yet again.

This time it pushed me off the cliff’s edge, and I gave her all the seed at my disposal.


44- A Time of Crisis Without And Crisis Within

Congratulations! You have activated and attuned the Avatar of Innarine. Like a Favored Consort, she is yours to command and is forbidden from harming you. Her abilities are now at your beck and call.

This was a relief, because good gods, she could’ve just squeezed really hard and taken my dick off. Which was a very real possibility before attuning her to me. I had a look over her stats before we did this final bit.

Avatar of Innarine

mythical quality construct, Platinum tier

Attributes:

Attuned— Platinum ***************

Clever— Platinum ***************

Charming— Platinum***

Fierce— Platinum **********

Sly— Platinum (no stars)

Quick— Platinum********

Tough— Platinum**********

Abilities: Impervious, Wind-Runner, Earthshaker, Mnemos, Divine Herald, Bastion of Light.

Each of her abilities, like mine, was tied to one of her Attributes. Bastion of Light was tied to Charming and Divine Herald to Attuned, but she had nothing for Sly. Weird.

And I had to do the low whistle. Fifteen stars into Attuned and Clever, at Platinum. Holy shit. Ten stars in Tough and eight in Quick. I had to marvel.

We also had a job to so. “Less marveling and more doing the thing, Westfield,” I told myself in my dad’s voice. What a dick.

I turned to Zati and the rest of them, who were all staring at me.

“Oh, uh… we need to name her I guess.” Innarine, from what I’d been able to learn, was not the goddess who’d birthed the whole world and had sex with all the gods and then birthed all the races on the planet. Instead, Innarine had been one of the elder gods not to have sex with Rea. Innarine had long been forgotten, apparently, but was the goddess of light and the sun. Regardless our newly-awakened construct couldn’t be Innarine, and more importantly couldn’t be called Innarine.

“Goldie?” I asked. Plattie sounded downright idiotic, like a platypus someone kept as a pet.

“That is the worst name ever said aloud,” Avya said. “I love it.”

“Nope,” Dallinya said. “You’re the Favored Consort and that means you can’t disagree with him. But I can and will. Goldie is terrible and no.”

“Honestly we need to go rescue Auralla,” I said.

“I can disagree with him!” Avya protested. “I just love terrible names.”

“Esther?” Dallinya suggested, until she saw my face. “No Esther. Must be another earth thing. How about Sinnar? Iva? Ooh how about Other Dallinya?”

I turned to the Avatar of Innarine. “Do you have a name you’d like to be called or are we picking one for you?”

“I am called Innara,” she said.

“Goldie is better,” Dallinya mumbled, before getting several slaps upside the back of the head. “What? The demigod from the stories who came down to purge the lands of the evil species, and create a place that was safe for humans and elves and felinians? That Innara?”

“She’s impeccably crafted though,” Zati said.

Innara regarded me with her perfect innocence and guilelessness. She might have a Sly at Platinum tier, but I wondered if she knew how to use it. Something about her felt robotic, and it wasn’t the fact that it said ‘construct’ next to her name.

“Okay first ground rules. You’re not allowed to harm anyone in this room under any circumstances, that’s order number one.”

Innara nodded and scanned the room, taking in all the women she wasn’t allowed to destroy with the flick of her wrist.

“They may need protecting. These are my family, and their needs are important to me. Obviously you can’t protect all of them at once, and obviously they won’t need protecting most times, so use your best judgment there.”

I tapped at my chin, and stroked at the stubble growing in. “In general the lives of people are to be protected, unless they specifically attack you and can cause you serious harm. If attacked, defend yourself using your own judgement. I’d prefer your attackers be subdued and questioned as to their motives, but if they repeatedly attack you despite your warnings and attempts at mercy, just destroy them.”

The golden construct nodded.

“What am I missing?” I asked.

“Heal over harm,” Shennalil said.

“Understanding over ignorance,” Zati added.

“Truth is important,” Velleth said.

“I don’t think she can lie,” Dallinya replied.

“All right, those sound vague, but good,” I said.

Innara confirmed that she was, in fact, perfectly capable of lying. So ‘truth over lies’ was one of those super vague commands I gave her.

“For now,” I told her, “we have a very specific mission.”

Zati produced a holographic map using a spell, showing the twelve cities ringing the central cluster of the Empire.

“In the center here is the Emperor’s Spire. It’s mind-bogglingly enormous, and we’ve located Auralla there. What we need is for you and I to get there, then open up a Silver Door using my ability to usher the rest of us through.”

The central, huge mass of cities surrounding the spire come into view, and the twelve satellite cities were pushed out.

“Zati has done some reconnaissance, along with Avya from earth, scouting the defense measures and forces that might end up arrayed against us. The Golden cities are home to a lot of Silver and Gold tier Masters who could conceivably mean us harm. That’s less of a problem for you and more of an issue for my safety, at first.”

Innara flew high, very high. I watched her cruise above the clouds from earth, where I was now using Adrift to spy on her.

“The tower is so huge, and so far away, that it won’t be possible to spot all the security measures. That means you’ll be flying in there blind.”

She was so fast. With two hands held out in front of her and the Wind-Runner ability just throwing her through the sky, she ate up the miles like they were nothing. Or no calories at least.

“Once you’re there, it’s important to use stealth as much as possible in order to gain entry unseen. If that’s not possible, try to disable anyone you come across quietly and without killing anyone. I didn’t exactly want to become Governor, and I definitely don’t want to become the Emperor.”

While Innara closed the distance, the girls gave me those questioning looks. Didn’t I want to become Emperor? How sure was I about that statement? I returned their looks with a Look of my own, a capital L Look. No, it said, absolutely not. I doubted they were trying to get me to move them into the Emperor’s spire at the top of the world, but they might be and that wasn’t cool.

On the other hand, I could command all the Masters the Empire over to cut the shit and share powers, and free the women.

“No,” I said. Not today.

Shit. That implied it might be a project for another day and… shit.

Innara located the Emperor’s spire poking into the cloud cover. We’d chosen a good day for this, overcast and threatening rain.

The tower itself was made of smooth grayish stone infused with mana crystals, which we’d anticipated. Still, it wasn’t a good sign. She reached out and received a nasty shock, leaving her hand and forearm blackened with a lightning bolt pattern down past her wrist.

“That high up, it shouldn’t have many countermeasures or protection abilities, but the guy was very paranoid, so it’s possible we’re wrong. If the tower is under a lot of protection, we’ll have no other option but to head in through a lower access point. If you can power through it, that’s fine. You’ll be a better judge of your capabilities than me.”

She shoved her hand forward and crashed through the wall, cracking the smooth sparkling surface and shocking her further. Another couple of punches and she was through the wall, though it kept shocking her as she floated through the hole and into the palace itself.

Then the top of the tower exploded upward and outward. Beams of bright gold-white light flashed out of Innara’s hands, obliterating the larger pieces, but I watched from earth and was able to scoop up a few of them with Adrift, depositing the broken, enchanted magic wall bits in the Black Door.

“Once you’re inside,” I’d told her, “you’re on your own. We’ve got precious little intelligence on the defenses that might be on the inside of the tower.”

Two large golems of crystal rose up from statue bases and were promptly beheaded by gold blasts of energy. They kept coming after her, until their arms and legs were also blasted off.

“If you find yourself thinking the way is safe, you know the signal.”

She kissed two fingers and raised them to the sky. She even did the whistle afterwards, in a perfect imitation. That was my cue to step between the side of the road on US-23 near Ann Arbor and Saline Michigan, and suddenly be several thousand feet in the air. 

Innara smiled in glorious greeting. “All goes according to plan,” she said.

“I don’t know if you believe in luck, but saying things like that usually brings several tons of the bad kind on your head.”

She looked up, perhaps expecting a giant anvil reading BAD LUCK to be falling directly on us. Sadly that didn’t happen.

“I will lead the way to the lower levels,” she said.

“There should be a seneschal, and he should be on his way.”

“Disable or destroy?” She asked.

Aww, she was adorable. “Neither, hopefully. If he reads intentions like the Surrek seneschal, he would know he was needed, and he would understand that I meant no actual harm here.

A thickly-built bald cyclops with pebbly brown skin was suddenly in the room with a loud popping sound.

I held a hand up to Innara. “Are you the seneschal?”

“You were not invited,” he growled.

“Your master is dead,” I told him.

This rocked him back harder than a punch from my golden goddess would have. He literally staggered, took a knee, and required several minutes to get a handle on the news. Finally he stood.

“Who then… will be Emperor?”

“Not me,” I said, hands up as if to ward off the job. Not yet. “I just want someone who was kidnapped.”

Zati’s spell hadn’t been a hundred percent certain she was in this building, given the magical defenses. Honestly though, I couldn’t see a paranoid control freak giving responsibility over to anyone else. No, Auralla was here. Whether or not the seneschal could give her to me was another story.

“You’d know her: orange skin, rainbow hair, most beautiful girl in the world.”

The cyclops seneschal’s mouth snapped closed. “Ah. Yes.”

Although the Emperor’s spire was lavish, I was not in the least bit interested in the decor. I didn’t care how long it had taken to haul in whatever special materials were required to construct it, or how many slaves had been required to die so it could be so high. Or how many hedge mages.

Only Auralla mattered to me now.

“If you’re taking us to an ambush,” I told him, “you should be aware that this golden beauty here is Platinum tier and will kill you before anyone attacks us.”

We were on another elevating platform, this one with walls made of abjuration magic so you couldn’t stick your arm out and cut it off, or shove your enemies through at the exact right time and cut them in half. The panel for operating the thing was much larger, and the platform itself was a good thirty feet in diameter, as opposed to the twelve feet in the Surrek palace.

He grunted and pressed several buttons, then flipped a switch and turned a dial.

I didn’t know whether to laugh or scream threats in his face, so I opted for neither. Instead I put on Archivist, Magekiller, and both the fire and ice shields from Inferno and Aquamancer. Jim the rockplate vedris was too large to fit on this platform, so Jerry would do. The jiddara leapt out of my chest, with a full set of Gold Attributes to match mine. Then I boosted several Attributes with Erratesh’s Mark and got ready to kill some bitches.

Just in case, obviously.

The descent went on. And on. We passed hundreds of levels, all at a blur, until I was pretty sure we were underground. I stopped seeing sunlight filtered in from windows. Instead the soft glow of mana lamps illuminated these levels.

When the cloudy iridescence of magic walls around the circular platform vanished, we were in a room lit by the level’s only object: a circular glass container with a ritual circle surrounding it. This ritual circle had likewise been created with molten gold poured out into grooves in the floor.

The glass cylindar was twelve feet tall and maybe six across. Large enough to be a bacta tank. That’s what it looked like.

Inside… was nothing. At least, at first it didn’t appear to be occupied.

I was ready to turn back to the seneschal and start angrily demanding answers when an image flickered into existence, then flickered back out.

An image of Auralla with her hand against the glass. Eyes wide and uncomprehending.

“What…” I asked, turning to the seneschal. “…in the fuck… was that?”

Auralla reappeared, this time with a child in her arms. She vanished again, blinking out. Another Auralla appeared, this one hunched over a cane and smiling fondly. This Auralla’s hair was mostly free of rainbow, replaced by the gray of old age, but the brilliant green eyes were the same.

The next Auralla was just a child, furiously screaming to be let out with fists balled at her side. She was gone after a half second, replaced with another one sitting against the back of the giant glass vial.

“You shouldn’t be here,” the voice of the Emperor said.

I shouted and teleported away, then teleported again.

“If you’re here,” a holographic illusion of the Emperor said, “it means the armageddon situation got the better of me, and the denizens of that hellscape killed me.”

“Fuck me!” I shouted. “Give a guy a heart attack why don’t ya?”

“That means you’re the new Emperor,” he went on in his pre-programmed way.

“Oh for two, asshole,” I muttered.

“And that means you’re the caretaker over the woman in the glass containment unit you see behind you. This slave is the principal consort of the Governor of Surrek, a Drifter named Evan. An utterly infuriating asshole, if I may be candid.”

“One for three,” I said. “Do go on.”

“You now sit at the feet of the most dangerous situation Ethetria has ever faced, and unfortunately it has just taken the life of the individual most capable of destroying it.”

“You were taken out by a Silver,” I grumbled. With a little help from an actual god, but psh. It was my plan.

“You’ll need the Drifter’s help if you have any chance to defeat the apocalypse coming out of the north lands. I have seen this with my own eyes. A great cataclysm encroaches, inching at first but now accelerating speed and growing in size.”

“Oh go fuck yourself,” I told him, while he continued talking about the danger out of the north.

“The Drifter has access to multiple different realities and their resources in possibly combatting what’s coming. Make no mistake, you will be forced to tax the Empire to its breaking point, and you may be forced to make promises to the Drifter no Master would ever consider making. These are all for the good of the Empire, for its survival.

“Once the threat is neutralized, if it is even possible, tackle the problem of the Drifter with care and swiftness. Ambush him if you must, assassins while he sleeps, or swoop in with every Gold tier the Empire has left. Level Surrek if you must. Evan Westfield cannot be allowed to continue living after Ethetria is saved.”

“Now you flatter me,” I told him, then turned to the seneschal. “Would you listen to this guy? Like I’m important enough to devote resources to killing.”

“Do not underestimate the Drifter,” hologram Leroy said. “Those same resources from other worlds could be turned against you as surely as they could protect this world.”

Ryoten’s Nanotoxin was not to be trifled with.

“You come into possession of the Empire at a perfect storm, a time of crisis without and crisis within. The Drifter seeks to undermine the very foundation of the Master and slave system. Already Surrek has become weak near to the point of collapse.”

“Super fuck you?” I asked.

“I spared it to give the Drifter a reason to continue working for me on the Bershannik problem. The hope was to have him meet his own early death, or to destroy him and raze Surrek once he finished. The contagion of the Drifter’s ideas cannot be allowed to spread beyond Surrek’s bounds. All who believe it should be ended without mercy or trial. No reformation, only death.”

“That’s it, we’re taking her with us, and we’re leaving.”

“If this Empire is to survive, those are you goals,” dead Emperor fuckbag said. “Fare you well, Emperor.”

I froze in place.

No. I’d said no and I meant it. I wanted to be in my shop, selling some good goods. Haggling for a better deal. Gifting people who needed pain relief socks a pair of pain relief socks.

I couldn’t be the Emperor. The other eleven cities would rise up when I told them to abandon the Master and slave situation. They wouldn’t accept it. They’d assassinate all my women.

They wouldn’t follow me into combat over some far-off armageddon threat.

“If I remove this from the ritual circle, I fear I will kill your OG,” Innara said.

I had an ability now, I could just encircle Surrek with chalk or salt or something, and break it free of the whole reality. Let them deal with armageddon by themselves and take all of Surrek with me. We could sail through the multiverse and… and leave Auralla to be devoured by the armageddon thing.

Zati would know what to do.

I opened the Silver Door… tried to anyway, and exploded with swearing when the magic protections blocked off all transport powers, including Adrift.

It ended up taking over an hour to get Zati the almost three hundred miles here. I shouldn’t have been so angry about the time, but it felt like the armageddon apocalypse was going to arrive the minute I turned back from Auralla.

“I can counter it, right?” I asked. “I just need more mana.” I could boost my Attuned by three stars with Erratesh’s Mark.

“You would need tens of millions of mana points, by the count your User Interface gives me,” she said. “Used at once, to counter the mana placed in. Mana crystals were used in the construction, and you need to either reach Platinum with your time control abilities, or spend all that mana.”

It would mean bankrupting the whole city, or possibly the whole Empire.

“The other option—” Dallinya said, but I cut her off.

“You guys already pushed me into the Governor’s position. I’m not becoming the Emperor. Fuck that noise.”

“Have Innara take it?” Velleth suggested.

All eyes turned to the golden beauty with her pure gold eyes.

“Empress?” I asked.

“Me?” she asked.

“Empress Innara has a nice ring to it,” I said.

End of book 4.
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Many thanks to all the Scribble Hub readers and commenters. I see you, Zeru, Mortuos, DocB, and others. Thank you for helping me stay the course.

I’m thrilled to say this book really got me in the mood a number of times. I hope it did the trick for you as well.

Book 5 just finished on the first of October, 2023, and I’m excited to be in the middle of the new project, Get Lucky. I anticipate it will see some readership on Scribble Hub, but not as much as book 1, since we’ve had to take them down off the site to publish them. But the words are there… they’ll need some editing, but the series is technically complete. I can’t wait to show it to you.

All the more reason to ask you, politely again, to please rate and review. You should with all the books you read, but this poor bastard in South Korea (emphasis on the poor) could use all the help he can get.

Much love, the sweaty and afterglowy kind,

~Nolan
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Nolan Locke is a real human being and not a figment of anyone’s imagination. Nolan started roleplaying at the tender age of twelve, in Ninjas and Superspies, and has since gamed almost everything: D&D, Rifts, 7th Sea, Shadowrun, Star Wars in three different game systems, and plenty of others. Recently he’s been gaming A Familiar Problem, Kids on Bikes, Blades in the Dark, and Teens in Space. He has also played Magic: the Gathering in various forms, with huge gaps in between, since middle school.

Nolan presently resides outside Seoul, South Korea, where he teaches students, rides his bike around looking for shady picnic tables where he can write, exercising to keep the kidney stones away, and laughing at jokes very few people think are funny.

Past titles from Nolan include ARSE (Augmented Reality System Apocalypse), Douchemage, Dungeons & Dillholes, and Ultimate Grimdork, which make up the Glitchworld series. Aethermarked books I and II are Dark LitRPG without a lick of smut. Nolan has also appeared in several LitRPG anthologies, including GitGud and Mystery Box.

This is his first foray into NSFW writing, and once he gets hydrated again, he’ll get back at it. I need to get hydrated so I can go again…


Bored? Looking for more?

Check out the serial at

https://www.scribblehub.com/series/652896/evans-eldritch-emporium/

For more releases from me just head on over to our website DamienLeeHanson and Friends and send us your e-mail so we can tell you when the next one is coming out.

Or check our Facebook at

https://www.facebook.com/Sconniesbooks

My Twitter https://www.instagram.com/nolanlockebooks

or my Amazon Author Page at

https://www.amazon.com/stores/Nolan%20Locke/author/B088TC63YN

Or follow me on Scribble Hub at

https://www.scribblehub.com/profile/88297/nolanlocke/


If you would like to learn more about GameLit / LitRPG

…please consider joining these groups.

LitRPG Books @

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPG.books/

LitRPG Forum @

https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpgforum/

GameLitSociety @

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGsociety/

LitRPG Adventures: Reviews & Discussions @

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGAdventures

LitRPG Releases @

https://www.facebook.com/groups/LitRPGReleases

LitRPG Legends @

https://www.facebook.com/groups/litrpglegends

Progression Fiction Addicts @

https://www.facebook.com/groups/progressionfictionaddicts

Harem Gamelit @

https://www.facebook.com/groups/HaremGamelit

Dukes of Harem @

https://www.facebook.com/groups/dukesofharem/

Monster girl Fiction@

https://www.facebook.com/groups/MonsterGirlFiction


To learn more about LitRPG, talk to authors including myself, and just have an awesome time, please join the LitRPG Group.
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