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      After months of putting this together, we hope you get to enjoy this collection as much as we did creating it. Thanks for reading!

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            1. OTHERWORLD VACATION

          

          BY DEACON FROST

        

      

    

    
      Otherworld Vacation takes place shortly after the events of Raven House, as the school term ends, and Levi begins to plan out how he’ll be spending his time between his first and second terms at the Otherworld Academy of Magic.
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      “Bronze Cove, huh? So, how does that work? You have a beach hidden in the school basement?” Levi couldn’t hide the skepticism in his voice as they descended yet another flight of stairs in Fox House.

      Nox giggled, and Levi was sure he heard Tawny sigh at him.

      “Not in the basement, love. It’s in an oubliette. A sub-dimension formed where a bubble of Taryl began to split away but never fully detached. The dimensional walls thickened and left the cove trapped and solidly attached to Taryl itself, yet because of the dimensional distortion, the climate and terrain inside the space are unique. The weather is much nicer, for one.”

      Tawny’s explanation made Levi’s head hurt a little.

      How does something half-split… you know what, fuck it. It’s a bubble, fine. I can deal with that. I’m just going to think of it as Taryl’s basement or something.

      Having made up his mind, Levi scratched Zuzan behind her round ear. Flix shifted on his neck and let out a chiming trill as she demanded her own scratches.

      “You’re right, Zuzan. Because the cove isn’t connected, it doesn’t have many natural animals. The school has been very careful about who was allowed into the space. We stocked the beach with a lot of fish and crustaceans, all tasty. Instead of bringing in bugs, they set up spell circles to pollinate the plants. There’s a couple of bird species that feed on seeds, and a few animals that feed on those, but the ecosystem is very limited. Which means we can enjoy the sun and salt without getting bitten!”

      Nox was cheerful, and Levi didn’t blame her. His first term at the Academy had ended, and he’d passed his test for beast taming and brought back a faldon. They had a few weeks to just spend with each other. Even Tawny had free time to spend with them, though she claimed she was just making sure he got a proper education in basic spells.

      Levi’s thumb tapped the silver knob on his cane as he came to a stop at the bottom of the stairwell. “Well, I wasn’t expecting… this.”

      It was a glowing ring of stone that would have fit in on the set of Stargate. It looked as though someone had taken four columns of iron and then twisted them into a braid and forced them to take on a twenty-foot ring shape. Then a complete lunatic had started stabbing the entire thing with crystal spikes. He saw a bunch of symbols that had been carved onto the ring, but none of them made any sense to him.

      Suspended from the inward facing points of crystal was a whirlpool of teal and mint energies that spun to form a flattened disk. The disk rippled like water and Levi swore he saw pink bubbles popping inside the energy streams.

      Yeah, no, nothing about this says… walk into me and enjoy a beach vacation, Levi thought to himself. He was debating backing away from the strange gateway, but Tawny and Nox stood slightly behind him and were leaning against his back.

      “Oh, come on, Levi. No reason to be scared of a miniature portal. This is a tiny one. You should see the one that connects to the dimension I come from! The ring is over a thousand feet wide, and the arches are huge…” Nox whispered excitedly in his ear.

      Levi sighed as he realized there was no escaping.

      “Portals can be a bit… intimidating, but it is safe, we promise. Besides, don’t you want to see us in our bikinis?” Tawny asked from his other side.

      Her lips brushed his ears as she sought to entice him.

      Levi took a moment and contemplated the possibilities. On the one hand, I might be torn apart by some sort of insane energy whirlpool, on the other… Tawny and Nox want to run around wearing skimpy bikinis and play in the sand…

      “Alright, let’s get going!” Levi said with a wide smile. It wasn’t a hard decision, after all. With a laugh, the three of them pushed through the portal arch, and Levi felt like he’d been dunked in a bucket of ice.

      The magic of the gateway made stepping from one dimension to another possible, but Levi wasn’t sure he ever wanted to do it again. He felt as though someone had flash frozen each particle of his body, then slapped them with a hammer. Somehow, he hadn’t shattered, but he had to put his hands to the side of his head to stop the ringing sensation that was vibrating along his body.

      Nox and Tawny looked as though they had shared a similar experience, though they recovered much faster than Levi did. Zuzan squeaked and looked bored, while Flix let out a disagreeable hiss and glared at him with a golden eye. “Sorry, I didn’t know it felt like that,” Levi said in apology.

      The dragon snorted and let out a warning chime before she curled back around his throat with her slender neck. He scratched the base of her horn with a fingertip in the hopes she’d forgive him. Zuzan patted the top of his head and chittered, then she jumped onto Nox’s shoulder.

      “Right, Levi, get us a table at the café, and we’ll be back after we change!” Tawny said abruptly. She waggled the picnic basket she’d insisted they pack everything into, then she and Nox fled while giggling. Levi wasn’t entirely sure what they were planning, but he wasn’t going to complain if it meant seeing them in swimsuits.

      “Hey, wait…” he called, then sighed. Looking around, he glanced at the sleeping Flix. “Where’s the café?” he asked her. Flix didn’t deign to answer him, and Levi sighed before he started to walk toward the sound of waves.

      Let’s assume everything is centered around the beach, that’d put the café on the shoreline somewhere. Or close to it. He took in the area as he walked. The golden sand was soft and light enough to ripple when the wind blew across it.

      Levi saw a sort of green, mossy covering in some areas, mostly where the rocks seemed to start growing thicker. He noted that the cove spread out and formed cliffs as it extended out from the portal entrance. The sky was a deep blue and there wasn’t a cloud in sight. There was a spicy scent in the air, but it wasn’t something he could put a name too. “Temperature’s nice.”

      It didn’t take long at all for Levi to find the beach. Barely a hundred yards from the portal, as he crested a small hill, the ground sloped down to a wide, sandy beach. Before that sat an octagonal pavilion done in blinding white wood. The counters, benches, booths—everything—was an eye searing white that practically glowed under the sunlight.

      “Yeah, I’m going to guess that’s why they didn’t think I’d have a problem finding the café,” Levi muttered to himself. Flix blinked her eyes several times, then shoved her head into the collar of his shirt to avoid the glare. Levi kind of wished he could do the same. As he approached, he noticed several people moving around, though they didn’t look like students. Correction, the guests don’t look like students. The woman closest to him was serving drinks from a silver tea set, and she definitely looked like a student.

      Her uniform blazer was lined with a jade green that marked Toad House, as was her skirt and thigh high stockings. Her button-down blouse struggled to hold her astounding bosom, and the little green tie she wore was lost, having slipped between the two halves of her shirt and vanished into her dark cleavage. She had a pair of small, fuzzy black and red ears poking out of her curly hair, and Levi blinked as he took in a black and red banded tail whipping behind her as she worked. It was almost a fox tail, but not quite.

      It took him a moment to place why the tail looked so familiar. Well damn… she has a red panda tail! He struggled to contain the fascination he felt as he walked to the counter and leaned against it. “Hey,” he said.

      She paused, took him in and held up a finger in a ‘one moment’ gesture. After she had poured drinks for several of the people at the counter, she came over to him and looked him over. “You don’t look like a teacher,” she said. There was a playful accusation in her voice and her tail flicked from side to side.

      “Guilty, but I am here with one. Professor Goldenrod asked me to get us a booth.”

      The young woman nodded, then she motioned him to follow her. She walked along the inside of the counter for a moment, then raised a panel and stepped out from behind it. That gave Levi a solid look at her figure, and he realized, she was a curvy young woman. Not very tall, in fact, he wasn’t sure she hit the five-foot-tall mark. She had wide hips, juicy thighs, a plump backside, and as he’d noted before, a chest to rival Nox. Sir Mix-a-lot would kill for her, he thought to himself.

      She led him to a booth and took out a slim pad. “The special is dillberry tea with lemon bars, but we can get almost anything, is there anything you’d like to start?” she asked. Then she flushed. “I’m sorry, I didn’t introduce myself. I’m Krysta Breen, and I’ll be your server today.”

      Levi let a soft chuckle escape him. “I’m Levi Walker, and I will pay you to not bring me dillberry tea. Professor Applebottom tried to poison me with it when I first arrived, but I can’t say it’s a flavor I appreciate.”

      Krysta let out a giggle and her brilliant green eyes stared at him from behind her glasses. “House mistress Applebottom is quite fond of her dillberry tea, but be thankful, if she offered it to you, she must have liked you. She offers quagmire blossom to those she can’t stand.”

      Levi blinked. “What… is quagmire blossom?” he asked.

      The name inspired dread, he had to admit, and the conversation was a good way to stall. Because in truth, he had no idea what to order.

      The young woman smirked as she warmed up to the topic. She leaned forward as though telling Levi a deep secret, and he did his best not to check out her cleavage. That poor button, he thought. “Quagmire blossom,” Krysta explained “is a rare flower that only grows in a few areas dominated by swamp trolls. Because they’re so rare, tea made from the flower has been declared a delicacy by certain noble houses. Now, all of those houses happen to own the swamps…”

      Levi let out a snort. “I’m sure that has nothing to do with their decisions then.”

      She winked and nodded. “Exactly, then there’s the fact that the quagmire blossom tastes like meat. Some weird, smoky meat… and while it is a hit with carnivorous species, for almost everyone else it leaves them feeling like they’re sipping a salty soup out of a teacup. Most people find it really weird… I know the professor hates it, but she can be pretty feisty when she’s serving tea.”

      Levi smirked in response, then he nodded. “I don’t doubt that for a moment. She was a force of personality, and she certainly kept a great poker face when she led me to that damned sorting machine.”

      Krysta winced in sympathy. “Oh goodness, that thing, it hurts quite a lot. I didn’t think mine would ever stop spinning, and the whole time it just kept… burning. It was the worst thing I’d ever felt. I was happy to get Toad though, I love researching the customs of other peoples. I want to be an explorer one day and learn about foreign lands.”

      Levi nodded. “That’s pretty cool for a goal. Are there a lot of good places to explore?” he asked. He was genuinely curious, something she seemed to appreciate. She straightened up and rocked happily on her feet, her hands clasped behind her back.

      “Oh yes, there are any number of dimensions that have yet to be thoroughly explored. There’s one in particular… I found a map to a series of ruins on Tondar, I think there was a city there that might have rivaled the Academy for magical history, it looks absolutely fascin—” She was cut off in her happy explanation when someone from behind one of the counters called her name in exasperation. “Oops, sorry, I have to get back to work. I’ll be back to take your order when Professor Goldenrod joins you!”

      Levi was amused to notice that when startled, the girl threw her arms up over her head and her tail stood straight up. He’d seen a red panda do that at the zoo once, it never would have occurred to him a girl with similar features would do the same. Before he could really respond, Krysta spun around and darted behind the counter to start serving drinks again.

      She’s pretty spry for a curvy girl, he thought in admiration.

      Krysta Breen was put out of his mind, however, when he saw the miracle approaching him. Nox’s red hair was pulled into a bun over her head, leaving her ears exposed. Her glorious figure was wrapped in an emerald-green bikini with lavender highlights that perfectly matched her eyes. Every muscular line of her body was visible, and Levi felt his mouth go dry. Zuzan sat on her shoulder and was squeaking into her ear. Nox looked over at Tawny and grinned in triumph.

      Levi’s eyes followed Nox’s look and allowed him to take in Tawny. Tawny lacked Nox’s muscular figure, but she was sleek and soft in all the right places. Her dark skin and charcoal hair violently clashed with the pristine white bikini she wore. He noticed she’d slipped a pair of black tinted glasses over her face, and somehow, he wasn’t shocked to realize she had sunglasses. The brands that rested on the top curve of their breasts stood out, and Levi found himself wondering if the ladies had oiled each other while in the changing area.

      The thought was enough to completely derail any chance of logical thought. He remained in a sort of dazed state until they slipped into the booth. Tawny sat next to him, and her body was warm as she curled against his arm. Nox sat across from him, and Levi felt her feet slide forward to tease his ankles as she watched him with a grin.

      “I think we must look okay. He looks as though he might start drooling at any moment,” Nox said. She looked next to him at Tawny and the dark elf let out a smoky laugh as she planted a kiss on his cheek.

      “Poor dear. Perhaps we should go change back? He won’t be that useful like this…”

      Wait… what? Levi realized he was in danger of losing the miracle. “No, no! That’s okay. You look great. I think we’re going to have a wonderful time,” he said in a hurry.
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      Krysta came back and exchanged a few pleasantries with Nox. Levi had to bite his lower lip because Tawny was entertaining herself by slipping his manhood free of his uniform trousers. She had him angled down along his leg and she was stroking him under the table as she watched the waitress.

      “I’ll have a glass of elven lemon wine please… and for Levi, a ginger-cream ale, if you please. Nox, what were you hoping to get?” Tawny asked. She had a gleam in her lavender eyes that signaled Nox there was mischief afoot, at least, Levi assumed that was how Nox knew to run her leg up the inside of his until her foot brushed the head of his shaft.

      These two… I swear to god they’re trying to prove I’m living in a hentai. Weird enough to be in some anime world, but these two are insatiable. Can a man be sexed to death? Levi’s thoughts were interrupted by the dark-skinned waitress asking if he agreed with the order. “Oh, can I get a tankard of water, two bowls, and an order of chocolate covered nuts please?”

      Krysta looked at him oddly for a moment before seeming to grasp his request. She glanced at Nox’s shoulder where Zuzan sat then at the dragon draped around Levi’s neck. “Of course, I’ll bring some crisped meat strips as well, for the dragonette.”

      Levi didn’t correct her on Flix’s breed, he just nodded, and when she left, he heaved a sigh.

      “Fuck Tawny… you’re going to make a mess of me,” he whispered.

      He wasn’t sure if he was actually protesting, but she definitely had him on edge. She just smirked and rolled her eyes.

      “I could ask Nox to slip under the table and make sure you’re nice and clean?” Tawny responded.

      Given the look of delight that passed over Nox’s face, Levi let out a groan.

      “That is not what I meant, and as much as I love the both of you, can we save the kinky stuff for when we’re not surrounded by school faculty at a café on some weird, underground, interdimensional beach?”

      Tawny clucked her tongue, but while her hand slowed down significantly, she didn’t stop. She just leaned against him and did her best to look innocent. Nox smirked at him, and she simply went back to hooking her toes behind his calf as she watched him from across the table.

      “Have you put thought into what you’re studying next semester?” Nox asked with a look of flawed innocence. Tawny tilted her head and arched an eyebrow as she waited for an answer.

      “I, ah, was going to advance my potion making because I had fun in that class. Then I was thinking of trying to learn some of the basics for how the machinery works here. You guys have a bunch of tech that seems to blend magic and machines, and I want to know more. Back on Earth, we had whole books dedicated to that idea.”

      Tawny made a thoughtful noise. “You haven’t shown a solid grasp of the mathematics behind the machinery. Might I suggest courses of a more practical nature? Rune carving is a useful practice, as it allows you to prepare pieces to be used in the machinery. Basics of Enchanting is also a good course.”

      Nox wrinkled her nose. “Doesn’t Evelyn Shade teach next term’s Basics of Enchanting?”

      When Tawny looked thoughtful, then nodded, Levi knew what his answer would be.

      “Yeah, so I can give the rune thing a shot, but I’ll skip enchanting. Maybe if someone else was teaching it, that’d be one thing, but I don’t think I’m too popular with Crane House right now.”

      “A wise choice, not every teacher is as good at keeping their feelings from affecting how they treat students as I am,” Tawny said. She seemed genuinely surprised when Levi and Nox both burst into giggles. “What, why is that funny?”

      Nox blushed along her ears and covered her face as she laughed. Levi spotted tears in her purple eyes, and he had to cover his mouth to calm his own chuckling. It took him a moment to regain control of his breathing, and he bit his lip when he saw Krysta coming over.

      The waitress had a tray balanced against her hip and she started passing out the dishes as soon as she steadied it. A wine glass went down before Tawny, a heavy pint of foamy beer sat before Levi, and Nox had what looked like a fishbowl margarita in front of her… except Levi swore it was full of chocolate milk, swirls of fudge, and something like blue whip cream.

      Once the water bowls, nuts, and meat were settled, the waitress left, and Tawny was staring at them in a huff. “Now, why do you two think I can’t keep my emotions in check, hmmm?”

      Levi bit back the urge to resume laughing. “It’s just… Tawny, you’ve literally got my cock in your hand…”

      She looked down to where she was still clutching him, then the dark elf flushed, and her ears darkened as she straightened up. She draped a napkin over him and patted it like that would change the last several minutes of misbehavior. “Yes, well, that doesn’t mean I’d pass you if you were failing.”

      Nox lost it again but quieted herself by stabbing a thick straw into her drink and slurping. Zuzan hopped off her shoulder and scampered across the table to start inspecting the chocolate covered nuts. Finding them acceptable, the sylvan squirrel began to stuff her cheeks. Levi reached up and tickled the side of Flix’s neck.

      “Hey, you hungry?” he asked the dragon.

      She lazily pulled her head out of his shirt and looked disdainfully around the pavilion. Her nostrils flared as she took in the scent of seared meat, then she was sliding off Levi’s shoulders and onto the table so she could flop belly down in front of the tray. While she ate, Levi turned to Tawny and planted a soft kiss on her.

      “I have no doubt you’re a consummate professional.”

      Appeased, she nodded in agreement, though Levi noticed she hadn’t stopped blushing. He picked up the tankard and took a swig. What greeted his taste buds was… strange. Woah, it’s like… a root beer creamsicle? Like, sweet, but not too sweet, and a hint of some kind of spice. This is… really cool. I like this.

      He took a larger gulp and felt a faint burn as the alcohol swirled in his stomach. Burping, Levi blinked in surprise as a small silver cloud drifted up from his lips. “What the hell?”

      Nox looked up and smiled, a hint of fudge on her lower lip. “Oh, that’s the ginger cream root. Gives you silver burps. They couldn’t remove it without ruining the taste, so they decided to make it a selling point. They had this ad about the ginger cream ale being the silver lining of any cloudy day.”

      Levi blinked. “That’s pretty clever.”

      Nox nodded then dove back into her drink. Levi wasn’t sure what the blue cream was, but he smelled oranges, which made no sense at all. He looked back at Tawny and saw her sipping her wine. She planted a kiss on his neck and leaned into him.

      “Will you be changing into a swimsuit for us Levi?” she asked in a sinful voice. Levi’s brain short circuited for a moment, then he realized she’d asked a question.

      “Oh, yeah. I put one in the basket, but I’m not sure where the changing rooms are?”

      Tawny looked at him in confusion. “Why would people use a room to change in? We just ducked behind some rocks, are the people in your world so shy they have to hide in a box to change their clothes… when they’re going to be wearing little anyway?”

      Nox looked curiously at him, and Levi reached up to scratch the back of his neck. The scales still felt weird, but he didn’t let that distract him.

      “Yeah, there are a lot of public decency laws. People aren’t allowed to be naked where others can see them. You can get into a lot of trouble.”

      That caused both his elven lovers to stare at him in confusion.

      “Why?” Tawny finally asked.

      “Um, well, something about moral decency? I mean, I know parents really don’t want their kids exposed to public nudity, and the churches tend to get pretty bend out of shape over what people wear…”

      Nox let out a grunt. “Ah, well, if churches are involved, that explains it. My people have fought some big wars depending on who oversees what church.”

      Tawny nodded. “Yes, my own people were declared anathema by the Church of Light. We were forced to move to a new world to avoid their intolerance, all because we followed the leadership of a Demon Lord the church declared an enemy.”

      Levi frowned, then shook his head. “Nope, not going to spend our whole vacation talking about churches and wars, or Demon Lords and Heroes. Fuck all that noise, let’s have our drinks, I’ll duck behind a rock and strip to a swimsuit, then you two are mine for some sun and sand.”

      His decision made the women smile, and they gladly abandoned the topic. Levi was sure he’d want to know more about all of that at some point, but he’d been annoyed enough to learn that Princess Veronica was going to be allowed to become a student, he didn’t want to think about whatever crackpot religion she belonged to, let alone try to figure out who went to what church on what dimension.

      He drained his tankard and bumped Tawny’s hip. The dark elf let out a laugh as she slipped from the table in an elegant display. She stood for a moment before sliding back down next to Nox. Then she cocked an eyebrow. Levi wasn’t sure what the face was for, but as he stood up, he felt a piece of fabric shift. The napkin she’d draped over his cock fell away, and he realized he was hanging free, still mostly hard, for all the café to see.

      On the good side, only one person saw. On the bad, Krysta flushed dark and threw her arms into the air, causing her to drop a tray of teacups that shattered all over the floor. Levi saw her tail standing straight up behind her and he spun to face the other direction.

      “Sorry about that!” he yelled as he started jogging away from the white pavilion as fast as his legs could carry him. His ears burned as he flushed, and he swore he could hear Nox and Tawny laughing hysterically as they watched him go. Levi blushed harder when he heard Krysta Breen’s voice.

      “Wow, it’s so big…”

      Nope. That didn’t happen. This is clearly some kind of beer induced fever dream and the only way to forget about this, is to go swimming and have a good time. Maybe never come to the café again. Yeah, that might be the right answer… just never come to the café again.

      Levi found a collection of mossy covered boulders, and he slipped behind them to put himself out of sight. He leaned against the rocks and heaved a sigh as he brushed his fingers through his hair to calm himself down. That was when he realized his swimsuit was still in Tawny’s basket.

      Closing his eyes, Levi tilted his head up and let the sun wash over his face. “Every time I think I have my shit together; this world sees me running around like a chicken with his head cut off again…” He began quietly counting in his head, hoping it would let him calm his embarrassment.

      “Ahem.” Levi nearly jumped out of his skin at the cough that came from the edge of the boulders. It wasn’t Tawny, or Nox. “Professor Goldenrod asked me to deliver this to you, and said she was giving me a special access to the upper floor of the library as a tip. So, thank you, and don’t worry… your cock is nice, but I prefer older guys, with scars.”

      Levi looked over in shock at Krysta Breen as she held out his swimsuit. One hand covered himself while the other accepted the folded fabric. She clasped her hands behind her back and leaned a little toward him. “Oh, and your girlfriend Nox told me she’d give me a private fighting lesson or two if I did this, so don’t be mad.”

      Before Levi could ask what she was talking about, she whipped up her hands and popped her blouse open. The blazer flapped as her shirt came undone, and he was gifted the sight of two beautiful, heavy breasts bouncing before him. She had to have taken her bra off before she came over, and she took a moment to waggle her chest back and forth. Then she shrank down into a red panda and bolted.

      Levi blinked several times as he watched the red and black ball of fluff go racing across the sand. She wasn’t heading back to the pavilion, and he had no idea where she was going. After a moment he lost her over a small dune of sand.

      This world really is insane. Or I am. I’m like… 99% sure this isn’t some kind of fever dream or coma, but there are times I seriously revisit this all being my subconscious trying to help me survive life support.

      Levi took several deep breaths to calm himself, then he looked down at his cock, which was iron hard again. “Traitor, we already have two beautiful girls, we are not going to start turning into some kind of ridiculous anime harem king, so forget it. Remember the part about giving a chunk of our soul to anyone we fuck?”

      With his dick ignoring him, Levi stripped out of his school uniform so he could change into his swimsuit. He decided that he wasn’t going to let anything more about this school bother him. Just accept it.

      The world is bizarre, anything can happen, and we’ll just have to deal. Besides, if I focus on the ladies I care about, nothing can really get me down. It isn’t like I had a steady girlfriend back home, so two beautiful elf-maidens? Definite bonus material. I just have to stop trying to understand it and take things as it comes.

      “Right, time to go swimming.”
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      Levi swung around the pavilion as he made his way toward the beach. He had his uniform folded over his forearm, and he had to keep reaching down to adjust his swimsuit. He wasn’t sure why he expected a mesh suit, except that the women’s bikinis had looked normal enough to him. What he’d gotten was something like a very silky set of cargo shorts with a flat rope belt that buckled on the side of his hip.

      He had to admit, they felt nice, soft, and not at all scratchy. He just hoped they weren’t going to glue to his body like wet paper when he got into the water. He stopped thinking about his swimwear when he saw Nox and Tawny walking ahead of him. He jogged forward to watch up and slipped his arm through the basket to relieve Tawny of her burden. She offered him a smile and he took note of the question in her eyes.

      “Yes, Krysta flashed me after giving me my shorts. You two are terrible. The poor girl was blushing so bad…”

      Nox snorted. “Not as much as you were I bet. She’s a pandali, they’re almost all nudists in their home dimension.” She let out a merciless giggle. “Looks like I’ll be tutoring her in unarmed combat, which should be fun. Given their reaction to being startled, they really struggle with fighting.”

      Levi remembered the panda-like gesture of throwing her arms straight up. He shook his head at the idea of someone doing that at the start a fight. “How do they avoid getting killed if they toss their arms up and try to look big whenever they’re startled?”

      Tawny leaned against him. “They live in a communal symbiosis with another species. The greater pandali are black and gray… they’re very strong, and fierce carnivores. Regular pandali are avid explorers, thinkers, and tinkerers. The greater pandali prefer to fight and enjoy more physical activities. By working together they’ve forged a truly powerful kingdom on their home dimension.”

      “Huh, they look like an animal on my world, the red panda. There’s a great panda too, but it’s black and white, and they only eat this plant called bamboo. They’re pretty strong, but bamboo isn’t very nourishing, so they’re all dying out. I read one article that said the zookeepers go to crazy extremes to try and convince them to breed.”

      Nox and Tawny exchanged glances, and Nox shook her head rapidly. “Yeah, that isn’t a problem for the greater pandali, they’re… horny.”

      Tawny snickered. “The regular pandali are as well, and despite not being able to breed with each other, they certainly try. They’re also prone to having seven to eight females for every male born, which can lead to some heated exchanges if someone doesn’t want to share.”

      “Okay, so how does that work? Because they’re obviously not the only culture around here that doesn’t mind multiple partners. Is that a normal thing, or…?” Levi trailed off because he couldn’t think of how to phrase the question. By the time he asked, they had reached the shoreline and Levi found that Flix was already there on the sand.

      The dragon had swept the hot sand into a pile and was currently curled up on top of it like a black-and-silver snake. She had her head tucked under the golden grains of sand and he watched little tufts blow into the air from her nostrils.

      Shaking his head, he turned to look at Nox and Tawny. Nox reached into the basket and pulled out a soft blanket. She snapped it several times and it spread out into a bright blue square for them to recline on. She motioned for him to set the basket down. Tawny, meanwhile, had claimed several bottles of lotion. She draped herself over the blanket and undid the strings behind her back, and over each hip. Then she flicked her bathing suit out of the way.

      “I’ll explain while you rub this lotion onto me. It’ll prevent uneven tanning. I have no interest in being… blotchy.”

      Tawny doesn’t like tan lines, good to know.

      Levi wasn’t going to turn up the chance to run oil all over Tawny’s body, so he knelt next to her and picked up a bottle. As he popped the cork and took in the peppercorn scent, he saw Nox was lying on her back and slipping a cupcake wrapper into the basket. He didn’t remember seeing any pastry in there, but she clearly had a chocolate cupcake.

      One day I’ll figure out how she does that.

      “Mmm, such good hands,” Tawny praised. “Right, relationships and cultures. Each species has its own needs, which means there is a great deal of variation across the dimensions. Some species breed in ways that are hard to understand. There’s a rock-like species of giants… and they produce offspring by carving a statue and then breaking their cores in two. The half-core grows in the new body, and they call it a child. Compared to that, a man or woman having two or more partners isn’t that extreme, is it?”

      “I suppose that makes sense.”

      Nox finished her cupcake and leaned back on the blanket. One arm covered her eyes to avoid the sunlight, the other was upheld as she licked frosting from her fingers. “Besides, almost all dimensions have rules about sharing people with strong magical prowess. It isn’t quite as common, but among the elves, powerful magi were required to have multiple spouses to keep their talents in the bloodlines. I know the dwarves have a similar practice with their great forgers, and dragons, well, they go to extremes for their bloodlines. Humans can get weird about it…”

      Tawny let out a snort. “Humans do get very peculiar about their breeding practices. There are as many rules to human dating as there are human gods, or more. There is one culture who has a god who supposedly turns into animals to seduce the wives of powerful magi. Their queen was allegedly mated to a great bull, and that is why she produced a daughter with horns and a tail.”

      Levi cocked his head because that legend sounded awfully familiar to him. “But wait, why would people believe she was impregnated by a god, when there are actual minotaur?”

      Tawny let out a happy noise and wiggled her shapely ass as he began rubbing the oils down her legs. She parted her thighs to give him a peek and he almost forgot his question. “Well, there are tests that can prove heritage, or if a woman is lying, but there’s also the fact that few species can survive getting impregnated by a male minotaur.”

      “Not that sane people try. I mean, there’s loving a big dick, then there’s something the size of your leg…” Nox interjected. She shook her head and looked over at Levi from under her arm. “Now you… you’re perfect. I might not have a lot of comparison, but I don’t need to go looking. You give just the right amount of stretch…”

      As Nox trailed off, Levi realized the front of his shorts had started to form an uncomfortable tent. He shook his head. They really are trying to kill me. Maybe this is some kind of secret test of wills? I must stay strong, there’ll be time for sex later. Thoroughly distracted from the subject of cultural mating habits, Levi looked over Nox and noticed something moving just behind her.

      “What is that?” he asked.

      Nox looked over and the shape moved. It was a heavyset gray cat with black striping. The thing looked like it had swallowed a football. His fur was short, his face was flat, and his eyes were huge and orange. When his tail flicked, Levi got vivid proof the cat was male. The problem was the cat was holding the shrunken form of Levi’s cane between his teeth.

      “Hey, give that back!”

      The cat bolted and Levi was surprised to see an animal with such short legs could run that fast. What surprised him more, was Tawny and Nox’s reaction. Nox shot up and rolled to her knees. “Fuck, Tawny, it’s a grimalkin!”

      Tawny rolled over and didn’t stop to grab for her bathing suit. She lunged to her feet and drew her wand then stopped. “There’s no point in casting spells. The grimalkin will just run through the barriers. We’re going to have to convince it to return the focus.”

      “Wait, so it’s not a cat?” Levi wasn’t sure what the big deal was, though he was already climbing to his feet and getting ready to chase after the cat. “It’s not like it can get far, aren’t focus supposed to be bound to their owners?”

      “Ordinarily yes, but Levi, that’s a grimalkin, they’re a magical beast and they make marvelous spies. If that cat gets out of the cove with your focus, he can steal it, and you don’t want to know what the school would require to replace it for you. We must go after it.” Tawny cast a spell that wrapped her feet in shimmering purple light.

      Levi noticed tiny wings that sprouted from her ankles, then the naked dark elf began to run after the cat.

      Her steps carried her much farther than he expected, and Levi had to really run full tilt to try and keep up with the head of Raven House. Nox was shimmering with a crimson light as she used a spell to enhance her own body. She kept pace with Levi easily and he glanced over at her.

      “Is the cat like a person, or something?” He asked as they ran.

      “Not quite. The grimalkin are like Zuzan. They’re a sylvan species that have a lot of inherent magic. Some people insist they’re sentient, but all the stories of them communicating are second or third telling. No one has ever studied one under controlled conditions, because there’s no way to trap them. The beasts can walk through walls, bypass magical wards, some say they can even travel between dimensions.”

      Levi took in everything Nox was telling him and shook his head. He looked in the direction Tawny was running. “Then how do we catch the cat to get my cane back?”

      Nox gave a shrug. “Bribery? Supposedly if you offer them something they want more than whatever they took, they’ll trade and give it back. Damned if I know though!”

      Levi ran out of breath for questions and had to focus entirely on running to keep up with Tawny. The dark elf called back, and Nox raised a hand and gave a wave. His redhaired lover turned and sprinted out to the left and around in a loop. Okay, circling is good, must mean we’re keeping up with it, that’s a good start.

      He came over a sand dune and saw the chubby cat, the chonk darted into a small cave of mossy boulders and Levi realized they had reached one of the cliffs that he’d noticed when he started looking around. Tawny came to a stop outside the cave and bent down to look in. Given she was still naked, Levi stumbled as he took in the view. He kept himself from falling, happy nobody was around to see him stumble.

      “Think I should go in to look for the cat?” Levi asked Tawny as he came to a stop next to the cliff.

      The house mistress looked up at him and smiled. For the first time, Levi noticed Zuzan had been riding on her shoulder the entire time she ran. The squirrel looked quite annoyed, though Levi wasn’t sure why.

      “Yes, he stole your focus, which means you’re the only one who can bargain with him. Don’t be fooled. If he ran into the cave, we can guarantee he has a way out. Likely he has some trick or mischief planned. Nox is looking for possible back exits but depending on how the cave goes, it could come out anywhere.”

      Levi nodded and ducked his head to step into the cavern. He was glad his eyes saw better in the dark, because there was no light past the stone entrance. He practically had to walk on his knees to keep his head from scraping the ceiling, and he moved slowly because he was worried that he might go past the animal.

      He saw a glint of silver and crouched to scuttle forward toward it. There was a beam of light descending from the ceiling through a crack in the stone and sitting in the middle of the disk of sunlight, was the grimalkin. The cat was batting his focus from side to side and watching him with his large, orange eyes.

      “Uh, hi. Not sure if you can understand me, but Nox and Tawny seem to think we can make some kind of bargain? I’d like to get my cane back, please.”

      Levi felt like an idiot. Yes, magic cat, and I talk to a squirrel all the time, but he looks like he’s about to ask me for a cheeseburger. I’m just waiting for the meme text to show up around him. Levi stopped when the cat narrowed his eyes and rested a paw on the cane. “Close enough? Okay, so, what do you want buddy?”

      “Well, refreshing to be spoken too politely, but I think buddy is a bit too casual. You can call me Jareth, or Your Majesty. The point is there’s something I need from you.” The cat had a refined, elegant voice, which threw Levi completely for a loop.

      “You can talk?”

      “Evidently, but we’re wasting time. I have your cane, you have something I want, the question is, can I trust you to acquire it for me… without giving anything away? This must be done with finesse and strategy.”

      Levi stared at the cat. He felt completely at a loss for words and the animal seemed to sense it. He let out a huff and flicked his ears back in annoyance.

      “I’m really going to need you to get a better handle on this, now, do you find the idea of a bargain amiable or not?”

      “Yes, okay, depends on what you want. But if it isn’t too unreasonable, then I’ll work with you. So, what do you want me to do?”

      The cat purred and raised a paw to lick it several times. Then he began rubbing the paw along his head, grooming his fur as though he didn’t have a care in the world. Levi bit his tongue as he realized, in true feline fashion, that he was going to be made to wait.

      Ugh, this is why I am not a cat person. No matter how cute they are, they always have to prove they’re in charge. I might as well get comfortable.

      Levi sat cross legged on the stone and waited for Jareth to spill on what he wanted to trade for his cane.
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      “You met the young pandali, Krysta Breen, yes? Well, she found a very special map and I want her to go seek out what is shown on it. The poor girl is in a rather… amorous mood at the moment, thanks to your lovers teasing, and pandali are particularly pliable when they’re horny. She’s trying to find some private time. I can show you where. Track her down, convince her to go on her trip.”

      Levi stared at Jareth and frowned. “She’s not going to find it weird that some guy follows her while she sneaks off all hot and bothered to talk to her about finding some treasure on another dimension?”

      He didn’t even try to keep the skepticism out of his voice.

      “Ah, but being a clever lad, you will take a walk in the appropriate direction, while discussing some bit of lore your lover Professor Goldenrod read about, and before going into detail, the pair of you will become amorous and fall to the mossy ground to make vigorous love.” The grimalkin licked his paw once more and began grooming the back of one ear as he stared at Levi with orange eyes.

      Levi sighed. I mean, it’s not a terrible plan, but it seems… really contrived.

      “She won’t find it a truly unbelievable coincidence?” he asked.

      “My dear Demon Lord, you are underestimating several key points. Aroused pandali have a hard time thinking of anything but a good hard shagging. Ones with treasure on their mind, see glimpses of proof everywhere, no matter how unrealistic they are. As a species, the pandali get into trouble more than almost any breed I have ever encountered. She will take it as universal proof that she’s on the right track, then she’ll bring herself to climax while spying on you, and all her doubts will be gone.”

      “And… I’m supposed to be fine with a woman I don’t know watching me have sex?”

      “Do you… actually have a problem with that?”

      The question gave Levi pause and he had to do some soul searching.

      Do I have a problem with someone watching me switch Tawny’s brain off? Well… I’m not telling the cat, but the idea is kind of hot… still, I am not turning into some weird porn guy who just starts having sex wherever he can get it, no matter who is watching.

      Reaching up to scratch the scales on the back of his neck, Levi sighed. “Alright, this still seems like a ludicrous plan to me, but I’m willing to give it a shot. How do I know you’ll keep up your end of the bargain… and what am I supposed to let slip?”

      A surprisingly deep chuckle escaped the feline and Levi was once more reminded of the fact that he wasn’t dealing with an actual cat, just some weird entity that looked like one. The animal put both paws to the floor and stretched his chonk-self as best he could, his tail flicking from side to side.

      “I’ll allow you to reclaim your cane by leaving it in the same spot you need to perform your little play. As for the information, have your lover mention that she found a reference to the Sage’s Tower, but that it had to have been destroyed when Tondar was shattered by the beings you call Horrors… then you simply occupy her mouth in a manner that prevents further discussion, and all will be right with the world.”

      Levi stared at that cat, trying to figure out if he was serious or not. The grimalkin stared at him like he was stupid, and probably didn’t have a good grasp on the conversation—a normal expression for cats in Levi’s experience. He finally sighed.

      “Alright, but I want to be sure there’s no obligation for this to work. I’ll do my best, but this sounds like some weird rom com scenario, and I doubt it’ll work out the way you intend. As long as you’re not going to pop back into my life and try to claim I failed or something, we have a deal,” Levi said with a sour tone.

      The cat sneezed and shook his head violently from side to side. Then he sneezed again and glowered at Levi. “I assure you, arranging your cooperation is far more trouble than is worth. If you weren’t the only choice I had down here, I’d gladly have left already.”

      Rude. “Alright, sounds like we have a deal. Tell me where to go.”

      Levi had never seen a cat draw a map before, but that is what the obese feline did, and he had to admit, for someone without fingers, Jareth had skills. It didn’t take long to study the map and decide where they needed to go. He turned away for a moment when he heard a noise behind him, and when he turned back, the cat was gone. “Don’t know why that surprises me,” he muttered to himself.

      When he crawled back out of the cave, he found Tawny was there. Sadly, she was once more in her bathing suit, and he saw no sign of Zuzan. Tawny held up a hand and motioned for him to come with her. Levi followed along and saw that Nox was waiting on a round, moss covered stone. He looked around, and still did not see his squirrel companion.

      “Zuzan went back to check on Flix, and make sure the dragon didn’t get into any trouble,” Tawny explained when she noticed him searching for something. When he nodded, she went on to ask him what had happened with the grimalkin.

      Levi couldn’t hide his exasperation as he went over the cat’s plan. The entire thing seemed incredibly silly to him, and Nox seemed to agree. She leaned against him and ran her fingers over his chest. Given how many times he’d been teased since they came to the cove, her touch was giving him a serious ache. He put an arm around her waist and held her close as he looked over how glorious she looked in her bikini.

      “I suspect we’re dealing with a case of direct and indirect influences. Likely there is some supernatural factor at play that prevents the grimalkin from interacting with the girl directly, so he’s moving things around in the background to push her wherever he wants to go. It is entirely possible we aren’t the only piece he’s positioned to nudge her, and that there are other elements that limit how obvious a ploy this looks from where the young lady sits.” Tawny reached up to draw her hair back into a bun on top of her head. She wound the dark strands into a rope and looped them to keep them out of the way.

      Levi adjusted his glasses then pinched the bridge of his nose. “It won’t… hurt her or anything, will it? I don’t want to be responsible for this woman’s death all because a cat stole my cane.”

      “No, if it has to deal with rules like this, then likely whatever it wants is far too valuable to waste her life. She may end up on some strange adventure, but she should have a more than even chance of coming out okay.” Tawny kissed his cheek as though praising him for worrying.

      Nox let out a sigh. “What do I do while you two go off and play out this little drama?” She almost looked like she was pouting, and Levi bit off a laugh.

      “Hey, the cat doesn’t control who I slept with. If she’d be distracted by seeing me with Tawny, I’d say that goes double for you both. As long as we’re agreed, I say we get to work and get my cane back.”

      The ladies curled against him, and Levi let his hands settle on their hips, though it wasn’t long before his grip wandered to one shapely cheek each. They had a bit of a walk, though the cove wasn’t too large, which made it easy. Nox and Tawny seemed to consider it their jobs to make sure he looked riled and horny by the time they got to the mossy clearing, so Levi was constantly feeling them brush a hand down the front of his shorts or rub their breasts against his ribs. They were doing an excellent job, and he was starting to worry he wouldn’t be able to hold out until he got among the boulders Jareth had marked.

      He saw the ring of rocks when Tawny started talking. “Yes, Tondar has an interesting history. The world once possessed a race known as the Sages, but they’re extinct. At some point, the Horrors invaded, and the attack was so severe the laws of nature shattered. Most of the continents broke up, but instead of sinking, the land began to float in the air. The seas rushed in, and the ambient mana levels rose significantly. Tondar is one of the few lands where mana crystals can be consistently mined. The downside is that the extreme mana causes significant mutations among the beasts. Without airships, no one would survive, the oceans are far too dangerous. Darren Risingtooth’s family runs a major mining venture there, but I don’t think they’d ever find a ruin like the Sage’s Tower—”

      That gave Levi a perfect reason to cut in. “Tawny, love, I really don’t want to talk about Darren. That prick has no business being mentioned at all, especially when I’m looking to get you out of that suit…” Levi felt like a damned fool, but the heat in his eyes was real and he yanked Tawny closer to claim her mouth for a deep kiss. The hand holding her ass cheek tightened until she let out a squeak, and Levi felt Nox’s hands rubbing along his torso as she squirmed around behind him.

      “Teacher…” Nox said in a teasing voice: “I think it’s time for you to have an oral exam.”

      Levi shivered, and the look Tawny gave him made it all too clear what he had to do. His hands pushed down, and her squeak turned to a full gasp as she was put on her knees. Nox’s arms were looped around Levi’s waist, and she slipped his cock free of his suit. Levi was amused that Nox held him out and bounced his shaft off Tawny’s face a few times.

      The dark elf, eager and submissive as she was, stared with naked lust and flicked her tongue as she tried to catch his head between her lips. Nox kept adjusting the angle of his manhood, which made it almost impossible. Tawny let out an impatient noise as she stared up at him, and Levi grasped her head in a firm grip.

      “Nox, behave,” he warned in a husky tone.

      His redheaded lover giggled as she held him straight and true.

      Levi pulled Tawny forward, and her mouth enveloped his shaft. She tightened her lips and set her tongue to work caressing his ridged head. He groaned at the suction, and then he used his grip to draw Tawny closer.

      She didn’t bat an eye as she took him down to where Nox’s knuckles marked her grip on his cock. Then he started to pump into her lips. Tawny’s smoky eyes rolled up in her head, happily letting him do what he wanted with her throat.

      Levi looked over his shoulder at Nox. “Hey, get on your knees behind her, start playing with her tits…”

      Nox looked surprised, but she didn’t argue. She let go his shaft and slid around behind Tawny. Levi noticed how good they looked together as Nox’s knees came down on either side of Tawny’s. The elf reached forward and grasped Tawny’s breasts as she began to squeeze them. He noticed she was running her tongue along Tawny’s ear and how turned on the dark elf looked.

      That just spurred him to start pumping into her mouth faster, and without Nox’s hand in the way, he soon had Tawny’s lips brushing against the root of his cock. She swallowed convulsively around his shaft, and the sensation had him throbbing. Tawny met his eyes, and she stared intensely at him as he ravished her lips. Nox kissed the side of her neck. “Oooh, Levi you’re putting such a big bulge in her throat…”

      That just made him go faster and his hands shifted until his fingers were locked behind her head as he groaned. Soon he was face fucking her without restraint, a faint crimson light leaking out the corners of his eyes to color Nox’s skin as she looked up at him eagerly. Levi loved watching her fingers tugging at Tawny’s nipples, and when she jerked the bikini top off, he almost lost his load then and there.

      Instead, he took a step back and grunted as his cock popped free of her eager suction. He didn’t ask them to move, he bent down and pushed on Tawny’s shoulders until she fell backward and took Nox with her. Then he shifted to his knee and jerked her bottom out of the way. The dark elf was dripping, and it took no effort to slide into her with a thud.

      “Oh fuck!” Tawny yelled her voice hoarse from the abuse he’d put her throat through.

      Levi slipped his arms around Tawny and cupped Nox’s chest, his hands sliding under the cups of her bikini as he started to tug and tease her nipples. He faked a kiss to Tawny before he met Nox’s lips, and their tongues began to duel. The rough thrusts of his hips caused the head of Raven House to bounce between them, and Levi felt Nox trying to wrap her legs around them both.

      Tawny set her elbows to the ground and braced her palms against his chest to balance his weight, and that meant he could slide one of his hands lower. He found Nox’s wet heat and began to swirl his digits over the pearl hidden at the tip of her sex. She let out a muffled groan into his lips as she arched to press her breast even harder against his palm. Levi sucked on her tongue for a moment, then set his to twisting with hers as he sank into the kiss.

      Having Tawny trapped between them should have been awkward, but Nox was strong enough to support the older elf without an issue, and she ground her hips up into his fingers, which told him all he needed to know as to whether she was enjoying herself. Tawny’s wet channel clenched as she came, and Levi hammered through her orgasm until her body had sagged from the intensity of her release.

      That was when he tugged back enough to be free of Tawny. A jerk of his head saw the dark elf shifting upward and rolling over, then he was sliding into Nox. He caught a flash of a red and black animal out of the corner of his eyes as he started to rail his Fox House lover.

      Good, the plan is working, he thought—while he was still able too.
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      In truth, aside from one errant thought, Levi had long since stopped contemplating the plan. He focused everything on the hard thrusts he was using to bring his body against Tawny and Nox, the feeling was amazing, and he loved every moment of it.

      After a second he reared his head and gave Tawny the kiss she was craving. Her tongue eagerly teased his as she thrust her chest up against his. Nox was openly moaning with pleasure as her head tossed back against the ground and she writhed beneath the pair of them. Levi rubbed her round breasts as he kept his weight firmly fixed on holding his powerful elf down. She tightened as her body clenched in preparation for an orgasm.

      “Mmmm, not yet,” Levi said with a teasing tone.

      Nox gasped and her lavender eyes snapped open as she looked at him. Levi drew back and lifted himself off them. He grasped both women by the hair and took a moment to kiss them once more. “Nox, on all fours. Tawny, lay and spread for her.”

      It was an almost physical pain to slide free of Nox, but anticipation made up for it as he watched the pair switch positions. Tawny left her undone bikini behind as she rolled off Nox and wiggled for his watching eyes. She draped herself across the ground and spread her dark thighs as she began to run her hands over herself. Levi caught Nox as the elf prepared to get on all fours.

      She looked at him confused for a moment until he aggressively pulled her bikini off her body. Once her pale frame was nude and he could drink in the sight of her, he yanked her into a passionate kiss and let his hands roam over her for a second. Then he was turning her and bending her over. She let out a husky laugh and dropped her face to start kissing Tawny along the inside of her thighs. The head of Raven House whimpered in anticipation as Nox drew closer to her sex.

      Levi ran his hands along Nox’s back and admired the silky texture of her skin that hid her muscles. He dug his fingers into the round globes of her ass and squeezed hard as she arched for him. He was torn for a moment, then he sheathed himself back into her sex and started to thrust hard. Nox let out a sound of lust as she was driven face down into Tawny’s pussy. Levi watched the dark elf quake as she clutched her own breasts. The sight was enough to cost him the last of his restraint.

      Levi set his hands to either side of Nox’s waist and used the leverage to begin driving against her with all his strength. The redhead let out muffled sounds as she kept her tongue busy. Levi shivered as he watched Nox’s body absorb the punishment and felt her tighten around him in pleasure. The warrior magi was more than able to take the roughness, and the growing moisture between her thighs removed any worry about her enjoyment.

      Tawny seemed to appreciate the secondhand impacts. Each time her breasts jiggled against her hands she used the movement to tug her own nipples. Levi recognized the signs of her impending orgasm as the muscles in her thighs bunched. When she suddenly threw back her head and let out a loud wail of pleasure, he grinned.

      Seeing Tawny go was enough to push him toward his own orgasm, and he redoubled his efforts against Nox to try and drive her into a climax of her own. She suddenly stiffened and went rigid, and Levi knew she was in the throes of another release. Her pussy tightened around him, and it was all he could do to stroke in one final time as he felt himself explode. His grip on her hips helped him remain steady as he shook in pleasure.

      As Levi’s orgasm faded, he leaned back onto his heels and let out a sigh. “Fuck I needed that after all that teasing you two were doing.”

      Nox let out a giggle and tossed her hair back over her shoulder as she looked at him. She was resting on her elbows, and she let her ass drift from side to side teasingly. “Awww, were we too mean to you?” she asked. Levi caught himself staring at the moisture on her lips as she used her tongue to swipe them clean.

      Tawny stretched her arms up over her head and arched her back. She jiggled her breasts at Levi as she slowly closed her legs. He didn’t miss the way she flexed the muscles in her stomach to roll her hips as part of the motion. “It does Levi good to get a bit worked up. He runs on emotions… we just need to keep them… charged,” the dark elf purred. Levi swallowed and closed his eyes for a moment.

      “You two are going to be the death of me. I don’t know if there’s some magic on Taryl that makes people hornier than normal, but if there is, I wouldn’t be surprised. It isn’t like I lacked girlfriends back on Earth, but fuck... you two are something else."

      Levi’s exasperation just made them smile. Nox and Tawny picked themselves up and began gathering up the tiny bikini pieces that had been removed. They stared in confusion when Levi snapped his fingers and held out his hands. “Nope, those are mine now. You thought it was funny to leave me sporting a hard-on at the café? Well, your bikinis are mine until we’re back at the beach, and I decide you’ve been bad enough to earn them back.”

      “Don’t you mean good enough?” Nox asked.

      The confusion in her voice was adorable and Levi’s smile was wicked in reply. Before he could answer, Tawny let out a husky moan.

      “Mmmm, no, Nox I think he’s hoping we’ll be quite bad.” The house mistress made a show about sauntering over to Levi and draping her bikini over his palm. She adjusted the strings, so they fell on either side of his hand, then she stepped back and held her arms up over her head as she posed. “Is this acceptable… master?”

      Nox’s eyes widened as she caught on. She blushed and her ears turned red, but she didn’t hesitate to put her own bathing suit in a similar position on his other palm. She then leaned against Tawny and rested one hand on the dark elf’s hip. Her other arm went around Tawny’s back and rested on her shoulder as she pressed her breasts into the other woman’s side. “Oh my, Levi, whatever will we do to earn your approval?”

      “God, I wish I had a camera,” he said in response to their posing.

      He stepped back to get a good look at them. Both had suffered their hair going wild, and for both, it hung to the small of their backs. Tawny wasn’t as top heavy as Nox, but she radiated a sense of mature confidence that suited her dark skin and smoke-colored eyes. Nox’s athletic frame was dominated by her blazing red hair and impressive bust—I can see why some people forget she’s extremely tough, though since she kicked Darren’s ass, which hasn’t happened often.

      He shivered just taking them in and they preened under his attention.

      “Levi, what’s a camera?” Nox asked.

      “Oh, it’s a box that gathers the light in front of it and stores it, so you can look at the image later. I used to take pictures and download them onto my computer. I’d have them rotate on the monitor so I could enjoy… beats a screen saver by miles.”

      Tawny and Nox exchanged glances, and he realized they had no idea what he was talking about. He reached up and rubbed the bridge of his nose for a moment.

      I’m not even sure how many of those words translated. Whatever lets me speak the same language breaks down whenever I get too technical. Fortunately, while I was a geek, I wasn’t that big a nerd, so I don’t slip into technobabble very often or they’d think I was speaking in tongues.

      “A camera is something that makes pictures to look at later.”

      His second explanation seemed to make more sense.

      “Ah, like a portrait spell. Are you wanting a portrait? I can help with that.” Tawny smirked as she rolled her wrist and her wand appeared from nowhere.

      She began to draw symbols in the air and a circle of lavender light spiraled out from the tip. Nox seemed to understand what was going on, so she moved into a more provocative position against Tawny’s side. Levi swallowed as the elf’s hand brushed down between Tawny’s thighs. Tawny ignored the touch, though her cheeks flushed.

      Levi stood quiet as he watched the spell form. Three circles hung in the air and glowing symbols formed patterns inside them. When Tawny flicked her wrist, they spread out to take up a triangle around the women.

      “Come here Levi, no sense leaving you out of it,” Tawny said.

      Levi came around behind them and put his arms around their waists. Tawny leaned back against him and lowered her arms to loop around Nox’s shoulders. She claimed Nox’s lips for a sultry kiss, and Levi felt his mouth go dry all over again. The redhead let out a tiny moan as the spell flared and then vanished. Levi looked around, but he didn’t see anything to explain what happened. He also didn’t want to interrupt their kissing to ask.

      “We made him wait long enough,” Tawny said with a laugh as she pulled back from Nox.

      She looked up at him with a happy expression as she demanded a kiss. While Levi took care of her, Tawny used her wand to cast another spell circle. This one was a darker purple, and Levi tilted his head as a rolled canvas seemed to push up out of it.

      After a moment, Tawny was clutching a roll of fabric as long as her arm, and twice as thick, though it wasn’t rolled overly tight. “Here’s your painting.”

      Levi accepted the canvas and unrolled it. He’d never held a painting before, so he moved slowly, afraid he was going to break it. When he finally got the large canvas unrolled, he found it was about three feet high and two wide… and it was amazing.

      “Holy fuck,” he muttered.

      He held what looked like an oil painting in his hands, yet when he shifted the angle of the canvas, the perspective changed. Captured in magical paint was the image of Tawny, Nox, and himself—the detail was astounding. He could see individual drops of sweat on his forehead. The painting wasn’t moving, which he wasn’t sure he could handle, but he almost felt like he could move completely around the three of them to see every side. “This is amazing…”

      Tawny smiled and Nox let out a squeal. “Tawny! You can do spatial paintings? That is… wow. Aren’t the canvases for those horribly expensive? My parents have one from their wedding and they said it cost almost as much as the feast afterward!”

      Nox’s happy exclamations gave Levi a new perspective on just how impressive this painting was. When he looked at Tawny, she waved a hand.

      “Yes, well, I have money. I’m the head of Raven House. It isn’t exactly a meager job but seeing Levi happy is worth it. You do like it, right?” She looked nervous for a moment, but after taking in his face, Levi saw her relax. “I’m glad then.”

      Levi carefully rolled the painting up and gave Tawny a deep kiss. He slipped their bikinis into his pocket and carefully cradled the painting. “I don’t think I can just mount this on my wall, I suspect guests might have something to say about the composition, but I am going to treasure this."

      "Awww, you don’t think we’re hot enough to show off?” Nox asked in a teasing voice. She cuddled against his right side, and he smiled when Tawny curled against his left. The three of them started walking back toward the beach.

      “Oh, I think they’d love the painting, but then I’d have to kill them because they wouldn’t stop following you both around.”

      The ladies laughed and Levi felt a warmth in the center of his chest. Then he stubbed his toe on something cold and hard and let out a curse. Looking down, Levi realized his cane had been half buried in the moss, and he had slammed his foot into the silvery knob.

      “Fuck, huh… almost forgot about that.”

      He bent down and reclaimed the cane then glanced around. He didn’t see any sign of Krysta Breen, nor of a fat, gray cat.

      Probably for the best. I have no doubt if I see that cat again, it’ll just spell trouble for me. Besides, I don’t think Zuzan liked him…

      They resumed their walk and Levi enjoyed the teasing banter that was soon flying between them. Tawny kept trying to cop a feel to prove she could be a ‘bad girl’ and earn her bikini back, and Nox soon joined in. The pair was so relentless that Levi had no choice but to take them in the golden sand dunes. The short walk back to the beach took hours… and he had no regrets.

      When they finally go back to their basket, Levi found that someone had made Zuzan a sandcastle throne. The squirrel was curled up asleep on the little structure, and one corner looked like it had started to crumble. He suspected that might have something to do with the several feet of black-and-silver dragon sleeping in a coil around the sandy mound.

      “That’s adorable,” he whispered. Nox and Tawny nodded in agreement.

      He returned their bathing suits so they could dress again. Then he went to check on the basket.

      “Aww, man, they ate everything?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            EPILOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      Krysta Breen was flushed with excitement, in part because she had watched three powerful magi absolutely wrecking each other, but mostly because she’d overhead confirmation about her theory. There were accessible ruins on Tondar! She didn’t waste time after… well, taking care of some personal business.

      She tendered her resignation to the café and headed for the portal as quickly as she could. Her black-and-red tail flicked behind her as she went through the interdimensional arch. The translation was as rough as always, but she didn’t care. Soon she was going to be on a journey that would lead to everyone knowing that she had discovered the lost towers of the Sages! Her.

      She never noticed the chubby gray cat that followed her on short legs, nor the look of mischief in its orange eyes.
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          DELECTI

        

      

    

    
      “Wake up, Delecti,” a tiny voice said.

      It was a woman's voice, or maybe a girl. I wasn't sure exactly with my eyes closed. Yet, I couldn’t summon the will to open them.

      She sounded… small.

      After a few moments, or years depending on how you judge such things, I forced myself to focus on what she’d said and fought to bring myself back from the abyss.

      “Who’s there?” I asked.

      The sound that came out was nothing like I had intended. My voice sounded raw and gravelly, like I had never spoken before today.

      “Delecti, you don’t have much time. You need to get ready.”

      I heard her words. They sounded both strange and familiar at the same time. I also heard a light fluttering noise, like a small bird or insect flying around my head.

      What is a Delecti?

      I tried to search my memories for what it was, thinking back to when I was…

      “What is happening? Why can’t I remember anything?” I asked, panicked.

      My eyes finally opened, but the light that immediately stabbed into them caused such great pain, I quickly closed them tight again.

      “There is no time for explanations,” she said again. “You must prepare yourself for your first test. After that, I can explain. Now, open your eyes again. I have adjusted the light some more.”

      I did as the voice commanded, doing everything I could to hold the panic rising in my chest at bay. My mind was blank of any memories before this moment.

      “But… Who am I? What is a…?” I asked, slowly opening my eyes.

      As promised, the lights in the small room were dim. But even then, it felt too bright as I squinted.

      “Congratulations,” she said. “You have been given a chance to be part of the Seraphim Rangers Corps. What that is and why that matters will be explained in time. Provided you survive the first test. You must get up and get ready. You only have minutes.”

      I looked up at the ceiling of the room. Even in the low light, I could see the bland gray ceiling with cracks running along it.

      “Get up now, Delecti,” she repeated.

      The fluttering I had been hearing since I awoke seemed to get closer as she said those words. I pushed myself up from the metal table. It felt more like something I would see in a…

      The words ‘doctor's office’ came into my mind, though I couldn't get an image to go along with it. It was strange, but I couldn’t remember.

      I closed my eyes again to ward off a sudden wave of dizziness, waiting only a moment for it to subside before opening them again. At least I was seated with my legs hanging over the side of the table.

      The buzzing got closer, coming around my head from behind before it swept in front of my face.

      It was surrounded by golden motes of light that seemed to both highlight it and make it hard to see. Something about a bird having small balls of piercingly bright light hovering around it seemed wrong.

      The light moved quickly, darting up and down and left to right as if studying me. Then it surprised me, zooming close to hover right in front of my face. I flinched back a second too late as my eyes were finally able to focus on the fact that this wasn’t a bird or insect at all.

      “The regeneration process will make you feel groggy for a short time,” the tiny woman's voice said. “But once you stand, you should regain most of your faculties quickly. So, get up.”

      I slid off the cold table and landed on my feet. My hand shot out to stabilize myself before I fell to the ground. After another bout of vertigo, I made a shaky attempt to stand straight, though I was still swaying.

      “What is going on? Please tell me…”

      The small figure buzzed in front of me, and I tried to focus enough on her to tell details. I felt my head clear as my eyes were able to focus on things once again.

      She was small, roughly the same size as my forearm as best I could figure. Her hair was dark, almost black. She wore what looked like a blue dress that was almost transparent. I could see the curves on her body and small breasts through it. She would be a real looker if she was the same size as me.

      But that is not what I was truly focused on. It was the wings that fluttered so fast I couldn’t make them out. They were what was making the light buzzing noise, and it also appeared that they were generating the small motes of light that seemed to float around her.

      It was as if new ones were being generated every few seconds. They would hover around her like protective spheres. Each new one was a replacement for another that had itself faded out after a brief few seconds of existence.

      Her expression was serious as she began to talk once again.

      “I can only tell you what is going to happen next. After that, you must survive to get more.” She said as she continued her inspection of me. “You should be ready when it's time. My last attempt at a Delecti never did so, he died horribly.”

      “He what?” I asked, the panic returning. “What do you mean died?”

      “Exactly what I said. In a short time, you will be placed in the arena with an Angul, a minor demon in service to the hive. It has been disconnected and only has its most basic instincts left. But that does not make it any less dangerous. While it is the least of the demons the empire faces, it is still a great challenge to anyone that wakes up from the Deep as you have.”

      “Oh shit,” I said, breathing faster. My hands, which were just coming under my control, started to shake. “You expect me to fight this…”

      “Angul,” she said. “No, either you must kill it, or it you. I suggest the first one if you want to make it to the next trial.”

      I took several deep breaths, forcing myself to get the panic under control since it wouldn’t do me any good. As I did, something felt familiar about the action, like I had done it before a thousand times.

      If only I could remember!

      “Obviously,” I said dryly, finally under control and registering the almost bored tone I could now sense in her voice.

      She didn’t think I would survive the next few minutes. I may not be an expert on whatever this girl was, but she was patronizing me, and I didn’t like it.

      Time to prove this little bitch wrong.

      I wasn’t sure where this sudden confidence came from. Whether it was always a part of me, or I was just accepting the world as I was discovering it, I resolved to embrace the spirit and survive whatever was coming for me next.

      “What do I need to do right now?” I asked after a moment, my inflection sounding more like a statement than a question, my voice again steady and calm.

      Now that I was able to stand tall, my strength finally felt like it was returning.

      As I tested out my limbs, I glanced around the room. It was gray like the ceiling. The walls were bare, only the table behind me and a rack of weapons along the wall provided any decoration whatsoever. A metal door with no handle was the only way in or out. A single lamp hung in a sconce along the wall, its light just barely a flicker.

      “Good,” she muttered more to herself than to me. She hovered around me once again, inspecting me as though checking on a prized animal at market. “There may be hope for you after all. You will pick a weapon from the weapon rack near the door. You will have a few seconds to get used to it, then you will exit the room into the arena where you will kill or be killed.”

      “That simple, huh?”

      “Many Delecti, or chosen one as you would refer to it, are awakened each cycle. Most do not survive. If you join them, I will find another. If you survive, I will have a chance to escape this place as I follow you through your trials.”

      I made my way over to the rack of weapons, none of them looking particularly familiar to me. Wait, there was a morning star, the name suddenly appeared in my mind as I recognized the weapon. It did not feel right, however, so I passed it, looking at the next.

      “You don’t sound like you have any confidence,” I said as I perused.

      “You are my eighty-third Delecti. None have survived the first trial.”

      “That would explain it. I hope I am your first, then,” I said with a smirk.

      My mind brought up an image of what I would like to do first if she was a proper size. I guess my libido had survived whatever the Deep was.

      “The average is over two hundred before a successful candidate makes it past the first trial. So, you will forgive me if I do not think you will be the one.”

      I just shrugged as I passed over the great sword because it felt too big.

      “Can you tell me about the opponent? To help me prepare.”

      “No. Since that is part of the selection process, you must be able to prepare for and face the unknown.”

      “Figures,” I said as I came to the next weapon.

      This one stuck out to me. It was a sword, half again as long as my arm with a wide cross guard. The word ‘rapier’ came to me, and it felt right. I had a feeling I had practiced with this before, and I felt I could handle it.

      I picked up the weapon, finding it lighter than I expected. Made from a metal I couldn't recognize, I swished it in the air a few times and it felt… good.

      “This will work. Am I limited to just one thing?”

      “There are no limits but what you can carry,” she replied as she watched my selection process.

      Nodding, I looked down at my waist, for the first time noticing my nakedness. My skin was dark, as though I had been in the sun for my entire life.

      Sun?

      The attempt to remember that familiar word hit what felt like the concrete walls of the room I was in, and I gave up immediately as I rubbed my head.

      “Will I get some clothes?” I asked when I had recovered.

      “Oh, my. I forgot that part.” She said as the motes of golden light began to speed up around her. Faster and faster, they went till they seemed to form a solid ball of traces from their speed.

      A silent explosion sent the golden motes out and toward me, surrounding me in my own balls of energetic particles. I felt a warm tingling feeling over my skin as even with my eyes closed, I was forced to put my free hand over them to block the brightness.

      “That should do,” she said when I was able to drop my hand and open my eyes once more.

      I was now covered in a green shirt and pants made from a simple cloth. They were handwoven from course threads that seemed primitive to me for some reason.

      “How?” I asked, surprised and shocked at what I’d just seen.

      I knew, even without my memories, that what had happened should not be possible.

      “Magic. I am allowed some of my natural powers here. I will give you no more explanations for now.”

      The clothes started itching almost at once. It felt like my skin had never felt anything on it before. I couldn’t help placing the sword back on the rack and rubbing the now-covered skin on my arms and even my legs… and other places.

      “You will have to get over that,” the little flying girl said. “It is time to move. If you want better clothing, then you must survive.”

      I nodded and did my best to ignore the need to scratch my crotch as I returned the sword to my hand. I began looking for something to compliment it when a thought occurred to me.

      “Do you have a name?” I asked, not bothering to look up from my perusal. “For that matter, do I have one? I can't remember.”

      “You have a designation for now. Survive, and you can choose your own name, and maybe even earn mine. Now hurry!”

      The stress in her voice at the last words gave me the motivation I needed to keep going. There were no real shields on the rack, but there was a tall spear and a short sword that now looked familiar.

      Gladius?

      That name felt good. I took the second blade and worked it through the makeshift belt made of what appeared to be a rough hemp rope. The belt went through holes in the itchy green pants at my waist, threatening to distract me even further as the denser fibers began to irritate my skin. I made sure to place the hilt on the right side, which would allow me to quickly grab it once I launched the other weapon.

      I picked up the spear, which was slightly taller than me, in my right hand and tested its weight. It felt cheap, but it would have to do. I picked up the rapier with my left and turned to her.

      “Think I am ready.”

      “Good, your time is up… Now, go to the door, walk out of it, and face the Angul in the ring. It will kill you if you hesitate. Neither of you can leave until one of you is dead.”

      Nodding, I took a deep breath and faced the door. I started making my way to my fate, not sure what the hell was going on and honestly surprised that I wasn’t a blubbering mess on the ground.

      Then again, something felt strangely familiar about getting ready to go on a mission into the unknown. The only thing I felt missing was the people beside me. Like I had entered dangerous situations before, but with a team. One I trusted watching my back as I had theirs.

      It almost felt like a hole in my soul without one.

      Armed with a spear in my right hand and a rapier in my left I marched out to the field of battle. Bracing myself to find out whatever the hell an Angul was.
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      The iron door slammed down behind me with a solid clank, and I found myself alone at the edge of an arena. Walls at least three times my height bordered the round field.

      While taking several cautious steps out onto the dirt grounds, I glanced around for my opponent but found nothing waiting for me. I still placed the spear in a ready position over my shoulder so I could throw it in a blink and transfer the rapier to my right hand if needed.

      The arena itself was large but not overly grand. The seats were empty of anyone cheering, and the entire place seemed eerily silent.

      That silence made all the hairs on my body want to stand up.

      Taking a sniff through my nose, I could sense nothing that would make me think this place had ever been inhabited before; no smell of spoiled alcohol, no rotting food or anything else, just the smell of freshly turned dirt filled my nostrils.

      Nothing about this felt right at all. Like things were missing.

      A zap and a hiss from behind, and I turned and crouched, ready to toss the spear.

      Before me, a glowing blue ball formed in the center of the ring.

      “Portal forming. Prepare for combat,” a neutral voice said that I couldn’t place the origin of as man, woman, or beast.

      It sounded bored and monotone as if it were just announcing the arrival of the next… Whatever word I was searching for never formed as if something were keeping it from me.

      “Right, focus,” I said to myself.

      Somehow, I knew deep down that a moving target would last longer than one that was still. I took a breath and managed to listen to that inner voice telling me to act. I began to make my way to the side of the ominous orb just barely floating in the air.

      The glowing blue energy finished forming a ball and slammed itself flat on the ground. Then it lifted from below like an elevator car coming from the ground.

      Elevator?

      Another of the strange words felt eerily familiar, but I just couldn’t manage to focus on it enough to remember it. Instead, I kept moving slowly around as the portal lifted from the ground inch by inch, revealing the creature from the bottom up.

      The first thing that I saw were two webbed feet, each attached to a skinny black leg as it went up. Then a third appendage in the middle formed between the two legs, which I could never hope to understand the purpose of. At least, not based on what I could see.

      It was like a leg that had never fully formed. Instead of another webbed foot, it had formed small gangling tentacles that even now rubbed together a few inches from the ground.

      For some reason, it made me shiver. Was this the Angul?

      The legs continued with the weird middle appendage just hanging there like a massive… well, I didn’t particularly care to think about that.

      The portal continued its slow upward climb, showing me knees that were inverted, bent backward compared to my own. The black chitinous-looking skin enveloped the light rather than reflect it, making it look more like an insect than a humanoid creature.

      A weird warbling noise came from the beast, and its legs started dancing, as though it couldn’t wait to be free to move. I took a few quick steps farther to the right to try and get behind the creature.

      As the portal got to the halfway point, my fears were confirmed. The hips bowed out into wide, black, bird-like hips and that third leg… well, let’s just say it wasn’t a leg.

      It was a giant black organ that just hung from the center straight down. I felt pity for anything that would ever have to mate with whatever it was.

      The portal started to speed its climb as I crouched low, ready to jump to either side if needed. At the same time, I readied my spear and tried to figure out the best point to aim at.

      The arms were strange and not symmetrical at all, little more than a single claw attached to tiny arms. They looked sharp as a razor blade at the tip as I made a mental note to try and be perfect with my spear toss. Getting close would be dangerous.

      The central torso of the beast looked like a solid black mass in the shape of an hourglass, intimidatingly wide, and tapering in quite significantly. As the portal moved up to reveal more of the beast, I couldn’t help but notice that I saw nothing that resembled a neck, and for a moment I had hoped that this meant that the thing had a limited range of vision.

      That hope was quickly dashed, but a moment later, when I saw it had two giant eyes, one on each side of the head, and no mouth that I could see from my position behind it.

      The portal evaporated from existence, and the thing could suddenly move, its entire body seemed to shiver, and clicking noises began to come from it as it started to sidestep back and forth in place. Its strange response made me motionless for a moment, my plans forgotten as I looked at this hideous creature in its totality and shuddered.

      I finally remembered what I was doing and took aim with my spear, deciding that going for the eyes was probably the best way to get an advantage.

      Just before I threw, the strangest thing happened. Weirder than anything I’d experienced since waking up.

      Its giant dangling cock-leg or whatever it was in the middle started to glow as the small tentacles lit up, and the entire thing lifted and pointed right at me.

      “Oh fuck,” I said and did a somersault forward as fast as I could.

      A searing heat from behind me hit the spot where I was just a millisecond before.

      I used my feet to spring forward into a run as the cock leg followed me. I watched it out of the corner of my eyes as the eerie light started to slowly come back into it.

      “Shit,” was all I could manage before I turned and raised my arm again, aiming for the other eye this time.

      I let go with as much power as I could muster. My spear flew out of my hand, directly at the eye. As I watched the shaft fly towards its goal, the Angul shivered in place and almost seemed to jump from one place to another a few inches away. This sudden advantage caused my spear to instead strike one of the hardened protrusions from its neck.

      The protrusion broke, and the spear went careening off to the other side of the arena where it stuck into the dirt near where I had started.

      My eyes shifted nearby to where the blackened earth of the ground and walls informed me that getting hit by the laser cum or whatever it shot at me was a bad idea.

      “Where the fuck does a thing as you come from?” I mumbled as I followed through on my initial plan and shifted my rapier to my right hand. The jangly leg-cock continued slowly brightening as it readied for another blast. “Okay, at least you can’t rapid-fire. Need a little time to get it up again, do you?”

      I held in place, waiting and watching as the lights increased in brightness. Hoping to learn something about it that could warn me of when this thing would fire. Bending my knees and tensing my muscles, I kept myself ready to jump out of the way in a hurry as I watched it slowly lift its big black… ray-gun toward me.

      The light reached a peak, and I knew it was about to shoot. I jumped into a roll as the leg cock froze and fired.

      The light was blinding, a red-orange hue that I now knew never to look at as spots formed and I rolled away, again feeling the heat and hearing the blast of energy soak into the ground and the wall behind me like a shotgun blast of energy.

      “Man, what I wouldn’t give for a shotgun right now…” I mumbled as I got back up and moved in a run.

      Shotgun?

      Whatever that word meant and the image that was in my mind’s eye for that moment evaporated as I sprinted as fast as I could to the other side. I was focused only on the goal of getting back my ranged weapon.

      The Angul shrieked behind me, but I figured… well, hoped really, that I had at least thirty seconds before it could fire at me again.

      I shifted my rapier back to my left and grabbed the spear out of the ground with my right, doing another somersault just in case I was off in my timing. As soon as my feet touched the dirt, I jumped up off the ground and turned in mid-flight to get a lock on the beast.

      As I landed, I dug my feet into the ground and centered myself, finding my target and pulling my arm back. All it had done during my frantic flight across the arena was to stand there jumping up and down. Its razor-blade arms flapped as it chortled at me in anger. The situation would have been comical if it wasn’t so horrifying.

      Its head turned quickly left and right as if using both of its bulbous eyes to track my movements, and with a sudden epiphany I changed my aim from another shot at its head to another target that stood out to me as a weak point.

      My aim was true and this time the beast didn’t shift. The spear went straight for that giant leg-cock thing with as much force as I could put behind it.

      The Angul screamed just like any man in existence would when severed from his most prized possession. Black ichor flooded out of the former appendage and the building light began to die from it as it flopped sadly on the ground.

      “Take that, ugly ass bitch,” I yelled as I tightened my hand into a fist and pumped my arm at my success.

      I then pulled the rapier back out with my right as I prepared to go in for the kill and put this thing out of its misery. The shrieking stopped after a moment, but its eyes began to turn red as it looked like two little torches lit up inside its eyes.

      “Yeah,” I said with a sigh. “I would probably be that mad too. Well, fuck you man, you shouldn’t have tried to give me a facial. Oh, shit!”

      The backward legs of the beast bent and this time it hopped in my direction, its bird-like build giving the thing the ability to jump high in the air.  With my rapier in my right hand, I shifted myself to the left of its arc and readied my stance to slice the thing in half.

      As it flew, I knew I had it. My eyes locked on to its right arm as I decided to take away its ability to harm me before I cut its head off.

      Then the shift happened again. It was a blur as it moved a foot to the left almost instantaneously, enough to aim both its dagger-like pincers right at my chest as it came down.

      I did the only thing I could do.

      I blocked the one going for my chest with my blade as the other razor-sharp talon stabbed me in the left arm.

      “Arrrghhh!” I screamed from the pain as it went right through the meaty flesh and tore out a chunk of my arm as I spun around and behind the damn thing. My rapier flew as it got stuck in the tough chitin of the beast, the force of my motion levering the grip right out of my hand and sending it tumbling onto the dirt. An angry freshly made eunuch Angul now stood between me and it.

      I fought through the pain and pulled out my last offensive weapon with my good arm. Yanking the gladius out from behind with so much force that it cut open the rough rope that held my pants in place.

      I shoved the blade upwards into the back of the beast’s head – just as my pants fell around my ankles.

      Its attempted screech died stillborn as I cut off whatever it was using to make sound, the blade stabbing through the chitinous back of its black head and out the front again.

      That somehow didn’t stop it from rounding in a last-ditch effort to kill me, its other arm sending me flying with my pants still at my ankles. I rolled along the dirt before I finally came to a stop with a thud.

      Dirt flew into my eyes as I rolled, and I could feel the sand get into places that I was quite sure I never wanted sand. That thought made me realize that I had been commando the entire time, without boxers or briefs of any kind. Those strange words…

      A great thump came behind me followed by silence, and I prayed to whatever deities there might be in existence here that the thing was dead.

      I lay there, listening as the entire arena stayed silent other than my ragged breathing, bleeding into the sand with my own manhood flapping in the breeze.

      “Well…” I said as I tried to open my eyes through the grit keeping them closed. “That really fucking sucked.”

      I didn’t even have the energy to get up, so instead I let myself pass out for a bit, very much in need of a nap.
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      “Well done, Delecti,” the now familiar tiny but feminine voice said. “I guess we are tied together now.”

      “Huh?” I said, confused about where I was.

      My eyes shot open as I suddenly remembered what happened. I glanced down at my shoulder expecting to find myself in pain.

      However, looking down to inspect myself I saw that my now completely naked body showed only the pink of freshly healed flesh where the wound was.

      “Did you heal me?” I asked, realizing the question was stupid right after I blurted it out.

      “That is one of my purposes, so yes. I am… what you might call your guide and… what would be the word to use in your language? Healer and assistant? Mechanic?”

      “That covers a wide range of possibilities,” I said, a surprising feeling of calm coming over me. “To do what exactly? You still haven’t told me what the hell is going on.”

      “The short version is that you have been chosen to be a Delecti in the Seraphim Ranger Corps. Provided you make it past the trials, you will serve the empire by protecting its borders against those that encroach… and there are many who try.”

      So many questions went through my head at that revelation. I was having trouble deciding what I wanted to know even with the calming feeling that had washed over me.

      I lifted myself up and let my legs hang over the side as the tiny flying girl buzzed around my head encased in her motes of golden lights.

      “Okay, time to focus and prioritize,” I said after just a moment’s thought. “First, what are you?”

      “I am a Novusi of the Aes Sídhe. Your people would probably think of me as a minor Fairy. I am young by my people’s standards, or at least that is what I have been told. My power only lets me get to this size.” I watched as she placed her arms out to her side as though presenting herself to me. “I am a slave, just like you are, to the empire.”

      “Slave?” I asked, “I have no memories before today. I don’t even know my real name… which is funny, you think I would be a lot more freaked out than I am.”

      “While in this room, I am blocking your fear responses to help you adjust. Part of my duties is to your mental health as well as your physical. I will return them in time. As for your name, they have taken that from you, just like mine. Your designation is Pax Zeta-9837.”

      “That is a mouthful.”

      “Those of us in this program usually go by the first designation as our identity. This may bring small comfort, but all of those here have had our memories wiped. It is to remove the… rebelliousness of those conquered is my guess. My designation for example is Psi Omikron-1578, but you may call me Psi.”

      “So, my name would be Pax? But my title is Delecti?”

      “Correct,” she said as she buzzed over to my shoulder and landed on it. I had to admit it was weird, but kind of fun, talking to someone that could sit on my shoulder. “The Delecti is chosen from the candidates of fallen peoples. Those that were conquered by the empire. Using magic of some sort that is different from my own and I don’t understand.”

      “So many questions,” I said, “How much time do we have till the next… trial?”

      “You have the day to recover. Which should be plenty. Tomorrow you will decide on your second companion and one who can help you fight.”

      “Second?”

      “I am your first,” she said. I thought I saw her redden out of the corner of my eye, but I couldn’t be sure without turning my head and probably knocking her off my shoulder. “I am not a fighter… not yet at any rate. According to the archives I am allowed to see, my full form is capable of combat in some way. I’m just not sure how.”

      “So, what can you do now?”

      “I can heal you as I did here,” she said, jumping off my shoulder and fluttering to the other side and landing on the one that was previously wounded and still pink. “Guide you with knowledge the empire lets me have, my memory is eidetic, and I remember everything I see. Lastly, I can fix your equipment in various and complex forms. Including the battle armor, you will eventually take with you into combat. Though that is very difficult and… time-consuming.”

      “Woah, battle armor?” I asked, not able to help but feel a little bit excited at the idea.

      “Yes… what that is I don’t know yet. They say I will get that information should we both survive.”

      “Both?”

      “Yes,” she said, her head dropping. Even though she was too small to make out all the details on her face, I could tell she was hesitant. “I am… or will be, bonded to you. Forever.”

      “Hey,” I said, lifting my hand and as gently as possible reaching up to her. I didn’t touch her, but I placed my finger right in front of her hoping she would reciprocate. “I don’t want to risk your life too. Is there a way around that?”

      She lifted her face to mine, and I saw a small smile form. When she reached out with her tiny hand and placed it on my finger, what felt like a small current of power transferred between us. It was like a small shock after you rub your feet on the carpet …

      Whatever memory that jogged was gone faster than it came, and it forced me to shake my head.

      “Thank you, Delecti,” she said, a little shakily as she held her balance on my shoulder. “But no, my only chance to live is with you now. They won’t let me have another.”

      “Damn, Okay,” I said, “I guess we are stuck with each other then. I promise to try not to let you down.”

      “I will place my faith in you and do all that I can to assist.”

      “Do you ever get these almost memories that pop into your head but disappear?”

      “At first,” she said, “It happens to the others too. I don’t know what causes it, but the other Sidhe thinks it is how the Empire keeps control of your abilities to function. The memories associated with knowledge are so closely aligned that it takes a while to adjust. I have been awake again for months though, and they don’t happen like they used to.”

      “Good to know. So, what’s next, you said we have to pick another tomorrow. What about today?”

      “Yes,” she said, jumping off and fluttering up in front of me. “Tomorrow we will pick a third for combat. You will have several to choose from those that match your resonance. Each of them will join you in combat with an Angul just like today so you can evaluate and pick which one is best.”

      “I have to fight more of those things?”

      “Correct, and they will be stronger than that one. The empire doesn’t care if you die, they only want the best to succeed. So, each time will be a grave risk. But at least I can heal you now... with effort. But it will be easier after the bond.”

      “You’ve mentioned that bond. What is that?”

      “We will join as one,” she said, her face getting red again. “Forever. It is how they make sure the fighting team is always loyal to each other. Feel each other’s location and surface thoughts and feelings. We will continue to become closer to each other and our team forever. In fact, other than the death of one of its members, we will never be able to separate again.”

      “This bond is forever?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      “Damn, really glad you’re calming me right now, or I might be freaking out a little,” I said, the nervous chuckle that came out showed that maybe it wasn’t as effective as it was supposed to be.

      She giggled, her tiny voice sounding almost like tiny bells. “I may also be calming myself as well, I must admit. So, I may not be fully suppressing your stress responses.”

      “So then, who do we pick tomorrow?” I said, changing the subject seemed far preferable than dwelling on the fact I was more or less getting married for the rest of my life to an eight-inch-tall girl with wings.

      “We will cover that in the morning. For now…” She hesitated, again turning a bright red, which was cute on such a small face. “We need to finish our bond. We will both require the night to recover from that.”

      “Fine,” I sighed. “What do we do? Some kind of ceremony of magic or something?”

      Something about casually talking about magic seemed weird to me, but I just shrugged it off.

      “Of a sort…” She fluttered away from me a few feet, then the motes of light that glided around her began to grow intense in their color and sped up. “For this, the empire will be giving me a temporary supply of power so that I can assume my future potential form if I ever gain enough power of my own.”

      Out of nowhere, several bolts of what looked like lightning slammed into my cute little fairy, causing her to explode in a firework of light and smoke I couldn’t see through.

      “Psi!” I yelled as I jumped off the table and rushed to where I last saw her to see if she was alright. I didn’t want to crush her, so I stopped before I hit the large smoke plume that encompassed the area that she flew in.

      I waved my arms to try and clear it, but much to my surprise, instead of open air with smoke, I hit a solid object.
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      “Ow!” Psi yelled, and I pulled my arms back quickly.

      But it wasn’t in the tiny chime like tone I had heard before. While still small, and feminine, it sounded… more.

      Of what I couldn’t tell you.

      “Psi?” I asked.

      “Almost there,” she replied.

      “What’s going on?”

      “There!” she said as the smoke dissipated like it had never existed.

      Before me stood Psi, more or less appearing as she did before. However, instead of a seven- or eight-inch-tall fairy stood a five-and-a-half-foot girl with wings. The golden motes of light no longer floating around her, and instead, her skin seemed to have golden spots of yellow light that traveled up and down her skin.

      “This is my form when I become a full Sidhe,” she said, looking down to admire her own full form. “It will take a lot of power of mine own in order to reach this form, but the empire can provide it to me from time to time when we are… resting.”

      In her full form she was the cute girl next door type. Her hair was midnight black while at the same time seemed to shimmer a purple reflection off the room light that I could barely fathom how it was even possible. Her face was a porcelain that seemed almost doll like with reddish hues around the cheeks.

      Her eyes were black with only the barest hint of a white outline around the irises. Her lips were full and bright red without even the barest hint of lipstick.

      Lipstick?

      Another word and another image tried to break through whatever barriers were keeping them from me. This one actually caused a little bit of pain, and I winced, grabbing my head.

      “Are you okay, Delecti?” Psi asked, coming forward and grabbing my head, pulling me down towards her chest.

      “Yeah, memory tried to get out, and it hurt this time.” I groaned.

      Now with a great view down the front of her almost sheer blue dress. Her breasts were not huge, but they were perky and still gave a shape that my lower half started to respond to instantly. That made me realize I was standing before her fully naked.

      I moved my left hand over to cover myself, the proximity between us not helping at all.

      “Let me try to relieve the pain,” she said, her cute voice coming from her lips right next to my ears.

      My reaction intensified, and soon I was at full mast.

      “Um, we need to stop doing this…” I said, pulling from her grip and turning my erection away from her.

      “What is it?” she asked with a twinge of hurt in her voice. “Did I do something wrong, Delecti?”

      “No… Not at all, actually. I just… had a natural reaction to a woman’s presence. I didn’t want you to be offended or something. The pain is almost gone, let me just… breath for a minute.”

      “Do you mean your erection?” she asked, walking around the side and pointing at my still rock-hard cock, forcing me to use both hands to cover myself.

      Rather unsuccessfully, I might add, as it still stuck past both of my hands, forcing me to turn away from her once again.

      “Yes, sorry. I can’t help it when a beautiful girl has me pressed against her. I am guessing it’s been a while for me.”

      “There is no reason to be ashamed, Delecti…” she cooed. “Did you just call me beautiful?”

      “I… did. Like I said, just give me a second, and I’ll get it under control,” I said, my voice straining.

      “No, that makes it easier, actually. I find you quite attractive as well.”

      Confusion hit me like a ton of bricks. Was she…

      “Huh?” came my witty response. “Make what easier?”

      “The bonding, of course. Mutual attraction makes it much more pleasurable. I had to watch some training aids on the process and the examples were not… of things that I would want to do that with. You however are much more pleasant than the trolls I saw mating.”

      “Wait… bonding… mating… are you saying the next step is for us to…”

      “Join,” she said when I stopped. Moving around in front of me once more, this time I didn’t bother to turn away. “Yes, it helps with the magic that will connect us. It… what is the words? It stitches the natural connections formed between two beings when they join even more and makes them permanent. At least, that is what I understand.”

      I dropped my hands, my raging hard on almost jumping up and down of its own accord. Apparently, my little man was all on board with this.

      “Well…” I said, thinking about this. From the sounds of it we didn't have much of a choice. We were stuck together anyways, and damn, she was good looking. But I had to be sure, consent in the matter seemed something that was important to me. I couldn’t remember the details of my life before, but I knew who I was regardless.

      That was a man who never took a woman against their will.

      “Are you sure this is what you want?” I finally asked.

      “I…” She began, stopped in her own thoughts. “Yes. Before now I just thought of it as the next logical step. But as I look at you, I can feel myself fluttering on the insides and my body… desiring your touch.”

      Her face turned bright red, and it was the cutest thing I ever saw. My body almost grabbed her on its own accord, but I held back just by the thinnest of margins.

      “Then… what do we do next?” I asked, finding my breathing speeding up.

      I could see her own pulse quickening in her neck. Her own breathing hitching as she stared down at my massive hard on.

      “As soon as we join, and according to the teachings I was given, in the throes of passion it will happen on its own.”

      “What will happen exactly?”

      “The nexus will reach out and connect us as one. Together for life. We will become the central components of our Seraphim team. Working together, with the others that will join, to protect the borders of the empire.”

      “And they all join… in the same way?”

      “Yes,” she said as she looked down. “Together.”

      “So, you’re saying that I… with you… Then we with them?”

      She nodded then sent her hand up to her right ear pulled a bit of her hair that had broken loose back behind it before looking back up to me.

      I had to think for a minute. I had no memory of who I was, what was right or not. Something felt… off…  about this to whatever remnants of me was still able to peak through the veil that this empire put on me.

      But another part of me absolutely could get on board with this. My manhood’s sudden twitching told me exactly where that part lived inside of me.

      So… I made my decision.

      I felt a confidence well up inside me like a part of me knew what to do exactly when a willing woman was in front of me. I just let it take control.

      I walked up, her face coming up to me as though snapped out of the trance that had her staring at my staff. I reached my hand up and took her chin, pointing it even farther upwards, then leaning down to kiss her on the lips.

      She melted into me as soon as our mouths joined. It was a simple kiss on the lips, nothing more. She pressed her tiny body up to mine, her stomach covering my hardened shaft. The fabric of her dress felt like the most expensive of silks and I felt myself pulse into her.

      “Mmm,” she moaned into me as she began rubbing herself on my shaft. We broke away for a second, our eyes only a hand-width apart as she looked up at me with those strange black eyes. A cute smile framing her face and her breathing rapid.

      “Yes… I want this,” she said. “Take me and make me yours, Delecti.”

      Not needing to be told twice I reached my hand to the back of her head, putting my fingers through her cool silky dark hair and grabbed firm.

      “Oh!” she said in a combination of a moan and a squeak.

      I pressed her lips to mine again, and this time my tongue came out to meet hers.

      While I was forceful and aggressive, she was tentative and hesitant.

      At first.

      Just a moment passed before I felt through the link the desire that overcame her indecision. Returning my passion tenfold.

      We stayed like that for a time, my right hand tied in her hair, my left caressing the side of the body. Her palms pressed up against my chest, not trying to push me off but grasping my thick pectorals like they were hand grips.

      I traced my fingers up and down through her soft dress, easily feeling the tight skin and petite body beneath. My exploration led me to her pert mounds which were just barely over a handful in her current size.

      “Oh,” she moaned beneath me, breaking the kiss with her breath. “I… didn’t know they were so sensitive to you touch.”

      “Do you not like it?” I asked.

      While I figured I knew the answer, I wanted to be sure.

      “Just… surprised at the pleasure. They never did that when I… explored myself.”

      “Well, I look forward to finding out all of what makes you feel pleasure.” I let go of her hair and reached up, taking the sides of her dress and moved the straps to the side. However, there was one slight problem.

      I reached for the ties before she stopped me.

      “Oh… here.” She said and her wings dissipated in a sparkle of golden lights.

      “Handy,” I said.

      She giggled and I finished pushing the straps over her arms and she let the dress pool down at her feet. I took a step back and admired her fully naked form.

      It was stunning.

      Just like I would imagine a human woman in every way. Though I couldn’t exactly be sure without memories. Everything about her felt right though.

      Other than what was on her head, she didn’t have a single hair anywhere on her body. Her petite frame still had just the right number of curves to it.

      My dick almost leaped in its reaction to seeing her in front of me, demanding that it get its due right that second.

      “Oh my,” she said, her hand starting to reach toward it. “Is that painful?”

      “Only in the sense that it tells me how much it wants you right now. It is being… quite needy,” I said with a smile.

      “I… read about something that should help with that. Here, let me…”

      Rather than speak, she closed the distance between us and dropped to the floor on both knees, her face directly in front of my engorged shaft as she stared at it.

      “I… am not sure I will do it right.”

      “I’m sure it will be fine.” I told her, her nose just in front of the head as her finger touched the tip and wiped some of the precum off. My dick jumped again at her touch, her eyes widening in surprise. “But if you don’t do something soon, I might lose my mind here.”

      She looked hesitant. Unsure of herself. I decided to take matters into my own hands so to speak.

      I grabbed her hair again, eliciting another squeak as I grabbed my shaft and lined it up for her mouth. She didn’t hesitate this time, she opened wide, and I put the head directly inside.

      Her soft lips closed gently around my girth and her tongue swirled around the tip. I didn’t press further, letting her get used to it.

      Her eyes peered up at me in question.

      “Good start,” I groaned. Even the simple and unskilled ministrations feeling beyond wonderful. “Take more of it when you can.”

      She nodded up at me and closed her eyes to focus, slowly engulfing me deeper and deeper in her mouth. My hand gently guided her in the motions that felt right.

      After a few moments at the tip, she decided to go deeper, taking more than a third of me inside her mouth almost to the back of her throat. Her throat squeezed, but she resisted gagging, putting her hands up to my thighs and pushing off.

      I let her go, worried I’d pushed her too far as she heaved for a breath.

      “Are you okay?”

      Her black eyes looked up, tears threating to break out but nodded. “Unexpected… but enjoyable. Let me try again.”

      This time she grabbed my shaft with her own hand, rubbing her saliva from the tip up and down my shaft which sent new waves of pleasure up through my spine. Then she placed it back in her mouth and pushed her head all the way forward, almost two thirds of the way down.

      I almost passed out from the waves of pleasure that radiated throughout my body. She pulled back but didn't release. Instead taking a short breath and impaling her mouth yet again as she went down even further.

      She continued this, speeding up faster and faster as she worked into a rhythm, and I knew I wouldn’t last long like this.

      I pulled her hair back and forced her to release me. She looked up in shock.

      “I won’t last long like that,” I said. “Your turn.”

      I pulled the small girl up then released her hair. My eyes never breaking contact with her until I picked her up by the waist and almost threw her in the air as I spun her around.

      “Oh!” she said in surprise, now facing away from me as I caught her just above the curve in her hips. My desire and need almost making me feral in my movements, and I could feel I was losing control to my lust.

      I didn’t care. I was about to take what I now considered mine. With her lifted in my arms I walked her over to the table I woke up on and placed her on it so that she was bent over with her legs dangling in the air, and I let go of her hips and put my fingers right on her ass cheeks.

      “What are you— Oh!” she squealed that last part as I knelt behind her and shoved my tongue into her wet and waiting slit.

      Need, desire, and want. All those feelings came up inside me and overwhelmed me.

      I needed to claim this girl.

      I desired her to be mine.

      I wanted to make her feel.

      I communicated that when I devoured her. The taste of her was sweeter and greater than anything I had ever experienced in my life. I knew that, even without my memories. The hints and cracks in whatever the mysterious empire had done confirmed that for me.

      “Oh goddess” she almost screamed as I licked her up and down. I added my index finger to stimulate her clit as I ate her center like a starving man enjoying his first dinner in weeks. It was only moments before she exploded. “Fuck!”

      Her entire body convulsed like she was being shocked. Her legs twitched and her arms gripped the table.

      Her wings also reappeared on her back, fluttering like mad as she came.

      She fell on the table in a heap, her entire body limp from the ecstasy her body just went through.

      “I…” she heaved. “I didn’t know it could be that…”

      “My turn again,” I said.

      My voice feral, husky with barely contained lust for this diminutive girl as I stood above her to my full height.

      Her head turned towards me, a slight moment of panic at the raging beast standing over her like a predator. But I saw it the moment her eyes saw me, and that moment of panic fled and was replaced with her own need and desire to be claimed.

      Her wings once again dissipated, she pushed herself over, but it was too slow. I grabbed her hips and spun her on to her back with one of her now trademark squeaks.

      “Make me yours,” she said, her eyes glued to me as I pulled her legs up to my chest and readied myself to give her that wish.

      Her entrance was soaked, and I slid in perfectly. The size was not a factor when there was that much lubrication involved. I was slow and deliberate but didn't stop for a moment, as I pushed inside.

      “Oh…” she said, her eyes closing from the latest sensation. “It’s so… I feel it splitting me in half.”

      I could only grunt in acknowledgment, my need for her so great and powerful. It was taking all my effort to go slow and not hurt her.

      Once fully inside, her moans hit a high pitch. I backed out, the last of my will keeping me slow and steady as I moved back and forth a few times to get her used to me.

      “Fuck me!” she pleaded.

      That was the last of my will.

      Without holding back, I went all out, slamming into my Aes Sidhe repeatedly so that I could hear the slaps of skin echoing off the walls. Her voice pierced the air as she screamed out over and over in a language I didn’t understand.

      “De luminio dios ve! De luminio dios ve!” she said in a staccato cadence in time with my thrusts. Over and over, she said the words as I quickly hit my end point.

      A blinding flash overcame my eyes, and I finally released all of my pent-up seed inside Psi, and I felt the Nexus form between us.

      It was like suddenly having the person you want to spend the rest of your life cuddled up next to you in front of an open fire. But instead of just feeling their skin on yours, you felt exactly what they felt as well - their worries, their fears, and their doubts. But more than that, you sensed those things becoming less important when that person realized you also shared their burdens with them.

      Neither of us were alone nor would we ever be again.

      The rest of the world could burn, and we would spit on its ashes if we had each other.

      I collapsed, her arms pulling me in tight and never letting me pull out. Her legs joined in as she held me in place so I wouldn’t fall on the floor from the sudden exhaustion that came over me.

      “Rest,” she said. “I will hold this form and comfort you while you recover.”

      I looked into her eyes one more time, knowing exactly what she was feeling, and I smiled at the shared bond between us. With absolute trust, I let my eyes close and drift off into sleep.
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            CHAPTER 5

          

          DEJA VU

        

      

    

    
      “Wake up, Delecti,” the tiny voice said.

      A feeling of deja-vu came over me as I struggled to place what was going on. My brain felt jumbled and…

      Why did I feel like there was someone else’s thoughts intruding on my own? Like a voice, I could just barely hear but not quite make out…

      My eyes opened quickly, and the first thing I saw was my little fairy. She was back to her seven or eight inches of height, flying over me with little motes of golden light orbiting her like her own little solar system once again.

      “Psi?”

      “Yes, my Delecti,” she said, hovering down and landing gracefully on my naked chest.

      I had to lift my head to look down at her. Her radiant smile met my gaze, and her hair seemed to be floating in a breeze that I couldn’t feel.

      She looked stunning, even in her reduced size.

      But I could feel her now, her happiness and excitement at whatever we were to each other through this new bond.

      “I can… feel you?”

      “Yes,” she said, a little giggle coming from her lips that sounded like tiny bells. “We will always be able to sense each other now. Distance can quiet it some, but you should always be able to tell where we are and what we are feeling. According to my teachings, this lets you better… react to your team even in conditions of high stress. It will expand as we grow in power. To what heights? They haven't said.”

      “There is still so much I don’t know about what is going on,” I said, resting my head back on the table. Psi walked up my chest and jumped up to sit on my chin so I could still see her.

      I had to admit, that was a little weird.

      “It will all be told to you, just a little at a time. I am not supposed to overwhelm you with information, or it might be harmful, but I can tell you a little.”

      “Please?”

      “As I said, you were selected by the empire as a Delecti for the Seraphim Rangers. Basically, the empire’s answer to the many threats along its borders from those they haven’t conquered or destroyed. We are both from species that they have… acquired already.”

      “So… who are the people that make up the empire if we are… not them?”

      “I don’t know, Delecti. I have never seen them since waking up here like you, with no memories. Nor do they tell us. We are just given access to limited information that we can learn through the library.”

      “That seems weird.”

      “It does,” she agreed and shrugged. “But the options are few for us to do anything about it. We live or die by their command. I have seen some who have refused to do as they are bid. Well, I saw them, but I haven't seen them again since they refused. They simply disappeared in a great light that overtook them. Similar to the portal you saw yesterday that released the Angul.”

      A shudder ran through me. I wasn’t sure why, but I had a feeling that whatever memories were being suppressed just reacted poorly to the thought of what they do to those who resist.

      “Okay, we do what we are told then. For now, at least. What is next for us then?”

      Her smile was soft. I could feel through our bond her understanding of what I am going through. I knew she was going through the same.

      “Well,” she said, “the next step is for us to go shopping.”

      “Shopping? For what?”

      “For the rest of your team. We will look at those deemed compatible with you and then you can select the first one you wish to make up your team. If you like them, you will bond with them. If you don’t…”

      “What happens?”

      “They are recycled, and you pick replacements.” She said and shrugged. “If you like them then you will form a nexus with them as well.”

      “Shit,” I said, “I am guessing being recycled isn’t exactly good?”

      “They don’t say anything more than recycled. So, I can’t be sure. But nothing about the empire so far has suggested that they are capable of anything good.”

      “Okay,” I said as I let out a deep breath through my nose. “So, we just have to pick well. How does it work?”

      “Eventually you will have a team of five total that join you, counting me and you. That means we will have to pick three more. One at a time. The first thing to decide is what sex you want your team to be, both are allowed based on whatever is your preference.”

      “So, if I pick a big bruiser male on my team I get that combat power… but…”

      “Yes, Delecti. You would have to join with him in the nexus just as you and I did.”

      “Well, that throws that out the window. No thanks. Women it is.”

      “I felt that from you but had to be sure. Some of the other Delecti have chosen the same sex even with similar… preferences. They judge the combat power that some males can add to be worth it.”

      “I’m good,” I said, shaking my head. “I won’t judge anyone's choices. But… just no thanks. Women can be just as valuable and capable as any men if you set things up right.”

      “Agreed,” she said, her warm smile getting even larger as she pushed off and fluttered above me. “So, shall we?”

      “Sure, why not. Let’s go pick more women for me to…” I trailed off and just shrugged.

      I glanced at the door and then around the room again. This wasn't the same room I started in unless they removed the weapons. “Where are we by the way? It’s not the same room, is it?”

      “It both is and is not the same room.” She said, “The training grounds are made up of the empire’s magic. That doorway you see will actually transport you where you are allowed to be. For now, you are restricted to the arena and the choosing grounds.”

      “Where else is there?”

      “There is a shared training ground where you can meet the others. When you fully form your team, eventually you will compete against them as well. Those matches, I’m told, are watched by the imperial citizens as a type of sport.”

      “So, it’s a sport as well as some kind of training?”

      “That is my understanding, yes. From what the others have mentioned,” she said, “Now, we should go.”

      I slid off the table and walked towards the door, figuring my nakedness didn’t matter here. “So how do we… I don’t know, graduate from this place?”

      “Only when you are judged ready will you be allowed to leave. When your team is complete, and you have participated enough to gain the fifth rank.”

      “Rank?”

      She hovered in front of me and stopped. “Close your eyes,” she said gently, a small smile on her tiny red lips.

      I did, trusting her completely.

      “Now, this might take a second for your mind to understand and process, but you should be able to see the representation of your team if you focus on it. So relax your thoughts, and try to see an interface.”

      I did as she said, and nothing jumped out at me. I felt for the connection to where she flew just a few inches from my face. It was like a tether connected us. Like a string pulling on my heart that went right into her, allowing me to judge where she was and what state her emotions were in.

      They were alien from my own, yet I felt I could still interpret them based on what I could feel. There was uncertainty, fear, and all the other things I suspected we both felt being in the situation we were in without the memories of our lives to base our conditions on.

      Yet there was also hope, and excitement - a feeling of… satisfaction at what we’d done together and the bond we shared.

      I wondered if she felt the same things coming from me.

      “I sense your curiosity, Delecti. I feel what you feel as well. That makes me glad that you were able to pass the first trial. Now focus,” she said then giggled.

      I couldn’t help my small smirk as I tried to find the interface again. This time, I used the tether as a guide and followed it back into my center where it seemed attached.

      “That is your core, Delecti. That is where your power will come from as you form the nexus with the others.”

      “What does it do?”

      “Many things, depending on who you share the nexus with and what they bring to the group. It is the hub of your nexus.”

      “So, this is my interface?”

      “Think of it as where we tie to you. It was granted to you by the empire. You will have to decide what that interface looks like to you though. It is different for everyone.”

      Now that I knew where and what it was, I decided to try and use my own logic on it. So, if this was a kind of… central computer.

      A flash of an image slammed into my mind. It broke past whatever barriers kept my memories at bay and suddenly I knew what a computer was and what it could do.

      Most especially, I remember… games? Things I did on a computer that allowed me to entertain myself for hours at a time.

      It was strange remembering things and the experiences behind them. The details, however, were only a blur. They were in a haze, and all I could see was the device and the game itself… if I tried to focus on any one detail like who else was there or whom I might have spoken to… They seemed just out of reach.

      “What is wrong, Delecti?”

      “Just the way I can remember certain aspects of things but not the entire thing itself.” I shook my head. “It’s like sand slipping through your fingers, but I know enough of what I need to at least. I think I have this now.”

      I pulled up from my limited memories an interface of sorts. In the center was a picture of me. Or at least I thought it was me. I hadn’t actually looked in a mirror or anything since I’d arrived.

      My reflection was a roguish-looking boy in his early twenties if I were to guess. He had dark hair that fell over his head, just like I could feel mine doing now, and a strong jaw. His eyes were a shade of green that seemed unnatural though.

      The sclera was white as it should be, but both the irises and pupils were a shade of green that seemed to be almost neon.

      “Psi? Are my eyes green? Like all of them?”

      “Yes, Delecti. Here, let me show you.”

      She hovered in front of me and a few of the motes of light came together and before me a square formed that reflected my own face back to me. I glanced at myself for a long moment. The face there looking back at me was exactly like the one in the interface.

      I knew it was not me, or at least not who I was.

      “What did they do to me?”

      “I do not know exactly,” Psi said. “They enhanced you. Each of the Delecti is enhanced in a way that will work well with their species and strengths. Each one is different, even from others of their kind.”

      “Okay,” I said. The mirror dissipated, and I focused back on the interface in my mind’s eye. I made it overlap my vision so that it showed in the bottom right of my eyes. I wanted it where I could see the information at a quick glance, but it didn’t take up my vision fully.

      I could also dismiss it so that it didn’t distract me.

      Next up was to enhance it. Psi’s picture formed with a solid gold line from her image to mine. Her image was of her more human-like form I was with last night.

      A smile formed when I thought about her petite body and her small breasts. My body reacted a little but more importantly, the picture on the interface pulled up the same. I only took a moment to admire it before mentally changing it to the one of her now, flying in front of me before I had a hard problem growing once again.

      “You look like you are ready for another go, Delecti,” she said with a giggle and went and landed on my rising shaft. “However, I will not be able to use the imperial power to get to the proper size until we bring our next team member into the nexus.”

      “Uh,” I said, trying not to slap her off my almost fully erect cock. “If there is nothing that we can do about that right now, I would really appreciate you not landing there. It makes things… difficult to focus.”

      Another giggle and she leapt into the air and fluttered up to the tip, kissing it once then flying in front of my face as I groaned from the hint of contact.

      “Can you give me clothes or something now? Might make it easier to function.”

      “I can do that,” she said, and the lights once again formed a simple tunic and pants over my body.

      “Thank you,” I said. “What else can I do with this interface?”

      “You can allocate the points that you earn to yourself or your team and let them level their own powers.”

      “Points?”

      “Yes, I can’t tell you much more about them until after you form your team. You can’t earn the points until you face other teams in combat.”

      I sighed, again with the limited information. “Fine, shall we go pick the next team member then?”

      “Follow me,” she said as she flew towards the door, which opened for her without any touch or command. I could only shrug and follow her out into the hallway which had appeared on the other side.
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      We entered another chamber. This one was a long gray room with five dais-like raised platforms in a semicircle. The room itself was very large for what was inside.

      The first two of the Dais’ already had statues in them. The first one on the left was one of me. It looked almost exactly like the image in my interface and was the same dimensions to me as I stood in front of it.

      The only thing different that I could identify was that it was a solid gray stone in my natural state rather than flesh-colored in home-spun-looking clothes.

      “Welcome to your choosing room,” Psi said. “This will eventually be turned into your team room but for now we need to figure out who the rest of the team is. Starting with your second after me.”

      My eyes swept to the next Dais. It held Psi in her larger form almost exactly from my memories last night. The detail was perfect and if not for the obvious gray stone it was made from, I would think it was almost alive.

      Then I walked up to the first empty one. It was a flat surface of what looked like a marble stone with flecks of shiny metallic flakes covering it.

      “What do I do?” I asked.

      “Decide the next, let me show you.” She sent out a single one of her golden balls of light and it hit the Dais. An image came to life in a blue light and before me was literally hundreds of pictures of men, women, and beasts. Some of whom only somewhat had a humanoid shape I could recognize.

      “Holy shit,” I said. “What are all these…”

      I stopped since I didn’t have a word.

      “These are all the beings that have been judged as compatible with your mental acuity and personality type. But let me remove all the males as you have requested.”

      After another ball of light hitting the dais, the hundreds of tiny images were reduced to half their number, and I searched. Not all of them are what I would remotely say I was attracted to. Some looked like animals.

      “I hate to sound like a bigot but considering the other requirement for this job of a more personal nature, let’s do humanoid only. I am not sure I could… perform with some of these.”

      After another tiny giggle and a third mote of light, the images reduced to about fifty. It was much more manageable, at least.

      “Can I touch or manipulate them?”

      “Yes,” Psi said. “The interface will react to both of us the same and is highly adaptive.”

      I reached forward and my pointer finger touched a single image of a human looking girl. As soon as I did the image became large, almost lifelike in the dais as if she were standing there. Just like the statues, only in a blue hazy see-through type of image.

      “So, you can’t tell me anything that might help us in the next round? Like, will it be another Angul? Or two?”

      “I cannot, Delecti. I am not allowed to know since I will be participating as well.”

      “Wait, you’re going in there with me? I mean, whoever I choose and me?”

      “Yes, I will be your healer and scout. Those are my strengths. I do have some limited ability to attack, but it is…” She trailed off.

      “What?”

      “I am just at my smallest form, so my abilities to actually help you are limited. I want to do as much as I can for you… for us. To help us succeed.”

      “Healing is probably the most important thing you can do to be honest. If I take another hit like I did last time… let’s just say I was almost out of the fight and would have died if I didn’t get lucky.”

      Our eyes met, and even with the size difference, I could sense her feelings for me swell inside.

      “Thank you,” she said, her voice tiny but her emotions were fierce.

      “Okay,” I said. “Let’s do this, let’s go with the assumption that we will face two of those Anguls for now. So, show me the fastest ones. I would love to have a tank, but I doubt it would handle that laser cock beam that thing had. We will need speed since it was slow.”

      The girl I was looking at disappeared and was replaced by four pictures of women. One was human, the others were some kind of cat girl, a blond elf, and finally, an orc.

      “What else can I see about them?” I asked.

      “Let me try this for you.” Psi said and then the still images went to some kind of video of their combat matches with their own Anguls.

      “Does everyone start off with the same foe?”

      “Yes, as much as I can tell. The Anguls are one of the most common types of being encountered on the borders. Both a scout and a… kind of weapons platform is how it was described in the library I have access to.”

      “No, it’s good. That gives me a baseline,” I said as I watched all four of them defeat their foe. The cat girl brought no weapons and destroyed the thing with its claws. But not till after it took a few very close calls. “Cat girl here is all attack and no thinking. Pass.”

      She disappeared, leaving the other three. The human looked like a gymnast mixed with a martial artist. She killed the thing with a spear after sliding under its legs and missing the giant leg cock thing. Stabbing it up into where the creature’s ball sack would have been if it had some.

      Impressive, in its own right, so I didn't dismiss her. But nothing else about her stood out to me. I focused instead on the other two instead.

      The orc was pure savagery. She had a sword that flicked in and out as it removed the Angul’s appendages one at a time. I appreciated everything about it as she showed no fear whatsoever, moving quickly, yet with determination.

      Another good choice.

      Finally, I watched the Elf girl’s fight.

      She impressed me the most of them all. She started with a katana-like sword and a bow with a quiver of arrows strapped to her left hip. When the Angul appeared, she didn’t move. Only studying the thing with a stoic expression on her face.

      When the thing fired its laser arm she rolled to the left and when she stopped, she stood, stayed perfectly still, and watched it as it slowly started to recharge. She fired a single arrow at the eye just like I did with my spear. The thing managed to shift a few inches just like what happened to me.

      She was studying it and doing a better job than I managed in my first go around. Never using more energy than she had to. Yet still managed to avoid every attack.

      After the second blast that she ducked, I could tell she had its measure. She pulled out two arrows from her quiver and fired them both in quick succession. The first arrow missed when it did its side shift thing.

      But it shifted right into the path of the second which pierced one of its two fish-like eyes on its head.

      A third arrow came as fast as she could pull it out of the quiver, and she took both of the eyes of the beast without hesitation.

      The Angul for its part lost its mind. It shook and thrashed its limbs, and I was glad that the video I was watching had no sound to go along with it.

      The elf girl dropped the arrow and the now empty quiver and pulled out her sword as she ran at the Angul at full speed. With a giant leap in the air and a finesse filled swing, the katana went right through the head of the beast. Soon it was rolling along the ground next to the collapsing body of the Angul.

      “She is my first,” I said without a moment’s further thought. “Keep the other two for later, both have potential. Also…”

      “What is it, Delecti?”

      “Need to find me a tank. Someone that can hold a shield and take damage with it. But we can do that for the next round. For now, let’s choose the elf.”

      “Done,” Psi said, and the images disappeared, replaced by the statue of the elf in front of me. “She will be awakened and meet us at the entrance to the arena.”

      “What?” I asked. “We don’t even get to talk or anything before we fight?”

      “Only for a moment,” Psi said, then must have seen the scowl that formed on my face. “I don’t make the rules Delecti. I agree with you in fact. But I can only follow what they allow me.”

      “Nothing makes sense with them, does it?” I glanced up at her, where she floated above me.

      “It does not,” she agreed.

      “Well, let’s go get ready for our action-packed interview with an elf and see how it goes.”

      “The weapons are this way, Delecti,” Psi said, and I followed her out of the team room and into the empty hallway once more.
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      “Just going with the same set of weapons,” I said to Psi.

      “I think that is a wise choice since we don’t know what we will be facing. A mix of range and closeup.” I could hear the nervousness in her voice and felt it along the link we shared.

      “Did you not have a fight yet?” I asked.

      “N… No. I woke up with a purpose. This will be my first. My species isn't built for fighting until we are fully formed.”

      “I’ll protect you then,” I said, stopping with my weapons in my hand and turning to face her. The spear was about the same height, even if it had a trident on the end instead of a single point. This time Psi generated a simple leather belt that I put the rapier in on my left side with the short sword easily reachable on the back side. “Just heal me if things go wrong. But stay out of the fight unless you can see an opportunity. Trust your instincts but be cautious.”

      “Yes, Delecti,” she hovered over to me, kissing the tip of the nose. I almost had to look cross-eyed at her to see her small smile. “Thank you.”

      “Where will… what was her name again?”

      “Luda Epsilon-8715”

      “Luda, huh. Okay, where will she meet us?”

      “In the next chamber before we enter the arena.”

      “So, we should have a few seconds at least.”

      “Yes, but not many.”

      “Okay, I’m ready. Are you?”

      She fluttered up and away. “With you, I think anything is possible. I am leaning on the confidence I feel through you and the Nexus. I do feel nervous still… but ready.”

      “Good, stay behind me when we go in.”

      I turned and faced the door. I felt Psi float in behind me over my left shoulder.

      “Opening,” she said.

      The door opened to a small antechamber and in front of me was one of the most stunning blondes I had ever seen in my life. I couldn’t tell you how I knew that, given my memory loss, but I knew it was true and would have bet anything against any odds that it was true.

      She turned to the door and faced me, her expression stoic and hard. Her blonde hair cascaded down her back even with the two buns tied on the top of her head in a red silk ribbon. Her ears pointed out to the side several inches, but rather than feel odd on her they seemed to only enhance her beauty.

      She had blue eyes that seemed slanted inward more than I would have expected. Her nose was pert and cute, and her bright red lips were pressed in a serious expression that made me desire nothing more than to come up with a way to make her laugh and smile so I could die happy.

      Her dress was a sheer white almost see-through, and I could see the outline of her rather large nipples and areolas over her medium-sized breasts. The bow strapped to her chest only pushed the fabric in so that it brought the eye to them even more. The tone in her arms told me she was powerful, the shape of her hips enough to make any woman jealous.

      I forced my eyes back up before I could focus too long on her nether regions. I saw just the hint of the apex of her shapely thighs through the sheer dress and that was the last thing I needed to get distracted by before a fight.

      But I had seen enough of this girl to know that she was an absolute ten on any scale held by a being that preferred women.

      “What are you looking at?” Luda asked.

      Her voice was prim and proper and also full of attitude. The Katana in her hands came out in front of her like a shield.

      I sighed deeply.

      Of course, she is a bitch, just like every smoking hot blonde everywhere.

      I didn’t know for sure if what I said was true, but it felt accurate to me, like an experience I couldn’t remember. Well, maybe more of a stereotype. I couldn’t really be sure obviously, so I probably should apologize to any blonde women that may have been offended by my thoughts, just in case one of them could read them in this place.

      Saying that I also felt I knew exactly how to handle this since there was no time for any of this nonsense.

      “Look,” I said, grasping the bridge of my nose. “I’m going to go with the assumption that you woke up cranky, but you don’t start off a conversation before a fight with a worry about me ogling you when you are that hot. So, let's drop the attitude for survival's sake and start off with introductions. I guess my name is Pax, the sexy fairy over my shoulder here is Psi.”

      Her expression hardened and darkened. I could see her first reaction was to hit back hard with whatever insolent attitude she was cooking up. But I saw the expression on her face change as she stopped herself.

      Good.

      She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, opening them again with a much more subdued and controlled expression. Seeing the struggle and control play out on her face earned a few points back from me from her first impression.

      “I’m… sorry,” she forced the second word out like it was alien to her and her voice box was learning how to say it for the first time. “You are correct. There is little time, and this is life or death. I do not remember my real name, but the voice in the room called me… Luda.”

      “Great recovery,” I said. “Thank you, I know it cost you something. I’ll be sure to repay it. Luda, did they explain how things work here?”

      She nodded. “Yes, somewhat, I am to be a candidate for your… team.”

      “More or less,” I said, looking over to Psi who was now hovering to the side of my face. I could feel her doubts about the girl starting to form through the link. “I had nothing to do with it. Both of us are victims just like you. Any blame is square on the shoulders of this mysterious empire. We are at the point where we tote the company policy or… die.” I shrugged.

      “I don’t want to die just yet,” I continued. “And I am hoping that you don’t either. So, we play the game as best we can.”

      “I understand,” she said after a few moments. “This is… strange, but I will do what I can.”

      “Good, they are throwing us straight in the grinder in there. I don’t know what we will face, but we must work as a team. So, any issues you have with the system or me will have to wait till after and we can try and work them out. I don’t want to recycle you or whatever they call it, but if you don’t pull your weight I will without hesitation regardless of how hot you are. Got it?”

      Her face jerked back as though I hit her. I hated being hard like this, but we didn’t have the time for any bullshit attitudes either.

      “Yes,” she said.

      Psi zoomed right in front of the blonde elf’s face, making her flinch a second time.

      “Yes, what?” I had never heard Psi’s voice get so hard and cold.

      I honestly didn't think it was possible with that pitch.

      The confusion over the girl's face only lasted a moment.

      “Yes… Delecti,” she said, her eyes now cast downward to the floor.

      “Good,” Psi said to her, her voice relaxing. “Remember he is in charge and if you listen, you might live yet.”

      She nodded, her Katana going into her right hand at her side, and she adjusted the quiver of arrows sitting on her left hip. “I will do my part.”

      As she said that, the door slid open to the arena, and all of us jumped in place and faced the open space.

      “I'll go out first,” I said. “Luda, stay a few paces to my left and behind so we are not too bunched up. Psi, you know what to do. Let's go.”

      We stepped out of the doorway into the arena, my rapier and short sword tucked in the belt and the trident spear in both hands as I studied it just like the last time.

      Again, it was empty, but at least I didn’t feel alone.

      “Are the stands always empty?” I asked.

      “Until you get to the team matches,” Psi said. “Then you can watch the other competitors in between your own.”

      “We are just sport for someone?” Luda asked. The attitude from before was thankfully gone and this sounded like an honest question. “They explain nothing here.”

      “Yes, and preaching to the choir,” I said. “No memories and no explanation. Wonderful training program this empire has.”

      Luda didn’t respond, but a quick look over my shoulder showed she gave me a half smile at least.

      That was progress, I guess.

      “Portals forming. Prepare for combat,” the same monotone voice said.

      “More than one this time,” I said as we turned to the center where the two blue balls formed in the air just above the ground. “Focus on taking down the one on the right and then the other. Can you use those arrows to take out its eyes again Luda?”

      “Yes, Delecti,” she said, confidence in her tone as she placed the katana inside the quiver strap and pulled off the bow from over her shoulder with skilled hands.

      The twin balls of energy slammed into the ground, morphing into their plate-like forms. They began to rise, and I readied myself to rush to the one on the right, dropping down in a crouch with my spear before me.

      The disks started rising just like last time.

      “Hit the feet, slow them down!” I yelled.

      “Delecti!” Psi shrieked at the same time.

      A twang of a bow and the three clawed leg of the one on the left was pierced right in the foot, sticking it to the ground.

      Wait… three claws?

      “Those aren’t Anguls!” Psi screamed. “Those are Charun!”

      The portals picked that moment to increase their speed and soon it was over halfway up its ugly body.

      “What the fuck is a Charun?” I asked, the beast with the arrow sticking its foot to the ground started to convulse but was still unable to move.

      “It's a fast beast with poisonous claws. We shouldn’t be seeing one yet!”

      “Well shit. Stick the other one, Luda!”

      Before I even finished the words, another arrow twanged out of her bow, and it stuck the claw of the one on the right to the ground. I had no idea how effective it would be, but I hoped it would buy me the time I needed as I waited for just the right moment to move.

      These beasts were also covered in black chitin, though they had purple highlights all over their bodies in places. They had skinny legs with six razor-blade-like claws and protrusions along the hips and upper thighs that looked just as sharp.

      As the second one jerked in place from the arrow sticking out of its foot, the portal’s ascension showed the highlights transitioning from purple to red along the two bodies the higher they went. As the portals rose even more, my target of the large chitin armored chest came into view, and I began my run towards it.

      The arms and claws came out and they were twice as long as the ones along the feet. These were completely purple in color, and I knew I did not want to get hit by one. I was taking my second long step and bringing the spear up over my head for a downward thrust just as the portal came up over its head.

      The head looked like a skull with red and blue on top. Large chitin protrusion that looked like comically large alien ears jutted from its head.

      I took my third step and pushed up into the air as hard as I could.

      My eyes met whatever beady little black things it used for eyes, and I heard it screech in a high pitch noise that reminded me of an evil bat without wings.

      The portal disappeared and released it just as I came down on my final arc. The three tips of the trident went right through its head with a sickening crunch as I brought all my weight on it.

      I landed on the beast in a heap, its head stuck to the ground but its limbs still jerking.

      “Run!” Luda yelled, and I heard another twang of the bow and felt the wind from the arrow shaft as it sailed over my shoulder.

      I looked up just in time to see the arrow bounce off the chitin armored chest of the second as it broke free of the arrow holding it in place.

      I rolled to my left to get out of its way, trying to grab the rapier at the same time.

      But I wasn’t fast enough.

      The razor-like claws grazed across my back, and it felt like I was covered in flames. I lost my grip on the sword before I could finish pulling it out and it clattered its way to the ground away from me.

      “Fuck!” I yelled but continued my roll.

      “Pax!” I heard Psi scream.

      I heard the snip snap of a blade sliding through the air followed by the sounds of metal on metal.

      When I came to a stop, I looked up to see Luda move like a wraith as she attacked the Charun, her blade moving faster than I could see but the beast met her blows with its purple claws each time, resulting in a combination of white and purple sparks cascading around them.

      A cooling sensation hit my back like cold water to battle the flames of pain as I heard a little fluttering noise come in behind me.

      “Stay still while I heal you,” Psi said, I could hear the panic in her voice. “The claws are poisoned and stronger than steel. I need to fix it before it kills you.”

      The pain that was radiating out of the wounds started to recede as I lay on my side and watched the fight, unable to move for the moment.

      Luda’s hair moved like windmills around her as her body flowed gracefully through sword techniques that looked familiar, but I could never duplicate. She used finesse and speed to battle the creature that was stronger but not quite as lithe as her, and it seemed like a stalemate to me.

      “Hurry,” I croaked. “She may need me.”

      “I’m moving as fast as I can,”

      The Charun swiped its claws at Luda in a roundhouse and she literally bent backward in the best limbo move I had ever seen rather than block it. Only inches to spare between her breasts and the poison-tipped claws.

      Somehow, she windmilled her entire body around so that her right heel kicked the thing in the side of the head, sending it off balance while she landed on her feet.

      A second later the katana's blade swept through the air like lightning. Her strike was pure and focused, but it only took off one of the ear-like chitin protrusions and not the entire head. The Charun screamed like a teakettle but recovered quickly and kicked back at the elven girl.

      The hit was straight in her gut, and she flew backward toward the two of us. Her cry of pain told me it was brutal, and I wasn’t sure she was getting up from it.

      “Done!” Psi yelled.

      I could hear her fall to the ground behind me. Not having the time to check on her, I leaped up and grabbed the rapier where it sat, running to meet the threat before it could harm either of my girls.

      The Charun reared its body towards me, its front claws touching the ground as it prepared to meet me head-on. With the rapier in my right hand, I reached back and pulled out the short sword as well just as it started its forward lunge.

      I slid in the dirt underneath as it passed above me, shoving the short sword up and into the chest of the thing. Its claws darted out to graze my arm and cut giant slices into the meaty portion of my forearm.

      The damage was done.

      This time, it was the Charun that fell in a heap, wounded and shrieking out a painful cry.

      My left arm went limp, the poison coursing through it made the nerves dead. I could feel it spreading through my body.

      “Well, damn it,” I hissed, using the rapier blade to push myself off the ground.

      My balance was off as I tried to stand.

      The Charun got up and pulled the short sword out, blackish blood squirting out like a river, and I knew the thing was dead. Just how much damage it could do before it finally stopped moving was the question.

      I teetered, blackness at the edge of my vision. I was going to take this thing out before it could hurt anyone else. I took a few steps with the last of my energy and swiped down as hard as I could with it.

      Sparks flew as it managed to get a claw in front of my blade just in time. I almost fell backward, my strength wavering.

      It swiped out with its other claw, but I just managed to get the blade in front of me, clumsily blocking the swipe but it sent me down to the ground. I struggled to get the rapier up in front of me again and get off the ground, but I was close to done.

      “Hyah!” a powerfully feminine voice screamed as a blonde shadow came from behind to chop the things head off, sending it rolling at speed towards the end of the arena where it hit the stone walls with a bounce and came back towards its owner.

      Standing over the still-upright body of the Charun, the blonde angel faced us, black blood dripping off the edge of the blade. Her eyes were set on me as she studied me for a moment.

      “Psi?” she called out. “Wake up and help our Delecti before he dies. I feel I will have great need of him in the future.” A fierce smile showed on her face, but it was mixed with a tinge of worry in her eyes at my condition.

      A fluttering sounded near me as my vision started to go out, but I felt the cool energy beating back the flames that felt like they were burning in my blood.

      “Lie down, my Delecti,” Psi said, her tiny voice ringing in my ears. “I can heal this, just sleep for now.”

      I nodded, looking up at her floating form but not able to speak. I just tried to relax as she did her job.
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      “Wake up, Delecti,” the feminine voice said.

      It was a cool and sensual sound, but it was unlike the one that had woken me up before.

      My eyes opened in a flash, and before me stood a beautiful blond elf completely in the nude. She was leaning over me with her fully exposed medium sized breasts only a few inches from my face, and I struggled to raise my eyes up to the girls face that was above them.

      Hell, I struggled not to put my face in them.

      “You are correct,” Luda said with a giggle. “That look is absolutely precious.”

      “I told you,” Psi said from behind me on the table I laid in. “You also got an immediate reaction. I would say that he is more than okay adding you to our… team.”

      Luda gently pressed her hands against my chest and pushed herself back to look down. The feeling of her hands there sent electric currents through my body and down to what she was now looking at.

      “It is… quite impressive,” she said, then looked at me. “Is that for me?”

      “Uh…” I started. Suddenly all my brain cells picked that time to misfire, and I couldn’t think of a response. Instead, my shaft just twitched a couple times.

      “I take that as a yes then,” she said, one of her hands leaving my pectoral and reaching towards it. “May I?”

      I honestly had no idea what caused this switch in her attitude. My mini-me didn't give a shit and just wanted to jam itself inside any of her viable holes without delay.

      My head, apparently only talking to the other guy down south, simply nodded like an idiot while my brain tried to process it all.

      The tip of her finger touched my shaft, and another jolt of electricity went shooting up through my groan and spine.

      “Oh God,” I said, now my ability to speak was in on it.

      Another pair of hands grasped onto my shoulders, messaging them with pure energy that only sent my shaft spasming some more. Luda wrapped her hand fully around my cock to hold it in place.

      “Relax my Delecti,” Psi said into my ear, she was once more in her full-sized form. “We had a chat while you were asleep and healing. It is almost new day, and we need to form the Nexus before then.”

      “Wh… why?” I groaned.

      It was almost impossible to do anything but think about taking both women like my inner cave man wanted.

      “The system will recycle her and move you on to the next if you do not. I can feel you accept her. It was clear during the fight. So, I have… enhanced your drives as much as I can so that we can do this before time runs out. It took a while for you to heal.”

      I nodded, giving into her reasoning. Not that I had much choice in the matter.

      My thinking brain was no longer in the driver’s seat, and I just relaxed and enjoyed the soft fingers of Luda caressing my shaft with a long drawn out moan.

      Psi’s features soon blocked my vision as she leaned over me and kissed me upside down. It was a weird sensation at first with her chin touching my nose. Although very enjoyable.

      That only increased when the warm and wet sensation engulfed my shaft.

      “Mmmm,” the moan came out involuntarily, the sounds suppressed by Psi’s lips.

      This is heaven.

      I felt it as the elf went up and down on my cock, unsure at first, but soon she sped up as though getting used to it. After only a moment, I felt a suction I would never have believed as she focused on the part she fit in her mouth.

      I reached up, my hands surrounding Psi’s head and pressing her in closer as the sensation was driving me insane.

      After a minute, or an hour, Psi pressed against me and pushed herself off, giving me my first view of the naked elf now fully engrossed in her duties.

      “Luda,” Psi said, “You must stop before he bursts. It needs to be inside you to work.”

      To my utter dismay, she stopped, a small sly smile on her lips as she wiped her mouth. Her sensuous eyes winking at me once before she hopped up on the table in a single leap.

      “I’m ready,” she said, guiding my shaft to her waiting entrance.

      I don’t know how, but she was completely devoid of hair in her pubic area. I assumed it was a species trait as I had yet to see a razor in my time in the new world.

      I shook those stupid, useless thoughts away and focused on what the woman was about to do. I couldn’t wait to see it.

      That was taken away from me when the other girl in the room literally flew up on the table, landing with a foot on each side of my head.

      I looked up to see another beautiful sight that made my dick twitch again. Psi’s naked body with a very wet opening directly over my face. I probably could have come right there.

      “I can’t wait to watch,” Psi said.

      Then she sat down directly on my face and smothered me in the best type of darkness the universe has ever known.

      I wrapped my arms around her legs and pulled her even tighter to me. Her already drenched slit tasted like the sweetest of ambrosias.

      I felt it when Luda pressed my tip into her. The opening was tight, tighter than Psi, even with her smaller frame.

      “Let me work it in first. Its… rather large,” Luda said.

      “Take your time,” Psi said with a slight moan in her voice. “That looks hot, and I am perfectly, oh goddess, fine… right here.” Her body was writhing on top of me as I pressed my tongue hard and deeper inside her.

      After a few moments of working in the tip, she finally worked it in about halfway.

      “Oh… my,” Luda moaned. “It’s filling me completely.”

      “Take your… Ngh, time,” Psi said. “Work it in slowly.”

      “Oh, it twitched,” Luda said. “I think he likes us talking about it like this.”

      “I bet… he does,” Psi said, “I can feel him working me harder too. Do you like it when we talk about you like this Pax? How I’m… oh… watching her sit on your cock? Oh fuck!”

      “I guess he does?” Luda asked, her voice low and smoky. “I think… I think I can take the rest now.”

      The sensation of her lowering the rest of the way on my shaft was like being covered in a warm, wet pillow.

      Well, if that pillow had a vice like grip to it. I focused more on Psi, trying to stave off my end. Whatever she was pumping into my mind was not giving me much ability to resist.

      “Oh, he really liked that,” Psi said, her voice more a low moan than words. “When… oh goddess… when you’re ready, slowly start moving your hips back and forth like this.”

      Psi moved her hips and ground her slit all over my face, her juices flowing all over me as I felt them dripping down.

      “Oh goddess, he has me so wet,” Psi said. “Now you try.”

      “Like this?” Luda asked, her hips gyrating around like a circle, her tightness almost pulling my cock with it in a strange mixture of pleasure and pain.

      “Close,” Psi said. “Not in a circle like that. Start off just going back and forth, shifting your hips forward and backwards slowly.”

      The pain left and in its place was the silky soft feeling of Luda moving her hips forward and back.

      “Oh fuck!” Psi yelled. “He really likes that.”

      “This… feels… really… oh… good,” Luda said, the low moan added to her words drawing them out like a sonnet of passion.

      “Now start speeding up,” Psi said. “I can feel him getting close through the nexus, it’s going to be reaching out for you soon.”

      “I… okay,” Luda said, her hips moving faster. Her hips starting to jump up and down with her increasingly violent thrusts. “Like… this?”

      “Oh yes,” Psi said, “Just like that, oh I think I’m going to…”

      Psi squeezed her thighs against my face. She ground against my mouth hard, her hips going in little circles. “Just like that Pax, oh goddess your tongue has to be enhanced too.”

      “Oh, I think…” Luda said but lost her words, I couldn’t help but moan into Psi as my end was nearing.

      “You’re close too,” Psi said, “I… oh fuck, I can feel you opening up to the link.”

      “It’s so good…” Luda cried her voice getting higher in pitch and now she was riding like I was a violent bull. Almost jumping up and down as I felt her go from her knees to her feet so she could slam down harder into me with each thrust.

      “I’m… oh fuck, it’s happening. By the spark of the goddess, I can feel it,” Psi said in ecstasy, “De luminio dios ve! I’m, coming!”

      “Me… too-ohhhh!” Luda screamed as I felt her violently slam herself harder than ever before.

      The explosion from my groin was like a volcano. The power that flowed from my core into the blond elf sent sparks into my vision even though it was covered by the thighs of a sexy fairy so that it felt like a spotlight had been turned on.

      The pleasure reverberated like it was light to the most perfect of mirrors. I could feel both reach their peak just as I reached mine. It was a confusing supernova of pleasure and power that was even more intense than the first time with Psi.

      When the explosion stopped, and the brightness began to dim, an image of Luda’s profile formed in the center of what I could see. Even still covered by Psi like I was. The image reduced in size, and it fell to the bottom right corner where I had placed the interface earlier before I dismissed it.

      The image joined the orbit of Psi’s picture as it reformed, both of my girls now orbiting my own picture in the center, and I could feel their newfound love and acceptance at what we could not control as they willingly bound their futures to mine.

      Psi lifted herself then collapsed to the side, reaching up to Luda who sat collapsed forward onto my chest, my shaft still inside.

      I watched as my fairy kissed my elf just before she popped back into her diminutive size.

      That almost got me going for round two.

      “I think… we should rest now,” Psi said, her voice once again reminding me the sound of tiny bells. “Tomorrow we will have to pick our third and do it again.”

      “Did you know who you will add next?” Luda asked, her voice already sounded like it was half asleep.

      “I think a dwarf, or either the Orc or the Human.”

      My voice was raw and hoarse. I hadn’t realized how much I was grunting during our romp.

      “Tomorrow,” Psi said sleepily. “Rest now. Good night, my Delecti.”

      “Good night, Psi, sleep well.”

      “Good night,” Luda said, with only a moment’s hesitation before I felt her smile through our new link. “My Delecti.”

      “Good night, Luda,” I said, not bothering to move her off me or wipe the drying juices off my face. This was too perfect a moment for me to ever consider ruining like that.

      It was only minutes before we all fell asleep just like that.
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      I ignored the blazing sun overhead that felt like it was searing my scales as I returned from another bounty contract. Flapping my wings to try to cool off a little, the sound of the heavy scales sliding against each other grated on my nerves.

      Wishing for a bit of shade from the trees lining the road, I chuckled to myself as I imagined my eight-foot-tall scaly ass hiding under them.

      "If that cunt could only see me now. Graf Reiner, The Inferno of Pent, dying of heat exhaustion."

      My snide remark as my wings managed to cool me somewhat was answered only by the tepid air around me. Adjusting my pack and sack of heads on my shoulders after my wings jostled them, I wished that the arch mage that had cursed me had at least made them powerful enough to let me fly.

      I had initially been a human with chestnut brown skin and a life as a powerful fire mage ahead of me. Letting my abilities grow my head a little too much, I’d stupidly killed every person in my village and left it a smoldering pile of ashes.

      I didn't even know the name of the mage I’d challenged that day. The only thing I remembered about him fifteen years later after my loss was the look of contempt he gave me before tearing away my humanity.

      I stifled a long hiss of anger and yelled out my frustration instead.

      The fucker probably got his rocks off by making me stronger than I had been before, physically, while making me afraid to use my magic for more than starting a fire. He even made my scales red in what I assumed was a snub for choosing to attack him with fire.

      After his punishment, I had returned to complete devastation surrounding me with the mage nowhere to be seen. I still wondered to this day why he had allowed me to wreak so much destruction.

      Even if Pent hadn't been my home village, it was one I liked and wanted to settle in.

      That delusion had been reinforced after the fucker had spread the word far and wide about what I had done. Kent was near the kingdom's edge and the last in a long line of stops as I tried to make a life for myself.

      A few weeks' ride from the Jankar Desert, it had been my last hope for some semblance of civilization.

      I knew there was a cure for the mage's curse. I just needed time, space, and cash (in that order) to find someone to fix me.

      Cash I could get easily. Being a quarter-ton, fire-breathing lizard had its perks.

      Using the ten years after I was changed to learn to be a user, I could move incredibly fast for someone my size. The only thing limiting my use length was my stamina.

      I could go head-to-head with a full-grown bull for a little under ten minutes if I didn't mind passing out when I was done. My focus limit on my magery had thankfully not dropped too much as I used it sparingly.

      I could still spit out five fireballs close to my size before I lost the ability to do anything but sleep. The heads inside the sack on my shoulder bore bone-deep burns from my careful shots.

      What kept intruding on the other two problems were the idiots that confidently walked through the tree line around me. Looking over the ten men carrying a mix of swords and mage rifles, I sighed in relief after I found no phykers among them.

      Those crafty fuckers were a colossal pain to deal with.

      If you weren't careful, they could distract you with false images or disembodied voices in your mind while their friends cut, shot, burned, or drowned you.

      As they chuckled while surrounding me, I counted two earth, one water, and one fire mage among them. One of the first things I was taught was how to suss out the flavor of mage around me.

      With my enhanced senses from my unwanted body, all it took was a simple flick of my tongue.

      "You boys wouldn't mind clearing the road, would you?"

      My question gained me some more chuckles before an earth mage carrying a rifle stepped in front of me.

      "The Inferno doesn't want to fight, guys. Well, if you would just hand over that head on your shoulders, we can let you go about your business."

      I sighed as the man's friends aimed their guns and flavors of magery at me while belting out a laugh at his joke. Looking around at the men trying to lighten my body by a few pounds, I abandoned my plan to immolate them.

      The summer heat hadn't only tried to cook me in my scales, but it had also dried the grass around us to near tinder. Dropping my pack and sack of heads onto the ground, I grimaced as I imagined the pain I was about to go through.

      My scales might have been tough as hardened leather, but their enchanted bullets would, at the very least, hurt like a son of a bitch. If they managed to reach a gap between them, I would be cutting bullets out for a week, if not dead.

      "Ok, guys, I'm going to ask one more time for you to let this go. I don't want to have to hurt any of you. There's no money in it!"

      I activated my increased strength and speed as I finished speaking. Crushing the ringleader's head, I tossed his body toward the water mage.

      Cloaking my back with my armored wings, I ran toward the other mages while they lined up their shots. I stumbled a bit after the other earth mage's granite bullet shattered against the scales of my shoulder.

      A hiss vibrated in my throat as I felt the stings of the rocky shrapnel. I hoped to clear the three mages from the board as the other conventional rifles barked behind me.

      Spinning as I instinctively ducked under the swing of a giant my inspection had missed, my long tail lashed out to connect with the mages. I hoped for a few broken bones from them as I amended my initial assumption.

      The half-giant, who was still a few feet taller than me, wasn't anywhere near the twenty-foot height of his forebears.

      "Hey, big guy! You look familiar. Do you have a much prettier sister?"

      Throwing out a cautious fireball at the slowly recovering group of mages, I hissed as another bullet slipped between the gaps in my scales. Pulling out my sword as the half-giant's club descended toward me, I smirked as the idiot didn't even release his limiters.

      I wondered if he even was a user as I buried my sword in his guts. Twisting it as I pulled it out, I kicked him toward the slightly burnt group of mages.

      Catching his club after he fell and did my job for me, I slung it at the group of riflemen behind me. As they all tried to duck or dodge the four-foot-long log of death, I checked to ensure the mages were down for the count.

      I spotted the water mage I had tossed the leader's body at; he was shivering in pain under the dying half-giant. Watching his eyes roll in his head as shock took him out of the fight, I stopped my walk toward the recovering riflemen after a deafening shot rang in the air.

      "Inferno! What the hell do you think you are doing tossing fire around this close to my town?"

      I raised my hands in surrender as Kent's sheriff, Dylan Brem, blew the head off one of the riflemen aiming at me.

      "I was just coming to see you about the Dolmen Gang contract, Dylan. Got the bag of dic... heads you asked for right here!"

      I restrained my limiter with a pinch of willpower while Dylan's fifty-year-old ass took care of the rest of the men around me. Grimacing as the curmudgeon crack shot blew the dying water mage's head off for flinching, I gave the killing field around me a glance.

      "Got 'em all, I guess. Can I put my hands down now? They're getting tired."

      Brem's scoff answered my question while slowly picking up his spent brass.

      "I'll believe that when you can't kill a big ass son ova bitch like that without breaking a sweat. Go on, now. Sally will pay you for the bounty, and the village thanks you for your service."

      I picked up my sack of heads with a frown as Dylan's tone made it very clear none of the spoils from the fight were coming my way. Making my way toward Kent, I chalked it up to paying rent to stay there.

      I tried to keep my stale tasteless lunch down as the wind shifted and drove the stink from the bag of heads into my nose. Enduring the stench for the last few miles toward the village, I sighed as I took in the place.

      Kent wasn't going to win any of the best home awards the kingdom handed out now and again. Those awards generally went out to places that were safe to live in.

      The village's concrete walls, twice my height, bore scars from some of the larger monsters that strayed our way over the years. The lucrative contracts to bag those money makers always went out to the guilds, though.

      Those guilds were mainly located near the capital, far away from me and the consequences of my actions. Their members also wouldn't have been caught dead on the border without a six-figure sum moving their feet along.

      As I passed through the gates, I waved at one of the more friendly guards. The smile I gave them fell as I was graced with the sight of Kent's glory.

      The wall that the kingdom had built to give the settlers a chance was the nicest part of the village. Homes made of wooden boards held together with hopes and dreams were lined up along the wall in neat-ish rows.

      I had to admit that Dylan did one thing right, getting the people who drifted out here to at least make our mud pit nice and orderly. Maintaining that space along with the insane guards that had chosen this station was a full-time job that I wished thoroughly on the old man.

      I glanced around to gauge how much time I had left on this little stop on my life's journey. I hoped it would be a few more years until Kent was big enough to need a mayor.

      As I walked further into the town, I ignored the frightened whinny of a horse of a small caravan. I rolled my eyes as the eyes of a few guards lingered on me.

      They left me in peace, so I kept moving. I felt my stomach rumble despite my gory package. Catching the scent of the market, I reminded myself to do a little shopping for my home.

      A few kids ran amok while their mothers shopped for lunch in the village square as I made my way to the sheriff's office. I saw a few Dragonborn among them and returned their waves.

      It was still strange after all these years to look so similar to an entirely different race than my own. I adjusted my wings as I was reminded of the main difference between our races.

      "Got that contract finished, did ya?"

      I looked down at Sally and smirked.

      Our town's deputy was very human and very promiscuous. Pretty enough, she used her wiles as she saw fit when off the clock.

      A decade older than me at forty with tits big enough to fill my over-large hands, her shapely legs in her tight uniform trousers were also a bit tempting. As the deputy batted her pretty blue eyes at me, I chuckled.

      "I have the heads you're asking about, yes. I was actually on my way to see you about getting paid."

      Sally took the bag I handed her with a frustrated frown after I didn't reciprocate her flirting. As she fell into her role as Dylan's right-hand woman, I saw Ariana picking through the market stalls.

      The faun was my go-to healer in the village to research a cure for my curse. She was apt to disappear for days, and the faun had left me high and dry the last time she had mentioned a breakthrough.

      "I have something I need to take care of. Can I come to get my payment after you finish sorting through them?"

      After I asked my question, Sally looked up at me with a frantic expression from looking at the burnt and bloody heads. I saw a bit of hurt flash over her face before she slid a strand of blonde hair behind her ear.

      "As long as you promise to make my wait worth it," she said before licking her lips.

      "I would have thought that half-orc from the merchant guild last week took care of that, Sally."

      Her smirk as I reminded her of the last fling turned a little hungry as she slung the bag of heads over her shoulder.

      "He failed to meet expectations. I hope you won't disappoint. Dylan has rounds for the next four hours. Don't be late."

      I nodded distractedly at Sally's challenge as I lost sight of Ariana.

      The deputy had been trying to get in my pants for weeks now. Fucking her on Dylan's desk sounded like a great way to pay the sheriff back for poaching my kills.

      I spared a glance at the ass I was going to be fucking as soon as I caught the wily faun. Licking my lips as it bounced nicely in her tight pants, I flicked my tongue to scent the air.

      Catching Ariana's scent, I began tracking my next hope of becoming human once more.
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      "Are you sure this paste will work? Smells like drake shit and mint."

      Ariana didn't respond to my question as she spread the foul-smelling paste on my calf. Clamping my mouth shut as I caught another whiff of the light brown muck, I looked around the faun's room.

      Like everyone in Kent, her home was a cobbled-together mess of boards held together with rope. She had added a few trinkets, like the feathers hanging from the fifteen-foot-high ceiling, to make it her own.

      I reached up to send one spinning with the tip of one of my claws as the forty-year-old faun whispered a few nonsense words and a soft green glow surrounded the nasty paste. Ariana smiled as she looked up from between my legs after the soft glow went out.

      "Leave it there for a day or two and come back to see me so I can look at the results."

      The faun's fluffy brown and white tail that peeked out of her trousers wiggled happily as Ariana wrote a few notes down. I gave her request a nod that she completely missed while she enjoyed the mystery I had brought her.

      The few months I had spent in Kent mainly consisted of taking on whatever bounties I could and subjecting myself to the faun's whims. Glancing at the smooth skin around her tail while she was distracted, I shifted my attention to a jar holding a very dead frog after she looked up at me.

      "You going to fuck her?"

      It took me a moment to realize who the faun was talking about before I chuckled and looked down at her.

      "Maybe. Dylan cut me out of a very nice haul earlier today and covering his desk with my cum sounds like a nice way to repay his kindness."

      Ariana's frown at my response was more of an amused smirk you gave a misbehaving child. I shrugged as she waited for me to admit that giving Sally the best few hours of her life as revenge for her boss's actions was a bad idea.

      "You didn't complain when I took that dryad home last week. Think of it as a service to the community. Sally lets a few extra things slide when she has had some good dick."

      Ariana's chuckle made me smile before the faun rose from the stool where she had been sitting.

      "And if I need some good dick as a service, would The Inferno provide?"

      I grimaced as the faun teasing the scales on my thighs used my unwanted moniker.

      "Graf might if the suicidal healer wasn't half my height. Sally might be able to handle me, but I would hate to add murder by good dick to my bounty."

      My reply to Ariana's flirting was entirely serious.

      There had been a time long ago when I would have already thrown the curvy faun on the over large stool I was sitting on already. Ariana's breasts, while smaller than Sally's, were perky and very tempting in her light shirt.

      That teenager with more spunk than sense would have thrown caution to the wind and fucked those tits before taking hold of Ariana's wide hips. Shaking my head as I imagined just that, I frowned at the smirk that had grown on the faun's pretty face.

      "Doesn't seem too big to me."

      I shook my head at Ariana's more than interested glance at the tent I had been forming. Grabbing hold of one of the gently curved horns that sprouted from her long brown hair, I sighed after she let out a soft moan.

      Pulling her head back to face me, I watched her tail try to wiggle itself off her body. The faun's ass perfectly matched her wide hips, and I yanked my gaze to her green eyes after I realized I was staring.

      The light sounds of people passing by her home filled the silence while I contemplated giving in to temptation. Deciding against seeing how much of me the faun could take, I released my hold on her horn.

      I slid my hand through her hair and onto her back while I gently drug my claws along her tanned skin. Slipping my thumb under her breast, I smirked as her tail wiggled even harder.

      "He's big enough, and I have a deputy to fuck unconscious on her boss's desk. I will see you in a week, Ariana."

      Lifting the faun with one arm, I set her gently to the side before getting up. Arianna teased the tip of my wing. I stopped after my first step and looked down at her.

      "I might be gone in a week. Sure you want to leave?"

      I chuckled at the faun as she swayed seductively on her hooves. I dropped down to one knee as gently as I could to avoid damaging the floors of her home. Holding up my bulk with one hand, I brought my face as close as possible to her short, pointed ear.

      "If I didn’t, you wouldn't be doing anything for that week. Good Day, Ariana."

      I flicked my tongue out as the faun's wiggling tail audibly beat the air above her round ass. Hissing slightly as I tasted her arousal, I left her standing in the middle of her home.

      A couple of hours after leaving Ariana's, I glanced at the bounty board on the wall outside of Dylan's office.

      "Hey, Sally! Is this contract legit?"

      I waited a moment for the deputy to peel herself off her boss's desk to respond to my question. I smirked as my cum dripped off her tits onto a few papers we hadn't knocked off Dylan's desk.

      A small wave of the pearly fluid ran down her back onto the floor. Watching her wobble toward me, I handed Sally the bounty in question.

      "Yeah, it's legit. Dylan wondered what they wanted so badly for a grab and lift contract, but twenty thousand to travel to the Jank to pick up a package is what they are paying."

      The Jank was shorthand for the Jankar Desert which was a few weeks' ride away from Kent. Filled with giant scorpions, sand drakes, and desert trolls, it wasn't the most pleasant place to visit.

      It also didn't contain shit worth twenty large, but if the merchant guild were paying, I would haul literal shit to their doorstep for that price.

      I smiled at the contract as Sally swayed back into the office to collect her clothing. Watching my cum drip down her ass, I hoped I had pulled out of her in time.

      As good of a fuck as the woman was, she wasn't wifey material. Her nature, which she had every right to, only made her a one-and-done for the moment.

      I also only got a little more than a quarter of my dick into her before she said too much. Cursing my curse once again, I smirked as her legs wobbled before I left for home.

      As plans for what I would need for the easy payday in my hand ran through my mind, I chuckled as I turned to the market to find some dinner.

      My pantry was less than full at the moment. If I was about to more than quadruple the payout I had gotten before Sally got me, filling it back up would have been a wasted effort.

      The paper in my hand was most likely a ruse to kill some idiots looking for easy money. I was going to be that idiot, though.

      With a few tweaks to my plan that concerned a needy little faun, I hoped we both could come out a little richer.
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      After grabbing something for the night and morning from the market, I finally finished packing away my purchases. I slammed my fist on my fridge and sighed in relief after the mage core rumbled back to life.

      I added that to the list of things I would be fixing in my home with the funds I had left from my contract. Placing those coins in the safe I kept in my tiny office, I picked up my phyke line.

      "Welcome to the phyke line. Please say the name of the person you wish to contact."

      I chuckled at the less-than-enthused voice of the phyker operator on the other end of the line. Placing the receiver below the mess of spiky horns that had replaced my human hair and spoke the name of the maintenance mage for Kent.

      "Thank you for your patronage, dear customer. You will be connected shortly."

      I sighed as the operator finished messing around in my mind to locate my memory of Sten, the maintenance mage. A shiver ran down my spine as I reminded myself what would happen to the unhappy woman if she did more than her job required.

      Phyker bandits and thieves were one thing. If they chose to attack me with their abilities, I could simply kill them. Operators were employed by the phyker guild and could have their abilities stripped from them, a fate worse than death for some.

      "Hello, Graf. Fridge acting up again?"

      I smiled as the halfling earth mage's voice echoed in my mind.

      "Yes, it and a few other things need some of your attention. When is your next week-long opening?"

      Sten went silent for a moment as he began riffling through what I guessed was his schedule.

      "I am open all next week. That contract for Dylan to fix the mage lights around the wall was a long one, and you're the first person to call me after I finished."

      I smiled as luck shined on me for once.

      "I'll take a week-long block at your earliest availability."

      "I can come by the day after tomorrow if that works…"

      I frowned as Sten's schedule clashed with my own. I had hoped to be gone for the Jank the next day after making a few more calls.

      "I can leave the door unlocked for you and my spare key so you can lock up each day. Does that work?"

      I heard Sten grumble a little after my request.

      "I guess I can work with that, Graf, but I won't be responsible for things going missing before I get there."

      I chuckled as I imagined someone deciding to steal any of the junk in my home.

      "If they want to take my junk and make it their own, I'm not going to bitch about it. As long as you get everything fixed, Sten, I'm good."

      After giving the Halfling my list of things that needed his attention, I hung up with him. I grimaced as I brought the receiver up to my head once again.

      The next personnel I was about to call would either accept my offer or tell me quite firmly to fuck off. That option was almost preferable to what she might say if she was in a mothering mood.

      "Graf! Did you get your dick chopped off by a goblin you want me to beat up, or have you just been missing me?"

      I rolled my eyes as Zema decided to be playful.

      The orc woman was as good a fighter as I had come upon in Kent. She was also the closest thing to a friend I had in the world.

      I had previously worked with her on a few jobs. At thirty, the same age as me, she had plenty of experience that I took advantage of on a regular basis.

      Zema was also one of the few people I could trust to get the job done while not trying to stab me in the back.

      "That was one time, and he only hit the tip with a club. The little fucker got lucky, and yes, I have missed you."

      Zema's playful "aww" cut off as I heard a loud bang from the bar a few houses away.

      "Sorry, someone got handsy. So, what do you got for me, Big Guy?"

      I smirked at Zema's go-to nickname for me. It was a great deal more palatable than her usual "fat ass" or "scaly fucker" when she was mad at me. She was a foot shorter than me, not counting my crown on horns.

      At seven feet tall with scars to match her muscled frame, the orc was an intimidating figure, but I was quite a bit larger so i took the name in stride. Zema also had a great set of tits and an amazing ass I would have loved to play with for hours if I was suicidal.

      "A big contract from the merchant guild to pick up and deliver a package from the Jank."

      Looking out the gaps between the boards of my home, I saw a furious dwarf rush away from the bar.

      "Ooh, sounds sketchy. How much are they offering?"

      I lost focus on our conversation as a great deal more dwarves ran back toward the bar.

      "It looks like your little friend didn't like his rejection. I'll tell you all about it after I help you with your stumpy problems."

      Zema's soft chuckle cut off as I ended our call. Grabbing my sword and scabbard from the small alcove next to my front door, I locked it behind me.

      I followed the bellowing shouts of the orc's friends as they made their disapproval known to the whole village. Rounding the corner to the bar, I chuckled after I saw men half her size berating Zema.

      I ignored their complaints that their friend had only been copping a feel under the strips of her leather skirt as Zema masked a smile at me. Stopping behind the group of six dwarves fingering axes and mauls, I crossed my arms and waited.

      My wait for Zema to respond to their complaints wasn't long after Dylan followed my lead and waited just out of sight. With the sheriff there, I wasn't going to get to do much more than knock some heads.

      That option was also eliminated as Zema picked up the nearest dwarf by his long, braided beard and brought him to eye level.

      "I didn't ask for some dwarf cock, so why are you offering it, little man. You and your stubby friends had better take your stubby pricks elsewhere before me and my friend decide to light this little handhold on fire."

      I gave the dwarves in front of me a small wave after Zema's nod toward me made them turn around. Lighting one of my fingertips on fire, I sent the small flame floating above the open-mouthed group.

      "Get on now. The lady and I have something to talk about."

      Exploding the small flame into sparks, I smiled as the embers began smoking in the dwarves' beards. As they started trying to smack them out, Zema dropped her groper and walked back into the bar.

      I sent the dwarf she had dropped tumbling with a swipe of my tail as I followed her. Listening to and promptly ignoring their threats, I focused on getting the orc on board with our upcoming payday.

      "I've got the first round," I said to her before she growled at a male elf that walked over to her.

      "You think a lady would be grateful for the attention as long as they kept their hands to themselves."

      My comment didn't go over well with the orc as she gave me a very unfriendly look. I decided to focus on business instead of her displeasure as her would-be lover made himself scarce.

      Zema held up her hand and sighed. Seeing there was more she wanted to say, I closed my open mouth.

      "Sorry, Graf. It's that time of the month. Not that time, you scaly fucker!"

      My smirk at Zema's apology got my other nickname used, along with a stinging punch to my shoulder.

      "I'm not on the rag. It's my breeding week. I think I have been more than patient with the males who let their dicks string them along. Stubby was the fourth one I had to send away tonight, and he only got tossed through the door. He should be delighted. I could have picked a wall."

      I chuckled along with Zema as our drinks were delivered. Downing mine in a single gulp, I passed a gold coin to the barmaid to cover the tab we were about to rack up.

      "I'm glad you didn't. As much as I like fighting beside you, Zema, I need to talk business with you and not bloody knuckles."

      My comment got me another chuckle before I glanced around and leaned toward the orc.

      "So, the guild is offering twenty large to do a grab and lift."

      I sighed as Zema responded as I thought she would by scoffing into her drink.

      "I know it's extra sketchy now, but Sally and Dylan say it's legit. I don't know about you, but a trip into the Jank for that kind of money doesn't sound like something you just pass up."

      I saw my attempt to convince the orc gain some traction as she nodded before downing another drink. Doing the same as the barmaid kept them coming, I dropped another gold coin on the table as a tip for her prompt service.

      That got a smile flashed at me from the pretty centaur. Wondering if there were two spots to play, I chuckled after Zema caught me looking.

      "I admit if the contract passes Dylan's inspection, it at least makes it worth trying. I would want a healer along with us, just in case. If you are looking to play with some fluffy tail, Ariana is capable enough. She also wouldn't mind a romp."

      I nodded as Zema's yellow eyes filled with mirth. She and the faun were the only ones in the village that knew the full extent of my curse. They were also the only two residents I dealt with on a semi regular basis.

      The rest of the men and women of Kent just assumed that I was fucking both of them regularly. The rumors had kept Ariana pretty much celibate, and Zema and I were periodically amused as her lovers tried to cuck me.

      Ariana didn't seem to mind and enjoyed the chase from what I had seen. Zema wasn't going to taste me anytime soon.

      The true rumors of the orc's domineering personality in the bedroom made me keep myself out of it. I like the woman too much to ruin what we had going on by letting her try and dom me.

      I frowned as I thought about what could happen if the faun joined us. Zema was correct that Ariana knew how to take care of herself.

      The faun made regular trips to the edge of the Jank by herself to gather ingredients. What could happen between us was my main worry.

      "If she decides to try and make a pass at me and dies, I'm not going to be held responsible. Ok?"

      Zema's smile and nod made me sigh as I thought about Ariana's teasing earlier.

      We three were either going to make a nice bit of cash or Zema and my cut was going to be a share bigger.
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      The morning after my talk with Zema, I followed in her and Ariana's wake. Making our way to the sheriff's office, I noted a decided change in the faun's demeanor.

      She looked tasty as always in a strapless leather shirt that left her chest nearly bare and a pair of leather pants that looked painted on. I assumed her spare attire was a bid to battle the heat we would be experiencing on our journey.

      I didn't mind the show, but her demeanor had definitely changed along with her clothing.

      Ariana was always a flirty mess when we met weekly for her experimentation with my curse. The woman walking next to me was neither flirty nor playful.

      "Is there something wrong with my gear?" Ariana asked as she noticed my gaze.

      "Nope, just enjoying this mature side of you, is all."

      My reply gained me a smirk and a bit of fluffy tail action.

      "We are about to make this trip on foot due to your scaly behind being much too big for a horse. I'm just hoping my pretty little hooves can keep up."

      Zema snorted in amusement at Ariana’s reply. I rolled my eyes. There were very few mounts I could ride that would survive, so her comment was fair.

      "I told you two that you could get some horses, and I would keep up. I don't like going on all fours, but for my cut, I will manage."

      I adjusted my travel pack between my wings as the two women shared a look then giggled.

      Zema was similarly dressed in a thicker but still skintight set of leather armor that provided a nice view of her green cleavage. I got a smug look of satisfaction from the orc after she caught me looking at her ass.

      I rolled my eyes once more as we reached the concrete building housing Dylan that was the starting point for our contract.

      "As soon as you two quit flirting, we can get in line so we can leave,” Zema said.

      I frowned as I looked over at her. After following her discreetly pointed finger, I groaned as I noticed the large group inside the sheriff's office.

      Opening the door for my companions, I leaned against the wall as the group of ten men and women shouted at Sally. As the frowning deputy behind a desk noticed us, I winked.

      She shook her head with a sultry smile before returning to fielding questions. The scales above my eyes rose after one of the angry men mentioned a contract to the Jank.

      "That contract has already been spoken for, as I told you. If you and your group will check the board, I'm sure there is another there that will provide you with the cash you want."

      I followed the path of the group headed by the dwarf from last night as they grumbled and followed Sally's suggestion. Waking up to her desk with Zema and Ariana, I kept my mouth shut as I stealthily slid the contract we signed to her.

      "Done, and I hope you three are ready to go. I have to post this to the main office before the sun goes down and those records are made public," Sally whispered.

      I nodded with a grateful smile at the deputy for her suggestion. Taking the stamped document and slipping it inside my undershirt, I adjusted my leather armor and looked at the women next to me.

      Their curt nods answered my unvoiced question. I cast one last glance at the arguing group in front of the bounty board. Word of the easy payday would get out, and the border tended to accumulate quite a few individuals that wouldn't sneeze at stealing a contract.

      Zema's arm on mine got me moving as I contemplated staying back for a few hours to eliminate any of the group that came looking for us. Following her and Ariana towards the village gates, I sighed as I readied myself for our long journey.

      As we walked down East Road toward Lumen a half hour later, I tasted the wind. I grumbled as Zema chuckled at me before patting me on my back.

      "Don't worry, Graf. If they think they are going to sneak up on us, then they are sorely mistaken. Isn't that right, Ariana?'

      I frowned as the faun walking in front of me gave me a playful smile before nodding. Watching her tail wiggle as she added a sway to her hips, I sighed as Zema snorted in amusement.

      I smacked the orc's ass with my tail for her teasing and saw Ariana pick up another squirrel that ran over to her. After the faun whispered into the little creature's ear, we gained another diminutive messenger as she sent it off with a treat.

      "Are you sure they will warn us instead of taking their nut and running off?"

      As capable as Ariana seemed, I was a little worried about our scouts getting caught and made into someone's dinner.

      "A few of them will get caught by predators, but they have never failed to warn me before. I remember the last time someone tried to sneak into my camp. The squirrels got some extra nuts, and I got a good laugh before I went back to sleep."

      I grimaced after imagining trying to defend myself from a hoard of hungry rodents. Zema's hip bumping mine pulled me out of that terrible vision.

      "So, our most scaly leader. How far do you plan on having us travel today?"

      I smirked at the orc before pulling out the map I had made after our conversation at the bar.

      "Getting to Lumen will take a week on foot by the East Road. It isn't the safest route, but I think we can manage it and maybe make some money along the way by taking some heads. What do you two think?"

      I handed the map over to Zema as Ariana sent off another furry sentinel.

      "What's this stop here for? We could push through the day and make it to Lumen a few hours earlier."

      I glanced at my map after leering at Ariana's ass as she bent over to collect another furry friend.

      "Just a stop at the river I usually make before I get to Lumen. Not being able to sweat sucks, and you grow to enjoy cool water when you can. If you want to skip it, you're going to pay for my bath in the town, one that will fit me, mind you."

      I smiled victoriously as Zema blanched at the cost of washing my big scaly ass. The water at the river was clean, cool, and most importantly free.

      It usually sped up my journey considerably and then bogged it down as I enjoyed being clean for a while. The wash-up I had given myself after fucking Sally only went so far as they always did.

      Kent's little water source was mainly used for drinking water, and I most likely would get strung up for bathing in it. Getting a chance to clean the dirt and grime from my scales was always worth the journey and extra time spent.

      As another of Ariana's little friends rushed off with its bribe, my mood improved as I imagined not baking in the sun for a few hours.

      "Come on, you two. I want to reach my river and take a dip."

      I smiled at Zema after she smirked at my demand. As I lengthened my steps, I noticed Ariana's smile didn't come anywhere close to being aimed at my face. Wiggling her target before passing her, I listened to her tail wiggle as visions of cool, clean water filled my mind.

      
        
        ⚖️

      

      

      Despite the cold night air chilling her face, Zema felt her back began to warm a little too much under heat from the embers of their cooking fire. She had stripped down under her covers after ensuring that Graf was dead to the world to no avail.

      Zema rolled over to let her face swelter for a while as quietly as she could to avoid waking the faun.

      A smirk curled her lips after she saw their faun companion staring at Graft while the massive man slept. She watched the love-struck woman for a few minutes before deciding to burst her little bubble.

      "He's not going to fuck you, you know."

      After the faun had the presence of mind to look surprised after her comment, Zema let out a bark of laughter. She laughed harder as Ariana's gaze flew from her to Graf before the faun glared at her.

      "He's not going to wake up over a bit of noise. I don't know what you know about drakes and dragons, but unless we slide our pussies along his tongue, or a stranger walks into our camp, he isn’t waking up."

      Zema smirked as the first part of her comment caused the faun's gaze to slide over to Graf. She rolled her eyes as the thump of the woman's tail against her covers reached her.

      "I've seen that man rail a giantess we were escorting for hours. The woman wasn't right for days! Are you that hell-bent on getting yourself fucked to death?"

      A little surprised by Ariana's contemplative silence, Zema growled in irritation before rising from her too-warm blankets. Walking over to the suicidal faun, she pulled the much shorter and smaller woman from her blankets.

      Zema carried her to their sleeping companion and pulled the blanket off him. Yanking down his pants, he glared at the faun hanging from her hand.

      "See!"

      Hoping to drive home her point by showing Ariana the foot-and-a-half-long cock Graft was sporting, her brow furrowed after it began to swell. There were a few reasons she had never tried out that monster.

      One of them wasn't anyone's business but hers and the other had to do with her own preferences. Looking behind herself at Graf's face, she watched his similarly lengthy tongue slip in and out of his mouth.

      She growled in irritation again as the scent of her breeding week caused more issues. Shaking Ariana as she tried to touch the man's scarily girthy cock, her harsh "no" managed to bring the woman out of her daze.

      "Why do you want him so badly then? There are plenty of men, and women if that's your kink, in Kent to fuck if that's all you want!"

      Zema dropped the frustrating woman after her question. Sighing as her gaze lingered on the problem she had caused, she smacked Ariana's hand away and gently put Graf's cock back where it belonged.

      A growl rumbled in her chest as her body tried to convince her to take advantage and soothe the ache between her legs. Gnashing her short bottom tusks as she ignored that need once again, she saw Ariana dejectedly head back to her covers.

      Zema followed suit as she ignored the tingle in her black nipples. Wishing she could sneak off to rub one out as she had been doing since the week had started, she decided to distract herself instead.

      "Can I ask why you want him so badly?"

      After Ariana's green eyes turned to her from Graf, Zema saw a small smile curl the pretty faun's lips.

      "I like him a lot, is all. There isn't one thing I could tell you that would make any real sense. I think him being reliable and consistent might have something to do with it."

      Zema leaned her head on her hand after Ariana's reply and smirked as the faun blushed.

      "He always makes sure to visit me even when I don't have anything to help with his curse. Usually, when that happens, he lets me ramble about my experiments and exploration and actually listens to what I have to say. Being what I am, a healer, it's nice to have people that don't just come to you when they need something."

      Zema nodded in agreement with the faun as she remembered quite a few times Graf had done the same with her.

      "He even let me put that nasty paste on his leg. I made sure to use my magic to keep it from being infected, but I wouldn't say I like having to trick him to see him more often. So, if I get fucked to death, then that's what's going to happen. At least I will die a happy woman."

      Chuckling along with the faun after she finished, Zema nodded.

      "I understand the scary fucks. I had a giant that took a liking to me a few years ago. Needless to say, I decided against going through with it, but I can relate."

      Zema smiled at Ariana after her comment and noticed the faun's eyebrows furrow for a few moments.

      "Have you two ever… you know?"

      It took Zema a moment to realize what Ariana was asking. Frowning at the woman after she caught on, she watched shocked embarrassment grow on her face.

      "Sorry, sorry, he told me you didn't, but you just pulled it out so easily, and it made me wonder."

      Rolling her eyes as she sat up on her blankets, Zema sighed before looking at Ariana.

      "That's just how we are, I guess. Sometimes I question if he sees me as a woman or not and I'm generally ok with that. When I'm not, I just rub one out, and the feeling passes."

      Zema saw Ariana's eyes bounce along with her breasts as she shrugged. Smirking at the distracted faun, she cleared her throat to bring her eyes back to where they belonged.

      "And you’re ok with that? I know how to flick the bean as well as anyone, but sometimes it just doesn't cut it, you know."

      Zema unconsciously nodded as she agreed with Ariana's comment. Wondering if she could have had a taste of Graf, she shook her head at that impossibility.

      "I have to be. To do otherwise would shame myself and my family. If Graf were to prove himself to me, it would be different."

      Her eyes grew wide after she let her little secret she had kept from even Graf slip. Zema glared at the open-mouthed faun.

      "Don't worry. Your secret is safe with me, Z."

      Laughing at the nickname that Ariana gave her, Zema glared playfully at the faun.

      "It had better be, Ari, or I might have to make sure it stays secret."

      As they both laughed after Ariana's playful, "Okay" Zema sighed and looked at Graf.

      There had been quite a few times she had almost jumped into his blankets while they worked together. Her drive and responsibility to find a decent mate and father had kept her from him up to that point.

      Most of Graf's drive came from his desire to rid himself of his curse. That wasn't someone she could create a family with.

      She did want a large family whose father would be around and not moving every few years in search of something she could not give him.

      "I didn't mean to make you sad, Zema. If you want to have him first, I won't mind."

      Ariana's comment surprised her for a moment before Zema chuckled and shook her head.

      "The only way I'm going to jump on that man is if he can accept what he is, and that's not happening anytime soon, Ari."

      The faun's bright smile as she used her nickname warmed Zema for a moment. Yawing as the late hour began to get to her, she saw Ariana do the same.

      "If I can convince him to at least bring us along while we try and fix him, do you think you would join us?"

      Taking a moment to consider the faun's request, Zema nodded slowly before looking at her.

      "I think I could stomach a few years if he makes me as happy as I think he will. I do want to know why you want me along. I know there is plenty of cock to go around but taking turns isn't something I thought you would like."

      Zema waited for a few seconds as Ariana grew lost in thought.

      "I wouldn't mind sharing instead of taking turns."

      Her eyes grew wide after the faun's reply. Zema chuckled as Ariana giggled at her surprise.

      "You're hot. I like you. It's as simple as that in my mind. Graf comes with the possibility of babies, so with him, it's a little more complicated and not at the same time. If you ever have those urges, I wouldn't mind taking a bite out of you."

      A disbelieving laugh burst out of her as Ariana's dull teeth clacked together.

      "I have my preferences during my breeding weeks, so that might not happen for a while, but if I want to grab those horns, someday I will let you know. Good night Ari."

      Listening to Ariana's reply of "Night, Z" as they both wrapped up in their blankets, Zema's smiled to herself as she found another person that she wouldn't mind spending a great deal of her life with.
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      I stopped in my tracks a few days later as I caught the scent of old blood and stale sweat on the wind.

      "We might have company tonight," I said after my companions stopped next to me.

      "Bandits?"

      I nodded slowly after Zema's question. Eliminating the men and women from Dylan's office as the group I’d smelled, I glanced at the orc.

      "There are probably around ten of them, and I don't smell any mages, though they might have a rogue phyker."

      Ariana mirrored Zema's nod before the faun called over one of her animal friends, a small bird this time.

      "I can figure out their numbers, but I will need at least one of you two to keep watch over me."

      I knew of a few nature mages who were brave or stupid enough to slip into an animal's mind. They had told me how dangerous it was, and I was surprised that Ariana had volunteered to lay her life on the line for some inconsequential information.

      "Are you sure you want to do that? I could at least figure out their exact numbers if we got a little closer."

      Ariana shook her head. I opened my mouth to object, but she raised a finger to silence me.

      "It's not my first time nor my fiftieth, Graf. If it helps us out, I am sure this little girl won't try and consume me. Isn't that right? Who's a pretty bird? You are! That's right!"

      I shared a long look with Zema as the two coo-coos next to us began chatting in whatever language the bird spoke.

      "Can't hurt, and I'm not going to complain about a little test to see how we work together."

      I frowned as Zema spoke over Ariana and her pet's squawking.

      "Come on, Graf. They're bandits, not dragons. Let's go!"

      I let Zema pull me toward the scent of swamp ass and bad breath after she slipped her arm in mine. Hoping we weren't about to make a mistake by letting Ariana play around in a bird's mind, I smirked after the orc playfully squeezed my ass.

      I peeked out from between two bushes a little ways off the road a few hours later. Frowning as I examined the bandit camp in front of me, I looked over at Zema after she lay down next to me.

      "Ariana says that's all of them."

      I nodded as the orc relayed Ariana’s scouting information from the bird flying over the bandit's camp. Flicking my tongue out more out of habit than anything else, I tasted something strange.

      I repeated the action as Zema slid closer to me. Following the path of the scent, I looked over at her ass.

      "Breeding week," she whispered.

      "Breeding week," I replied before ignoring the tasty but distracting scent.

      Pushing thoughts about why her scent was affecting me now to the back of my mind, I slowly lifted my belly off the ground. Zema did the same. I watched her circle around the camp.

      One thing I did like about my curse was that, when I wanted to, I was scarily silent for something my size. Reaching the edge of the bandit camp without being spotted was almost too easy.

      With the men drinking and feasting on their last haul, I smiled as their complete ignorance of my prentice meant there wasn't a phyker among them. Picking my targets slowly, I almost missed my sword left in our hastily made camp.

      Not wanting the thing to get caught in the brush, my claws would do well enough to end the bandits' lives. Waiting behind a foul-smelling tent for a few minutes, I saw Zema's yellow eyes behind an oblivious bandit blink twice.

      I launched over the tent and landed in the middle of the bandit's little party. Closing my hands around two of their heads, I crushed them in my grip.

      I swung my tail as three of the men behind me started to recover from their surprise. Zema's war cry sounded along with their yelps of surprise as my tail took them off their feet.

      Snapping my jaws at the man soiling himself next to me, the remaining men's shouts of "drake" were followed by them fighting for their lives against Zema. Her loud cries as she cut through the bandits with her dual swords followed the metal clashing against metal.

      Swinging my tail once again, I sent a bandit that had tried to sneak up on me flying into a tree. The crunching of bones followed the snap of his neck as I swung the two dead men in my hands at their friends.

      I sent the dead bodies and the men they hit tumbling into a tent, then I latched onto another man's chest. I ignored his attempts to free himself as I bore down on his ribs.

      Hearing each snap as I clawed the face off another bandit, I ignited a flame between my jaws and cooked the man from the inside out.

      I spit out the dying one in my mouth after smoke began to billow from his lips. As blood began to join the black smoke, I ended his suffering by crushing his head under my foot.

      Singling out the last remaining bandit as Zema separated another one's head from his shoulders, I stopped my rush toward him after I saw the roots holding him in place. I grimaced as the plants began to work their way under his skin while he screamed in pain.

      The man dropped the crossbow he had been holding and began to tear at the skin of his legs. I groaned as the roots reached his crotch, and his screams became even more shrill.

      Looking over at Zema while she checked over the other dead men for fakers, I sat back and watched Ariana's single gruesome kill. It didn't take long for the bandit's screams to end, but they lasted long enough for the invading roots to reach his neck.

      A shiver ran down my spine as a flower popped out of the very dead bandit's eye, and my opinion of Ariana's abilities grew a few notches. Looking over at the faun as she walked into the silent camp, the fury I saw in her gaze worried me a little.

      I followed her path to the forgotten crossbow and flinched as she kicked the thing off the ground and caught it deftly.

      "Scourge vine poison," she said before shooting the rooted bandit between his dead eyes.

      "I'm going to assume that's bad, and I should be saying thank you."

      I stopped next to the furious faun after my comment and froze as she kissed my cheek.

      "It is, and you are welcome. It's used to capture drakes and baby dragons for the king. Something your size would probably be unconscious and then dead within a few minutes if the bolt had made it through your scales."

      Another shiver ran down my spine before I rose to my feet. I was stopped from joining Zema in checking out the bandit's gear by Ariana's hand on my thigh.

      After I saw the faun angling her cheek at me, I smirked and shook my head in disbelief. I leaned down and kissed it. As a visible shiver went down her back, I chuckled.

      I glared at Zema's smile as the faun's tail beat at the air. We both moved to help the orc pick through the camp. I caught Ariana and Zema exchanging glances.

      The faun's giggles and Zema's smirks followed each exchange. After we finally had a disgusting pile of salvageable goods, I laughed as Zema handed me a shovel.

      "We can't take it with us, and if it gets left out too long, it will be worth even less than it is now. Ari's packing the food right now, so get digging, big guy."

      I glared at the orc after she gave my ass another smack before I began helping her dig. Wishing again that I could sweat as we dug a decent-sized hole for our haul, I found myself enjoying the tunes Ariana hummed during our work.

      "She's Ari now, hmm?" I asked Zema from our hole as she handed me another package.

      "I guess she is. She didn't seem to mind when I called her that earlier. If we are going to be hanging around each other for the next month, I will get tired of calling her by her full name."

      I pursed my lips in thought as I took another sweat-stained bundle from Zema.

      I admitted that I had enjoyed Ariana and Zema's company during the few days we had spent traveling. Zema’s status as a capable traveling companion was given from our previous jobs together.

      What I hadn't expected was how well the two of them worked together.

      Making camp was almost an afterthought as the ladies did most of the work after they kicked me out to gather wood and occasionally hunt. Wondering how long they were going to keep that up, I barely caught the next package Zema dropped.

      "Ari, it is then, I guess."

      After Ariana's excited "yay" from outside my hole, I chuckled while I placed the bundle next to the others. Zema's chuckle after mine was a bit hesitant.

      I frowned at the orc before she slung another bundle directly at my face.

      "Focus, big guy. We have a ways before we can get you clean again."

      I frowned at the mild irritation I heard in Zema's comment that should have held her usual playfulness after a successful attack. Nodding slowly before I focused on placing the last bundle with the rest, I slowed my work as I heard the two women whispering.

      I grew frustrated as my hearing failed to pick up more than my name and river. I went without Zema's help getting out of my hole, growling as I finished this part of my job.

      After I clawed my way out, I followed Zema and Ari's path toward our camp. I rolled my eyes as they left me to replace the mound of dirt Zema and me had dug up. I hoped they planned on making me a great meal as a reward.

      An hour later, covered in mud, I joined my two companions in our camp. I dropped on my ass beside my blanket, glaring at them while they ate our acquired rations.

      I pulled some of the bandit's food over to select from while Zema and Ari snickered.

      "Don't be like that, Graf. We will reach your river tomorrow, and it will be like it never happened."

      I flicked my tongue out at Zema after her playful jab. I didn't necessarily mind the extra work, but it would have been nice for them to ask instead of assuming I would do it.

      "We needed to talk alone for a while, Graf. Here, let me look at that patch."

      I widened my legs a bit as I chewed on my dry, stale meal. As Ariana climbed out of her blankets and crawled over to me on her hands and knees, I noticed her breasts swaying in her sleeveless leather shirt.

      My jaw stopped moving as my eyes were drawn to the copious amount of tanned cleavage on display. I completely missed her tail wiggling furiously under the hypnotic sway of her ass as Ari made her way over to me.

      "Gonna let it soak until it's soft enough to chew, fat ass?"

      I shook myself out of Ariana's erotic display after Zema's growled comment. Wondering why I got the fat ass treatment simply for looking at Ariana's tits and ass, I chewed my food loudly while glaring at the orc.

      She gave me a shrug of indifference that I questioned. After deciding to ignore the orc and her strange behavior, I felt Ariana's fingers slide against my thigh. I glanced at the faun and rolled my eyes after seeing her gaze firmly locked on my half-hard dick.

      Bobbing it playfully for her, I shook my head as Ari's tail almost beat itself off her ass. After I didn't follow up with another, I took another bite of my meal as the faun returned her focus to the dried drake shit on my leg.

      I listened to her hum happily as her glowing hands ran over the hardened slab of muck. I was enjoying her touch a little too much before Zema clearing her throat turned both Ari and my attention to her.

      "So, what are you two going to do with your shares? Seven thousand is a nice bit of coin and goes a long way."

      After her question, I frowned as Zema leaned back on her hands. Wondering what was up with the orc and her strange question, I glanced at her breasts that her position had put on display.

      After Zema spread them, my eyes dropped to the shadowed area between her thighs. I gave her a curious look as my leering made her smile.

      "I plan on heading to one of the bigger cities. I figure I can make more money there if I am properly set up. I don't know if you will be able to figure anything out, Ari. If I am wasting your time, let me know. I will let you be while I continue looking for my cure."

      I felt terrible after my comment for voicing my intentions to leave the faun behind as her tail drooped for a moment. Her glance out of the corner of her eyes worried me a little.

      There were very few times I had seen Ariana so intent on something. A small smirk crossed her lips while she continued to work on my leg before she cleared her throat.

      "I think I will follow Graf if he chooses to leave Kent. I can have his babies if he's in one of the bigger towns now, can I? Either that, or I'm going to buy him out of his home and make a little love nest for us."

      I choked on my mouthful of food as my mind registered what the faun had just said. My eyes watered as I struggled to breathe before Zema filled my blurry vision and punched me firmly in the chest, saving my life.

      "Thank you," I wheezed at the orc's stiff back as she returned to her blankets.

      Looking down at Ariana standing between my legs, I saw the frustrated expression on her pretty face. I also noted the glow around her hand in front of my neck.

      "I guess I should thank you too, Ari, even though you won't listen to me. I could kill you. You know that, right?"

      As the green glow around the faun's hand went out, I saw her expression become resolute. I froze as she slowly climbed up my legs and sat on my lap.

      "I know you think you will, but I have ways of making what I want happen. All I need is for you to let it happen, Graf."

      I stared at the faun for a great deal of time while I thought about what accepting her offer would mean.

      I liked Ariana a great deal. I wouldn't put it past myself to say I cared enough about her not to mind sharing a space.

      What gave me pause was the idea of creating a family with her, as Ari suggested. I wasn't entirely sure I could make little versions of me, or if they would be human or dragon born.

      I sighed as I prepared to let her down gently before she leaned up and kissed me. Ariana's kiss started tender, with light pecks on my bony jaw.

      As the faun became a little bolder after my hands instinctively slid to her waist, I opened my mouth slightly and slid my tongue over her lips. Ariana let out a happy squeal before she gently sucked on the tip of my forked tongue.

      The sensation of her lips was one of the strangest feelings I had ever enjoyed. Pursing my lips, I brought them down to hers and groaned as her tongue slipped over mine and into my mouth.

      I felt my dick slap against Ari's leather-clad ass after it lifted the leather cloth I wore to protect my modestly. I was a little surprised that she didn't respond like most women when they found out how large I was.

      There was no gasp of surprise nor moment of shocked astonishment. Ari's only reaction was to grind her ass against my girth while her tail audibly beat the air.

      I was a second from slipping my tongue down the faun's throat before Zema huskily cleared her throat, reminding Ariana and me that we were not alone.

      "I would ask if you two needed a moment alone, but I think if I waited too much longer, you both would have completely forgotten I existed. Ari, you have your answer, and Graf, you are covered in dirt and bandit stink."

      After Zema paused for a second to let my less-than-clean state set in, Ariana glanced at me with the tip of my tongue still between her lips and shrugged. We both looked at the orc while Ari gently caressed the underside of my dick.

      "I think we all know you two are going to fuck now, but if I may make a suggestion… Getting clean and then dirty again isn't the worst idea in the world."

      I pulled my tongue from Ariana's lips to argue against Zema's point before the faun in my lap nodded and turned around. A little disappointed by Ariana agreeing with Zema, I groaned and threw back my head as the faun slipped the head of my dick between her lips.

      The intensely pleasurable sensation was as short as it was blissful. Far too soon for my liking, the faun released me and sat back on my chest.

      I caught a glimpse of Zema's surprisingly attentive expression after Ariana released me from her oral attention. Trying to maintain my focus while the faun fondled me shamelessly, I noted Zema holding Ariana's gaze for several moments.

      "Then we will wait for the river then, Z. So, Graf and I have explained our plans. What are you going to do with your money, Zema?"

      I held back a groan as the faun in my lap ran her finger firmly up the underside of my shaft and collected a bit of my pre-cum on her finger. Shivering as she licked it off her finger with a happy hum of pleasure, I saw Zema bite her lip before sighing.

      "I am going to do much the same as Graf. I have a big family back in my home nation with plenty of little brothers and sisters to care for. Once I have us all settled, I think I might try and find a husband that is worth my time."

      As the orc locked her yellow eyes on mine as she finished, I felt the motion of Ari's tail against my stomach speed up.

      "Well, we will make sure to point you in the right direction, Z. We can't have our friend just let any old man put their babies in her, can we, my dragon?"

      I smirked at the faun in my lap after she gave me the most unoriginal pet name ever. Looking over at Zema from across our dying fire, I slipped my tongue out of my mouth.

      Tasting the scent of her breeding pheromones that should have been tapering off, I noted their potency. I held her yellow gaze for several moments as the sound of forest critters filled the darkness around our fire.

      I had never been affected by her breeding week before, and I had to admit the lure she used to draw in her would-be husband was quite tempting. As Zema began to squirm under my regard, even Ari's continued teasing couldn't distract me from the slight haze Zema had me under.

      A soft growl rumbled through my chest as I watched Zema's breathing slowly become labored. Ari's smug kiss on the underside of my jaw broke me out of Zema's spell.

      "I think he agrees, Z. We have a busy day tomorrow, and I'm going to need plenty of rest to properly enjoy myself. Lay down, Graf. I promise I won't keep you up too late."

      After Ariana's playful comment, I watched Zema nod and slowly lay down while continuing to hold my gaze. I replied, "Good night, Z," after the orc covered herself with her blanket before muttering, "Good night."

      I smiled at the faun in my lap after she kissed my dick before she looked up at me. A chuckle rumbled through my chest as she remained sitting after I stared at her for several moments.

      I shook my head as she gently pushed against my chest, and I followed her direction until I lay flat on my back.

      "Remember to keep your promise tomorrow, and I will make you the happiest dragon in the world, ok?"

      As Ariana made her request after turning around and lying on my chest, I nodded and gained a kiss for my troubles.

      My faun shivered against my chest as the night chill began to set in. A thought came to mind to fix that problem and I lifted my back off the ground for a moment. Freeing my wings, I covered us both with the previously useless limbs.

      As Ari snuggled into my bare chest, I felt something I hadn't in a long while. I gently licked her smiling cheek as hope blossomed inside me.

      My previous attachments had been as quickly gained as they had been cut off. Only Zema had stuck around long enough to gain my trust and admiration.

      Ariana might have known me for only a year or so, but it seemed like the faun wasn't going to let me run away from her anytime soon. I found a slight bit of contentment with that as the faun's breathing evened out while she fell asleep on top of me.

      "Graf?" Zema called.

      I hummed a reply.

      "If I was to find someone to make my husband, what would you do?”

      After her question, the sound of my head slowly turning against the dirt cut through the sounds of the forest around us. Thinking over Zema’s question for a moment, I saw her legs tuck into her chest before she muttered, “Never mind.”

      Confused as to where her question had come from, I found my answer after a few moments.

      If Zema were to find a husband, I would be slightly happy for the woman. The main feeling that kept me from answering her was regret.

      I wasn’t quite sure how to voice the feeling of loss that her question caused while I held another woman in my arms.

      It took me quite a while to finally fall asleep as visions of them both wrapped up in my wings tempted me more than I could understand.
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      I inhaled deeply after a strangely restful night of sleep as me and my companions walked toward my favorite stop on the way to Lumen. Fanning my wings as the dried mud on them began to itch, I gave Zema an apologetic look after some of the dirt fell on her.

      I sighed as she sped up her steps and ignored me like she had the whole morning. After her question the night before, she had avoided my attention and presence.

      I was a little surprised at how much Zema ignoring me hurt. I glanced at Ari after she tapped my leg as I wondered what would have happened if I had just spoken my mind immediately.

      "Give her some time, my dragon," Ariana whispered.

      A low growl rumbled through my chest as I nodded in reply. Looking down at the faun, I smiled despite how I felt about Zema's aloofness.

      It was still strange to have her walking alongside me with such confident familiarity. Knowing that Ari and I would be doing something once we reached the river was also strangely comforting.

      It was odd to be expecting something more than sex from someone. It helped soothe the ache in my chest caused by the distance Zema was putting between us.

      I followed the faun's gaze as her happy smile turned into a frown. I watched Zema, a few dozen paces ahead of us, adjust the pack on her shoulder a little too roughly.

      "She isn't going to leave us, right?"

      After Ari's question, I chuckled lightly. I shook my head and ran my hand along the faun's bare shoulders, smirking at her wiggling tail.

      "No, she won't. Zema is many things, but a quitter isn't one. I… I don't know what is going on with her at the moment, but she has never left me high and dry before, and we have had worse fights than whatever this is."

      I answered Ariana's question with a bit more certainty than I felt.

      Zema and I had fights, for sure, but usually they were fixed a few hours later with a scaly fuck or two. The half a day she hadn't spoken to or looked at me was not our usual dynamic.

      The scent of cool water increased as we neared our destination. After she turned down a game trail, I followed Zema from a distance. I let Ariana walk in front of me as my shoulders and wings began to knock branches off the trees on the sides of the narrow tail.

      I leered a little at the faun's ass after I draped my wings around my shoulders like a cloak. Leaving that view for later enjoyment during our bath, I frowned as Zema stopped in front of the riverbank.

      "Head down a ways, and there should still be a sandbar we can use to dry off after if the spring rains didn't wash it away."

      After my request, I returned Ari's happy smile. Watching her glance at Zema, still standing next to the riverbank, I nodded for the faun to head to my bathing spot.

      As she walked off, I sighed and stared at the frozen orc. Walking over to her, I gripped her hand after she tried to walk away from me. I grabbed her shoulder and forced her to face me after she tried to yank her hand away.

      "Stop, Zema, just stop and talk to me!"

      I growled out my near demand as one of my only friends tried to leave me. The orc's yellow eyes fell to my bare chest as she avoided my gaze, and I suppressed a growl filled with irritation a pain.

      Sliding my hand on Zema's shoulder up to her neck to keep her from darting away, I used my thumb under her chin to bring her eyes up to mine. I froze as she gnashed her tusks for a moment and fought back tears.

      I slid my thumb under her chin across her green cheek as one of them got the better of her and slid down her face. Wiping the track off her cheek with my thumb, I swallowed as Zema leaned into my hand.

      "Go fuck your faun, and I will still be here when you are done. Like always, Graf."

      Zema patted my forearm once she finished talking. I stayed frozen as another tear slid down her face.

      "I want to answer your question from last night first. If you will listen."

      A slight nod from the orc answered my request. I saw something flash behind her yellow eyes before she sighed gently and suppressed the emotion.

      "If you were to pick another man to make your husband, I would be happy for my friend for finding happiness."

      I clenched my jaw as another emotion flashed across Zema's face as I took a shaky breath. Intense pain flashed across her face for a split second before I continued.

      "I would also make myself deal with the pain and regret from letting you slip through my fingers so that you could be happy. I don't know what is going on with us, Zema, but I don't want to lose you. I know I'm sometimes a selfish ass."

      Zema’s chuckle after my self-deprecating but valid comment made me smile. The nod she gave me also did strange things to me as she leaned a little harder into my hand held against her cheek.

      "Anyway, I don't know if I could accept losing you to another man, but it seems selfish for the first time to leave you to go have sex with another woman."

      I trailed off as Zema chuckled again and moved forward to hug me. Sighing as the woman I knew and cared for returned to me, I smiled as she pulled away.

      "So, it's sex now, not fucking?"

      I laughed a little harder than I should have at Zema's smug question as relief flowed through me. After I recovered from my tear-filled laughter, I grew somber as I thought about the orc's question.

      "It is, I guess. Ari isn't going anywhere anytime soon, I bet. I might be a taken man for the rest of our journey."

      I saw Zema's smile slowly disappear after my response. After a severe expression replaced it, she locked her yellow gaze on me and closed the distance between us.

      Left chest to chest with the orc, I swallowed thickly as she glared at me.

      "Ari wants babies. Are you going to give them to her?"

      It took me a few moments to answer the intense question in Zema's gaze as she put her hands on her hips.

      "I don't know if we can, but yes, if it's possible. I think I might be ready to become a father."

      I grew confused as Zema smiled at me before hugging me again.

      "Go have sex with your wife, Graf. I'll be upstream getting clean, and I'll make camp and wait for you two to get done."

      Zema hugged me again before walking upstream to bathe and make camp. I nodded at her back, and it took me a few moments to stop staring at her ass as it rippled in her leather pants.

      Turning around to do as she’d suggested, I smiled and shook my head, telling myself I had imagined the extra switch in her walk. I smiled at Ariana after I reached my bathing spot a few minutes later.

      The faun happily hummed a tune while stacking a small pile of river rocks, and I paused for a moment to watch her.

      I had spent much of my sleepless night thinking about what Ari and I were about to do. That time had added certainty to my response to Zema's question about children.

      I was about to tie myself to the faun in more ways than one, and I smiled as a warm feeling filled my chest at the thought. I smiled at her as the sound of my feet disturbing the rocks under them turned her attention to me.

      Ari bounced in place with an excited expression on her pretty face as I walked over to her. My smile broadened as her breasts put on a fantastic show during her eager prancing that caused her delicate hooves to clack against the rocks under them.

      "No, let me. I think if we are going to be together, then I should make sure to set some rules."

      Holding my faun's hand still after she tried to strip down in a rush before I spoke, I licked my lips as her tail beat the air behind her. I waited a moment for her to nod before I continued.

      "I generally like to undress my partners. A little bit of foreplay goes a long way when you are my size. I also like to eat pussy, so I hope you are ready for that."

      As I laid down the rules for my wife, I took my time undressing her while I spoke. Sliding the claw of my thumb across one of her hard pink nipples as I pulled her corset-like shirt down, I dropped to one knee and slid my forked tongue around the perky nub.

      Slipping my jaws around her breast as my faun moaned for me, I swirled my tongue around her hard nipple. I switched to the other soft mound of flesh and groaned as Ari gently stroked the tip of my hard dick.

      I used my hands to finish removing her clothing while my faun held me against her breast with one hand and teased the underside of my shaft with the other. Diving into a deep kiss after I left my wife nude, I moaned into her mouth as I slipped my tongue down her throat.

      I tasted her mouth after letting her breathe once more and growled hungrily after I ended our kiss.

      "Fucking shit, Graf. You said you like eating pussy, right?"

      I chuckled at the excitement and disbelief in Ari's question before she gave my dick pressing against her stomach a hesitant look.

      "Gonna need it, I think, but what a way to go. Stand up so we can clean up, and I can enjoy myself."

      I did as my faun bid and stood up, leaving my dick bobbing just in front of her collarbone. I hissed in pleasure as she gave the length of my dick gentle kisses as she moved to work on removing the leather wrap around my waist.

      As the only garment covering me hit the rocks at my feet with the sound of metal buckles striking rock, I gazed down at my faun. I suppressed the desire to throw her on the cold, hard rocks and sheath myself inside her while she stroked the length of my dick.

      The wonder on my faun's face as I flexed in her grip was pleasurable enough for the moment. Tasting the air, I gazed down at her as the scent of her dripping pussy teased my tongue.

      I let her lead me to the cool water with my dick over her shoulder and tempered my desire again as she gave it gentle kisses along the way. Sliding my hand around her waist as the water reached her hard nipples, I pulled my faun into another kiss as I sat on the river bottom.

      Her soft moans as our tongues danced grew a little higher as the head of my dick parted the lips of her pussy. I groaned into our kiss as Ari slid one of her hands from around my neck down my body to grip my shaft and slid my dick through the soft cheeks of her ass.

      I barely noticed the river's current slowly cleaning away the dirt and grime that had been covering us both as my faun moaned into our kiss. Holding us out of the water with one hand behind me, I filled the other with one of her soft breasts.

      "I want it, Graft! I want it in me now! Fuck!"

      Ari's moans grew a little needy after her passionate cry, and she moved to try and slip me inside of her. I leaned forward and gripped her waist as her hooves against my waist shook with repressed need.

      Lifting her from the cool water, I ignored her soft, sad "No" as she lost access to my aching dick. Carrying my faun to the sandbar, I suppressed my desire as she tried to grind her pussy on the top of my dick.

      "I want it too, Ari, but I need to get you ready first."

      Lying down on my back on the sandbar, I groaned as Ari tried once again to slip me inside of her. I almost let her try after she pulled me into another insistent kiss.

      Our position put us at the perfect heights for our lips to connect with the head of my dick pressed firmly against her pussy. Holding back my thrust after I instinctively placed my feet on the sand, I growled with impatience as I spun my faun around.

      Her yelp of surprise turned into a long groan of pleasure as I slipped my tongue inside her. Rushing a little as my desire for my faun got the better of me, her moans grew in volume while my tongue slipped rapidly in and out of her.

      "Fuck, Graf! That feels so fucking good! You're going to make me fucking cum!"

      Ari's moans grew in volume and pitch as the slick sound of my rapidly moving tongue accompanied the sound of her pleasure. I felt her hands clench my waist and her breasts around my dick quiver as my faun's hips jerked.

      Ariana's scream of pleasure rang in the air around us as she filled my open jaws with her squirted release. I groaned as I swallowed it and shakily slid my dick through the valley between my faun's soft, warm breasts.

      My groan grew in volume as the blissful pressure around my dick grew after Ari's arms gave out. After she fell on top of it, I held my faun in place while instinctively seeking my release.

      An angry growl rumbled in my chest as Ari tried to push up and take her warmth away from me.

      "Fucking shit, husband, you're good with that thing! Now, now, my dragon. Your seed goes in my pussy, not on my stomach."

      I managed to loosen my hold on my faun's slender waist as she kissed the underside of my dick. Breathing a little too rapidly while she smiled after turning around, my nose flared as Ari's eyelids fluttered and she pushed back onto my dick.

      As my hands moved of their own accord and landed on the swell of her ass, I groaned loud and long with my faun as she pushed me inside her. Bumping up against her cervix with half my dick still outside of my faun a few long pleasure-filled moments later, I saw a green glow cover Ari's hand.

      "I hope this works. If I don't make it, just know I died a very happy woman, husband."

      My faun's small laugh as she placed her hand above her womb tightened her already too-snug pussy and forced my eyes closed for a second. Her long, quavering moan as she pushed back further on me rang in my ears as she somehow began to fit the rest of me inside her.

      Ari's moans halted as she froze after taking me all the way inside her. The sensation of my faun small quakes around me pushed my control to its limits. My grip on her ass tightened a little as she slowly rocked with my entire dick buried inside her body. Her tail buzzed as she moaned softly with each sway of her hips.

      "Fuuuck, you're big! Go slow, Graf. Be gentle, and I will tell you when you can go harder."

      I nodded with my teeth clenched at Air's request before I slowly pulled myself partway out of her. My faun's mouth dropped open, and her eyes rolled back in her head as I thrust slowly back inside her.

      Grunting as I managed my need to let go and fuck my wife to death, I watched her body shiver each time I pushed inside her. My lap became a mess of my precum and her back-to-back orgasms as I continued to fill my faun with the dick she had asked for.

      "Harder."

      I let out a questioning groan as Ari tried to ask for something through her deep moans of pleasure.

      "Harder!"

      I roared out my impending climax as my faun gave me free rein to fuck with every bit of my strength. Holding her ass firmly with both hands, I thrust into my faun's shaking body as I began to swell inside her.

      Lifting my hips after she fell against my chest, her limp body jerked with every slap of my hips against her ass. I groaned as Ari's moaned nonsense into my chest after I finally reached my peak.

      Filling her fully with one last thrust, I heard her high-pitched moan follow every surge of my cum. I could almost hear the sound of my cum filling my faun's clenching pussy. The buzz of her tail wiggling accompanied each kick of my dick as my orgasm continued.

      My eyes refused to open as I basked in the pleasure of finally having a woman I cared for being able to take me in my entirety.

      Ari's high-pitched moans deepened as I continued to fill her. Feeling her hips leave mine for a moment as her stomach swelled, I grunted as she slid off me a little.

      My cum covered the sand between my legs as it slipped out of my faun in a large gush. As the last of it followed the last kick of my dick inside of my nearly unconscious wife, I kissed her sweaty brow gently.

      While I waited for her eyes to refocus, I chuckled as she gripped my sides after I tried to lift her off me.

      "I have a rule of my own, husband. If at all possible, I would like to keep you inside of me when we finish, ok?"

      I kissed my wife's forehead again after her request and nodded as her eyes focused on mine.

      "You said finished like we are done, wife."

      I flexed my dick inside of my faun after my comment and smiled at the soft groan she made.

      "We can go rounds after I get used to you, my dragon. I promise to let you fuck my tits after we clean up. Sound good?"

      I chuckled as Ari's green eyes widened after I took too long to respond to her counteroffer.

      "I will accept that now, wife, but I hope you know what you’re doing giving me sex like that. Makes a man not want to do anything but fill his wife until her body gives out."

      Ari's smile at my statement grew pained as she slid off me to kiss my lips. Feeling my cum flowing from her onto my stomach, I admitted we might have made a mess worth cleaning up."

      "Come on, lover. My tits aren't going to clean and fuck themselves."

      I laughed as my faun made her way on wobbly legs to the river's cool water. Watching rivulets of my cum slipping from her gaping pussy as she bent over to wash her face, I hoped it wouldn't take too long for her to be ready for multiple rounds.

      My faun had gotten what she wanted after months of flirting.

      I was going to make sure she knew what she had unleashed on herself.
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      Carrying my weak legged faun into our camp a half hour later, I adjusted her shirt that I had put on her nearly unconscious body.

      "Looks like you two had fun… a little too much by the looks of it."

      I smiled at Zema as I sat on the blanket she’d set out for Ari and me. As I nodded, a shiver ran down my back, making my wings flutter.

      My faun had been as good as her word, letting me coat her face, neck, and tits with my cum. She also rode me a second time, taking half of me without her magic.

      Ari's sweet moans still rang in my ears as she came for me until I filled her again. Hardening as I remembered filling her shaking body that second time, I saw Zema smirk at the tent I made.

      I felt a sense of relief fill me as my friend returned to her usual self. Amending my thought as I saw Zema's nipples harden under her armor, I flicked my tongue out and tasted her arousal.

      Long past the time her breeding week should have ended, I was distracted from mentioning it as Ari moved in my arms.

      "Hey, guys, what's for dinner?"

      I chuckled along with Zema as my faun slid out of my arms and sat on the blanket between my legs.

      "Walking is what's for dinner. Lumen is only a few hours down the road. I think we all will appreciate a good night's sleep in an actual bed."

      I nodded at Zema for her foresight.

      I was more than ready not to sleep on the ground and even missed my monster of a cobbled-together bed. Glancing at my faun, I chuckled lightly after she groaned in exhaustion.

      A smirk curled the edges of Zema's lips after Ari's groan. I adjusted my leg a little as my faun rested her head against my thigh.

      "I will carry you if you want, Ari."

      After my comment, Zema's smirk grew a little dreamy.

      "No, this isn't the last time I will have to function after you get done with me. Come on, let's go, you two."

      After she rose to her feet, I shook my head in amusement as I noticed Ari completely ignoring her pack. As she slowly made her way to the East Road, I picked up my wife's pack with a smile after stuffing my blanket in mine.

      "You doing ok, Zema?" I asked the orc after I fell in step with her.

      I was hesitant to ask Zema anything that might spoil her good mood. Remembering how simple, if intense, our conversation had been, I decided to head off any more issues that could come between us.

      "I'm fine, Graf. Just getting used to you having a wife. Do you think she will make a fuss if we go out to a bar?"

      I chuckled along with Zema as I kept an eye on my wife. Ari's gate was becoming slightly more steady by the moment, and I hoped she could maintain it for the next two miles.

      "She might just join us if you ask. She kept up with me easy enough."

      I saw the same dreamy expression as earlier cross Zema's face after my response. Bumping her gently to get her attention, I frowned as she ignored the blush that colored her cheeks.

      "I might ask, or we can let your wife sleep today and go out tomorrow. Sound good?"

      I nodded hesitantly as the orc continued to talk like her green cheeks weren't burning. I opened my mouth to broach the subject before I sighed as Zema sped up her steps to catch up with Ari.

      I was left in the back of our group as the two women talked about inconsequential things like what they wanted to eat once we reached Lumen. Occupying myself by leering at my faun's ass, my gaze slid to Zema's more than a few times.

      As I kept imagining what it would feel like under my hands, I couldn't bring myself to disregard the vision completely. There had been something behind Zema's intense gaze as she’d asked about Ari and my plan for children.

      Thinking of how beautiful Zema would look with my child growing her belly, I let my thoughts wander where they shouldn't while we walked.

      
        
        The town of Lumen – Dentra Kingdom

      

      

      I glanced around me as we finally made it through the gates of Lumen four hours later. Our wait in line to get into the city wasn't surprising and had been slightly shorter than the last time I had visited the town.

      Lumen's status as the last town before the Jank was evident in its bustling evening residents and still busy shops. I saw a group of men dressed in garb designed to protect themselves against the desert sun walk past us.

      The color of the material on each garment was a uniform sandy brown with the exception of one or two garish individuals. One thing that the seamstress had added to each was an elaborate design along the borders of the voluminous garments.

      I listened to their conversation about their upcoming excursion with half an ear. Following Ariana and Zema towards a stall serving savory drake meat, I kept an eye out for a shop selling the same garb.

      The scales covering my chest and the heavier scales covering my wings would protect me well enough from the sun and heat. My companions, though, would need a little more protection.

      We planned to buy some desert clothes here in Lumen, which would be slightly cheaper and more readily available than in Kent. After I saw my faun and Zema's excitement over the goods available here, I decided to change our plans a little.

      "Do you two want to get us some food for dinner and find us some rooms in the town inn? I will grab the extra clothing we talked about."

      Ariana and Zema gave me a nod in reply.

      "Everything we need should go over our clothing, so that is fine," Zema said.

      "Make sure it is something I can enjoy you in, husband."

      After her request, my faun leaned against my leg. As her breasts pillowed against my crotch, my mouth went a little dry as she gave me a hungry look.

      My desire for that room in the inn grew by the moment as Ariana laid a kiss right above the top of my wrap. I let out a shaky sigh as she backed away and shared a look with Zema.

      "Have fun shopping, Graf."

      I nodded distractedly at the orc. Ignoring the few people who had seen our interaction, I shivered with suppressed desire for my tease of a wife as she walked off with our companion.

      A dragonborn female leered at me as I walked in the opposite direction from my faun and Zema.

      "Looks like they left you high and dry, handsome. Care for a little company?"

      I smirked at the admittedly pretty woman after her offer but shook my head. It took me several steps to realize what I had done pretty much on impulse.

      Before leaving Kent, I would have had the woman's tail over my shoulder in a back alley as soon as she’d made her offer. Chuckling to myself as she walked away with a shrug, I realized the short faun had tamed me.

      I shook my head as I saw a shop selling what my seductress and companion needed. I doubted my wife would be up for more of me tonight, but her warmth against me would be much more enjoyable than getting my rocks off in a back alley.

      Smiling as I found myself excited for the former, I pulled the shop door open.

      
        
        ⚖️

      

      

      "How was it?"

      After her question, Ariana gave the orc walking next to her a smirk.

      Glancing back at her husband, that smirk grew smug after she saw him walk past a pretty dragonborn woman.

      "Good enough that he isn't straying. You could have a piece of him if you wanted, Zema. There is certainly more than enough to go around."

      Ariana chuckled gently after her comment as her insides complained a little louder at her over her husband's handling.

      Graf had been gentle enough until she had asked for more, and she was thankful her magic had been up to the task of keeping her alive. Slightly regretting having him a second time without it, she hoped her magic would be ready soon to heal the pain she was enduring.

      "You know what I meant, Ari."

      Ariana glanced up at Zema after her growled statement.

      "I did, and you can find out yourself, as I said."

      As she grew a little irritated at the woman for dancing around her attraction to Graf, Ariana sighed and tried to approach the problem from another direction.

      "Why haven't you and Graf fucked?"

      Ariana kept her tone light as they reached a shop selling general supplies. Following the orc inside while she waited for Zema's response, Ariana pulled a small bar of soap from a shelf.

      Their blankets hadn't been washed since before leaving Kent. She planned on dirtying hers and Graf's a great deal in the desert.

      A quick clean while they had readily available water would be a necessity.

      "I told you he doesn't see me like that!"

      After her outburst, Ariana raised an eyebrow at Zema. Ignoring the other shoppers and shopkeeper that glanced at the orc and then at her, she grabbed the fuming woman's hand.

      She pulled her out of the shop and pushed her against the shadowed side of the building. The ease with which she moved the much larger woman would have been amusing if she hadn't seen tears welling in Zema's yellow eyes.

      She had left the orc's altitude alone while they walked to Lumen due to Zema's talk with Graf and her exhaustion. Thinking that was a mistake, as the orc slid down the wall behind her, Ariana kept her long sigh to herself.

      "He does, but you're too wrapped up in your need to have him prove himself to see that!"

      Growling out her reply through clenched teeth as a small group of elves walked past their little alleyway, Ariana pushed Zema's chin up to make the woman face her.

      Ariana sometimes forgot that she was the woman's senior by nearly a decade. She had seen the orc handle herself well in many bar fights and sometimes had to remind herself.

      This was one of those times.

      "Graf has been looking at you more since your talk if you haven't noticed. I'm not the jealous type, and I don't see any reason we can't both have him. Well, except for your stipulation."

      After Zema nodded at the latter part of her comment, Ariana smirked at the woman crouched in front of her. Zema might have been seven feet of sexy green woman, but as the orc dropped her gaze to the dirt, she looked very much like a petulant child.

      Looking behind her as Zema decided to wallow in her misery, Ariana dropped her ass on a small stack of wooden boxes. She hoped their rooms came with a bath as the scent of fresh onions surrounded her.

      "I can't take a husband that can't protect our children and me. Graf is many things, but a protector he is not."

      After she finished, Ariana shrugged as Zema looked up at her.

      She believed the massive man would do just fine keeping their family safe one day. That little warning the orc had brought up before was as flimsy an excuse as she had ever heard.

      "He's eight feet tall and can breathe fire, Zema. I doubt much could stop him if he were properly motivated."

      Holding the orc's gaze after her reply, Ariana rolled her eyes as Zema's fell down and away from hers.

      "What else is there, Zema? He isn't going to reject you, that's for certain. When he wasn't balls deep in my ass during our walk here, he thought I didn't see him eye fucking you too."

      Going for a calm tone as she tried to figure out what was going on with the woman, Ariana slid back on her boxes after Zema let out a frustrated growl.

      "I haven't slept with anyone before! Ok?!"

      As her eyebrow rose in surprise after Zema's growly whisper, Ariana fought the laugh that threatened to burst out of her. Mastering her amazement at Zema's confession after a few shocked moments, Ariana found herself confused.

      She had seen the woman take a few men and women home, and from the orc and Graf's talks about their jobs together, so had he.

      "How does that work, Z? I have personally seen you take both men and women home in Kent. What were you doing with them? Wrestling?!"

      Managing to keep her voice down to a harsh whisper as she fought past her surprise, Ariana watched Zema rise to her feet.

      "I've sucked cocks and eaten all the pussy I wanted, but I've never had someone, you know, inside me."

      Ariana let out a long sigh as her friend admitted she was a virgin. Hopping off her oniony boxes, she walked over and grabbed both of the orc's hanging hands.

      "Your first is always a big decision to make. Do you love him?"

      Holding Zema's gaze with hers as the orc hung her head, Ariana smiled as Zema's yellow eyes filled with tears. The woman's shrug and slight nod were as nonchalant as possible, but her clenched jaw and tense shoulders told her more than enough.

      "Then you should tell him instead of laughing your hurt off when he fucks another woman. Getting angry and not talking to him isn't the best idea, either. Talking works best, Zema, and about what you want and not how he almost got his dick chopped off."

      After she finished, Ariana shared a small smile with her friend and, hopefully, lover. Staring up at the woman past her enormous breasts was a pleasant distraction, but a distraction, nonetheless.

      Her smile grew wider after Zema's loose grip on her hands grew firmer.

      "I will tell him that I love him, ok. Just, just let me do it in my own time, and I promise it will be before we reach the Jank."

      Ariana nodded and sighed in relief as the orc finally agreed to end her stubbornness. Holding her arms open slightly to hug the large woman after she slid down the wall behind her, Ariana was surprised by the soft lips that touched hers.

      "What! You're hot, and I like you!"

      Sharing a chuckle with the orc as Zema used her line on her, Ariana groped the enormous breasts pressed against hers.

      She laughed as Zema returned the favor before rising to her feet. Following the orc out of the alley and back into the shop, Ariana glanced at Zema as she placed a hand on her shoulder.

      "You never answered my question. How was it?"

      A laugh burst out of Ariana after Zema's question. She gave the smiling orc a smirk before embarrassing everyone around them by telling her friend every lurid detail of her first time with her husband.

      
        
        Northeast road outside the town of Lumen – Dentra Kingdom

      

      

      I glanced back at the road behind us for a third time after leaving Lumen. I tasted the air again after the look behind me didn't help me find the source of stale sweat, leather, and steel.

      "Something going on, Graf?"

      I shook my head after Zema's question.

      This close to Lumen, I couldn't be sure if I was scenting bandits coming to attack us or a group of farmers working in the fields past the tree line.

      "I keep smelling something, but I can't locate it. I hope it's nothing but keep an eye out."

      After my response, Zema and Ari nodded and started to glance around us. As my faun called over a squirrel, I heard a sword being drawn behind me.

      Spinning around to attack whoever it was, I heard Zema shout my name right before I was blown off my feet. A grunt of pain burst out of me as a boulder half my size struck me in the side.

      I lost track of my faun and Zema as I tumbled head over heels. Coming to a stop next to a tree, I groaned as I got back on my feet.

      I heard the whistle from another rock headed toward me and tried to dodge out of its path. I let out a scream of surprise and pain as the rock I had tried to evade slammed against me.

      Tumbling again, I tasted the air around me once more as I came to my feet. Neither hearing nor seeing my companions or attackers after a quick glance, I stayed still as a terrible thought ran through my mind.

      We had been attacked by a group that had both an earth mage and a phyker in it. Trying to shout to find my faun and Zema to either fight back or escape wasn't going to work.

      Assuming the phyker was human due to them not altering my enhanced sense of smell, I tasted the air. I dropped to my belly as the sound of another rock coming toward me distracted me from my intense feeling of relief.

      Ari and Zema were somewhere ahead of me. From the taste of blood on the air that wasn't theirs, I hoped they were faring better than me.

      I also tasted the scent of freshly turned earth and lopped toward it on all fours. Picking a random direction to dodge as I tasted each rock the mage pulled from the ground, I managed to reach his smell after taking only one added strike.

      I slid under whatever metal the mage tried to put between us and crushed the leg between my jaws into bloody splinters. The sound of a man's scream cut off suddenly as the phyker's power overcame my hearing.

      Tearing the man that I held in my jaws in two, I tossed his body at the group trying to flank my companions. I rushed toward Ari and Zema's scent as the smell of blood covered the sneaky group behind them.

      Diving onto the back of my faun's large attacker, I bit into the back of the male orc's neck. I crushed it between my jaws while I sent the largest fireball I could careening toward the blood-soaked group.

      I felt Ari's hand on my side as the orc died a moment before pain overcame my senses. Falling along with him to the ground, I heard Ari's voice in my ear scream, "Bleed out," before the phyker's power returned the world around me to silence.

      I licked the space my faun occupied before I rushed toward a scent standing aside from the others. Focusing on that scent as the world tried to turn around me, I drove my claws into its chest.

      My jaws around its face came swiftly after, and as the phyker died under me, Ari's scream of denial turned my attention to her. Dropping the dead woman with bloody tits to the ground, I rushed away from her body after looking at Zema.

      The orc had been pinned to the ground by a tree trunk of a spear wielded by a dying half-giant. Using the sword belted to my side to cleave the swaying man's head from his body, I dropped next to Zema.

      I cradled her body as Ari slid next to me on her hands and knees. Seeing a green glow cover my faun's hands, I glanced away from Zema's tear-filled eyes at the spear embedded in her body.

      "Keep her still and pull it out when I tell you to!"

      I nodded as Ari ran her glowing hands around the spear lodged in Zema's stomach that was as wide around as one of my thighs. Wondering how we would get Zema off the thing, I glanced at the broken end of the spear three feet above the orc's stomach.

      "Ok, we have one chance to do this, or she dies. When I say so, lift her off it and drop her so I can stop the bleeding."

      After her order, I nodded at my pale and sweaty wife.

      My heart rate rose as Zema clutched my arms and tried to say something. All that came out was bloody saliva, and I leaned down and held her close as Ari screamed, "Now!"

      Closing my eyes as I prayed for my friend to survive, I clenched my jaws as Zema screamed as I pulled her off the spear. I dropped my orc to the ground and let Ari push me aside to heal the hole inside Zema's stomach.

      While my wife worked to save my best friend in the world, I held Zema's hand as frustration welled inside me. Looking down into her yellow eyes as they began to dim, I saw my orc mouth, "I love you," before her eyes fluttered and closed.

      Ari let out a growl of denial before her hands over the slowly closing hole in Zema's glowed brighter. My breaths came in rapid gasps as Zema remained deathly still.

      Leaning down to her ashen face, I kissed her cheek gently and said, "I love you too, Zema." I pressed the scales of my forehead against my favorite orc while I tried not to crush her hand in my grasp.

      Ari groaned next to me as she used every bit of her power to save our orc while I hoped for a miracle to save the most stubborn woman I loved.

      Zema's deep intake of breath followed my faun's gasp of exhaustion. Crushing my orc against me while she grasped my arms and held on to me for dear life, I stopped Ari's fall into the bloody dirt with my tail.

      Bringing my faun into mine and Zema's embrace, I kissed both roughly before crushing them against my chest. I held them close for what seemed like hours before Ari's muffled voice against my chest made me loosen my hold on her.

      Doing the same with Zema, I gave my faun a confused look as she gave my orc an exhausted smirk.

      "It took you long enough, Zema. Had to make your confession as dramatic as possible, did ya?"

      A thick chuckle worked its way out of my chest before I kissed my pale and exhausted wife. I smiled as Zema's shaky hands turned my head to face her.

      "It might have been the people on the other end of the light, but did you say you loved me too, Graf?"

      I shook my head in amazement as Zema focused on my confession instead of the fact she had nearly died. I rolled my eyes playfully after she took my shocked action as a denial.

      "Yes, I love you, you stubborn woman. Now shut up and let me kiss you."

      Kissing my shocked orc before she could do or say anything else, I slid a little of my tongue past her lips once she got over her surprise and moaned into my mouth. After our kiss ended, I chuckled after I saw my orc's unfocused yellow eyes.

      "Once she and I have recovered, I want to watch you tongue fuck her other lips."

      I barked out a laugh at my insatiable faun's comment and kissed her naughty lips into silence. Chuckling into the kiss as Ari trailed her hand down my sides, I noticed the scent of my blood for the first time after our kiss ended.

      "You had half a boulder embedded in you, and you still managed to kill that earth mage. Zema! What do you think? If our husband can still fight through all that, I think he will do just fine at keeping our family safe, right?"

      I saw Zema nod in agreement with Ari's question and shook my head and smiled as I became overwhelmed for a second.

      The shocking fact that Ari was willing to share me with Zema and make a family out of our group took a moment to understand. My relief that my orc had survived and loved me enough to turn back from death paled in comparison to the fact that I had just gained another wife.

      "I think he has passed the test, Ari. What do you say, Graf? Do you think you can handle us both?"

      I smirked at my orc wife after her question before kissing her gently.

      "Let's get you two back in better health, and I will make sure you both are delighted with your decision."

      After Zema's nod and Ari's attempt at an excited scream, I rose from the ground and cradled them both to my chest. Leaving the failed ambush by the group of bandits, I walked back toward Lumen with my wives resting in my arms.

      
        
        ⚖️

      

      

      A few days later, after plenty of rest for my wives, I quietly entered our room at the town inn and smiled at the two loves of my life.

      Zema had only been awake for the last day after the fight that almost took her life. Ari had recovered within a few hours from the overuse of her abilities and teased me relentlessly about what she and Zema would do to me once our orc woke up.

      "Hello, husband! I was just filling our orc wife in on what she missed while she was napping."

      I nodded in response to my faun's statement before giving my orc one as well. Sliding between them after setting the food I had bought for us aside, I glanced out of the dark window of our room.

      "Did you really fill her ass with that monster, husband?"

      I chuckled at Zema's question after she and Ari snuggled into my sides.

      "No, we didn't have the chance, sadly, wife. After we made one bed out of these two, I was busy making some money to pay for our extra-long stay."

      I was a little surprised by Zema's frown at my answer before my excitement got the better of me.

      I had managed to find an enchanter in Lumen that didn't charge an arm and a leg for his services while I was out "working." Pulling a small bundle from the pocket of my wrap, I dropped two black metal rings into my other hand.

      The fiery glyphs that ran around their circumference would allow my fire magic to find my wives regardless of their distance from me. Creating them had been an exhausting endeavor that added validity to my white lie.

      I chuckled as Ari and Zema excitedly offered me their left hands to place the rings on. Sliding them onto their ring fingers, I smiled as they kissed my cheeks.

      "They are lovely, husband, and functional too if the magic I sense from them says anything."

      I nodded at my faun after her comment, and my reply was cut off as Zema occupied my lips. Returning her intense kiss, I moaned along with her as Ari slid her hand under my wrap.

      As my orc wife did the same, I shivered as their soft hands worked in tandem to bring me to full hardness.

      "Our husband has given us gifts, Z. How are we going to repay him?"

      I groaned as Ari slowly removed her cloth sleeping shirt after her question. Sliding my hand down my faun's smooth back, I felt Zema shiver against me as I did the same to her.

      "I think we should see if our husband can back up his comment from the other day, Ari."

      I smirked at the hungry looks my wives gave me before my hands slipped between their legs. I let out a hungry growl as they lifted their legs slightly to give me access to their tasty pussies.

      I watched Zema and Ari's eyes grow wide as I gently stimulated their clits. Pushing the silky material of their panties aside after my faun let out a quiet moan, I gently slipped a finger inside each of them.

      A groan of pleasure rumbled in my chest as my wives gripped my dick almost painfully. While the sound of my plunging fingers in their pussies warred with their needy moans, I kissed my orc's soft lips.

      Ari's lips and tongue on my neck caused a shiver to run down my spine. I increased the speed of my plunging fingers. Zema's yellow eyes fluttered for a moment before she coated my hand as she came for me a few moments later.

      Her growly moan as her hips shook with pleasure set off our faun, who shakily ground her clit against my palm as she filled it with her squirted release. I swelled in my wives’ hands as I tasted the scent of their orgasms.

      "Not just yet, husband. Our orc will be taking that tasty treat inside her."

      I glanced at my faun after she gripped me tightly after her comment.

      As she gave Zema and me a hungry look before gently running her hand down the front of our orc's shirt, I licked my lips as Ari masterfully unbuttoned it. Zema's green breasts spilled from the now loose garment and her hard pink nipples ground against my bare chest as she rode out the last bit of her orgasm.

      My mouth watered as I flexed in my faun's hand, imagining the taste of those sensitive nubs. Zema's blissed-out expression grew slightly nervous as I tried to rise from our bed.

      My orc's firm hand on my chest stopped me, and I kissed her once again as she slid on top of me. Moaning along with her as she ground the top of my dick against her soaked pussy and through the soft cheeks of her ass, I held Zema's gaze after our kiss ended.

      "I love you, Graf. Have for a while. It's… it's my first time."

      After Zema's confession, I ended the questions it caused before I could voice them. I looked over at my faun lying on my wing and leaned up from the bed after she moved off it.

      Sliding my hands down my orc wife's curves, I pulled her into a gentle kiss. Running my claws along her sensitive lower back, I pulled her deeper into our kiss after I filled my hand with the pillowy softness of her ass.

      "I love you too, Zema. I can be gentle if you are ready."

      Zema's slow nod before she lifted her hips turned into a soft moan after our faun slid my dick through the valley between her breasts.

      "You might think you are ready, Z, but I want a little taste before our husband adds his flavor to you."

      I smirked as Ari's face disappeared from above Zema's ass as she dove into our orc's dripping pussy. Attacking our orc wife's soft breasts and hard nipples as our faun's horns danced behind the green cheeks of her ass, I spread my shaking wife's cheeks to give my other easier access to her shaking body.

      I moaned into my wife's breasts as my groaning faun slid me through her soft breasts while she ate our orc out. Listening to Zema's moans as they rose in pitch, I slid my tail through Ari's legs.

      She joined our wife in the sweet music she was making, and I felt Zema and Ari shake against me. Pushing my faun's face into my moaning orc's pussy as they both came, I heard some of Ari's shaky, muffled moans as I ground my tail against her soaked pussy.

      After they both came down from their peaks, I held Zema's gaze. As she lifted her hips once again to take me, I groaned softly as Ari kissed the head of my dick before sliding it through our orc's slick lips.

      Zema's eyelids flittered as she lowered herself onto me with a shaky moan. Lost in the pleasure of filling her for the first time, I laced my fingers with my faun on Zema's ass.

      "How is it, Z?"

      I groaned as Zema responded to Ari's question with a shrill "big" before she coated my hips with her sudden orgasm. As our orc wife ground her cervix against the head of my dick while she came, my faun’s hands left mine.

      "You have to move if you want his cum, Zema. Here let me help you."

      I groaned as the slick tightness of my orc wife's pussy slid up my shaft as our faun guided her hips. A low grunt rumbled in my chest as Zema dropped back down on me of her own accord.

      As my orc found her rhythm and the sweet sounds of her moans and our lovemaking filled our room, I watched her, and Ari share a long passionate kiss. I slid my tail back between my faun's legs as she swallowed Zema's moans.

      After Ari's moans joined our orcs, I placed my feet on the bed and began to drive myself into my orc's dripping pussy. Forcing three-quarters of myself into her in long, firm strokes, I felt my orgasm crest.

      I held my orc wife's hips still as I drove myself relentlessly into her rippling pussy. Forcing our faun onto her back as my tail ground her clit and pussy, I groaned as I began to swell inside my wife.

      Her soft "holy fuck" of disbelief went with my deep groan of pleasure as I began to fill my shaking wife with my seed. Pumping my hips in shallow thrusts as I coated the walls of her pussy, I felt Zema's hands on my chest shake with every surge of my cum.

      Coming down from my peak a few long moments later, I groaned into Zema's neck after Ari pushed her down.

      "Fuck, I need it! Fuck!"

      My groan grew in volume as my faun's dripping pussy enveloped my dick. Shifting one of my hands to one of Ari's bouncing tits as she rode me with abandon, my other one slid over my orc's round ass.

      Gently fingering her cum soaked pussy, I swallowed her needy moans while our faun's cries of pleasure filled our room.

      "I want more, husband."

      I smirked at my needy orc wife as her eyelids fluttered after her demand. Plunging my fingers faster and deeper into her as our faun screamed another round of orgasms, I licked Zema's neck and watched her shiver.

      As I filled my shaking faun a few minutes later, I rose from our bed. I watched my orc wife's breasts sway gently as she rolled to her back. Laying our quaking faun on her, I pulled out of Ari's seed-soaked pussy.

      Groaning as I returned to my orc's snug warmth, I kissed my slowly recovering faun before attacking her tasty tits. As Zema turned our wife's face to kiss her, I hoped our bounty into the Jank wasn't too eventful.

      We wouldn't have the luxury of fucking with abandon like we were, not for a few weeks at least. Even before leaving, I was more than ready to get back to civilization with my wives safely in tow so we could start our lives together.

      Pulling out of my moaning orc and sliding into Ari's tight pussy, I tempered my desire to rush off into the Jank. We had this room for the rest of this day and the next, and I was going to make good use of every nook and cranny to please my beautiful wives.
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      Three weeks is a long time to be alone. I think that would be true for just about anyone, and I was certainly no exception. As I fired my arrow into the hideous purplish-black insectoid man’s face from about fifty yards, however, I took some solace in the fact that I wasn’t really alone.

      True, I didn’t have friends to talk with or the company of a pretty woman to enjoy. I didn’t have a lovable pet to keep me company, or even a volleyball with a face painted on it for that matter. Still, as my position trended ever closer to the mysterious neon city on the horizon, I found myself more and more frequently assailed by the bug-like humanoids that had been pursuing me since I arrived here. They wielded bows and spears and sickle-like blades, wearing primitive leather hides over their already tough exoskeleton-like skin. Thanks to them, I always felt like there was someone around.

      I didn’t know who they were or what they were all about, but they were ugly, and they were consistently trying to capture me whenever they spotted me. So, I defended myself. What else could I do?

      The first time it happened, I had been in this world for all of ten minutes. I was naked from head to toe, balls swaying in the breeze, just trying to figure out where the fuck I was and why. At that time, the city in the distance seemed less of a city and more of a smoggy blight on the horizon. Still, there was enough of a shape to it for me to recognize it as a sign of civilization, so onward I trudged. As to where the fuck I was and why? Twenty-three days later, I still didn’t have the answer to that question.

      But what I did have was a loincloth and a lot of kills.

      In my past life back on Earth, I had been a volunteer firefighter. Well, sort of. I’d just started and hadn’t yet had the opportunity to save anyone or do anything all that exciting. I had been brought in to observe and had done a lot of practice rescues and undergone the training, but I’d never gotten to test my mettle out on anything real or actually dangerous—unless you counted my hot lunatic of an ex.

      I was already nostalgic for that life, clingy girlfriend and all. Danger was a daily occurrence now, and I had the fresh scabs and scars to show for it. A few times I thought for sure I’d suffered wounds that should have killed me, but they didn’t. I thought I’d get an infection, but I just continued to, well, regenerate for lack of a better word. The scabs fell away within hours rather than days, and even the arrow that pierced me right in the gut had proven to be just a nuisance. After killing the buggy bastard who made that particular deposit into my flesh, I lay on the ground, staring at the sky, waiting for unconsciousness and death to take me.

      I was almost a bit disappointed that it didn’t.

      Anyway, there I was, staring out at a vast, jade-green prairie, tall grasses capped with yellow and silver-colored flowers, swaying in winds that whistled as shrill as a New York City catcaller. The plains were wide and unyielding, with scarcely a tree to be seen for miles and miles. Based on my current rate of travel, I figured I only had a few more days on foot before I reached my mountaintop destination. The urban metropolis raised over me like a shining beacon.

      The city in the distance... What would I find there? I had no idea. There was a clear possibility, growing increasingly plausible in my mind, that I wouldn’t even be allowed to enter. It seemed high tech and properly civilized—and with civilization came law and order. With law and order came control. With control came things like border security and guards watching the proverbial front door. I had no documentation, ID, or passport to my name in this world, much less clothes that could be called decent by any stretch of the imagination. I was literally nobody. Garrison Steele—just a name with no meaning.

      The closer I got to the city, the more I realized just how modern it was. In fact, ‘modern’ seemed to be insufficient to describe it. It was bright and sprawling, lit with vibrant colors spanning the rainbow that became almost blinding at night, piercing through the thick veil of smog that endlessly billowed into the sky.

      Meanwhile, here I was, day after day, killing and scavenging survival resources and disgusting rations off bronze-age monster mofos. I’d gotten my leather armor from them. I’d looted a primitive bow, the aforementioned loincloth, and a hatchet. The hatchet was my favorite find—back on Earth, hatchet-throwing had been a hobby of mine. I’d won the state championship my senior year in college, as a matter of fact. But I just had the one hatchet for now, and it was the only thing I had that worked well in close quarters. For ranged weapons, I had limited myself to the bow for the time being.

      I claimed my arrow from the eye socket of my would-be attacker. I had long since stopped waiting for them to make a move when I saw them first. Since about a week ago, I considered myself graduated from defender to aggressor. Whenever I laid eyes on one of them before they spotted me, I struck first with killing intent. That strategy had worked well for me so far.

      A little brackish blood dripped from the arrow, and I wiped it off on my adversary’s loincloth. I wasn’t sure why they wore them—they had no genitalia as far as I could tell. They had a vaguely human shape, but they possessed four arms, two legs, and a large thorax that extended out from where there should be an ass. Their skin varied in color from deep brown to bright red to a morose purple. This fresh kill was a rather extreme case of the latter.

      His mandibles clicked slightly, still chittering away moments after I freed the arrow from his head. That always gave me a minor case of the heebie-jeebies. Still, there was no doubting the guy was ripe for a casket.

      I searched him and his bags for anything that might be useful to me. I found little worth mentioning, save for some tough dried meat—shitty jerky, I called it. It was probably easy for them to mince with their sharp, tough mandibles, but it was murder on my jaw, sort of like chewing iced rubber. Still, it was free food and would save me the worry of hunting for tomorrow’s breakfast.

      Off in the west, the sun was fixing to crown the horizon, slowly replacing its pale blue with a riot of purple and saffron. I would get some distance from the carcass—where there was one of these guys, there would definitely be others, at least in my experience. Following that, I would sleep in a patch of tall grass and pray that this area was as devoid of animal predators as the one I’d come from.

      As I walked, I soon found an unexpected thicket with not one tree but almost a dozen. Even more incredible, there was a path—no, a road, running along it, twisting off into some unknown destination in the mountains beyond. It was wide and paved black, even lined with modern streetlamps, which I had never expected. It was made of something like asphalt, a solid sign that I was getting close to my destination. Surely the opposite end of this road led to the city in the distance.

      The road also gave me something to follow. I traveled alongside it, heading toward the thicket that I had spotted. I took a minor detour to climb atop a nearby cliff and get a better view of what lay ahead—even more trees and a hilly path that unfurled into a network of roads at the base of a steep gorge I hadn’t been able to see before. From there, the canyon extended onward until it ended, rising into the mountain which held the neon-lit city at its peak.

      I gasped in disbelief. This massive gorge had been here the whole time, waiting for me to discover, separating me even further from my objective. I wasn’t as close as I’d hoped. It would certainly be more than a few more days.

      Then I noticed something else, too. Atop that cliff, I stared into the nearby thicket and noticed a plume of smoke rising over the tiptop of the canopy. Could it be that I found civilization here, too?

      I descended the cliff, sliding down its rocky face, and took off running, unable to control my mounting excitement. At this point, the prospect of finding someone, anyone worth talking to was all that drove me forward. But as I approached the property, I realized that the smoke coming from the mysterious building—a fairly simple if large cottage, all said and done—was not rising from a chimney. The smoke was pouring out of a window.

      I did the only thing I could think to do—I tried to help.

      The building was somewhat large, yes, but far from palatial. It seemed to be a two-story cottage with an old-fashioned design, with almost identical red bricks lining the bottom half of the first floor and apparently continuing downward into the foundation. There was an LED sign in front, but to no surprise, I couldn’t read it. Still, its presence implied to me that this was a business of some sort. Spackled off-white paint made up the rest of the exterior walls, giving off a country vibe that wasn’t exactly a modern aesthetic, but it still reminded me of Earth in a way. The roof was hard to see now that it was getting properly dark, but it seemed to be made of perfectly manufactured roofing tiles. All this pointed to civilized inhabitants, much unlike the bug-like adversaries I’d been dodging and slaying over the last few weeks.

      My trained eye had a fast glance at the windows. The square windows looked thick, tough, and seemed impossible to open from the outside. It seemed like they were built for durability and privacy, perhaps one-way glass, but it wasn’t a very smart design once the building decided to go up in flames.

      For the time being, that was still an exaggeration. There was the unmistakable smell and the obvious presence of smoke, but the glow that I noticed coming from this structure earlier had clearly been from the signage and the streetlights where the property met the road in a dusty old driveway. Any fire had yet to spread—I still had time.

      I went for the door, knocking once, but not waiting long for an answer. When no reply came, I kicked the door open and charged inside—duty before propriety.

      This appeared to be the main room of a rustic restaurant with over a dozen polished wooden tables, but it had a stage equipped with what I assumed were speakers and microphones. On my immediate right, a spiral staircase made of black-painted iron led to a second floor. The wall beside it had a sign, which I figured said something like “employees only.” The spot along the wall between the base of the stairs and the front door also contained some switches, but I wasn’t about to introduce electricity to a potential house fire if I could help it.

      There was no one on the first floor, nor was the source of the smoke coming from this level either. I climbed the spiral staircase, stomping my way up it with an intentional clangor, hoping to alert the inhabitants to my presence. I wanted them awake and alert, whoever they were, so that the amount of time that it would take to evacuate the domicile would be as short as possible. I assumed I wouldn’t have time for long-winded explanations.

      When I got to the second floor, I found myself in front of three separate doors—so I had a choice to make. Granted, it seemed an easy one. Standing in front of the property, the smoke seemed to be rising from the right side of the building. I pounded on the rightmost door, but there was no immediate response. I reached out and poked the handle, checking it for heat–it was still cool, which was a damn good sign. When I tried to open it, though, it was locked, which likely meant that someone may indeed still be inside. Out of time and options, I planted my foot against the door, but the bolt and the door itself were both strong. I kicked repeatedly, three times in total.

      My muscles strained and the heel and sole of my bare foot ached at the impact, but in the end, I got the job done. I ripped the bolt from the door and found a room utterly filled with smoke. I couldn’t even see four feet in front of me.

      I crouched down and crawled on hands and knees, staying below the smoke as much as possible. I groped through the cloudy interior of the room, running into furniture, calling out, “Hello?! Hello?! Wake up! Your room is on fire!” A bit of smoke still got inside my lungs, though, and I started coughing. I needed to get out of there soon.

      I had no reason to believe that whoever was there could speak my language, but that was hardly the point. If I did manage to wake up any sleepers, half my job would be done. They’d figure out there was a problem and leap to their feet to escape, assuming they could wake up with all the smoke that might be in their lungs… but there was no sound. Was I too late? Or was this room empty after all?

      I followed the blurry shapes shrouded by the smoke, trying to navigate the small room safely and quickly, but the deeper in I got, the thicker the smoke. My hand bumped into something rounded on the floor just as my face nearly collided with something soft and white. The bed!

      I reached out, and my hand touched something softer still—warm, too. It was the face of a woman. Relieved that my trip wasn’t for nothing, I took a breath below the smoke and held it, reached out, and swept her limp form into my clutches. I found a window beside the bed, partly opened, which I managed to open the rest of the way. With the girl in my arms, I leapt out the window—a bit rash and dramatic, and the landing hurt like a bitch, admittedly, but we were safe. I relied on my still-unexplained regenerative powers to handle the pain.

      Looking down at the woman I’d rescued, I set her on the ground and couldn’t stop a soft gasp from escaping my lips. She was beautiful—mid-twenties at the absolute latest with red hair down to her chin and cute bangs resting atop her perfect eyebrows. Her figure was shapely but narrow-waisted, and she wore a sheer pink nightgown. Most notably, she had cat ears on the top of her head—a bizarre detail that I would certainly spend some time thinking about after this madness was over.

      I checked for her breath—success! She was still breathing, but it was weak. She started coughing soon after, which was a great sign, but she didn’t open her eyes just yet. All the poor girl needed was some fresh air, I hoped. I only had time to hope.

      I moved her into a comfortable spot among some bushes where she would be hidden in case there were any passersby, and then I charged back into the building and darted up the stairs. The smoke was growing bold, billowing in darker and thicker plumes out the window and spreading into the upstairs hallway with the three doors. I kicked the second door without even knocking, and it opened easily enough. “There’s a fire!” I shouted, and this time I got an answer.

      “Hh-huh?! Who is that?” a female voice cried out, sounding as young as the other woman looked.

      The voice sounded slightly tinny, like it was being filtered through a cheap speaker.

      “Do you have a fire extinguisher? Fire alarms?”

      “Wha—no, there’s no fire code out—Wait! What’s going on?! Who the fuck are you?!”

      This room was clearer. The smoke and fire hadn’t made its way in here yet—but it was also dark. I couldn’t see much—vague shadows only. This room didn’t have any windows at all, which I found a bit odd.

      “My name is Garrison. Your home is on fire, and I’m here to help.” I tried to speak as calmly as I could, but the adrenaline was really firing off now, and I felt my heartbeat rapidly drumming in my chest like I was a crack-addicted hummingbird.

      As if my pulse wasn’t already racing, a pair of blue eyes lit up about fifteen feet ahead of me, illuminating soft LED-like light into the room. I heard whirring machinery and clanking metal, and my eyes faintly detected movement. Then several more lights went on, but they were hard to make sense of. Two green lights appeared where shoulders should be, at least in relation to the two blue eyes. Another two green lights lit up below where I’d place the hips.

      My eyes slowly adjusted to the new lights, and I realized I was staring at another woman. I could make out her slender shape, the nubile curves of her lithe body, but the details of her appearance still eluded me.

      “You need to exit the building now if you’re able. Are you able?”

      “W-what?! Just because I’m a cyborg, you think I can’t move around by myself?!”

      Cyborg? Fucking hell, I didn’t have time for this. “Scold me for misunderstandings later,” I barked at her. “Is there anyone else in the house? I already got the redhead evacuated. She’s between the bushes outside her window.”

      The blue of her eyes flared even brighter. “Oh—yeah, Kiki will still be inside!”

      I nodded, not able to really see her clearly, but I got the feeling she could see me just fine. “I’ll check the other bedroom.”

      “No—Kiki sleeps in the cellar.”

      I blinked, processing that. “Where’s the cellar?”

      “I can get her—”

      I cut her off, shaking my head and raising a stern hand. “Let me handle this. I won’t feel comfortable until you’re outside.”

      She cocked her head at me and narrowed her eyes. “Dumbass. I told you, I—”

      I was losing patience. “Where is the cellar? We’re running out of time!”

      She paused, but only for a moment. “You’ll see the handle in the floor in front of the fireplace. First floor.”

      I instantly turned my back on her and waved at her to follow me down the stairs. “Let’s go! I’ll get your friend, and you find the redhead and check on her for me!”

      I had to assume she obeyed because I didn’t bother to look back to confirm it. I charged downstairs, groping my way through the tables in moon-soaked darkness until I reached the fireplace. I ran my hand across the wood floorboard, and sure enough, there was a handle as well as obvious hinges in the floor. It wasn’t locked, and I was certainly thankful for that.

      I threw the door open and went down the stairs. Fuck—and I thought the other two bedrooms were dark.

      “Who’s there?!” a shrill, squeaky voice sounded out at once.

      “There’s smoke upstairs. I need you to get out of here, and then I’ll try to figure out what it is.”

      “Smoke?! But Elenya and Nyanna—”

      I tried to track her voice in the darkness, but it was hard to pinpoint her location. The cellar was more cavernous than I had figured it would be when I started running down the stairs. “They’re fine. Both are outside by now. It’s just me and you left in here.”

      “J-just... you and me?”

      I nodded. “Can you see me? At the base of the stairs.” I figured it might be the case because there would be the faintest bit of light from the windows upstairs being cast down on me.

      “I can see you,” she confirmed—another female, I was sure, though I couldn’t tell if she was a woman or a girl. “You’re—you’re very... umm.”

      “Come on, Kiki, let’s go,” I said, reaching out and grasping for her, wherever she was. “Take my hand.”

      I felt her fingers find my palm—tiny. So tiny. Definitely a kid, though with a surprisingly mature voice, if a little squeaky.

      “I’m going to pick you up, sweetheart, is that okay?”

      “Sw-sweetheart?!”

      I didn’t wait for permission. I reached down and grabbed her by her waist, slung her over my shoulders like a sack of turnips, and started running up the stairs. It was...very confusing.

      Honestly, her body made no sense. I was so certain a moment ago that she was a kid, but now that I was holding her, that seemed...less likely. Still, I felt awkward dwelling on that fact until I had a better grasp of the situation and could see her clearly, so I banished those speculative meanderings and charged toward the door to our freedom.

      We made it outside, heading to the improvised rendezvous point. Among the bushes, the redhead cat-eared girl and the so-called cyborg were waiting, sitting on their knees.

      They gasped when they saw me carrying their child over my shoulders. I ran up to them and set the last girl down in front of them, relieved.

      “This is everyone?” I muttered before I took a good look at them.

      I didn’t even hear their response. The second girl, the cyborg, was not fucking bluffing about what she was. She had blue and white mechanical arms like something out of a cyberpunk anime. She also had glowing eyes and robotic legs that began at the hip. At her shoulders, elbows, hips, and knees, green joints glowed, connecting her pieces together—explaining the lights I saw in the room earlier. To add even more mystery, her beautiful face was elegantly framed by two overlong elven ears.

      A freaking elf cyborg. You gotta be kidding me, I thought.

      And the girl with the bizarre body that I just set down was not a girl, but a woman—all four feet of her. She was tiny as hell, but she had the unmistakable curves of an adult, and a beautiful face to boot. Even under the light of the moon, I could make out slightly jagged white teeth, ears that seemed like elf ears but a bit longer and floppier, and a green tint to her skin. Her yellow eyes stared up at me, gaping with a look I didn’t have the wherewithal to process at the moment.

      “Are you listening?!” the cyborg elf shouted. “I said is it just me, or is the smoke letting up?”

      I blinked a few times and looked up at the window, taking a deep breath to center myself, and nodded my agreement. “I think you’re right. I’m going to check on it, but we may have gotten lucky.”

      The redheaded catgirl reached out and grabbed me by the wrist. She coughed a couple times, and her voice was scratchy when she said, “Be careful.” A look of worry enlivened her eyes. It was flattering to have earned her concern already, and as I looked at her, I realized I was going to have to pry my own gaze away because if I didn’t, I could stare forever. Shit, the three of them were all so pretty.

      I nodded and turned around, running into their home and up the stairs. I went back into the catgirl’s room, and this time took a few seconds to find a light switch on the wall. The light went on with no fuss—a good sign. Glancing around, I saw a simple bedroom that reminded me of a fishing cabin in its plank-based architecture and rustic decor. An open closet held a dozen or so dresses and aprons, which I immediately imagined hugging the curves of the busty catgirl’s body.

      Shit, I’m a perv. Though in my defense, it had been more than three weeks since I’d seen literally any women at all, and now the first women I was seeing were three gorgeous chicks straight out of every guy’s dreams. Yeah, I’ll give myself a pass for the time being.

      The room wasn’t exactly huge. The bed took up the bulk of it, but there was a desk in the corner and a metal trash bin beside it. The smoke in the room was still thick in the air, but it was dissipating thanks to the window I’d fully opened earlier. I crouched again as I approached the desk, squinting to keep the smoke out of my eyes.

      Looking at the desk, I found the problem—an incense stick that had been improperly placed over its burner had fallen into the trash bin, burning loads of papers and some discarded rags. A proper fire had never really occurred, but the smoke would almost definitely have proven fatal to my sleeping beauty if I didn’t arrive when I did.

      I let out a sigh of relief, feeling a bit selfishly proud in knowing that my efforts weren’t entirely for nothing. Even if they had been, though, no one could say my heart wasn’t in the right place.

      I tried to see if I could open the window even further, letting the smoke leave the room on its own timeline, but this room wasn’t going to be usable tonight. In fact, it would stink for days at least. I also wrapped the smoky remains of the trash fire in an unburnt cloth, tied it, and tossed it out of the window, just to be sure the smoke coming from that wouldn’t spread any further—granted it wasn’t smoking that much anymore. The damage was done.

      I finally gave myself permission to calm down as I headed back out the front door. When I got there, the three girls were waiting for me just outside with very different expressions and stances.

      The cyborg elf had her arms crossed and was leering at me with a look of irritation. I couldn’t even guess at what was pissing her off, so I didn’t even give it a second thought.

      The redheaded girl—the catgirl, that is—had her hands clasped together over her heart, a look of open worry and some guilt on her face.

      The third girl—a goblin, I decided—peeked from behind the cyborg elf’s chrome-plated legs, staring up at me with wide yellow eyes that seemed to glow almost as strongly as the elf’s. Her lips were parted in the shape of an ‘o‘, and I noticed her hands grinding on her friend’s metal calves.

      They were waiting for me to say something, so I did. “Looks like you were burning some incense on your table and didn’t have it set up properly. The stick broke off and fell into your waste basket, which ignited your trash, causing all the smoke, but there never was a full-blown fire, thank God.”

      “Thank which god?” the elf asked snottily, cocking a brow.

      I shrugged meekly.

      “I am SO sorry!” the catgirl whined, her voice high and saccharine. She placed her hands on my cheeks and stared intensely into my eyes with a look that signaled she was ready to cry. “You saved my life!”

      “I was in the right place at the right time. Any decent man would have done the same.”

      “The gods sent him,” she gasped, her gaze unrelenting. “He is a gift from the heavens.”

      The elf rolled her blue eyes. “Please, Nyanna, you’re being a bit extreme there, bud.”

      She shook her head, making her hair bounce as vibrantly as though she were in a shampoo commercial. “No! Think back to our conversation! I can feel it! He’s sent by the gods themselves! Look! Look!”

      Nyanna clutched my cheeks and turned my head violently to the side, tapping a spot on the back of my neck. The other two women gasped disbelievingly.

      Elenya was the elf, and Nyanna was the catgirl. Right. And Kiki was the little goblin girl. At least I knew their names, even if nothing else made sense. Like, how the fuck were we all speaking English?

      “No fucking way!” Elenya shrieked, hand to mouth in shock and awe.

      “He really is a gift from the gods!” the little goblin girl squeaked. “He’s a Gateman!”

      I squinted a bit, suddenly overwhelmed with all the different things I wanted to say. There were so many competing ideas demanding my attention—like Nyanna’s soft hands still stroking my face and moving down to my chest, or the oddness of Elenya’s apparent irritation with me, or the fact that I kind of wanted to ask if I could sleep inside their spare room, assuming it was a bedroom—but now the top question in my mind was ‘What is a Gateman?’

      So, I asked, “What is a Gateman?” I blinked a bit and grabbed the catgirl’s wrists, removing her hands to steady myself and focus on one thing at a time. She looked a little sad that I chose to do so, but she took the hint.

      She cleared her throat, her cheeks flushing slightly. “A Gateman is a traveler brought to our world from another one—new ones are easy to spot because they don’t have a System Chip.”

      “A what?” I grunted.

      “A System Chip.” She turned her head and tapped a spot in the back of her neck. It looked like a flesh-toned panel with two screws at the top and the bottom, like it contained batteries or something. “This is how we access the magic of our world. I have an Empathy chip. Kiki’s is a Coordination chip, and Elenya has a Strength chip.”

      I blinked. “Uhh. Okay,” I muttered stupidly, my jaw going slack, then clenching suddenly. I don’t know why the hell I was surprised—there were elves and catgirls and goblins. Of course, there would be magic too. Still, this was all just so much.

      “A Gateman,” the goblin girl rasped. “He must have come from far away... did you travel through the Carapaceans’ prairies on your own?”

      The elf looked me up and down. “Look at the primitive clothes he’s wearing. He must have. He couldn’t have gotten that anywhere else. Only the savages wear those.”

      I shook my head. “I... I think we need to have a seat.”
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      Twenty minutes later, we were seated together in front of a dimly lit fireplace, all three women still staring at me, granting their undivided attention. That alone was intimidating enough, but the depths of the information they apparently had to share was even more intense.

      Elenya scowled at me as Kiki poured all of us a glass of wine that she retrieved from behind the counter in the kitchen.

      “Thank you, Kiki,” I said, smiling at her, trying to ignore the robo-elf’s suspicious gaze.

      “Y-you’re welcome,” she squeaked, her voice as shaky as a leaf caught in a gale. “I hope you like it!”

      The catgirl’s tail flicked behind her back as she looked at me, her hand resting on her knee. It flexed a few times as though she were thinking about reaching out for me again.

      I took a sip of the wine as I basked in the three pairs of staring eyes. “It’s good, Kiki, thank you.”

      “Ohh—I’m so glad,” she exhaled then uttered a giggle that was cute enough to be worthy of her diminutive frame.

      “What’s your name?” Elenya asked.

      I nodded. “That’s a fair question. I’m Garrison Steele.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Pssh. You expect us to believe that’s your name? Isn’t that a little on the nose for a manly hero type?”

      I shrugged meekly, though I was happy to hear I gave off a manly hero sort of vibe. “Sorry, that’s just my name. Blame my parents for it.”

      The catgirl cleared her throat. “Well, I’m Nyanna Mews, this is Kiki Sharp, and the mean one is Elenya Hithercome.”

      “Beautiful names, all of them,” I remarked, taking another drink. “Damn, I haven’t had anything to drink besides stolen canteens and creek water in weeks. This is sublime.”

      Nyanna and Kiki giggled happily at my satisfaction, but Elenya’s face just twitched. She was next to speak. “Wait—so you’ve been out there on your own for weeks? Are we the first civilized people you’ve seen?”

      I nodded. “Yep. Needless to say, the three of you are a sight for sore eyes, and I’m glad I arrived when I did.” I tipped my head to Nyanna, and she blushed.

      “I can’t even begin to thank you—I would have died in my sleep!”

      “It’s a possibility,” I agreed grimly. “Your window was partly opened, but the room got pretty damn full of smoke. Thankfully, that didn’t happen.”

      Nyanna gasped as though she suddenly remembered something important. “You must have so many questions! You know nothing about Hephestria.”

      My back straightened on its own. “Hephestria? What’s that? The world we’re in?”

      She nodded, looking to her friends for help.

      “Yes, Hephestria is the world that we live in, and our humble home and business is located about two hours outside of GigaCorp City,” Elenya explained. “That’s where the three of us all come from—but we left that hellhole behind.”

      I leaned in with interest, staring her directly in her pretty blue robo-eyes. Her cheeks seemed to flush a bit at that, but it might have been my imagination. “Tell me a bit more about this place of yours, if you could. I saw the sign, but I can’t read your language.”

      “It’s elven,” she noted. “The wealthier sorts of elves run GigaCorp. The sign out front says the name of our business: Maid To Impress. It’s kind of a pun.”

      “I thought it up,” Kiki whispered in a raspy voice.

      That was interesting. “That pun works in my language too, which seems odd.”

      Kiki giggled again, her voice sweet and borderline musical. “I hear Gatemen are always confused by that. Our languages will all seem impossibly compatible to yours. You’ll be able to understand people that even we can’t—but you won’t be able to read anything in this world without practice.”

      I nodded with understanding and thought up my next question. “What is this place exactly?” I gestured at all the tables and the stage.

      Nyanna’s eyes lit up with pride. “Just a little way down the road and into the valley, there’s a popular tourist town called Gulch Post. We’re a maid-themed restaurant where people staying there like to go for entertainment and something to do on the weekends. We’ve been doing really well lately!”

      Kiki beamed up at me. “We were on the news in GigaCorp once!”

      I nodded. “That’s great. But you really should get some fire safety alarms installed soon, just to be sure. Anyway, I guess GigaCorp City is where I’m headed.”

      The goblin girl cocked her head to the side, pouting. “Why?”

      I shrugged. “Seems like the place where I should go to get answers. If there’s a way home, I’d like to find it. I have parents to take care of and friends who will worry about me.”

      The three women traded uncomfortable looks, shifting awkwardly where they sat on the floor. Elenya struggled to say something. “Ummm... Well, actually—”

      I blinked at her expectantly, feeling my fingers curl into fists. That was the face of a woman about to give bad news.

      Tears streamed down Kiki’s face. “Oh no... he doesn’t know!”

      “What don’t I know?” I grunted. “Spit it out.”

      Nyanna sighed heavily, her generous bosom rising and falling as she reached out and took my hand. “You’re a Gateman. You’ve been brought here because you died in your last life, Garrison, and our gods competed against others for your soul. It looks like ours won out—and now you’re here.”

      Goosebumps ran up and down the back of my neck as I heard her words. “I... died? Are you... No. Are you sure?” I asked, shaking my head in denial.

      The three of them nodded with grim expressions on their otherwise gorgeous faces.

      “From your own memory, how long have you been here?” Elenya asked, her face softening toward me somewhat, if only out of pity.

      My lips tugged down into a frown. “Twenty-three days, I think.”

      She reached for Kiki’s weeping head with both hands and started rubbing behind the goblin girl’s ears to soothe her. “And do you remember anything before that? About how you got here?”

      My frown deepened, and I started nervously scratching my knee. “No. But I don’t remember dying, either. I remember my life, who I am. I remember my name, my friends, my parents—”

      She nodded so sadly that it silenced me. “None of that is unheard of. You’re a Gateman. And there’s only one way those are made. I’m sorry, Garrison.”

      I slumped backward, leaning on my palms. “I’m... dead?”

      “Clearly not anymore,” Nyanna soothed me, placing her hands on my thighs. This chick was incredibly touchy-feely, which I didn’t hate. “You have a new life now! Here in Hephestria!”

      I paused for a good, long time, and they graciously let me be silent. I appreciated that. I sifted through my thoughts, staring at the crackling flame in the fireplace. There was so much to process, so much to accept—but what choice did I have?

      “Okay,” I grunted out at last.

      The girls shared a glance at each other. “...Okay?” Kiki repeated cautiously.

      I laughed a bit despite myself. “Okay, so I’m dead. I should probably still go to GigaCorp City, right? That’s where all the happening stuff is. Civilization, work, money. You mentioned it’s only a few hours away. It still seemed pretty far away to me.”

      Elenya laughed so hard she snorted, and her metallic elbows bumped together as she covered her mouth, making a clang. “That’s because you were traveling on foot.” She pointed at my bare piggly-wigglies. “Hover carriages come out here in large numbers on the weekends. We’re pretty much doing only prep work and resting from Moonday to Farthingday.”

      “Right,” I muttered. “So, do you think I could get, uh, hover carriage service out here?”

      The cyber elf cocked her brow at me, and the other two girls outwardly pouted. “Well, sure—but you just got here. Don’t you think you should get some rest for a couple days? Rushing back out there without preparing—that city will eat you alive.”

      Kiki looked up at me with yellow eyes that were comically big and cute. “Why do you want to leave us?”

      Nyanna’s lip just quivered, and she dug her nails into my knees rather forcefully.

      “Don’t get me wrong, I’m really happy to meet you all. At least two of you are very sweet, and all three of you are among the prettiest women I’ve ever seen in my entire life, but—”

      “What do you mean, ‘at least two of us?!’” Elenya spat venomously, making a fist with her robotic arm.

      Nyanna giggled, relaxing a bit at my compliment. “The fact that you’re immediately offended shows that you know exactly what he means and why.”

      “I am so fucking sweet,” she growled, her blue eyes shifting to red. “I’m the sweetest girl you’ll ever see, dumbass!”

      I smirked. “Somewhere, deep down, I’m sure. I think I’ll give the prize to Kiki and Nyanna for the time being, if it’s all the same. They haven’t spent the last twenty minutes growling at me and treating me with suspicion for having the gall to try and save your lives.”

      Kiki interrupted before Elenya could say anything she would probably end up regretting. “But what could we do to make you want to stay? Actually—we could kind of use a man out here for security and other stuff and having a Gateman around would be... well it’d be amazing. You’re totally off the grid, which is just what we need!”

      I shrugged. “I’m sure I can come back to visit, but it sounds like I’m going to need to get one of these System Chips you girls were talking about if I want to fit in, right?”

      “Oh, Elenya can do that for you!” Nyanna squealed excitedly, taking her hands off me just long enough to clap a few times. “She’s sooo tech-savvy.”

      I looked at the elf and nodded at her arms. “I noticed.”

      Her pale cheeks flushed red, which seemed to imply she still had blood running through what little of her body wasn’t mechanical. “You—I mean I guess I could help him... but I’d have to have him take off all his clothes, and he might find that embarrassing.”

      I lolled my head off to one side as I let that settle. “Uh, quick follow-up inquiry: why would I need to get naked for an operation on the back of my neck?”

      “D-don’t question the expert!” she blurted out, jerking her head as though that might hide the ripening blush. When that failed, she buried her cheeks in her hands. “Don’t look at me!”

      Nyanna nodded and reached out, running her hand through my hair. “Calm down, Elenya—I’m sure he won’t mind taking off his clothes in front of us.”

      “Us?” I murmured. “And why would you need to be present for the operation?”

      “Legal reasons.”

      “I would like to observe as well,” Kiki said in a near-whisper.

      This seemed sketchy. “I’d probably want to have an approved medical doctor put one in—what does it do exactly?”

      Elenya frowned at my apparent rejection of her offer. “Look it up yourself, buster.” She crossed her arms and punctuated her sentence with an irritated huff. “Stingy fuck.”

      Nyanna abandoned me for the moment to sprawl out across Elenya’s lap and bat playfully at her face. Her tail still rubbed against my legs, though. “Calm down honey, he’s not going to leave us—he’s a gift from the gods, remember?”

      I shook my head. “You keep saying that, and it’s making less and less sense every time.”

      Elenya seemed to relax as Nyanna sweetly swatted at her cheek. The cyborg elf stroked the catgirl’s hair lazily and looked back up at me. “Okay—new deal,” she started after a self-soothing breath. “I’ll do it, and you don’t have to get naked. I’m licensed in biotech and cybertech programming and manipulation. I installed the System Chips for a few of my nephews, and I built these myself.” She tapped her chrome-blue gunmetal legs. “I’ve got spare chips, too, by the way.”

      I nodded at her arms. “Did you build those arms too?”

      Her eyes narrowed and flickered red. “How would I build arms without arms?”

      “With... other arms?”

      She rolled her eyes. “These are my first cybernetic arms. I had to buy them.”

      I leaned forward a bit. “Can I ask the obvious question?”

      “What happened to my original arms and legs?”

      I nodded.

      The elf sighed and looked back at the fireplace. She dug deeper into Nyanna’s scalp, eliciting a purr from the busty catgirl. I eyed the redhead’s lacy pink pajama top carefully, as it looked like she might spill out of it at any moment.

      “In Hephestria, several bloodlines of elves have suffered for the last two generations from an incurable affliction that weakens our hearts and constricts our veins. We can’t circulate blood well to our arms or legs, so by the time we’re adults they need to be amputated and replaced with cybertech in order for us to survive.”

      “Damn,” I muttered, clicking my tongue and shaking my head. “That’s awful.”

      She smiled at my show of empathy, softening even more. “It is. But I’m not alone in this suffering, so it’s just... it’s kind of normal, you know? Anyway, I’m fine now.”

      “It must suck not to feel anything with your hands and feet, though.” My gut tightened with sympathy.

      “We have a sort of facsimile of sensation—haptic sensors that are getting more and more advanced. I’ve heard that the current gen tech is approaching realism. Some of the cyber limbs even look natural.” Her eyes took on a far off, dreamy look as she told me that.

      I smiled at her. “I can tell that has some appeal to you.”

      “It does,” she admitted. “But I could never afford that shit. Not for a long time.”

      I slapped my knee to seem folksy and charming. “Pretty girls like you? You just need a bit more word-of-mouth. People would come from far and wide to see you.”

      Her cheeks flushed red, but she didn’t retreat or hide. “Thank you. But they already do. If we could stay open all week, that’d make it possible, but we like working only weekends. It allows us to make the whole thing a big spectacle.”

      Kiki looked up at me with starry eyes and a wide grin. “Do you think I’m pretty, too, Mr. Steele?”

      “For sure,” I replied, smiling back at her cute green face.

      “Stay with us,” she pleaded, her throat suddenly going as hoarse as though she hadn’t had a drink in weeks. “Please, Mr. Steele!”

      “He won’t leave us, Kiki,” Nyanna cooed as her tail encircled my wrist. “He’s ours forever and ever.”

      “Forever?” Kiki gasped, clapping her hands over her cheeks at the prospect. “Mr. Steele, is it true?”

      It was at that point that I knew I was in trouble. These chicks were showing signs of being a bit crazy—and I loved crazy women. This was quite the predicament. I cleared my throat. “Well, uhh, you see—I feel like I should venture to the city at least once to see—”

      “No.”

      My eyes widened in surprise. That was Elenya, the one I’d least expect that out of. Of all of them, she seemed most ambivalent to me—sketchy System Chip offers aside. I cleared my throat and looked at her with uneven brows. “Uhh... what do you mean, no?”

      She blushed. “I—uh, I mean—I don’t know, it’s just...”

      “I’ll clear this one up, Elenya, love,” Nyanna cooed, kissing the elf’s hand.

      She sat up straight for a moment, then stretched, displaying surprising flexibility. The catgirl then got on all fours and crawled the rest of the distance over to me, placing herself in my lap as if it were the most natural thing in the world to do.

      I thought about resisting. Really, I did. The concept of resistance appeared in my mind, kind of like this: “Oh, you probably shouldn’t let her do this. This is a bad idea. This will lead to problems.” Those thoughts showed up. I took roll call of those thoughts, acknowledged them, mentally noted the wisdom behind them—and then cast them aside.

      Why? Catgirl rump was seated on my lap, and catgirl boobies were right in front of my face. She smelled improbably good once you got past the obvious smokiness—like, dizzyingly good, vanilla and flowers and memories of being tucked into bed as a child all at once. Her face was heavy with adoration, her wispy voice intoning powerful emotions I couldn’t even name, and yet she spoke the words in a slurring half-whisper.

      “You are never, ever, ever going to leave us. The gods sent you here—and you belong to us, and us to you. It’s a sign.”

      I looked over at the other two women pleadingly. Elenya met my stare with a face just as nervous as my own. It wasn’t the face of a girl worried at her friend’s psychopathic outburst, though—she was waiting for my response. Kiki was much the same.

      I swallowed hard. It was an audible gulp, so loud it almost echoed. “I... Well, okay, hang on, let’s—”

      “He said okay,” Nyanna squealed, her tail swaying and bobbing behind her excitedly. She leaned forward and toppled me over, forcing me onto my back. Nyanna violently nuzzled my face and neck with hers, peppering me with affectionate licks—thankfully, she did not have a sandpapery tongue like a normal cat.

      Elenya sighed, and Kiki erupted into a giggle fit at the same time, kicking her little green feet happily against the floor. While Nyanna occupied everything above my waist, Kiki eventually clung to my leg with her whole body, still gleefully laughing.

      “Together forever!” she proclaimed. “Always and from now on!”

      “Get a grip, girls,” Elenya muttered, saying the closest thing to something sane that one of these ladies seemed capable of. “He hasn’t earned our trust just yet.”

      “Yes,” I agreed. “I’m not very trustworthy.” It came out muffled though, as by this time my face was smothered in the catgirl’s cleavage as she preened my hair with her tongue.

      “Shut up,” Elenya growled. She looked at the fireplace, probably noticing that the few logs we’d put on it were starting to die down. “We should let him get some rest in the spare room and continue getting to know him tomorrow. He’s been out for three fucking weeks—I can’t imagine how badly he needs a full night’s sleep.”

      “He can sleep with me tonight,” Nyanna cooed—and I had to admit, even with the craziness, the implications held a certain broad appeal which I couldn’t deny.

      The goblin hissed at that suggestion, however.

      Elenya was the closest thing to a voice of reason that I had at the moment—and that was saying something quite sad about the current state of affairs. “No fucking way. He’s staying in the spare room alone. You can sleep on the spare bed in my room tonight, Nyanna—your room will be way too smoky.”

      Nyanna rolled off me and whined like a spoiled brat. “But he’s a gift from the gods!”

      “All the more reason we’re careful not to ruin the gift,” Elenya fired back.

      I was taking big breaths, gasping for air at that point, my face finally freed from the delightful asphyxiation brought about by Nyanna’s chest. Things had escalated quickly, and to say my heart was pounding at that moment would be a grand understatement.

      “I’ll take the spare room,” I muttered. “Thank you, Elenya.”

      She sniggered at me. “Oh, look. He’s polite.”

      Kiki wouldn’t let go of my leg and stayed wrapped around it like a little obsessive monkey as the other two women guided me up the spiraling staircase. The spare room in question was, of course, the one room I hadn’t been in yet.

      It wasn’t locked. Nyanna turned the door handle and pushed it open. She switched on the light in the room, and suddenly the whole thing was plainly visible. The bedroom was immaculate, not a speck of dust anywhere to be seen. This made sense given that the three residents of this home were all maids of a sort.

      There was a bed in the corner with a freshly dusted bedside table, and I assumed that corner was where I was headed.

      “You’ll sleep here tonight,” Elenya declared, crossing her arms. Her metal limbs grated against each other quietly as she did so. “I’ll install your System Chip after Nyanna and Kiki feed you breakfast in bed in the morning.”

      The girls left shortly after that, and you bet your ass I locked the door. I was sure it wouldn’t do me much good anyway, as they certainly were organized enough to have the key on hand. I lay back on the bed and decided to take full account of my thoughts on the peculiar situation I found myself in.

      First up—the girls were undeniably gorgeous, and objectively speaking, I was at least somewhat lucky to be the subject of all their interest. Sure. I think everyone can agree on that. But there was a flip side to that coin—they were perhaps a bit too interested, and not all the vibes I was getting were entirely wholesome and sweet. The phrase “together forever” was uttered unironically at least once, and not one of the other girls challenged it. In fact, in their own ways, they more or less affirmed it.

      So, yes—this was a creepy, dangerous situation. But—and here’s the big ‘but’—it was awesome. I mentioned before that unhinged women get the ol’ Garrison juices flowing, and it’s true, this was pretty much a fantasy scenario for me. Does that make me fucked in the head, too? Well, yeah—so then maybe we’re all made for each other.

      Still, there was an entire world out there that I hadn’t yet seen—neon-lit skyscrapers, System Chips, magic, advanced cybernetic technology, and hover carriages all waited for me in GigaCorp City. I had to see it all. I had to know what a fantasy metropolis was like, at least once. The girls would definitely not understand it if I left—but they’d at least be happy when I returned.

      I decided to take a short nap, getting at least a modicum of shut eye, then rise before the sun and crawl out the window with what few belongings I had. My hatchet and bow were on the bedside table, along with a canteen that Kiki had filled for me with watered down wine at my request. Might as well get a bit of buzz with my hydration, right?

      I fell into slumber as easily as ever before and then some. Overall, I slept for probably about four hours—a passable amount of rest, anyway. When I woke up, the stars were still out, and the sun wasn’t anywhere close to coming up. It was probably about two in the morning, given that I met all the girls shortly after sundown and we stayed up only an hour after that, give or take.

      Ah—but a thought suddenly struck me. At least Nyanna and Kiki seemed like they were asleep in bed when I found them—right after sundown. That meant that they were likely in the habit of rising very early as well... but surely not at two in the morning, right?

      It didn’t matter. I had already made up my mind. From the window, I could see the road which would lead me to the town they mentioned, Gulch Post. From there, I’d hitch a ride into GigaCorp City.

      I got up and slung my bow around my shoulder. I tied my hatchet to my hip. I left my armor, since the girls had placed a change of clothes on the bedside table before they left me, which I was now wearing. Heading over to the window, I lifted it all the way open and placed one leg over the windowsill.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” The sound came from the ceiling, so I looked up but spotted nothing.

      “I was just going to pee,” I muttered, my eyes darting around for the source of Elenya’s voice.

      “With your hatchet? And your canteen?” Her voice was shaking with fury. “We have multiple bathrooms.”

      Yeah, that hadn’t been the best lie. “Look,” I started, “I’m going to come back, but I want to see GigaCorp City. I need to see what this world is really like, you know?”

      The pause was palpable, sweat inducing even. When she finally spoke, her irritation was replaced with shaky rage and heartbreak. “I can’t believe you would do this to us. I made the decision to trust you. I didn’t tie you to the bed or take your belongings. I thought—I thought you understood.”

      “Understood what?” I dared to ask, already fearing the incoming reply.

      “You belong to me—to us. You’re a gift from the gods! Our gift! My gift!” Her voice was growing increasingly more frantic by the second. “I trusted you! You said ‘okay’! You promised we’d be together! Forever!”

      Aww yeah, I groaned inwardly. This is some top shelf unhinged shit. Call me Mickey D because I’m ba dop ba ba ba—lovin’ it.

      “What are you going to do to me?” I asked, my voice tremulous at the possibilities.

      It was quiet for a while, and for a moment I wondered if she decided to just let me go—or maybe this was a test? I slowly retrieved my leg from the window and inched back toward the bed, deciding it was probably best not to test her resolve.

      Suddenly, with a loud crash, the door to my room flew off the hinges, and the lissome cyber-elf walked in through the door, wearing a different, bulkier pair of legs than what she’d been wearing earlier. Did she just... kick down the door with those things?

      Yeah, I decided pretty quickly that that was precisely what had transpired. She loudly stomped into the room, walking right up to me with her pretty face creased into a look of disgust, even as a single tear fell down her cheek. She glared at me, and I gaped back at her with wide, doe-like eyes, dreading whatever was about to come, but also kind of excited about it too.

      “What are you going to do to me?” I asked hoarsely, my heart thudding in my chest like a bass drum.

      She didn’t respond except to turn her back on me and walk up to the door lying on the floor. She picked it up as though it were weightless and dragged it to the window I’d just tried to escape out of. She held her wrist up to the door, and a large spike shot through it, nailing it to the wall. She repeated the process on the other side of the door, covering the window completely.

      “You lost your window privileges. How could you—how could you do this to me?” she growled tearfully, balling up her metal fists and shaking her head from side to side.

      “I promise, I had every intention of coming back.”

      “Liar!” The sound of her scream was almost deafening, and my hands clapped over my ears to silence her continued shrieks. “You don’t get a door! You don’t get a window!”

      “That sounds like another fire hazard,” I muttered.

      She threw a dramatic hand over her brow as she continued to sob. “You already set fire to my heart!”

      Admittedly, it was a colorful turn of phrase, but it hardly seemed the point. “Well, didn’t covering the window with the door just open the door up for me?”

      “Oh—like I’m leaving you out of my sight ever again,” she growled. “No. That airship has air-sailed. You’re stuck with me tonight. Get on the bed.”

      “Yes, ma’am,” I obeyed, flinging myself onto my back, arms and legs spread out like a starfish.

      She leapt into the air and landed in the space between my legs, her fury still igniting her eyes in crimson. She quickly planted herself atop me—her ass resting on my lap, her heavy metal legs pinning down my thighs. She grabbed me by the wrists and squeezed me tightly enough that it almost cut off circulation.

      “Now you aren’t going anywhere,” she hissed with a sadistic grin. “You’re stuck under me all night long.”

      “Is this position even comfortable for you?” I asked, cocking an eyebrow.

      “I can power down if I want to, locking me down here until I naturally wake up.”

      I looked her over. A bedside light was on, and it was enough to have a good, full view of her. She was wearing a white, see-through nightgown—different from the thicker blue pajama gown she had been wearing when I rescued Nyanna when we first met. Did she... change so I would see her like this?

      My eyes took in the sight of her body, pale nipples clearly visible under the sheer fabric. Now that I was thinking about it, I was fairly certain she wasn’t wearing panties either, as a hint of warm wetness was making itself known on my groin where she was planted.

      She noticed me noticing, and her face relaxed from its scowl into an awkward blush as she bit her lip and looked away. “I—I’m going to power down, okay? It would be—it would be so awful if you took advantage of my state of undress.”

      I nodded. “I won’t.”

      She gasped, her face twisting into a snarl again. “Why the fuck not?!”

      “Do you want me to?” I inquired, cocking my brow at her quizzically.

      She shook her head, her long blonde hair whipping through the air. “Of course I d-don’t!”

      “Then I won’t,” I muttered. “I’m not a creep.”

      “But—I’m p-practically naked,” she gushed, her lip quivering. “It’d be so easy. Just a little wriggling into position—I’ll even pull out your cock for you if you want.”

      I frowned, my dick hardening to a dangerous degree. I narrowed my eyes in confusion. “I’m getting some mixed signals here.”

      Suddenly there was a whimper from where the door used to be. “I knew it!” Nyanna called out, rebuking her friend. “Get off of him!” Then she took a proper look around. “And why is the door covering the window?”

      “He tried to escape, Nyanna!” the cybernetically enhanced elfmaid called back angrily, even as her frustrated gaze stayed fixed on me. “I’m restraining him!”

      “He wouldn’t ever dream of running—he was sent to us by the gods!” Nyanna was almost laughing at the absurdity of the claim. She crossed the distance from the door to the bed, looking down on us with suspicion in her emerald eyes.

      Once again, the elf whipped her blonde hair, puffing out her cheeks. “He did! He really tried!”

      Nyanna looked down at me with a skeptical look. “Is this true? She’s making some sick, twisted sort of joke, isn’t she?”

      My mouth opened and shut a few times. Lying seemed a bad choice, given the fact that I was being entirely dominated by the cyborg girl atop me, and at this point I wouldn’t put much past her if I went that route. Still, telling the truth seemed just as bad. Judging by the amount of faith the catgirl clearly—and weirdly—decided to put in me, betraying that misplaced trust would probably break her heart.

      She sensed the truth anyway. Her face fell, her jaw dropped, and she shook her head. “No—you tried to run? From me?! From us? Your destined ones?”

      “Hmph!” Elenya huffed. “Now you see why I’m pinning him down.”

      Nyanna still shot her friend an irritated look, even as tears started to stream down her face. “Do you have to restrain him in such a sexy way? You even changed clothes. I’d say your intentions were transparent, but I think see-through is a better word.” She gestured at the elf’s negligee, which made her blush. “Get off of him. I have chains under my bed, Elenya. Let me get them.”

      Questions arose in my mind about why she had those to begin with, but I didn’t have much time to think about it. I had to make my own case. “Actually—I think I prefer this,” I grunted as Elenya shifted in my lap, accidentally grinding her bare wetness against my groin.

      “I’m not ready to talk to you,” Nyanna sobbed, wiping her eyes with her pajama sleeve. “I’ll go get the chains.”

      Well, it seemed like it was going to be a long night. I would figure something out in the morning, after I got my System Chip. That’s all I could really do at this point. “Just one minute, “I muttered, looking up pleadingly at the elf. “Before you girls strap me down to the bed, can I ask a favor?”

      Elenya’s blue eyes widened. “Are you going to demand to have your way with me?! You pig! But—if...if you insist...”

      “Uhm, no,” I muttered sheepishly. “Actually, I was hoping to use your bathroom.”
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      When the morning came, it was like nothing even happened. True, I was shackled to the bed with a thick chain around my neck, which was fixed securely enough that I didn’t bother even to dream of freeing myself, but the mood and manner of the girls had shifted for the better.

      Nyanna came into the room with Kiki, all smiles and grins, cooing and fawning over me like I was a puppy they’d just taken in. “Ohh, Mr. Steele, I rushed to town this morning to buy some fresh groceries for your first breakfast with us,” the catgirl cooed, sitting beside me on the bed. She placed the tray on my lap and nuzzled her face against my neck for a moment. Then she straightened herself back up and folded her hands together over her breasts, clasped like she was offering up a prayer. “I truly hope you like it!”

      I looked down at it and decided that I almost definitely would. There was a fruit salad in one bowl with something that looked like sliced apples populating it the most densely. Aside from that, there was perfectly browned toasted rye bread, spread over with creamy melted butter and dashed with something that smelled a bit like rosemary. A third of the big plate was filled with cheesy scrambled eggs while the rest was roasted cauliflower and a few slabs of something that looked and smelled a lot like peppered bacon.

      “Holy fuck,” I moaned indecently, my stomach admonishing me for taking even a second longer than needed to appreciate the aesthetic appeal of the food before wolfing it down.

      The fork on the tray was silver and three-pronged, and I wielded it with gusto, making short work of the admittedly massive meal in front of me.

      Kiki blushed as she looked up at me with her hands pressed into her cheeks. “Do you... do you want more?”

      “I don’t want to be greedy—but, yes, I could eat this all day,” I groaned. “Goddamn, this is good.”

      I had trouble even thinking about the chain around my throat, even as my neck distended slightly with each gulp and swallow.

      “I’m so happy!” Kiki said, batting her eyelashes at me. Then she chanced a look at the door now blocking the window. “Is it… true what Elenya said?”

      Nyanna still smiled, though it seemed suddenly more forced. She elbowed the goblin lightly in the side of her head and issued a warning, barely moving her lips and not taking her eyes off me. “Kiki, we will never speak of it again. It didn’t happen. We all agreed it was a fluke—Garrison would never, ever try to run away from us.”

      Ahh. There was that dread again. Yep. There it was, twisting in my gut, interacting badly with all the rich, decadent food I’d just eaten. An immensely powerful realization hit me then: this might be the rest of my life... The shut-in slave of a trio of needy, psychopathic maids. I might live out the rest of my days in this maid-themed restaurant as a glorified pet. I may never even know what that neon city in the distance was like, may never live to see its futuristic streets or meet its colorful people.

      But... this life had some perks, that was for sure. Now—don’t judge me. Here’s how my thought process worked: I was already dead. I’d already kicked the bucket somehow back on Earth, so this life was basically a freebie, more or less. I could just do whatever I wanted. This whole new life could turn out to be a total wash, a complete waste of time and energy, but at least I knew I already lived my real, original life to its natural conclusion… So why not fuck around a bit here?

      Yeah. Sure. Being the leashed pet of a little group of insanely cute and insanely insane fantasy maids—and probably their lover, too, if I was reading the room correctly—why the fuck not? Seriously. Give me two reasons. I’ll wait.

      At the end of the day, there wasn’t much of a choice. I could run, but very little that I’d seen in my time with these girls suggested to me that they wouldn’t find me. I could fight back, but I didn’t have the stomach to hurt one of them—I’m just not that kind of guy. Psycho or not, evil or not, they were cute, and that cuteness was my metaphorical kryptonite.

      There was only one way forward. Play the part. Be the man they all wanted me to be. Was I supposed to be a protector? Sure. I’ll do that. A business partner? I’ll figure it out. A lover? You bet your sweet ass. I’ll take each of these gorgeous women to Pleasuretopia as often as possible, given the chance.

      “Nyanna is right, Kiki,” I said, smiling at the goblin girl. “What happened last night was nothing more than me having a bit of a panic attack—I spent too much time out there on my own, and it confused me. I must have thought I was in some dream—everything was just too good to be true.”

      Yeah, I was a smooth bastard. Both girls melted easily at those words, and I had a hard time not grinning smugly to myself or patting myself on the back for the delivery.

      “I knew it, Garrison,” Nyanna sniffled, wiping her eyes. “Elenya will be so relieved when I tell her you said that.”

      “I don’t think Elenya’s my biggest fan,” I noted, shaking my head. Of course, I was acting dense. I wasn’t fooled by the rude front she’d put up against me, but I figured I should put the issue on the girls’ radar. I hoped that things could calm down and trust could be rebuilt before too long. After all, these chains were a bit tight.

      Nyanna and Kiki shared a knowing look and giggled in unison. “Oh—don’t worry about her. I’ve known Elenya since the three of us were little girls fighting for our lives in the slums of GigaCorp City together. She doesn’t dislike you. In fact, she likes you very much—she’s just suspicious of others outside of our group. She’s been hurt too many times.”

      Kiki sighed. “We all have been.”

      Nyanna nodded, folding her hands primly in front of her. “The truth is—just yesterday, hours before you showed up, we had a conversation. The three of us decided that we would never let a man split us apart. We’ve made it through too much with only each other. We accepted that we would remain single together—friends forever, no matter what.”

      Kiki smiled up at her friend and held her hand. “But we added one caveat—if the gods sent us a sign... if there was a special man that we could share, someone who would prove his goodness and gentleness to us all, we would accept him.”

      I blinked and sat up straight. “Wow,” I muttered. “It suddenly makes a lot more sense now why you girls said what you said about me.”

      “You’re a gift from the gods. We mean it literally. You’re the sign they sent,” Nyanna cooed. “You belong to us, forever and ever.”

      My stomach churned, but I kept my grin fixed on my face, bordering on a rictus. “Yep. Forever.”

      The girls excused themselves to get more food for me, and I remained seated in the bed because it was more comfortable than lying down the way the chain was latched around my throat.

      “Did you mean all that?” It was Elenya’s voice, coming through the ceiling, just as it had before she kicked down my door last night.

      I smiled, having suspected that she’d be watching. I half-suspected she’d been watching me the whole night. “I meant every word. I’m sorry about last night.”

      “...Whatever,” she muttered after a pause. “Listen—It’s not like I hate you. Don’t imply that. I just—we’ve been through a lot of pain and I’m... I’m just being careful. For them as much as for myself.”

      I reached out and stroked the wall behind me as though it were an extension of her. “You don’t need to explain. I was way out of line. It all just seemed too good to be true. I panicked.”

      “...I’m still keeping my eye on you,” she murmured, coming out a bit muffled. “I’m ready to install your System Chip, if you still want.”

      I almost laughed. “Of course I do. Why wouldn’t I?”

      “Maybe you didn’t want me to be the one who did it,” she said in a sulky voice. “I dunno. You sure argued a lot about it last night. Wanting to go to GigaCorp City, I mean.”

      “I still am curious about that place,” I confessed. “I hope I can see it one day—but not without you.”

      She actually gasped. “I—I’ll be over there soon with the System Chip! I gotta go!”

      A smirk appeared on my face. I kind of felt like I was the one controlling them—but that cocky smirk vanished as I realized that that’s exactly what a man in denial would tell himself.

      Still, it wasn’t all bad. I was in a fantasy world with fantasy babes who’d decided, like a baby bird imprints on the first thing it sees, that I was the man for the three of them to share. To share. Oh, the glorious implications of that. I tried not to rub my hands together greedily as I never knew when Elenya was peeping, so I just sat there, waiting for someone to come through the doorless doorway. And they came soon enough.

      “More breakfast!” Nyanna giggled sweetly as she practically skipped her way over to me. She placed the tray in my lap and sat down on the bed beside me again, immediately rubbing her face against my neck. “Mmmm, so bristly.”

      “I shaved with a hatchet for two weeks,” I noted. “Sorry—you’re not seeing me at my best.”

      She chuckled with a hand to her mouth and kissed me on the cheek. It had an electrifying effect on me—the first kiss of any kind from one of them, and a sure sign that things were on the trajectory I suspected. “After the chip installation, I’ll be happy to bathe you and shave you myself.”

      My eyes blinked a few times, and my felt my lips pulling into a stupid grin. “That sounds nice.”

      “Maybe,” she continued, grabbing and tugging the chain around my neck. “We could bathe together... if you wanted.”

      Before I had a chance to answer, Kiki and Elenya strolled through the door, bringing a serving cart full of tools and things in plastic containers instead of food.

      “Are we starting now?” I muttered, feeling somewhat nervous as I studied the many sharp objects on the tray. “I haven’t finished my breakfast yet.”

      Elenya grinned wickedly at me. “We’ll heat it up for you when you’re conscious—and by then it’ll be lunch. Any last words before I knock you out?”

      I nodded and looked back at the catgirl. “Bathing together sounds great.”
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      When I woke up a few hours later, the back of my neck felt different. Not painful—just different. There was a splotch of blood on the pillow underneath me, but not all that much. I could just as easily have had a bloody nose while dreaming about a naked redheaded catgirl sharing a tub with me. In fact, I decided in my heart that was the cause of it.

      I reached for the back of my neck as I sat up and felt the presence of the same panel that everyone else in this world seemed to have. “I guess it was a success,” I muttered to myself.

      “Yes, it was,” Kiki giggled—and I realized suddenly that the goblin girl was hiding somewhere under the sheets. She peeked her head out of the blankets and grinned at me with a sharp-toothed smile. “I was told to stay here and wait for you to wake up so you wouldn’t be alone in case you felt pain or needed something.”

      I decided to be bold. I returned an affectionate look to her and reached down. Her eyes grew wide and confused as my hand touched her face, then slid back behind her ear and started rubbing it—more intensely than the elf had done for her last night. Kiki’s yellow eyes crossed with bliss, and she let out a happy little noise. “Oohhwaaaha.”

      “Do you like that?” I asked.

      “Y-yes,” she whimpered. “Feels... feels so good. But—I should call for the others.”

      I shook my head. “We can relax for a minute, just the two of us. I haven’t had any time alone with you yet.”

      “T-time alone? With me?” she gasped. Then her face went right back cross-eyed tongue-hanging euphoria. “Waaauuhaha.”

      “Besides having sensitive ears, what else can you tell me about yourself?”

      She lay her head down on my stomach, giving into the pleasure. “I like turtles.”

      I laughed out loud at that. “Do you have anything more thoughtful to share?”

      “Not wh-while you’re doing that.”

      I nodded and pulled my hand away from her ear, letting it instead rest atop her scalp.

      “I didn’t mean you had to stop,” she whined, but she batted her eyelashes up at me and sighed dreamily. “Let’s see—I’m the best dancer among us girls.”

      “Oh, you dance?” I asked, perking up a bit. “Is that why you have the stage downstairs?”

      She nodded, but then issued a correction. “Well—and the other girls like to sing and dance, too. Elenya’s pretty good at both, but Nyanna has an angel’s voice.”

      “Any other skills you all have?”

      She thought about it. “I like to bake cookies and pies, so I make the desserts for each weekend. Nyanna is the best chef overall, and obviously Elenya handles all our tech and medicinal needs.”

      “Is she licensed to do that?” I asked. “She seemed to do a great job with my chip.”

      Kiki laughed a little, her voice muffled against my stomach. “We all grew up so poor... We’re not licensed to do anything. The three of us worked hard and studied hard to get where we are, to escape that stinking pit of a city. Since we were teens, we had this dream of owning our own place—we stole, cheated, and killed to get the credits to buy the deed to this restaurant.”

      I blinked. “Sorry, did you just say killed?”

      “We did what we had to do—and I’d do it again,” she declared coldly, making a tiny fist. “I’d gut a hundred more suit-wearing jackasses for one more day of freedom if that’s what it took.”

      Once again, my stomach twirled and turned with justifiable anxiety. I was cuddling with a confessed murderer. This situation was getting darker and scarier by the second—almost as rapidly as it was getting cuter and hornier. Thankfully, the cuteness and horniness were still outpacing the scariness in my mind.

      “Sounds like you girls had it rough,” I noted.

      She sighed, smiling up at me. “But that’s all behind us now, right?”

      “Sure,” I agreed with a shrug.

      “Now that you’re here—our gift. Our man. You would never threaten us, never hurt us like corpo-pigs did, would you?”

      I shook my head and swallowed. “Of course not.”

      “Of course not,” she repeated solemnly. “You’re here to take care of us. To love us. I knew it the second you came into my cellar, trying to rescue me—perfect strangers, but you tried to save me like I was your beloved. I fell for you then, the moment you said, ‘just me and you.’ I knew at that moment who you were.”

      “Who I am?” I muttered. “Fill me in. Who am I?”

      “The man we’re going to marry.” She reached out and dabbed her finger in one of the spots of blood that had pooled on the blanket. She pinched the sheet and raised it to her lips, sucking on the red blotch. “Mmmm,” she moaned. “I’d drink all of your blood if I could, just to know what it was like for you to flow inside me.”

      “There are safer ways to know how that feels,” I said, smirking. I couldn’t believe the words that just came out of my mouth. I should absolutely be creeped out by that, but I... flirted back? This was the most extreme case of adaptation to a fucked-up situation that I’d ever pulled off, bar none.

      She giggled sweetly. “Would you bleed for me if I asked you to?”

      “Err…Sure,” I murmured, trying not to nervously shift.

      “How much of your blood would you give me?”

      “Well, I don’t want to die.”

      Kiki pouted up at me. “I don’t want you to die either. I want us to share each and every day together, forever.”

      “Knock, knock!” Nyanna called out sweetly, standing at the doorway. “I thought maybe the little goblin got greedy, and it seems I was right.”

      Kiki snickered and rolled out from under the sheets, landing gracefully on the wooden floor beside my bed. Both women were wearing white and black maid outfits now, similar but with a few distinctions. For one thing, Nyanna’s seemed designed for cleavage.

      “Is today a workday?” I asked, nodding at their attire.

      “No—but we wanted you to see us at our cutest,” the catgirl said, curtsying with her skirt. “Do you like it?”

      “I cannot lie—I do like it,” I said solemnly, earning giggles from the pair of them. “How do I use the System Chip?”

      The catgirl raised her hand to her mouth. “Elenya!” she shouted. “He’s awake!”

      Elenya appeared almost immediately, wearing her own maid uniform and looking supremely adorable in it too. She noticed me looking her up and down and blushed, turning her head away and making an annoyed face. “Stare if you have to. Get it out of your system.”

      “Sorry, I tend to notice when there’s a pretty girl in front of me.”

      “Hmph!” she puffed, trying not to grin. “Fuck you.”

      “Now, now, Elenya, he just wants to know how to use the System Chip, and I thought you deserved the honors of teaching him,” Nyanna told her as she placed her arms around her friend’s waist.

      Elenya tapped her chin thoughtfully with her metallic hand and walked toward me, freeing herself from the feline embrace. “I’ll need him to remove his clothes again,” Elenya said.

      “Really? Why? And—did you say again?”

      The goblin girl and the catgirl grinned at each other mischievously. “We may have undressed you while you were unconscious,” Nyanna explained.

      “For the operation?” I asked.

      “Sure.”

      I sighed. “So why do I need to undress now?”

      Elenya shifted. “Hmm? Need to? Well—it helps me focus.”

      “So basically… you just want to see me naked again.”

      The elf blushed even redder and threw up her hands in defeat. “Fine! If you need to be a difficult dick about it, forget it!” She crossed her arms and started tapping her foot. “To turn your System Chip on for the first time, just press and hold the panel on the back of your neck and follow the instructions.”

      “Instructions?” I asked.

      “Spoken instructions,” Elenya clarified. “You’ll hear a voice in your head.”

      I nodded and obeyed, pressing my index finger to the panel on the back of my neck. Something clicked, and there was a sound of static in my ears, and then a voice.

      “Welcome to the System Chip Interface, User 902580. Please speak your name aloud at the tone.”

      The voice was female, sounding young and attractive. I waited for the tone, and when it beeped, I said, “Garrison Steele.”

      There was a pause. “You said ‘Garrison Steele’. Is this correct?”

      “That’s correct,” I muttered.

      “Garrison Steele, within a moment, the System Chip Interface and all its features will be fully activated. Your chip is a Mil Grade Regeneration Chip. Your Base Diagnostic Level is 17. Do you understand?”

      “Uh. No.”

      “Which part do you not understand?”

      I sighed. “What’s a Mil Grade Regeneration Chip?”

      The voice paused, and a short beep played in my ear. A bit of jazzy sounding music started going. I suddenly became aware of all the girls’ eyes on me with unchanging expressions—grins of adoration from Nyanna and Kiki, and a fake scowl from Elenya.

      “Well, I think I’m on hold,” I explained.

      “Oh, it’s probably connecting to the ManaGrid for the data it needs to properly explain things,” Elenya said, waving her hand. “Just hang on. Don’t worry, we’re triple-encrypted.”

      The music stopped, and I heard another tone in my head. “Hello again, Garrison Steele. Thank you for your patience. A Mil Grade Regeneration Chip is a System Chip commonly used by security agents and military operatives who expect frequent injury in the line of duty. With this chip equipped, you will regenerate faster than what should be possible.”

      “I already regenerate pretty fast,” I noted, thinking of my time spent in the wild prairies being hunted by bugmen.

      “Confirmed. This fact is represented by your Base Diagnostic Level of 17. With the boost from this chip, your Adjusted Diagnostic Level will be 45. Your Affinity Rating for this particular chip is considered Alpha Tier—Superior-Plus, which explains the significant boost.”

      “Do I gain any other abilities from this System Chip?”

      “Negative—Experiment with other chips for different abilities. Have I satisfied your inquiries?”

      “Uhm, sure,” I muttered, shrugging in apology at the girls who were waiting patiently for me to wrap it up.

      “If you are satisfied with my service, please remember to login to your account on GigaCorp.city and leave a positive review. Your feedback makes my AI stronger. If there is nothing else that you require today, I will deactivate my voice until you double-tap the panel again.”

      “Go right on ahead,” I said, and there was a tone. I smirked at the girls and cocked my head, turning my full attention to Elenya. “Where did you get this chip? Seems pretty strong.”

      “We stole it on the heist that landed us this place. It’s military level, unlocked for civilian use—hacked,” she added with a proud grin. “I figure it’s perfect for you.”

      “How so?”

      “Well,” she said, shrugging and looking back and forth between the other girls, “We’re pretty jealous. We’d probably end up killing you by accident without it.”

      I forced a smile and nodded my head slowly. “Ah. I see.” I figured this was probably a bad time to mention that I found the System Chip voice kind of sexy.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PART FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      Not long after that, I finally had the opportunity to bathe. They had a shower, but after spending the better part of a month half-naked and fighting for my life in the wilderness, I decided I deserved a proper soak in a tub.

      The bathroom was tiled in white, with marble-like gray patterns in the floor. The tub was massive, easily capable of handling all three of the girls and possibly a fourth person.

      “We usually take our baths together in this house,” Nyanna explained as she pulled the towel from my body. She bit her lip and looked down at my dangling manhood but offered not a word of comment. “It’s a more efficient use of the water, and there’s less of it out here so far away from the big city. However, Kiki and Elenya have their chores to do this afternoon, so only I will be joining you today. Tomorrow night, after all our guests go home, we can get you introduced to the proper way of things.”

      My dick stiffened at the prospect. “As in, we all bathe at the same time? Here? In that tub?”

      I pointed at the large porcelain container, steaming hot with bubbly bathwater. The fragrant soapy smell pervaded the bathroom air, and it was all I could do not to dive into it at once.

      Nyanna nodded and placed a hand on my chest. “I’m going to remove my towel now. You’re going to see what no man has ever seen before. Okay?”

      “Okay,” I murmured weakly, managing to jerk my head up and down in the affirmative. I stared into her green eyes, but as her hand landed on the pink towel covering her busty figure, my gaze drifted downward.

      Smirking, she opened the bathrobe and exposed herself to me. Fuck. Her body was perfect. Honestly? It was beyond perfect. She had that creamy, flawless skin you assume could only exist in airbrushed magazine photos and glorious rounded tits capped with tiny pink nipples that were already hard despite the humidity and heat in the bathroom. Her waist was so narrow it had to be seen to be believed, her ribcage visible as she arched her back slightly to give me a better view. Her pussy was bald—shaved or waxed, I couldn’t tell just yet. She blushed as I stared, then turned her back to get into the tub—and that’s when I saw the ass. Volleyball ass. A peerless bubble butt, the likes of which no man deserved to touch but every man wanted to claim.

      “Mother of God,” I grunted, my breaths growing short and ragged as I stared.

      I only calmed down when she was submerged in the tub to her neck. Nyanna reached out a hand and coaxed me with a lascivious grin.

      “Come on in, Garrison,“ she cooed, urging me. “I‘m going to take very good care of you.“

      I crawled into the bath and joined her, sitting down on the opposite side. She made a confused and slightly offended face.

      “Did I do something wrong?“ she asked.

      “What do you mean?“

      “Why are you all the way over there? Don’t you find me attractive? I’ve been told I’m very attractive, but you’re… avoiding me,” she growled, her lip and eyebrow twitching.

      “What?” I mumbled, perplexed at her bizarre interpretation. “No way, you’re gorgeous.”

      She sulked and crossed her arms, pushing her breasts up so that more of them peeked up over the top of the water. “Prove it.”

      Instead of going over to her, I reached out and pulled her by the waist, bringing her to me. She gasped as she landed in my lap, and her ass brushed against my hardness. “Is that proof enough for you?”

      Her steely look broke into a wide grin, and she purred contentedly. Nyanna leaned forward, pressing her body into mine, rubbing her cheek and breasts against my face and chest, occasionally nipping and licking at my ear or neck. She ground her crotch into my cock, making me even more erect, if that was possible.

      I grabbed the base of my shaft and positioned the tip against her slit. Her eyes went wide with surprise, and she pulled away from me. “Oh fuck,” I blurted out. “I’m so sorry! I read the situation wrong!”

      She shook her head, her cheeks as red as her hair. “No—no you didn’t, it’s just... I promised Elenya and Kiki I wouldn’t... we wouldn’t... without them.”

      “Ah.” Now that sounded worth waiting for. “Fair enough, then.”

      “Please don’t feel bad—it’s not that I don’t want to. I really, really want to.” Her eyes grew wide and filled with a frenzied look, her lips tugging into an unnerving smile. She placed her hands on my chest and raked her nails down them roughly. “I want to claim you in every way, body, mind, and soul. I want you to take you in a way that would glorify all our gods at once. You belong to me. You belong inside of me, Garrison.”

      “Sounds pretty nice,” I said, scratching the back of my neck. This was getting a little bit creepy. “Very cool. Super cool…”

      “I’m sorry if it’s a bit scary for you to hear, but I love you. I’m in love with you, completely and entirely. When I heard you tried to—no, I won’t say it.” She closed her eyes and puffed up her cheeks. “I won’t give voice to that... betrayal.”

      “If you’re talking about what happened last night, I already told you—”

      “It stings, though,” she whined with a pouty frown. Her nails dug into me, drawing blood, and I winced. “It stings much worse than this does, I promise. Every time I think that you... you tried to leave me, I break inside. My heart turns into a thousand jagged shards, and they swim in my chest and cut me up.” Her pretty face twisted into an even more intense expression as she started grinding her crotch against my still-hard shaft. “When you came here, I felt like I was reborn. When you tried to leave me, a part of me shriveled up and died.”

      I just stared, feeling her labia spread and rub up and down the broadside of my cock. “What are you doing?”

      Her eyes were wide as she forced a smile, still dragging her nails up and down my chest. “I’m going to show you what I can do for you—every day. Anytime. Always, forever, without question, never saying no. I’ll do nasty things, anything you want—just promise me you won’t leave again!”

      “You don’t need to do this,” I muttered.

      She dragged her nails up my chest, leaving a long trail of blood, stopping at the base of my throat. “Just promise me, baby,” she whined, her eyes absolutely feral. “Promise me, promise me, promise me, promise me—”

      “I promise,” I blurted out, just wanting it to end. “Holy fuck, I promise. I won’t leave.”

      She relaxed a bit, resting her palms atop my shoulders. Her wide eyes narrowed to a natural degree, and she took a deep breath. “I’ll hold you to it,” she cooed as she licked some blood off of her finger. She reached below and grabbed the stalk of my manhood. “I’m gonna grind on you until you come, okay baby? I want you to feel good for me.”

      “Okay,” I muttered, as terrified as I was aroused. “Sure.”

      Her face twisted suddenly, brows furrowing. “Or... Just—maybe if it’s just the tip... maybe it’s okay,” she whimpered, biting on her bottom lip as she positioned my cock against her entrance.

      She wriggled her hips, and her snatch practically sucked me in—and it was way more than just the tip. She didn’t say anything about that fact, and started moving, rocking her hips back and forth, her tongue hanging out slightly as her eyes crossed from the new sensations.

      “Ohhh fuck!” she moaned. “I love you so much!”

      My hips worked on their own, slamming upward with enough force that her tits splashed out of the water with each collision like pink whales gasping for air. This was a very dumb thing to do, but God help me, I was not in a position nor a state of mind to resist.

      “Garrison,” she whined, pressing her forehead against me as she continued to ride me, “promise me you won’t tell the others we did this! I really fucked up, baby. I fucked up so badly.”

      “I won’t,” I grunted.

      “I love you,” she mewled, her eyes half-slitted as she stared into mine. “I love you I love you I love you I love you—tell me you love me too, Garrison... baby.”

      Fuck.

      “I love you,” I grunted, not seeing much of a choice.

      With that, she whipped her head out and let out an animalistic cry of ecstasy. “G-Garrison! Unnghhaaoo!” Her love canal started spasming, milking me in its smooth, warm embrace. She was climaxing, just from me telling her I loved her. This was S-Tier insanity.

      And I was loving it.

      “I love you so much,” I growled right in her ear, wrapping my arms possessively around her back. I couldn’t fucking help myself. It was a bad idea, and I knew it, but I’d come this far, and a man can only hold back so much for fear of his life.

      “Ahhhh haaaahaaaa!” she moaned her predictable response, her whole body shaking like she was a one-woman earthquake. “Garrison!! I’m so happy!”

      She rocked on my lap, taking every inch of me inside her, slamming her lips against mine. We kissed, and it started out romantic until I happened to open my eyes for a split second. She was staring at me while we made out, her green eyes gaping wide. It was pretty freaky, even as her pussy continued to stroke me off inside her.

      “I’m—I’m going to finish soon,” I muttered. I tried to pull out, but she locked her legs around me and shook her head. “Do it inside.”

      “Are you sure? What if you get pregnant?”

      “I hope I do—but it’s really hard for a catgirl to get pregnant with a human’s baby,” she sighed. “Shoot it inside.”

      Whether I wanted to or not—which I did—I was out of time. My face twisted as I fired off several loads of cum into her depths. I groaned, and she moaned, pressing her breasts against my chest as she started sucking on my neck just to calm herself.

      After I finished, she took one hand off my shoulder and reached down into the water, going between her legs. My cock fell out of her, and she scooped her fingers inside herself, biting her lip for a moment. I watched, transfixed, wondering what on Earth she could be doing. She sighed, lifting her hand out of the water, unfolding her fist, revealing a wad of our intermixed juices.

      Before I could ask what she was going to do with it, she started licking it up. “Mmmm,” she groaned, staring at me uncompromisingly. “It’s the taste of you and me—nothing could be more delicious.”

      I nodded, touching my neck where I was suddenly sure she had left a hickey. “I’m going to have to take your word on that.”
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      We finished the bath and joined the others. The girls dusted, swept, mopped, and prepped for the big day tomorrow, when guests would show up looking for meals and entertainment.

      Watching them prepare was amusing. While they cleaned, they performed vocal exercises without a hint of embarrassment as I smirked and listened to them practice singing and slipping in and out of cute voices that I assumed they used to speak with customers.

      “Is there anything I can do to help?” I asked after a while.

      Elenya looked up and glared at me, her eyes fixating on my neck. “Just what did you two do in the bathtub?” she asked. She cast a stormy look over at her friend, who shrank a bit to be on the receiving end of one of those expressions.

      “N-nothing,” Nyanna stammered. “I mean, we may have kissed a little bit—”

      “Kissed?!” the elf screeched. “No kissing! No sex! That was the agreement!”

      Nyanna shrugged and leaned on her mop for a moment with a thoughtful look on her face. “But—how could we not kiss? Naked, alone in a bathtub?”

      Now it was Kiki’s turn to growl. “If you couldn’t handle it, then you shouldn’t have joined him in the tub to begin with. We trusted you.”

      Elenya sighed and shook her head, brushing a long strand of blonde hair back behind her pointy ear. “There’s nothing to be done for it now. At least you didn’t have sex.” She giggled a bit at the notion. “I would have killed you both if you tried that without me.”

      Nyanna laughed nervously. “Haha. Yeah, of course. I would never do that without you girls.”

      “It’s not really a real problem either way, right?” I said, trying to be diplomatic and de-escalate the tension. “I mean, hey—gift from the gods here, what’s the big deal if someone unwraps the present before the others?”

      “It’s a matter of sisterhood,” Kiki hissed. “We swore we would lose our virginity together if we ever found you.”

      “Found me?” I asked, lifting a brow.

      Kiki grinned, baring sharp teeth. “Found the one we could all agree on.”

      “I’m still not entirely decided,” Elenya said, faking some pride. “Humph! I have higher standards than the two of you, apparently.”

      Kiki and Nyanna traded looks and rolled their eyes. With that, I considered the awkwardness gone.

      “Speaking of the gods,” I muttered. “Who are they? The ones that you say gifted me to you, that is.”

      Nyanna set her mop on a nearby table and clasped her hands together, closing her eyes. “Lady Imarianeth is the one we pray to most,” she said, and she started mumbling something under her breath—a prayer, I guessed.

      “Then there’s Kul’granosh,” Kiki added, not quite as breathlessly, but her tone was reverent.

      Elenya nodded but kept her eyes on her hands as she dusted a ledge hanging over the fireplace. “Finally, there’s Queen Requoia. Each family in Hephestria typically selects two or three gods as their patron deities. We haven’t had families of our own in a very long time, so we considered each other sisters. We selected three gods together and never once strayed from our worship for them. Thanks to those gods, we managed to escape GigaCorp City and exact justice on the people who made our life a living hell.”

      I listened carefully, only peppering the discussion with questions when they fell silent. “Those three gods—what are their domains?”

      “Domains?” Kiki asked.

      “He means what are they gods of, right?” Nyanna clarified.

      I nodded at her, smiling.

      “Lady Imarianeth is the goddess of bloodlust and vengeance,” the catgirl started. “Kul’granosh is the god of music and dance. And Queen Requoia is the goddess of love.” She punctuated the last one with a cute wink.

      “Did you say, ‘bloodlust and vengeance’?”

      Elenya grunted a confirmation. “We needed a brutal god, one of the banished ones, if we wanted any chance of making our dreams come true. You have no idea how poor we were, how broken we were from the constant beatings and slavery conditions we lived in. All we wanted was to escape. To achieve that, we just needed two things: money and dead enemies.”

      “So, we planned a heist. The victim of it? The local mob boss we worked for, normally pickpocketing and burglarizing…We gave as much as ninety percent of our earnings to him as a sort of tax. He wanted us to start... Well, three pretty girls, under the control of a gangster lord, I think you can figure out what he wanted.”

      “Petyr Giltfaun,” Kiki spat viciously. “Fuck that guy.”

      “Well…” Elenya giggled. “He’s dead now, thanks to Nyanna.”

      I shook my head in disbelief, at an utter loss for words. The source of their mental instability was starting to make a lot of sense to me. These girls had been through a lot, forced to resort to worshiping a blood god in the hopes of reaching freedom. And, apparently, that god had pulled through for them because they were here, and their enemies were dead.

      “Sounds like you’ve been through some shit,” I muttered. “Can I ask one more thing?”

      The three of them looked at me expectantly.

      “It’s just… why does it matter that I’m a Gateman? Why not find another man you could trust?”

      “That’s just it, though,” Nyanna said, rushing over to me and taking my hands. “Gatemen like you are brought here for one specific purpose. I’m sure that Lady Imarianeth and Queen Requoia sent you to us, to answer our prayer. I knew the second I saw you.”

      I nodded. “Well, I’m all in then. But I gotta know how I can help. I don’t think I have time to learn how to cook your recipes for tomorrow, and the three of you will be much more compelling entertainment and customer service reps. So what good am I?”

      Elenya smirked. “That’s the million-credit question.”

      “Elenya!” Kiki scolded the elf. “That’s our man you’re disrespecting.”

      “Relax, greenskin, I’m just teasing. Regarding what you can do, I’ve been thinking about it. At least for this weekend, don’t stress too much. All I want you to do is sit at the bar and be friendly. Act like a guest, but if someone gets handsy or rude, take on the role of a bouncer and sort them out.” She eyed my muscular arms and grinned. “I think you can handle that.”

      “You bet your cute robo-booty I can.”

      Elenya frowned at me and crossed her arms. “My butt is totally real, dumbass.”

      “It’s gonna be real red tomorrow night after the guests leave,” Kiki giggled. “I can hardly wait.”

      The elven cyborg blushed. “W-well we’ll see if the mood strikes us. I’m not sure about him just yet.”

      “Oh, don’t worry—I am,” Nyanna purred, winking at me again.
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      Turns out the girls were damn good at their job, not that I had any doubt. They put on a pleasant, uncomplicated face for the guests of the Maid to Impress, speaking in high, dulcet tones that made the hearts of many a man melt as they waited on their tables and performed song requests onstage. Elenya even juggled some beer bottles at one point.

      Kiki was funnily enough the most popular one, earning the most tips, mainly because of her dancing skills, which I’d come to understand were partially owed to her Coordination enhancing System Chip. The other girls certainly weren’t slouches in any regard, though. When the house lights went back on after Nyanna’s performance of a drow opera composition, you’d have had a tough time finding a dry eye in the joint.

      And the food, by God, was incredible. It was a smart business model, too—they only offered three options per day, plus appetizers and drinks, which made managing the kitchen duties pretty easy since they prepped all the meals the day before. Today the options people could choose from were an awesome steak and salad combo, a vegetarian meal, and a seafood one—where they got the seafood from, I had no idea, but it was a popular choice, nonetheless.

      I did my best to blend in, but I felt like I couldn’t have stood out any more than I already did. Most of the people that came here were men, sure, but they showed up invariably in groups. There were also a couple families, and even one woman who swung by on her own, which I understood was quite rare to see.

      All in all, business was booming, and the girls looked like they were likely to make enough money tonight to pay their expenses for the whole week—and they still had one more day of work for the week tomorrow.

      Speaking of that woman, she joined me at the bar after a while, ordering her meal from a grinning Kiki who had to stand on a stool to look over the counter. She turned to me and offered her hand, and I took it, shaking it politely. “Bev Kindword. Pleasure to meet you.”

      “Garrison Steele,” I said, giving her hand a polite squeeze.

      “Steele, huh? Fits the grip you’ve got.”

      Bev wasn’t an ugly woman, but she was gray and wrinkled compared to the hostesses of the Maid to Impress, appearing to be human like myself, though admittedly I didn’t ask.

      “I didn’t expect to see a lone woman in this place,” I noted.

      She shrugged. “Killing time before I head back to GigaCorp, on my way back from a business trip. I’m not necessarily into ladies, but I think there’s something about the appeal of cute girls dressed up in maid costumes no one can deny.”

      I laughed and raised my drink. “Amen to that.” We clinked our glasses together and shared one another’s company for a while longer, but eventually she got up to use the bathroom and never returned. Her plate was empty, so I figured she slipped out the front door and headed straight for the place where people parked their hover carriages. I didn’t take it personally.

      What did have me worried was that I eventually noticed the girls struggling to keep their composure, as if something was bothering them. They were able to fake it well enough when they walked up to a table and took orders or did a quick song or other performance, but the moment they walked off, their faces went serious and sullen, their brows angled downward with anger. Particularly Kiki and Elenya adopted this pattern of behavior, and I suspected what it might be about when I noticed them casting stormy looks my way.

      Fuck. Nyanna let it slip. I urged myself not to freak out, to remain calm and just make it through the evening. Once the guests had left, we would hash it out. As close as the girls were, they wouldn’t really kill Nyanna, would they? They worshiped a literal blood goddess of revenge, but come on—their own partner? Not a chance.

      Oh shit—would they kill me, though?

      Nyanna walked by me, her face fretful, biting her lip as she headed toward a table to top up their waters. I gently tapped her on the shoulder, and she whipped her head to face me, grinning for a moment, then frowning.

      “You told them.”

      She nodded. “Kiki asked if we really only kissed, and I—I couldn’t lie to her.”

      “And she couldn’t lie to Elenya,” I said, slamming my palm into my face. “How fucked are we?”

      “It’ll be fine,” she said, though she seemed to have some doubts. Her voice was shaky, and so were her hands. “I’m so sorry—I couldn’t control myself... Once I felt your big—”

      I gestured at the room full of guests. “This isn’t the time or place. Just let me know if there’s anything I can do. Make sure they agree not to freak out until they give us a chance to explain.”

      “Explain what?”

      I shrugged. “I’ll figure something out. Get back to work.”

      “I love you,” she whimpered.

      “Love you too.” I grunted it automatically back at her, and it surprised me. This situation was insane. I was literally fearing for my life, and hers, and yet I still found myself catching feelings for these girls. Maybe the biggest psycho in the whole group was me after all, because at least I knew better, and I still couldn’t control myself.

      As the evening wound down and guests started to leave, though, I noticed something disturbing—I hadn’t seen Nyanna in more than twenty minutes. “No, no, no,” I groaned. “They wouldn’t.”

      I paced around the restaurant, even going up the stairs to check the bedrooms. I checked the bathroom too. I didn’t bother to search the cellar because I definitely would have noticed if someone had opened it during the evening since the cellar door was right in front of the restaurant’s fireplace.

      This was bad. By all measures, things looked bleak. I hoped they wouldn’t kill their best friend, but I realized that I really wasn’t sure. Maybe they were subjecting her to some other grisly punishment—but then where was she?

      I grabbed Kiki by the arm as Elenya shuttled the last table to the counter to settle their bill. The goblin girl looked up at me with eyes glowing with surprise.

      “Garrison?” she gasped. “What’s wrong?”

      “Where is she?” I asked. “Where’s Nyanna?”

      An evil grin spread across her face, showing off those sharp goblin teeth of hers, chilling me to the bone. “Oh. Don’t worry about her. She’s out back... with the trash.”

      “You didn’t,” I said, backing away from her in disgust. “Kiki, how could you?”

      “How could I what?” she asked innocently, but her yellow eyes narrowed as she registered the seriousness on my face. “Surely you really don’t care about that old whore?”

      I shook my head in confusion and disbelief. “Of course I care. Just like I care about you.” I turned around and sprinted out the front door as the two remaining women glared at me.

      Out back? With the trash? I feared what it meant, but I had suspicions. I ran around to the opposite side of our cottage and dipped into the thicket behind it. I ran for about thirty seconds before I saw her, and my heart nearly stopped.

      “Oh, hey baby,” Nyanna giggled, patting a mound of earth with her shovel. “Why are you out here?”

      I panted like a dog, more from stress than from exertion. “Holy fuck. I—I thought they...”

      “Thought they what?” the catgirl asked, dropping the shovel on the ground. “You thought Kiki and Elenya hurt me? Oh honey—they wouldn’t go this far.”

      She gestured to the patch of dirt.

      I squinted at her, then at the filled-in hole. “Waaait. What’s in there?”

      Her eyes slitted to evil crescents and she bit her lip. “Nobody. Just some whore who thought she could try and steal someone else’s man”

      My eyes blinked at those words as I put it together. “No way. Bev? The older woman at the bar?”

      Nyanna dropped the shovel and threw her arms around me. She kissed me sweetly on the cheek, and I was too dazed to back away. “Don’t worry baby, she won’t ever try to tempt your heart away from us again.”

      “She wasn’t even flirting,” I sighed, suddenly shaking my head in horror. “She was just killing time because she came alone.”

      “That wicked woman should know better than to speak to a man who’s spoken for—at a bar of all places!” she gasped, shaking her small fist. “Honestly, I’m disturbed by your reaction.”

      “What’s going on out here?” Kiki’s voice rang out, high and squeaky as always. She ran through the thicket and found us. “Did you bury the temptress?”

      “Of course,” Nyanna said, grinning.

      Kiki nodded approvingly, crossing her arms with a smug smile on her cute face.

      Elenya appeared next, walking into the mini clearing. “Oh good, it’s done. What was that outburst back in the restaurant, Garrison? You had me kind of freaked out.”

      “You’re freaked out?” I almost laughed as I gestured at the grave. “You killed a random woman just for talking to me for ten minutes?”

      The goblin girl gasped in disgust. “Was it that long?”

      Nyanna nodded solemnly, a tear of regret forming in her eye, which she quickly wiped away. “I took action as fast as I could, honey. I’m sorry.”

      Elenya balled her hands into metallic fists that ground together with a scratching sound. She snarled and let out an irritated howl. “Graaah! She deserves to burn in hell! She almost claimed him before Kiki and I could!”

      “We were not on that trajectory,” I murmured, almost laughing at the depths of their insecurity. “I feel like I’m going crazy here.”

      “Liar,” Elenya hissed, slamming into my chest with her palm.

      I went tumbling backward and hit a tree, sliding to the ground. When I looked up, the girls were undoing the lace in their corsets and reaching for the shoulder straps of their dresses. I coughed, spitting up a bit of blood.

      “What exactly is going on?” I asked.

      “We’re going to give you our chastity before you can take it from anyone else. May Lady Imarieneth bear witness to our carnal act of union,” Elenya intoned, clasping her hands together in prayer before she returned to undressing.

      “Yes—bind us together in Holy Matrimony, consecrating the joining of our flesh,” Kiki added, doing a religious gesture I didn’t recognize. “With this act of love, may Garrison Steele be sworn to us now and forever.”

      Nyanna sighed. “It’s really happening. All our dreams are coming true, baby. Are you excited?”

      I looked over at the mound where Bev was buried.

      “We’re doing this here?” I muttered.

      “You’re not going to make me wait any longer, you bastard,” Elenya snarled. Her dress fell to the ground, and after she slipped out of her panties, she was naked except for her robotic arms and legs.

      The elf was petite, but her boobs, when uncovered, were bigger than they had looked in the tight maid uniform. Her nipples were interesting in that they were almost exactly matched to the tone of her pale skin. Unlike Nyanna, she didn’t shave her pussy, and the elf had a well-groomed blonde tuft of hair rising over her slit.

      “Why do you look so scared?” Elenya asked, suddenly softening now that she was naked. Her cheeks blushed, and she looked down at the ground, hands over her vagina, arms over her chest. “Don’t you wanna... aren’t you attracted to us?”

      “Of course, I am,” I said. I shook my head, feeling it throb with stress-wrought pain. “Fuck. This situation is so insane.”

      Kiki and Nyanna quickly joined Elenya in her nudity. I had already seen the gorgeous redheaded catgirl unclothed, and it was just as incredible this time as the last. Her tight body and impressive breasts drew my gaze easily, forcing me to hardness despite my personal reservations about fucking next to a freshly buried corpse.

      And then there was the goblin girl. Kiki’s naked green body was bizarre to look at, given how short she was, but there was nothing wrong with those curves she had. Her breasts, at least proportionately, were in line with Nyanna’s, and she had the bubbliest ass out of the three of them, which said something.

      The three girls descended on me with feral looks in their eyes, giggling, whining, and growling as they pulled me by the legs and forced me onto my back. The goblin girl shredded through my clothes, apparently not possessing the patience to undress me in a normal manner. Soon I was naked and covered with bloody scratches—that, to my surprise, healed almost at once.

      Elenya grinned at that. “Did you see that? His Affinity with the System Chip must be super high!”

      “Girls,” I grunted, “Before we do this, I just want to be clear—I was not flirting with that woman,” I said, pointing to the improvised grave beside us, just a few feet away.

      “None of that matters now,” Nyanna cooed. She crawled behind me and lifted my head up, placing it gently in her bare lap, angled so I could have a view of what the elf and the goblin were about to do to me. “Tonight, everything is made right. Tonight, we give you a love and a pleasure so pure that you’d never even consider cheating on us again.”

      “But I didn’t—”

      “Do you consent to become our lawfully wedded husband?” Elenya asked, blushing, but managing to look me in the eyes. “Do you consent to our lovemaking?”

      I blinked. What a hell of a question. Despite the ridiculousness of my life, there was no alternate reality in which I said no to them.

      “Fuck yeah,” I growled. “Let’s all be bonkers together.”

      Elenya grinned and planted her knees on either side of my waist. “Kiki, do what we talked about—we need him to make us all come before he does.”

      That was a lot of pressure.

      “I’ll do my best,” I murmured.

      Nyanna rubbed her fingers through my hair and angled one nipple so that it brushed against my lips. I turned my head slightly and took it in my mouth, my tongue swirling around it, coaxing it to harden against my teeth as I watched the elf out of the corner of my eye.

      Kiki grabbed my cock by the base as Elenya raised her hips, positioning my tip against her already soaked hole. I bucked upward, unable to help myself, pistoning inside that tight, sloppy elven pussy. She moaned instantly, whipping her head back so that her long hair made a golden arc across the moon overhead.

      “Ngggyaaa! D-don’t be so rough!” she scolded me. “Dumbass. B-but... that felt really good, actually.”

      She started moving on her own a bit, grinding and writhing on top of me. Kiki released my cock and instead placed her fingers on the elf’s clit, starting to rub furiously. The plan made sense. They would help each other get off as they rode me, giving me a fighting chance to make it through all three of them.

      As that was going on, Nyanna raked her fingers deeply across my chest, drawing blood with unsettling ease. I groaned in pain, but the more she did it, the closer the pain felt to pleasure, especially as the gorgeous blonde had her way with me at the same time.

      I bled and healed, bled and healed, the cycle repeating as the three women moaned and giggled maniacally. The cacophony of their lewdness and laughter was like the sweetest and scariest music imaginable.

      “I can’t believe we found you,” Nyanna purred as I playfully nibbled on her teat. “I can’t believe you’re here—with us. For the rest of our lives.”

      “And in the afterlife too,” Kiki giggled as she stroked Elenya’s elven quim. “Forever.”

      The sounds of our sex grew slicker and louder, and Elenya’s face twisted into a slack-jawed, cross-eyed display of wanton depravity. She was silent for a moment, but then she really wasn’t. She screamed as her nectar spilled out of her in waves, and for a moment, as her tightness gripped me, I worried I was about to finish right then and there.

      “My turn!” Kiki squeaked. “This should be easy!”

      I discovered why she said that a few moments later, but there was nothing particularly easy about me fitting inside her. Damn, she was tight—tighter even than I expected, which was noteworthy, even as wet as she was. We endeavored for the penetration to happen, and in the end, we prevailed. Still, every single movement inside her could be seen through a bulge in her tummy.

      She started moving, and Elenya placed a metallic finger over the little goblin’s pleasure pearl. “Are you ready?” the elf asked. “You’d better be ready, cuz it’s going to be intense.”

      “I’m ready,” squeaked Kiki.

      Correction: she wasn’t.

      A buzzing sound began. Elenya had activated a vibration function in her robotic finger, and Kiki howled out with the sounds of unmanageable pleasure.

      “Ohhh fuuuuck!” she squealed, drool running down her chin, sweat instantly coating her from head to toe. “Oh, by the gods, I can’t! I can’t! I can’t!”

      “You can,” Elenya cheered her on. “You must. Handle it, Kiki! We only have one chance to get this right!”

      “Okay,” the goblin whimpered back obediently, jerking her head in a clumsy attempt at nodding. She was barely moving on top of me, really only twitching and shaking as she reacted to Elenya’s buzzing finger. That suited me fine—it gave me a bit of a reprieve and upped my chances of pulling this wild gambit off. I didn’t want to think about what it would do to their moods if I failed.

      And then she came. She howled and screamed so loud I worried that people could hear us for miles, but that was the least of my concerns. When I withdrew from her, it had been such a snug fit that it was like something came unplugged, and an unspeakable volume of girly goblin juice gushed out all at once.

      “Nyanna! Now!” Elenya shouted, beckoning to the catgirl.

      Nyanna gently but quickly set my head down on the ground and replaced the goblin cutie on my lap. She positioned me inside her easily, drawing jealous looks from the other two.

      “Gee, you sure did that fast,” the elven cyborg noted, arms crossed bitterly but pointing in accusation with one metallic finger. “It’s almost like you’ve done it before.”

      “Oh, hush you. Catmommy’s gonna get her cummies now,” Nyanna mewed, sticking out her tongue. She swatted the elf’s finger away. “Have fun with him. Don’t worry—I’ll climax on my own.”

      The ensuing onslaught can only be described as ‘awesome’. Nyanna rode me like I was a bucking bronco, torturing me with the warm, goopy texture of her sex as I tried to hold back until she got her satisfaction. She sure put a lot of trust in me to do this without the elf’s help.

      Meanwhile, Elenya, offering no explanation, straddled my head and sat firmly down on my face. I slurped up her sex without waiting for the order. I sensed a blackout coming any moment due to a lack of oxygen, but I couldn’t be concerned with such things as ‘death’ or ‘my own mortality’ at that point. I had ascended beyond such matters.

      I grabbed her hips and ran my tongue rapidly up and down the length of her slit repeatedly, occasionally darting inside, but I spent most of the time on her clit, and I could tell the attention was appreciated.

      “Guhh! Garrison!” she moaned airily. “By the gods!”

      I muffled some similar words back into her vagina, which triggered her next wave of bliss, spilling, spasming on my face. I couldn’t breathe, but it became clear to me after a while, perhaps due to the powers of my System Chip, that I wasn’t going to die or pass out at all. I basically didn’t need air to survive.

      Meanwhile, the goblin girl was teasing me with soft love bites. As time went on, though, the ‘softness’ aspect became significantly more understated, as she was straight-up taking chomps out of my flesh and slurping up the blood with unnerving passion.

      I figured she realized just how fast I was regenerating and decided to put it to the test. I almost didn’t mind. The pain helped me not to finish before the redheaded catgirl riding me like a prize pony.

      And that’s when it hit me. They were right. All along, from the beginning, they were right. I was a gift from the gods, custom-made for them. With unnatural healing abilities that were only strengthened by the System Chip I had a mysterious Affinity for, my unhealthy penchant for insane women, and my admittedly high pain tolerance, I was the perfect man for these nutty beauties.

      It wasn’t long after that that Nyanna came all over my crotch, splattering her love onto my thighs. I finished soon after, and she eagerly collected all my ejaculate inside her and collapsed at my side. She hugged me possessively while the elf remained perched atop my face and the goblin continued to nibble greedily at my chest.

      “There is nothing in the world more beautiful than our love,” Nyanna sighed happily, nuzzling her cheek into my shoulder. “And anyone who tries to get in the way of it will die like that mongrel in the ground.”

      “Agreed,” Kiki giggled. “I love you, Garrison.”

      “Not as much as I love you, Garrison,” Nyanna added, wrapping her legs around my waist.

      “W-well—he may be a dumbass, but I love him too! More than either of you, anyway! Gyaa!” Elenya was still riding my face, and I frankly was starting to wonder when she would have enough.

      Nevertheless, I muffled words of love back into the elf’s crotch, and I think they all got the message, because the three beauties giggled and embraced me even tightly—or, in Elenya’s case, closed her metal thighs even more dangerously against my head.

      After that, the pretty cyborg elfmaid blessed me with a simulated waterboarding experience as she came messily on my nose and mouth. After she was done yowling about that, she fell backwards at last, gasping for air as she let her head land between my legs. She was lying on top of me, her feet by my ears, with the other two girls at my sides.

      Unable to help myself, I blurted out the first thing on my mind. “Do you think our relationship is healthy?” I asked the girls. “That’s an open question. Anyone can answer.”

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” Elenya fired back as though my survey had come entirely out of nowhere. “What are you trying to say?”

      Kiki sat up, frowning down at me with eyes that seemed to glow. “Yeah, what point do you think you’re about to make?”

      Nyanna giggled. “I don’t think there has ever been a love as healthy and wholesome as ours in all the history of Hephestria.”

      I swallowed and nodded. “Yeah. No, of course. I thought the same thing. Yeah.” I took a deep breath, ignoring the eternal ember of dread in my belly. I looked up at the sky, staring up at the moon, which peeked down at me through the canopy of the trees overhead. I uttered a simple mantra as the naked girls all around me kissed and embraced me next to Bev’s fresh grave. “This is fine. This is fine. This is fine. This is fine. This is fine.”
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      Can’t believe it’s been ten years, Beck muttered to himself as he laid the bouquet of wildflowers on Fiona’s grave. Feels like just yesterday you were curled up next to me in bed.

      Beck took a swig of the orcish swill. Images of Fiona’s sapphire eyes and cascading, strawberry red hair flashed in his mind.

      He sat down on the grave and began to cry, “I was so stupid to lead us to Drackmoor.”

      Putting the jug to his lips, he took another pull from the jug. The pain in his throat from the harsh liquor was nothing.  He’d felt more horrific pain – like his skin being burned away from his flesh from a fire ball.

      “Drackmoor, Drackmoor,” he murmured.

      Beck was about to lose himself once again in those final dark hours when his entire adventuring party had been destroyed.  The images still seared his brain like from a brand.  He could still hear Miras, the halfman thief scream out, as the vat of acid ate away at his flesh.  He could still see the head of Grolog, the gentle hearted half orc shaman, rolling across the floor of the chamber where the demoness had cut it off with one of her sharp claws.

      “There are things worse than death,” he mumbled.

      More images flashed.  Linderia, the life mage, being turned into the living dead – elven immortality swapped for cursed undead immortality.  And finally, his own Fiona, the cleric of Cintra, the goddess of Love and Fertility, who…

      “Beck,” a young boy shouted as he ran up the hill.

      The innkeeper broke from his dark reveries at the sounds of the little scamp.  “What is it, Jack?”

      “There’s a woman at the inn. Says she needs to speak with you.”

      “What woman?”

      “Dunno,” he said.

      “Well, what does she look like?”

      “Dunno.  She sounds funny.”

      “Funny how?” he asked.

      “Like a squeaky doll,” the boy answered.

      He shifted his weight from one foot to another, as if he were in a hurry.

      “Tell her to come back tomorrow,” Beck said.

      “She said to you tell you Gwen – Gwen something or other sent her.”

      “Gwenalia. Did she say Gwenalia?”

      “Yip, that was it.”

      “Damn the gods!” Beck shouted.

      “Yes, damn the gods,” the boy repeated.

      Beck made his way back to his inn – The Winsome Wench. He had to know how this woman knew Gwenalia.  He had left her and all that in the past a decade ago.

      As he entered his inn with the little boy trailing behind him, he looked around the mostly empty room. The carousing and reveling wouldn’t be in full force for several hours yet. He saw just one patron: Old Clamper, his mouth and lips covered with thick frost as he gabbed away with Dexxy, his redheaded barmaid. Clamper could talk, would ramble on, for hours on end.  He knew every tale and had an opinion on everything. Dexxy, who was deaf and mute, seemed to know the will of each of his customers – what drink they liked or food they wanted to eat that night. She seemed to know their thoughts and desires better than they did.  Dexxy and the boy had come with the inn so to say.  The strange old woman had said she would only sell him the place if he allowed the two of them to remain. And remained they had for these last ten years.

      Neither seemed to age, and the boy had stayed a young lad of about eight winters. While Dexxy looked like a young woman in her early twenties, her countenance never altering at all.  He knew there was a story there, but he never inquired. He had no reason to. He liked having them around. Dexxy’s silence and the little boy’s exuberance complemented one another, and suited his temperament as well.

      “Where is she?” Beck asked Jack.

      “In the courtyard,” the boy replied.

      Beck grumbled and headed out back. “Stay here, Jack.”

      The boy didn’t seem to listen.

      “Don’t you have some dishes to wash,” he snapped, and Jack fled away.

      Beck entered the little courtyard with the well and the small garden.

      “Oh, it’s you, it’s you.  Just like you were described,” a woman squeaked behind a green cloak wrapped around her.  The hood was drawn, hiding the face beneath it.

      “Who are you?”

      “Oh, that is rude of me. I’ve been told that before.  It’s just how we are, we are.”

      “We?” Beck asked

      “Oh, oh, oh,” she answered, lowering the hood.

      The woman had two large cat ears, long, silky black hair and two large golden eyes.  Manga.

      The word came back to him in a flash from a different place and a different time.

      “You’re one of the moggie,” he said.

      “Oh, yes yes yes. I am Maniki, and you are Beck…the one and only…and you are as handsome as Gwenalia said.”

      “How do you know her?” he asked

      “Oh, oh, oh, she said you would ask that. Said you are suspicious just like us moggies.”

      “Again, how do you know her?” Beck asked, losing his patience.

      “Oh, I did know her. But I don’t know her anymore. All of her lives are gone. Not that she had many lives like me.”

      “She’s dead,” Beck said.

      “Oh, oh, oh dead.  Dead dead deady dead dead,” the cat girl responded.

      “How’d she die?”

      “Oh, oh, oh, the Emperor’s men. They finally found her and found us. Haven is gone. Gone. Gone. She fought them. Sliced up their silver armor, clawed open their faces, and ripped out their guts with her sharp teeth. She gave some of us time to escape.”

      Beck had closed himself off to feeling much of anything over the last ten years, but the destruction of Haven and the death of Gwenalia struck a chord.

      “You will bring trouble to my doorstep,” Beck said.

      “Oh, oh, oh,” the woman said. “Trouble will come. Trouble always comes for my kind.”

      “I know,” he responded.

      Time flashed in Beck’s mind.  He stumbled from Drackmoor, bleeding from a dozen wounds with his life slowly seeping from him. He didn’t know where he was heading – he didn’t care and was ready to give up the ghost and let oblivion swallow him.  He collapsed from the loss of blood, exhaustion, and the battering he had taken. Gwenalia and her sister cousins had dragged Beck back to Haven and nursed him back to life.

      The Emperor had hunted these monsters – these abominations as he called them – almost to the point of extermination. Well, at least he killed the male monsters. The female ones he sold off as slaves or made into his consorts. He even kept a menagerie of them in his palace where it was rumored visiting dignitaries and his own court would gawk at these exotic beings behind panes of glass.

      Gwenalia had discovered the ancient fortress buried deep in the forest and had somehow reactivated the magical wards by mastering the magic of the place. And thus, Haven was born.

      She had rescued him from oblivion also. Not only nursing his broken body but his shattered psyche as well. Had she not saved him, either he would have died in the woods from blood loss, or he would have made his way to a high escarpment and thrown himself from its heights.

      Jack burst into the courtyard. “The Silver Guard, wow. They’re coming here.”

      “Oh, you must save me.  They have found me.  Oh, they will slip the collar on my neck. Or the noose.”  Maniki’s ears began to twitch.

      “Dammit! Dammit! Dammit!” Beck grumbled.  “Down the well,”

      “Huh,” the cat girl queried.

      “Now,” he said, grabbing her by the arm and dragging her to the edge of the well.  “Trust me.  There are rungs. Now down you go.”

      A moment later, the girl’s head disappeared, and Beck reentered the inn.  Just as he did so, half a dozen Silver Guard, the elite fighters of the Emperor, walked into The Winsome Wench, pulled their swords from their scabbards and fanned out.  Outside he glimpsed a cart with an empty cage sitting on it along with another three or four guards.

      “How may I help you?” Beck asked.

      “Where is she?” a silver-haired guard asked.

      “Who?” I asked.

      “The moggie,” the guard said. “We know she’s here. You have a minute to turn her over before we tear this inn apart.”

      “I’d prefer it if you didn’t do that. In fact, I’d prefer it if you left,” Beck said calmly.

      “P-P-Prefer?” the man stammered.  “You have no choice!”

      “Dexxy, Jack, it’s time you take your breaks,” Beck said.

      “But I wanna watch,” Jack whined. “I never have any fun.”

      “No one is going anywhere,” the leader of the Silver Guard announced.

      “Are you threatening my employees? Because if you are, I will no longer remain hospitable,” Beck said calmly.

      The man’s eyes boiled over, and he seemed about to explode.

      “Choose your next actions carefully, my friend,” Beck warned.

      “Kill them all,” the leader shouted out. “Then find the girl.”

      Those were the last words the leader of the Silver Guard uttered. Beck had been an Emerald ranked warrior in his day, – the second highest rank possible below Diamond. At most, the guards were Topaz or maybe Opal ranked. They were no threat to him. Other than the demigod that dwelled deep in the depths of Drackmoor, or perhaps the Emperor himself, very few men or creatures were a threat to him.

      Dexxy wrapped Jack around her arms. They vanished from sight just as two guards ran towards them.  A well-placed thrust of a long sword came towards Beck. He tapped into his [Iron Skin] skill, blocking the sharp blade off to the side with his forearm.  The guard lost balance and Beck grabbed him by the wrist, snapped it, then reached in and grabbed the sword before it clattered to the ground.

      Beck never really liked swords, though he was more than skilled in the weapon. He wished he had Pounder, his warhammer, clenched in his hands.  No matter, a sword would do for the moment.

      Less than a minute later, nine corpses lay on the hardwood floor of the inn. Beck had paid a small fortune a few years back to import the rare wooden planks and now they were seeped in blood.

      “What a story!” Old Clamper shouted when he crawled out from beneath the table. “I knew there was more to you.”

      Dexxy and Jack reappeared in the spot where they had vanished a few moments prior.

      Dexxy nodded at Beck, the small action showing that she understood he’d had no choice.

      “Wow, wow, wow,” Jack shouted.

      It was a good run, Beck thought. But the darkness finally found me. It always finds me.
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      “Dexxy, an army will be here any minute. You and Jack are in danger.”  Beck walked behind the bar, pressed his palm to the rune-covered strongbox, and then muttered an incantation.  The box popped open.

      “Take this.  There’s enough gold in that sack to last you and Jack ten years. As he unfolded a parchment, he continued, “Come here, Dexxy.”

      She walked over with a confused on her face.

      “I bequeath the inn The Winsome Wench to Dexxy.” The paper flared once in Beck’s hands.  “Just accept the ownership of the inn, and all its contents belong to you.”

      Dexxy did not question this action on Beck's part but simply took the parchment, which flared again. Just like that, the inn was no longer Beck’s. It now belonged to the mysterious Dexxy.

      “Bye Jack,” Beck said as he turned back to the courtyard.

      “Where’re you going?” the whelp asked.

      “Not sure, but I’ll know it when I find it,” Beck responded.

      Beck’s old senses kicked in, and he knew danger, more than even he might be able to fight, was headed towards the inn.

      Beck rushed to the courtyard. He smelled the sickening odor of sulfur before he saw the demon.

      Someone had summoned a god's damned demon to find the girl.

      The infernal beast peered down into the well, sniffed and said, “Ah, the preysss.”

      Opal and Topaz ranked guards were one thing, but a demon was an entirely different matter. Once again, he wished he had Pounder, his semi sentient warhammer, in his hand. Then he might stand a chance.  However, that weapon, along with his armor and all his old tools of the trade, were hidden away.

      He tapped a skill [Close Distance], and in the blink of an eye, he appeared behind the creature. She sensed him and turned around like lightning, her claw scraping against his chest.

      He winced at the pain, but nothing more.

      Pain was only an obstacle if you let it be.

      Beck knew how to disconnect himself from pain, at least of the physical type.

      He leapt back as she struck again. Then he noticed the creature he was fighting. It wasn’t just one of the infernal hosts, but a succubus – a major demon – and a match even for him. Even with his incredible willpower, he might not be able to withstand the lure of the being who now stood in front of him.

      “She’s naked,” Jack said, somewhere behind him.

      That distraction was enough. He glanced at the succubus – at her eyes – and he was trapped, caught like a rabbit in a snare. No longer did a demoness stand in front of him, but the most beautiful creature, the sexiest woman, in the world. Her eyes were like dancing fire that he wanted to disappear into. Her crimson lips, her perfect pert breasts, and the slit between her legs all treats he wanted to savor, needed to taste, or he might go mad.

      The lust in him, dormant for so long, reawakened. His manhood swelled and pushed against the fabric of his pants.

      He needed release or Xanaxia, the Goddess of Madmen, might claim him.

      The tip of her long, serrated tail hovered at her shoulder like a cobra ready to strike at him and pierce his heart.

      He didn’t care.

      He would die for this creature.

      Whatever his mistress wanted.

      A yowl – like from a bobcat – cut through the miasma where his mind was trapped.  The cat girl, her claws bared, hung onto the back of the succubus, tearing at her flesh. The succubus was able to grab the cat girl, and with supernatural strength, tossed her down the well. The girl let out a piercing scream followed by silence.

      The succubus turned towards Beck, her eyes flashing now like the fires of Hell.

      Dexxy appeared in front of him as though from the mist.  She opened her mouth and shrieked, like the howling of a banshee.

      Beck thought his ears would burst, and he covered them as he collapsed to his knees.

      The succubus took the full force of this shriek and the magic that bound her to the mortal world blew apart into millions of atoms that finally dissipated into the mist.

      “You banished her,” Beck said as he stood up slowly.  But Dexxy just appeared to be Dexxy again, and she simply nodded at him.

      “You’re hurt,” Jack said. “That mean naked lady hurt you.” The boy came up and hugged Beck, an action he had never done before. A gentle warmth coursed through Beck. Jack broke the embrace, and the warmth was gone as well. Beck gingerly touched his side, where the succubus had ripped open his skin, but the wound was healed.

      “Thank you, Jack,” Beck said, knowing the mysterious boy had somehow been responsible.

      “Gonna miss ya,” Jack said, then turned.  A moment later Dexxy and Jack were gone from sight – and from his life.

      “Into the rabbit hole,” Beck said, as he climbed into the well and began to descend the rungs.
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      As Beck climbed down the rungs of the well, images from the long past flittered into his mind.

      Earth.

      He had come from a place called Utica in New York State on the planet Earth. He knew the place was real. He remembered cell phones, watching Star Wars, reading manga, and visiting Disneyland when he was just a kid. Then one day he and Fiona were walking the half mile back home from their middle school. They were neighbors, and best friends, and they traveled home together every single day.

      One April afternoon they never made it home.

      They turned the corner to head down the path that cut between Main Street and Dexter Road. Except they didn’t emerge onto Dexter but elsewhere. They materialized in the woods and … he didn’t want to remember those early days, two thirteen year old kids trying to figure out how to survive in the wilderness with wild beasts, goblins, and the undead. Nevertheless, they had each other. And they had survived and made themselves into two of the most powerful adventurers in Radalia.

      His flashback ended when he stepped onto the stone covered floor of the well where the cat girl lay sprawled on the cold ground.

      “Ah shit!” Beck cursed, anger flaring in himself.

      He had failed to save her. He had killed the soldiers, given his inn away, and risked his life for this woman, and now she was dead.

      She twitched.

      Then her body began to move and convulse.

      Her leg, which was at an odd angle, began to straighten itself out.

      She writhed on the ground for another minute or so before she stopped moving. “Oh, that was not fun,” she said. “Not funny fun fun at all.”

      She stood up.

      “How?” Beck asked.

      “Oh, you know, nine lives and all. That was number two. Should have caught the rung. But I missed it.”

      Beck had stopped questioning things like [Nine Lives] or other sorts of seeming miracles.  Magic existed in Radalia, so anything was possible.

      “Are you okay to move?” Beck asked, his old leadership qualities reemerging.

      “Oh, good to go. Right as wine. I could use some wine right about now,” Maniki said.  Maybe it was the lingering effects from the spell the succubus had cast over him, but he noted how pretty the cat girl was, with her two golden eyes that shined like the deepest sunlight. He couldn’t tell much about her figure with the oversized cloak she wore…but he wanted to get a glimpse.

      It’s been such a long time, Beck thought. So long since I have thought of a woman in that way.

      “Then let’s get going. Someone sent elite guards after us. And they had enough power and influence to summon a demon from the pit.”

      “They’re in the well,” someone shouted from up above.

      “This way,” Beck commanded, grabbing the moggie by her arm.  A natural passage sloped upward.  “Can you see in the dark?” he asked.

      “Oh, yes, all moggies can,” she answered.

      “Good,” Beck said as he rubbed the medallion that hung down from the piece of leather around his neck.  It was the only piece of magic from his old life that he still kept on him. Perhaps it was because Fiona had given it to him. He still wasn’t certain where she had gotten it from. Once he’d discovered its powers, he’d tried to force it upon Fiona. Her life was more important than his was. However, she had been sly, and had somehow made it so the medallion would only work for him. The medallion, in fact, was the only reason he had survived Drackmoor. The powerful talisman allowed him to see in the dark, sense danger, slowly heal his body, invigorate him, teleport him out of harm’s way, among a host of other magical abilities. At the moment, it was burning hot, telling him that great danger was after him.

      “Come on,” he said, pulling her down the passageway.

      He stopped about fifty feet into the passage, and then scanned his eyes until he sighted the lever.

      “Cover your ears,” Beck warned.

      The girl did as she was told as he pulled the handle. At first Beck thought there was a malfunction, that the trap had failed. A moment later, the well began to rumble like an earthquake as it collapsed, shooting waves of dust and debris down the corridor,

      “This way,” Beck called out as he pulled the cat girl along the meandering corridor below the city – the medallion tugging at him in the direction he needed to go – to a temporary refuge for him and the cat girl.

      They walked on for a good hour before Maniki said, “I have to stop.” She was breathing heavily. The tunnels were sweltering hot, and somewhere along the way the moggie had discarded the cumbersome cloak that had hidden her body. Sweat covered her flawless face. Without the cloak, he could make out her figure better, and what a body it was. She had overlarge breasts which pushed against the shirt.  Thigh high black shorts hugged her round hips. She had shapely legs, and petite feet that fitted into open toed sandals.

      Once again, he felt a tingle between his legs, something which had not happened in a long time.

      “Sorry,” Beck finally said. “We should have stopped sooner. I just wanted to make sure we were safe.” He rubbed the medallion. “We’ve escaped, for now at least.”

      “Oh, that is good. Where are we going?” Maniki questioned.

      “A few hundred feet from here we’re going to exit into the woods. There’s a cabin there where we can rest and make future plans. It’s well stocked with food and water. Are you good to go?”

      “Oh, I am good good goody good good. You saved me. You are a true hero,” the girl said.

      Beck shook his head and grumbled.

      He was anything but a hero.

      “If anyone saved anyone, it was you who saved me from the demoness,” Beck admitted.

      “Oh, she was not nice. Not nice at all.”

      “No, she wasn’t,” Beck said.

      They emerged from the sweltering caverns into the fresh air. Around them stood huge trees that Beck could only refer to as Evergreens. He remembered that word from Earth as well.  Pinecones and needles covered the ground. The medallion continued to lead him to the refuge.

      They stopped a half hour later. “We’re here,” Beck announced.

      “Oh, where’s here?” the girl asked. “Nothing here but sticky trees.”

      Beck clutched the medallion in his palm and muttered [Cabin]. A moment later, a log cabin shimmered into existence.

      “Oh, what wonderful magic,” the cat girl said, her eyes wide.

      “Come on, let’s get inside and eat something. Then you can tell me more about what happened, and we can make plans.”

      The cabin was plain with a small cast iron stove, a cot, and wooden shelves stocked with provisions. A large chest sat against a wall. The back room held a small tub to bathe in. The cabin was magical and could be summoned to the material plane. The food he had placed in the cabin nearly ten years prior was just as fresh as he had left it. Dozens of these cabins lay hidden around the continent, yet to his knowledge, only a few people knew of their existence or had the means to access them.

      He grabbed an apple and bit into it.  He didn’t remember anything tasting that good in a long time. Maniki ate an apple in a matter of seconds. Then she gobbled another one before munching down a final one.

      “Are we safe here?” Maniki asked, stacking the final apple core onto the table.

      “Yes, we are safe. No one, except for someone very skilled in magic, will see the cabin from the outside. It is invisible.”

      “Won’t an animal run into it?” Maniki asked.

      “Any being coming into contact with it will pass right through to the other side like it isn’t there. Essentially, the cabin is just a portal to this place of safety. So, now that we’re safe, tell me exactly what happened.”

      “Oh, like I said, Haven was attacked. I don’t know how they breached the walls and all.  But breach them they did. We tried to fight back, but most of us can’t fight. Gwenalia, however, killed many of them. She was like a demon possessed. But in the end, she was killed. Too bad she only had one life and not nine like the moggie. I would have given her some of mine. Yes, I would have. There was a hidden ravine. Or at least it was supposed to be hidden. And many of us fled there.  But they were waiting for us. Someone shouted, “Betrayed” and “Traitors” but I don’t know anything about that. They killed all the men – cut and hacked them up – while the women they tossed nets on, capturing us. I was caught like a spider in a web with two others, Talia and Mira. My claws can cut through just about anything.” She extended them fully to about eight inches. Wolverine, Beck thought, as another word from Earth popped back into his mind.   “I cut through the netting. It was dark with no moonlight, and we slipped away and ran all night.  All night. Luckily, my cousins and I can see in the dark. I was the only one who’d ever been out of Haven, so I led the way.”

      “Where are they now?” Beck inquired.

      “Mira is injured. Talia has some healing abilities, but it might not be enough to keep Mira alive for long. They are hiding in a grotto behind a waterfall just north of The Great Pass. We must get to them.”

      “How did you know where to find me?” Beck asked.

      “Oh, Gwenalia told me all about you. Said if things ever went bad to find you in Merotia, that you had made a pledge before you left that if she was ever in need you would assist. So, assist us you will. She gave me this,” she said, as she lifted an amulet from between her ample breasts. “Oh, I’m afraid it doesn’t work anymore. Gwenalia said it would teleport me close to you and teleport me it did. She also said the enemy would also know where I had gone, so I needed to find you fast. And that is how they found you in the inn. So now you know, you know.  We have to go and save them.”

      “We will, I promise,” Beck said. “We’ll rest for a few hours, and then we’ll find them. I have a fast way to reach them. Once we find Talia and Mira, I need to figure out where to take you where you’ll be beyond the Emperor’s reach. A real haven that not even him and his minions can breach.”

      “Oh, oh,” the cat girl said, pulling at a drawstring on a sack at her hip.

      She opened it up and handed Beck a strange item. It took his mind a moment to register what he was seeing. It was a set of house keys with a little Rubik’s cube attached to it by a thin chain. He recognized the keys.  They had been his from a different place and a different time.

      “Where did she get these from?” Beck asked abruptly.

      “Oh, Gwenalia said you were dying, and you were delirious, and you kept speaking of a place called Utica. None of the maps, even the ancient ones, showed this mysterious place. Then you rambled on about another world, one without magic, but still greater than ours. She spent years looking for the mythical place until she finally found a portal between worlds buried deep in the Kadarian Woods.”

      “Kadarian Woods,” Beck said sharply. “Are you certain?”

      “Oh, certain as rain,” she said.

      “Did she tell you where in the Kadarian the portal is located?” Beck asked. Fiona and Beck had emerged into those nightmarish woods so many years gone by.  They were two teenagers thrust into a new world who had to flee monsters, real monsters like those from mythology, from the moment they arrived. Even years later when they had grown strong and had tried to backtrack to where they had first appeared, they’d been unable to locate the portal that had brought them to Radalia. Miraculously, Gwenalia had located it.

      “If we can reach the portal maybe we can escape to Earth. You and the others should be safe there, or at the very least no one will hunt you there.”

      “Oh, well I know where the portal is. Gwenalia touched my head and poof, I now know where to find it.  Just get us to the Kadarian Woods, and I can do the rest.”  She let out a long yawn, stretched her arms to her side, her breasts pushing forward through the thin white shirt.

      “I’m sleepy. Could use a little cat nap.” She sniffed herself. “Though I do smell.” She stared into the back room of the cabin where the metal tub sat on the floor.

      Beck saw where she was looking and said, “You can bathe there if you want. It’s magical, and I can have it filled with hot water in seconds.”

      “No, no time. Must get back to Talia and Mira.”

      “We will,” Beck said. “But Haven is seven days from here. And if this grotto is near Haven, then we need a fast way to get there.”

      “Oh, the teleport was only one way. Oh, no.”

      “I have a way to get us there quickly,” Beck said. He fingered the talisman and then said, “But not until the morning. Once the sun rises, I’ll get us there in the blink of an eye.”

      “Oh, do you promise?” Maliki asked.

      “I do,” Beck said.

      “Oh, then please fill the tub for me,” she said as she began to strip off her clothing unabashedly in front of him.
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      Beck had not felt anything for a woman since Fiona died a decade prior. It’s not that he didn’t have needs, because he did, like any man. When they got bad enough, he would pay a visit to the brothel. Afterwards, guilt, anger and embarrassment assaulted him.

      However, as the cat girl removed the last of her garments, a desperate need took over him. His cock grew hard. Maniki noticed it, and her eyes locked on the bulge between his legs.

      She let out a long, resonating purr.

      “Um,” Beck said, a bit embarrassed like he was a thirteen-year-old boy again. “Let me get that bath ready for you.” He invoked the few runes etched onto the side of the metal tub and hot water began to steam gently from the basin. Maniki’s breasts were the size of cantaloupes and firm as she walked towards the tub. He got a good look at her round, plump ass as she climbed into the bath. He also noticed for the first time her furry tail that was several feet long and swaying back and forth.

      He felt some awkwardness and said, “I’ll be in the other room.”

      After walking back into the main area, Beck started to prepare a simple meal. A short while later Maniki called to him. “Beck, can you come here for a second?”

      He was hesitant for a moment. But then he walked into the small bathing area. The cat girl emerged from the bath with a towel wrapped around herself. Small droplets of water plopped onto the wooden planks.

      Beck stared at this exotic creature, this beautiful cat girl, with her soft black hair (now damp from the bath water), feline ears, and golden eyes that looked upon his with equal lust and craving.

      Maniki pulled at the towel and let it drop to the floor.

      She padded over to where he stood with his mouth agape and then leapt deftly into his arms where he instinctively caught her. The cat girl was still a bit damp from the bath, but Beck didn’t care, especially when she wrapped her arms around his neck and her legs around his waist before she licked his cheek with her long tongue.

      “Oh, you taste so good,” she cooed before mashing her lips against his. Beck’s mouth responded, crushing his lips against hers. Then her tongue darted into his mouth. Her hands worked their way into his hair as they continued to kiss. He held her aloft, his hands on her supple ass. They kissed and groped one another for several minutes, heat coursing their bodies like a furnace.

      He broke the kiss finally and let the girl down.

      Both were panting heavily.

      His mind was suddenly awash with a million thoughts – such as that he just met this woman – that they were being hunted – that he had to save her friends.

      Beck’s reveries were broken when Maniki dropped to her knees in front of him. Before he registered what was happening her mouth was on his cock. She grabbed his butt cheeks with her hands while she pulled his cock totally into her hungry mouth, her long tongue twirling around the shaft.

      “Ahhh,” he grunted at the overwhelming sensation.

      His cock was buried in her throat; she purred, the vibration sending shockwaves along the length of his shaft and down into his balls. She could tell he liked the vibration because she produced an extended, resonating purr this time. His hips and thighs bucked from the maddening sensations. She extended her claws an inch or so and ran them slowly down his back as she began to bob her head back and forth.

      “Yes, yes,” he groaned, carried away.

      She moved her hands to the front of his body, cupped his balls and began to rapidly suck on his shaft.

      “I can’t hold it anymore,” Beck sputtered, stars and flecks of light crisscrossing his vision.  He thought she would pull her mouth away; however, she pushed her mouth forward again. As he exploded inside her mouth, he could feel her throat pulsating as she swallowed all that he had to give. He came five or six times, each orgasm more potent than the one before.

      Not a drop of his cum escaped, and when she finally pulled her mouth from his cock, a mischievous grin covered her face from ear to ear.

      “Oh, did you like that?” the cat girl asked innocently.

      “Do you really need to ask?” Beck panted, as he lifted her up and carried her over to the bed in the other room.  He laid her on her back, climbed between her legs, and then began to nibble and kiss her large breasts and nipples.

      “Ooooo, Ooooo,” Maniki moaned. Her nipples grew hard, and he pinched them lightly with his thumb and forefinger. He began to kiss her down her flat, taut stomach. The same soft hair that covered her head surrounded her womanhood.  He buried his face between her legs and began to flick his tongue between the folds of her moist pussy. She pulled her legs back so that her knees were almost to her ears, giving Beck easy access. He ran his hands along her legs and exposed ass cheeks while he brushed his tongue along her pearl shaped clit.

      “Oooo, Oooo,” she purred.

      He slipped several fingers inside her wet pussy and began to work them in and out while he continued to eat her out.

      “Take me,” the cat girl pleaded. “I’m in heat. I need you. Take me like the beast I am.”  She flipped herself around, her ass high in the air while her tail flapped back and forth. Beck found that he was rock solid again.

      “I want you so badly,” he said, as he skootched behind her. The tail continued to bob back and forth gently.

      “Yank my tail while you fuck me from behind,” she begged.

      Beck was drunk with lust. He grabbed hold of the tail near the base and tugged the soft fur gently.

      “Mmmm,” Maniki whimpered.

      He needed her.

      There would be no more foreplay.

      His shaft was ready for her soft, inviting flesh, so he entered her. She was incredibly tight and wet. Nevertheless, his shaft glided along easily.

      “Oh, oh, oh,” she whimpered.

      He worked his cock in and out while he continued to tug at the tail. He thought he was hurting her at first, but each pull brought a new moan to her lips.

      “You’re so tight,” Beck panted aloud. “So good. So very good.”

      “Harder,” she ordered.

      He obliged and pounded away at her from behind. She slipped a hand between her legs and began to fondle his balls.

      “Oh, that’s so good,” he groaned.

      “Faster,” she screamed as he plowed into her soft pussy again.

      “Godssssss!  Oh Godssss,” she shouted as her pussy constricted against his throbbing cock. Her climax overtook her, and she began to shake and quiver.

      “Here I come,” Beck shouted as a wave of ecstasy overwhelmed him for the second time with this wonderful, exotic creature. Gouts of cum erupted from his cock, filling her tight, welcoming channel.

      When he reluctantly pulled out of Maniki, she plopped down on the bed and began to purr happily. He lay down beside her, rubbing her neck with her hand.

      “That’s nice,” she said as he continued to rub her neck. A minute later, he heard her breathing softly.

      She had fallen asleep.

      Beck knew it was only a matter of time before the Emperor’s people found them. He had to prepare, but he knew he needed a bit of sleep himself.  No one was going to hurt Maniki. He had lost Fiona all those years back, and he would be damned to the deepest depths of the pit before he would let anything happen to the cat girl.
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      Beck slept for a few hours next to Maniki. For the first time in years, phantoms did not haunt his dreams. When he awoke, he was refreshed and alert.

      The adventurer in Beck, long dormant, had awoken as well.

      He allowed Maniki to sleep while he opened the trunk that sat against the wall.  His hand lingered above the chest for a moment before he placed his palm on the lid.

      The wood responded to his touch, and the lock clicked open.

      “Too long old friend,” Back said as he pulled Pounder from the trunk.

      “About time,” the semi-sentient warhammer complained. “Was getting stuffy in there.  Hey, who’s the babe? Is she one of those cat chicks? Good for you. I hear they can do this thing with their tails. So, does this mean you’re done moping? Because you weren’t fun at all. What did I once hear you say – a sad sack?  Yeah, you were a real sad sack.  So, let me guess. She’s a damsel in distress who needs some saving. Am I right?”

      “You’re right,” Beck answered.

      “I guess now that I’m back in your hands you need to pound some heads in. Am I right?  I hope I’m right. Because it has been too long since I pounded someone. Looks like you’ve done a little pounding there yourself pal, am I right? I’m right.”

      “Glad to have you back, Pounder,” Beck said, cutting off the warhammer. He would just go on if Beck let him.

      Beck leaned the warhammer against the wall then pulled out the rest of his adventuring accouterments. A minute later, he had donned his magic leather boots that made him silent as death and allowed him to leap long distances and run as fast as a bobcat. He followed this up by pulling his enchanted hauberk over his head. The familiar weight was comforting. The hauberk made him nearly impervious to all elemental attacks as well as being strong as steel. He finally placed the metal helm upon his head. His vision became as sharp as an eagle’s. It was too bad he hadn’t had it on when the succubus had enthralled him. The helm prevented any kind of mind control, including fear and charm spells. Then he placed one ring on each of his fingers. The rings all possessed their own powers and abilities.

      He felt whole again.

      Maniki began to stir. She stretched out and gave a loud yawn, her breasts pushing out as she did so.  “Come to bed lover, and you can have me again and again and again,” Maniki teased.

      His balls throbbed for a moment, but he exhaled and said, “I wish I could. I really do.  But we need to get ready.”

      “Oh, getting ready is no fun. No fun at all.” She leapt from the bed and began to pull her clothing back on.

      “Hey there, sweet cheeks,” Pounder said. “I’m Pounder. Leave it to Beck to be rude and forget the introductions.”

      “Oh, oh, a talking hammer,” Maniki said happily.

      “Why is the talking hammer the first thing people go with? Killing Machine, or Scourge, or Breaker of Skulls sounds much cooler. Am I right?  I’m right. Haven’t I said time and again I hate to be known as a talking hammer. Like being able to speak is such a big deal.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry, oh great and powerful warhammer. Oh, great Scourge. Oh, great Breaker of Skulls. Are you going to help me and my cousins?”

      “That’s what I do, Babe? I help the big guy kill people and monsters that are too stupid to get out of our way. He usually warns them because he’s decent that way, but they never listen.”

      “Maybe you guys can talk more later,” Beck said. “I suggest you eat while you can. We are going to have bad company soon. Once Pounder and I deal with them, we’ll go and save your cousins.”

      “Oh, yes, yes, yes. We must save them. I have been away for so long already,” Maniki said.

      “Man Beck, that gal can chow down,” Pounder said as Maniki finished off the second bowl of the stew Beck had prepared. “She’s done just in time, because the bad guys are here. Looking forward to this. It’s been way too long since I have tasted the blood of my enemies and all that good stuff. Am I right? I’m right.”

      “Stay here,” Beck said to Maniki. “As long as you don’t leave the cabin, you’ll be safe.  If something should happen to me, just stay here. There’s enough food for several weeks.”

      Beck opened the door to the cabin. It was early in the morning, and several beams of light streaked through the canopy of trees.

      “Hist,” a snake girl said to the man standing beside her. “Hist, he walks out of the darkness.”

      Beck surveyed the forces arrayed against him. The snake girl was just that, a humanoid woman, with leathery skin, and the head of a cobra. She held a totem in her left hand, and Beck knew she was a shaman of some kind. If he’d been so inclined, he could have scanned every single being there. He could know their ranks, their classes, their skills, and the magic they carried.

      Hell, he could determine their names and ages if he cared. However, none of those details mattered to him. He would give them a chance to retreat. They would mouth off to him and threaten him like they always do before he and Pounder were forced to slaughter them all.  Since the fight was inevitable, and he would never flee, why did it matter if he knew anything about them? He’d fought their type before. Their problem was that they had never fought anyone like him before.

      The man who the snake girl spoke to wore golden plated armor, including a golden helm with a nose guard. He even held a golden sword in his hand.

      Twenty heavily armored Silver Guards surrounded him. Several of the guards held oversized dogs by collars who whimpered and barked. He knew these dogs. They were not your typical Bloodhound – another Earth word that suddenly returned to him – but a special species of dog that could track prey for a thousand miles. He forgot what they were called and didn’t care enough to scan them to see the name of the species. The important thing was that once they caught a scent, they could track it pretty much anywhere on the continent.

      “Shame we have to kill the pooches also,” Pounder said aloud so the forces in front of him could hear him also. “Yeah, Yeah, I can talk. And since I can talk, I am going to say one thing. Boo!” Pounder began to laugh aloud.

      “Hist. It mocks you master,” the snake woman said.

      “What can I do for you?” Beck asked unperturbed.

      “The moggie. Bring her now,” the man in the golden armor said. “She belongs to the Emperor. Then you will tell me where the others are.”

      “Hist,” the snake woman said. “We must have the others to finish the Emperor’s menagerie.”

      “She does not belong to the Emperor or anyone else. She is free and shall remain so,” Beck said.

      “Hist, he mocks you master.”

      “I will give you the same warning I gave the guards who came to my inn. Leave now and never come back,” Beck warned.

      “Do you know who I am?” the man in the golden armor said.

      “He doesn’t care,” Pounder said. “Boy, you’re a real idiot.”

      “You dare insult me,” the man said. “I am Lord Grath, Ruby ranked knight of his royal highness.”

      “Hist,” the snake woman said before she whispered something in his ear.

      “Impossible you idiot,” Lord Grath responded.

      The talisman around Beck’s neck gave him the ability to hear even whispers, so he knew what the snake woman had said, so he responded, “Yes, I am Emerald ranked.  Almost, Diamond rank.”

      “Impossible,” Grath said. “What is your name?

      “Blah, blah, blah,” Pounder said. “They talk too much. Can we kill them already?”

      “My friend is right. Either leave now and never come back, or die,” Beck warned, “I am Emerald ranked and none of you can harm me. Even your succubus was no match for me.”

      Several of the guards began to fidget.

      “Oh, kill them, my love. Kill them all,” Maniki shouted behind Beck’s back. Part of him knew she wouldn’t stay hidden. “They were the ones who killed the men folk and enslaved my sister cousins. Make them hurt, lover. Make them pay.”

      Her call for vengeance sparked something primal in Beck. He’d slaughter every one of them because Maniki had asked him to do so.

      Two bolts of lightning shot towards him from the snake girl. His armor absorbed the energy, which began to twirl around him like a dust devil. Beck used [Close Distance] and teleported into the midst of the silver guards. As soon as he appeared among them, he released the built-up energy, which shot out in all directions, and struck half of the guards. They died instantly, as they fried inside their silver armor.

      “La la la, killing time. Killing is fun,” Pounder sang as Beck bashed in the skull of one of the guards.

      “Now the backhand,” the sentient warhammer crooned as Beck reversed his motion and crashed him into the chest of another of the guards.

      The two hounds flew at Beck, but they never reached him. As soon as they made contact with him, they burst into flames, thanks to his [Ring of Igniting].

      “Hey, leave some for me,” Pounder complained.

      “You okay by yourself, buddy?” Beck asked.

      “You know I am,” Pounder asked. “Go kill the boss. I’ll murder the lackeys.”

      Beck muttered [Murder Hammer] and then let go of the warhammer. Pounder hung in the air and then he began to sing, “Smash smash smash. Smashing is fun,” as he swung in the air by himself and began to lay waste to the remaining silver guards. Pounder was just sad there weren’t more of them to bash. Beck felt the snake girl try to take over his mind with a spell.

      “Run away, little girl,” Beck warned. “If you are still there in five seconds you will die a second before I kill your master.”

      Beck began to walk towards Lord Grath who held his sword in front of him, his hands trembling.

      “You cannot do this,” he screamed. “I am the Emperor’s man.”

      “I’m sure he’ll find another,” Beck said.

      Lord Grath figured offense was his best choice, especially against a seemingly unarmed opponent, and he charged towards the Emerald ranked warden.

      Beck activated another ring.

      “Ahhhh,” Lord Grath shouted, his hands suddenly bursting into flames. The golden sword tumbled to the earth below.

      Beck kicked the unarmed man between the balls, and he whimpered and doubled over. Grabbing him by both sides of the head with his vice-like hands, Beck gave it one strong twist. He heard the neck snap, and Lord Grath crumbled to the ground.

      “Die bitch,” Maniki screamed as she stabbed her claws into the back of the snake girl who had hidden herself a short distance away.

      The snake girl screamed once then fell to the ground, blood pooling around her.

      “Well, that was fun,” Pounder said, as he materialized in Beck's hand.

      “Oh, you were so brave,” Maniki said as she ran towards Beck then jumped on him, wrapping her legs around him as she began to kiss him effusively.

      “What about me?” Pounder complained. “I wasn’t brave enough for you?”

      “Oh, you were great too. Quite murderous,” the cat girl said as she patted the head of the warhammer.

      “I feel all fuzzy inside,” Pounder said.

      Beck stared around at the carnage and just shook his head.

      Maniki had asked him to get revenge. And he had been the hand of vengeance.

      “Back inside Maniki,” Beck said.  “We have to go save your friends.
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      Numerous access points to the cabin system lay scattered around the continent. Beck didn’t understand the magic, or to use an Earth word, the physics of the cabin system. They were all separate, yet they were one in the same. He just needed to access a kind of interface that allowed him to exit the cabin and arrive at the location where any of the access points lay.

      Luck was with Beck that morning, and one of the access points lay not too far from the hills where Haven once lay hidden.

      “Wow,” Maniki said as they stepped out of the cabin a few minutes later.

      “Wow,” was an understatement Beck thought. They had traveled nearly a hundred leagues in the blink of an eye.

      Unlike the woods they had just been in, the forest here was filled with trees of green and red leaves, as opposed to the conifers, which had populated their original location. Animal life was abundant, and Beck could sense all varieties of creatures scurrying around in the hilly terrain.

      “Which way?” Beck asked.

      “Oh, this way, this way,” Maniki said, taking his hand and dragging him towards the north. “Not far. Not far at all.”

      They had covered several miles when Pounder said, “Are we there yet? Because this is borrrrrrring.”

      “I’m hoping to keep it that way,” Beck said.

      “Of course, you are. You’re a real killjoy sometimes,” Pounder complained.

      “Don’t worry my murderous friend,” Beck responded. “I think you’ll have plenty of chances to smash things today.”

      “I sure hope so,” Pounder said. “Because pounding is fun.”

      “Getting pounded is also fun,” Maniki quipped. “Lots and lots and lots of fun especially from an Emerald ranked innkeeper.”

      Beck blushed and said, “Come on.”

      After traveling for another hour, Maniki stopped them at the edge of a large pond being fed by a waterfall high above them.

      “Watch your footing,” the cat girl warned as she led them up rocks adjacent to the waterfall. The surging water grew deafening, and he could no longer hear Maniki who was trying to mouth something to him.

      “Can’t hear you,” Beck shouted above the rumble. The cat girl caught on and placed her hand in his and pulled him along until the waterfall was just above them. Mist hung heavy in the air, soaking them rapidly. She tugged at him, and they finally skirted the side of the waterfall and entered a grotto behind the cascading water.

      “You have returned,” a woman said as she looked up from the body she was cradling.  The woman’s skin was brownish, like the bark of an oak tree. At first Beck didn’t think she was wearing clothing, but he then realized that thick green leaves covered her ample breasts and slender hips.

      She held a green haired woman in her arms.

      “Mira has returned to the earth and loam,” the woman said sadly. “I poured all of my strength into her, but it was not enough. She was the last of her people. The very last.”  Maniki approached brown skinned woman and began to hug her tightly.

      “This is sad,” Pounder said somberly. “I don’t like sad. The feeling from bashing and smashing in a ribcage is a much better feeling. Am I right?”

      The two girls cried for a few more minutes before Maniki broke the embrace. “Time for tears is done. Beck is going to take us to safety.”

      “They will never stop pursuing us,” Talia said. “The Emperor wants me. I am the last of the Oreads, the mountain nymphs, and he wants me as one of his consorts.”

      “I’m going to get you to safety,” Beck said. “I’m Beck by the way.”

      “Oh, yeah. He’s Beck. The same one Gwenalia sent me to find. And find him I did. He has twice killed the Emperor’s men, with receiving barely a scratch.”

      “Hey, over here,” Pounder said. “I helped you know”

      “Oh, yeah. And the warhammer is Pounder. But don’t ever call him a hammer or mention that he can talk.”

      “You can literally say that I am Beck’s right-hand man,” Pounder said.

      “Where will you take us?” Talia asked.

      “Somewhere far away,” Beck answered. “Beyond even the reach of the Emperor.”

      Maniki spent the next several minutes filling Talia in on their adventures over the last day or so. “It wasn’t all fleeing and killing,” Maniki said with a wide grin when she finished relating the details, “Was it, lover?”

      Beck wasn’t a prude by any means, but he was never one to allude to sex or to be so overt speaking about it. He found her open attitude about sex comforting in a way.

      “Please Beck?” Talia asked, her eyes damp and puffy from crying. “I am so weak. Can you carry Mira down to the forest place her below one of the trees?”

      “I will,” he said, sensing that both girls needed some kind of closure. Talia said, “I commit you my cousin to the stones and earth and roots and water.” She kissed the dead girl’s lips and energy sparkled and crackled between them.

      Beck lifted the light form of Mira and exited the cave. He had to be careful traversing the slippery stone path that led down to the trees below. After several minutes, his feet crunched the leaves and twigs that coated the ground of the forest. As requested, he found what he thought was a sturdy tree and laid her body down.

      “Did she want me to dig her a grave?” Beck asked aloud.

      The question was answered as the body of Mira slowly sank into the ground.

      “That was creepy,” Pounder said.

      Beck just grumbled and made his way back up into the grotto.

      “Oh, we have a problem,” Maniki announced as Beck re-entered the cave.

      “What’s wrong?” he asked.

      “Oh, Talia is weak. So very weak. She exerted much of her life force first escaping and then trying to keep Mira alive. So much of it. She won’t be able to travel very far. Not far at all.  She might even die. Fade away like Mira.”

      We are being hunted,” Beck said. “We can’t stay here long.”

      “Talia needs to rest at least a week,” Maniki announced.

      “A week,” Beck said. “We’ll be discovered well before then I fear. And the Emperor won’t bring guards this time but beasts. Or even worse, he might set more demons on us or other eldritch fiends.”

      “Demons!” Pounder said. “Killing some of those bastards would be fun! Much more fun than human guards for sure. Am I right?”

      “Oh, we know a week is too long,” the cat girl said. “There is a fast way to heal her, for her to recuperate her life force in no time at all. And at full strength she is a powerful and deadly foe.”

      “What’s the quick way to heal her? A spell or something?” Beck asked.

      “Oh, not a spell exactly. Though I think it is magical,” Maniki said.

      “Well, what is it?” Beck answered.

      A wide grin covered Maniki’s face. “Why, you must feed her your seed, lover.  Your seed will invigorate and revitalize her.”
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      Fifteen minutes later Maniki kissed Beck on the lips. “Oh, once you’re done, we will both belong to you, and you will be ours.” Her hand slipped between his legs. “Never forget that I was the first,” she whispered in his ear before she headed to the end of the cave. Initially Maniki was going to stay and watch. To her it was perfectly natural. However, when Beck’s face reddened, Maniki said, “Oh fine. You’re shy for now. But know this, lover. Next time, I will not only watch next time but also join in the fun.

      “Man, Beck, you are one big disappointment,” Pounder complained. “Well, at least I can watch and maybe give you a few tips.”

      Maniki chorted and said, “Call me when you’re done. I’ll be just outside the cave.”

      Talia was naked in a moment. Beck noted that the nymph had not discarded any of the leafy clothing that had covered her breasts and womanhood. Instead, the leaves seemed to be a part of her, and she simply absorbed them back into her being.

      She was tall, lean, and muscular.  Her hair was a deep brown as were her eyes. The only light part of her were the areolas that circled the nipples of her firm breasts.

      “Ooo wee,” Pounder said. “Now that’s a gal.”

      Beck removed his hauberk followed by his shirt below. He then placed his shirt over the head of the sentient warhammer who mumbled a few words of protest.

      Nymphs were some of the rarest and most enchanting beings in this world. Fiona had once described them as primal creatures whose very existence revolved around pleasures of the flesh and hedonistic joy.  Yet, like Maniki had said earlier, they could be terrible enemies.

      Beck stared enthralled at Talia’s taut figure. His cock and balls ached and throbbed just from admiring her.

      Maniki earlier, and now Talia, had rekindled something which had long lain dormant in his soul. He wanted nothing more than to let the fire blaze.

      Talia slowly approached the gawking Beck. “It is most potent when I absorb your seed directly. And most powerful of all seed, is man seed,” Talia said as she ran a slender finger over his chest. Her face was pretty, he noted, as he looked down into her russet-colored eyes.  But fatigue also showed upon her countenance.

      “I have come to you free of all garments,” she said. “You should come to me the same.”

      It took Beck a moment to catch on to what she was saying before he began to slip out of his pants and underclothing.

      She stood just several inches shorter than Beck and began to kiss him slowly. The touch of their lips sent currents of energy coursing through his blood. While Maniki had kissed him with a fervent hunger, Talia kissed him slowly and deliberately, each joining of their lips a new experience that needed to be savored.

      Their hands began to roam one another. The nymph's body was soft, yet a strength and firmness lay below it. He had never felt anything as marvelous as her thighs and ass cheeks.

      Maniki must have given Talia details of their lovemaking the day before, because just like her cousin had done the day before, Talia lowered herself to her knees, her thick lips just inches from his pulsing, rigid cock.

      Talia started slowly at first, with her tongue darting out and twirling around his cock head. She licked off several drops of pre-cum.

      Her eyes flared.

      “Yes!” she moaned, as though that small dab of cum had energized her.

      Talia kissed and licked his cock head until every bit of the cum was gone.

      Her tongue felt incredibly good, and he let out a soft, “Ohh, Talia.”

      She looked up at him, pleased by his reaction.

      “Ooooh Gods,” Beck grunted as she suddenly worked her mouth over his cock and began to take it in. She bobbed her head slowly back and forth, her tongue working the bottom of his shaft.

      Beck could not think clearly.

      The sensation flowing through his groin was overpowering and needed a release.

      The nymph opened her mouth wider, and the entire length of his shaft vanished, until his ball slapped against her chin. The nymph reached back and grabbed his ass.  His cock tip slammed the back of her throat, and a whirlwind of floating light crisscrossed his eyes.

      “Oh! Oh!” Beck groaned. “So good.”

      Tailia worked his shaft quicker and more urgently. One hand rubbed Beck’s balls while he noticed through the fog of his mind that the nymph had slipped her other hand between her legs. She gave off little muffled gasps as she fingered herself.

      “Ohhhh,” Beck moaned.

      He had to finish, or he might go delirious from the pleasure.

      With urgency, he took control and drove his cock into her mouth, once, twice, and then a third time. “Oh! Oh! Oh!” he finally howled as fountains of cum erupted from his inflamed cock.

      He could feel Talia’s throat move and vibrate as she swallowed every last drop.

      Beck never wanted this feeling to end.

      He wanted more of this.

      Talia began to glow. Her whole body shook. Each gout of cum she swallowed made the light glow brighter.

      She pulled her mouth from his cock, and he collapsed on the dirt ground of the grotto.

      “More!” she said, “I need more.” She reached out for his hand. He grabbed it, and she pulled him down on top of her. “Fuck me now. I need you inside of me,” she begged.

      Beck could sense an enchantment being spun over him. He could have shrugged off the charm as easily as he could remove his socks. However, he chose to be caught in whatever web the nymph had planned for him.

      The succubus had tried to charm him to drain him of life; the nymph’s charm was more of two beings joining as one.

      “Yes! Yes,” he responded.

      His cock grew hard at once, an effect of the charm.

      Beck could only think that he was the luckiest man in the universe in that moment as he lay on top of Talia. The nymph wrapped her thighs and legs around him. Her grip was like a vice. He noticed, or more he sensed, the ground below the mountain nymph had grown soft, like a mattress. He worked his shaft into her dripping wet pussy which constricted and tightened around his bulging member.

      He slowly began to thrust his throbbing cock into her sultry warmth.

      “Oh – my – gods,” she said in a chopped voice. “Give me all of it. I need all of you!”

      Beck began to make love to her working his shaft rhythmically in and out of her. She wrapped her arms around his neck to pull him closer, her rigid nipples pushing into his chest. Beck moved his lips over hers and began to kiss her furiously as his hips moved faster and faster thrusting his cock repeatedly inside of her.

      “Yes!’ Yes!” the nymph screamed between kisses as her body began to shimmer beneath him.

      Their tongues danced together in perfect unity.

      “Yes! Take it! Take that hard cock!” he screamed, lost to the moment.

      Her body bucked and then was awash in a glowing light.

      The light held magic because Beck’s cock and balls felt like they’d been shot with a bolt of lightning. He climaxed for the second time in less than half an hour.

      “Oh, gods yes!” Talia whimpered as her body convulsed beneath his.

      “Oh, oh, oh!” Beck grunted as he pumped load after load into her inviting channel. He lost count after five orgasms, but he knew it was many more than that.

      Rapture!

      Euphoria!

      Waves of pleasure flowed between the two lovers in that perfect moment as they came at the same time.

      Her body shone again. He looked down at her face and realized that the fatigue he had seen in her eyes and in the creases of her brown skin were mostly faded.

      He finally rolled off Talia, breathing heavily.

      “Ohhh,” she sighed happily. “I’m starting to feel better.”

      “Glad I could help!” Beck quipped.

      “Better is good, but I want to feel great,” she said as she straddled him. Beck was surprisingly pleased when his manhood responded yet again. He knew that some magic the nymph possessed could keep him hard and aroused for as long as she pleased. He also knew he could break this charm, this lust for her flesh, any time he so chose.

      More, Beck thought.  After feeling nothing for so long, I want to feel all of this.

      The next hour or so became a blur of blind pleasure for Beck. He had flashes of Talia riding on top of him, his hands cupping her breasts as she took command and drove her dripping wet pussy onto his member. Then there was that incredible moment as he climaxed again.

      He recalled fucking her from behind, his hands rubbing her round ass. He realized how flawless her back was and how appealing her long neck was as he came inside of her from behind.

      Just when he thought the nymph had satiated her needs, she had him lay on his back. She crawled between his legs and then sucked him off again.

      Each orgasm had grown proportionally more intense, and when he came that final time in her mouth once again, the world exploded around him, and he passed into blissful darkness.
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      Beck awoke with two soft bodies cuddled up on either side of him.

      “Oh, you’re awake, lover,” Mariki said as she laid a soft kiss on his lips.

      “What happened?” he asked.

      “Oh, you know. Nymphs can be a bit too much for most humans. Most would have passed out after the first or second orgasm. But Talia said you went five whole times. You only went twice with me, so you owe me.”

      The lovemaking with the nymph felt almost like a dream to Beck, but he knew it wasn’t.  He thought he should have felt fatigued, but instead he was refreshed and invigorated.

      “You have returned me to full strength,” Talia said from the other side of the bed.

      “How long was I out for?” Beck asked.

      “Just a few hours,” the nymph responded. “I gave you the gift of the [Nymph’s Sleep], and that is why you feel so refreshed.”

      “We need to go,” Beck said, as he reluctantly extricated himself from the two naked women lying beside him.

      “Oh, you don’t want to play a little bit more?” Maniki teased.

      “I’d love nothing more. And once we are safe, the three of us are going to play together all the time. However, first I need to get you to safety.”

      Talia, a being of the woods and hills that surrounded them, knew exactly the best paths and routes to lead them. When they grew thirsty, she sensed a babbling brook nearby where they all drank deeply of the cool water. Less than two hours later, Beck called them to a halt.

      “We are here,” he announced as he once again summoned the cabin.

      “Oh, it is there but it isn’t,” Maniki said to Talia. The mountain nymph’s eyes opened wide when the cabin materialized.

      They walked inside together.

      “It’ll take me a little while to locate the cabin in the Kadarian woods and to prepare the words of power to bring us there,” he stated. “Why don’t you eat something in the meantime?”

      “Oh, I could go for a snack,” Maniki said, sidling up to Beck.

      “You already filled me up quite nicely,” Talia quipped.

      Beck’s manhood throbbed.

      “Like I said back in the grotto, once we are safe, we can spend our nights naked and together.”

      “Where are you planning to take us that is beyond the reach of even the emperor,” Talia asked. “Haven was supposed to be that place, and now it is gone along with most of our cousins.”

      “Gwenalia returned to me a relic from my home. I think she had Maniki return it to me as a clue to where a real and permanent sanctuary may be located,” Beck explained.

      “Oh, where is this Earth you spoke about before?” Maniki asked.

      “Very far,” Beck stated.

      “Nymphs are connected to all of the lands of Radalia, and I have never heard of this place,” Talia said.

      “Let’s just say it is beyond this world,” Beck said.

      “Oh, like the Land of Shades,” Maniki said. “Because I’m not ready to go to that scary place. I still have many lives yet.”

      “It’s not the land of the dead,” Beck clarified. “It is my homeland. It’s where I originally came from, the land of my birth, and where I believe I’m supposed to return to. I’ll explain more later. For now, let me prepare.”

      About an hour later, with Maniki and Talia on either side of him, and with Pounder grasped in his hand, Beck left the cabin and entered the Kadarian woods.

      Redwoods.

      The word came back to him from long ago – maybe from an earth science class back when he was in middle school.  Middle school – another word that flew back to him.  He had forgotten so much about Earth. Beck was nearing his mid-thirties by his estimation and had lived nearly two thirds of his life in Radalia.

      Had Radalia ever really been his home? Or had he been just a visitor? Maybe a guest who had been brought here for a reason?

      The trees that surrounded them reached several hundred feet into the sky.  The trunks were as thick as ten men standing side by side.

      “Oh, it’s so beautiful,” Maniki said.

      “These trees are as old as the land,” Talia said reverently.

      “Which way, Maniki?” Beck asked.

      “Oh,” Maniki said. “To the east. We must head east.”

      “Ahhhhh,” Pounder yawned after they had been walking for several hours. “Traveling is sooooo boring. I hope this Earth of yours has lots and lots of monsters I can pound.”

      Beck didn’t want to break the news to his warhammer that Earth didn’t have monsters – or at least not monsters like the ones that existed in Radalia. Though he did recall a bunch of real evil leaders who ruled some of Earth’s provinces. Provinces was wrong. Countries. That was the correct word. Instead of making Pounder worry and having to hear him complain for the foreseeable future, he said, “I don’t think we are getting to Earth without one last fight.”

      “You mean last like the last one here on Radalia. Am I right? Or, do you mean last one – like we all get murdered last one?” Pounder asked.

      “Oh, Beck won’t let us die.  Not one bit.  He will get us back to his homeland.  He promised. Then we will spend the days and nights drinking wine, singing songs, and making love,” Maniki said.

      “And don’t forget pounding monsters,” Pounder said.

      They walked a little while longer before Maniki stopped. “This is it,” the cat girl said.

      “This is what?” Beck asked.

      “The vision that Gwenalia imparted to me. It shows this place,” the cat girl said.

      Beck stuck his free hand into his pocket and felt his old house keys. He was about to pull them out when a man walked out from behind the trunk of one of the great trees.

      While Beck had not bothered scanning any of his other enemies over the last several days, he did probe the man who now stood twenty feet away.  He knew this was no ordinary man in front of him, but one as powerful – if not more so than he was.

      On a cursory glance, he read: Kristof. War Master. He could make out that every item Kristof wore had powerful magics and enchantments. He had more talismans and artifacts on his person than even Beck did. The most disconcerting aspect was the dim corona that surrounded him.

      Diamond ranked.

      “Observe me all you like,” Kristof said. “It matters little to me. We underestimated you.  You dispatched our silver guard quite easily, even that pugnacious Lord Grath. More impressive, you banished the succubus.” The man grew silent for a second and Beck’s body tingled all over. He was being probed.

      “Beck. Beck.” Kristof said. “The name holds a vague memory to me. There is no way you could have grown to become Emerald ranked without legends of your exploits coming to his majesty’s attention and to mine.”

      “I used to be famous,” Beck said. “A long time ago.”

      “Hey Beck,” Pounder interjected, “this is the part where he starts threatening you. Am I right?  I’m right.”

      “Ah, a warbling warhammer. How interesting.” Kristof said.

      “If warbling means kick ass, then yeah, that’s me,” Pounder said.

      Beck had been expecting one more conflict and had made a few preparations; however, he was uncertain they would be effective against this Diamond ranked opponent.

      He only had himself to blame.  Had he continued to adventure and had not retired to become an innkeeper, then he would be Diamond ranked himself and then he would have no one to fear but the gods themselves.

      “You are here for the women, and I’m here to stop you,” Beck stated. “I won’t warn you because you won’t take the warning seriously. And I’ll not surrender. You will have to kill me.   Since the fight is a forgone conclusion, let’s just get it done with.”

      “We won’t go with you,” Maniki shouted as she opened her palm and exposed a small red fruit the size of a grape.

      Talia did the same thing and said, “Beck is going to kill you.”

      “But in case you win, we will eat these dreaded Trasa Berries.  We will die in seconds,” Maniki said.

      “As you can see,” Beck said. “This fight can only end with you dead or with your failure to bring them back to the emperor. You have already lost.”

      “We have excellent necromancers who will have them back from the dead in no time,” Kristof said with a grin then disappeared.

      “Incoming!” Pounder screamed as the sentient warhammer nearly yanked Beck’s arm from the socket as, acting on his own initiative, Pounder knocked aside the tip of Kristof’s sword that had been about to pierce Beck’s heart. While Beck couldn’t see this invisible enemy, Pounder could always sense another weapon nearby.

      Kristof flickered back into sight.

      “Nice trick,” Beck said, as he swung Pounder towards Kristof’s side. The Diamond ranked warrior blocked the attack effortlessly. Then he counterstruck. Beck barely got Pounder up in time to block the attack. But the attack had been a ruse as a knife appeared in Kristof’s offhand and sank into Beck’s side.

      Beck had been poisoned before and knew that the real damage was not from the stab wound but by the toxins that now attacked his body. The talisman on his neck flared brightly and began countering the poison’s effect. He invoked the magic on one of his rings [Flash Bang] and a blinding and an intense light struck Kristof’s eyes. The war master stumbled back for just a moment. One of his own rings flashed, countering the effect.

      Beck knew he couldn’t win in a straight up fight.

      He had made plans with Pounder.

      “Now Pounder!” Beck shouted as he tossed the warhammer into the air before tackling Kristof to the ground. It was like hitting a brick wall. He didn’t so much tackle him to the ground as the two of them became a tangled mess and fell in a heap.

      Kristof was much stronger than Beck, and a few seconds after he had tackled him, Beck found himself on his back, with Kristof straddled on top of his chest with his hands around his throat.

      “Feeling a man die is always pleasurable,” Kristof stated cockily.

      Beck grinned up at the Diamond ranked warrior and then mouthed [Murder Hammer].

      Kristof sensed the attack, but not in time, and as he turned his head, Pounder smashed into his skull with the pointy side, not the bashy, smashy side that Pounder preferred. Half a dozen wards and spells deflected and mitigated most of the attack. Nevertheless, the force of the attack sent Kristof sprawling off Beck.

      Kristof landed on his back. Before he could stand up, thick roots pushed through the ground and began to coil around the Diamond ranked warrior. Thanks to their extensive lovemaking the night before, the oread was at her full strength and her power was drawn from the land itself. Talia had promised that even a Diamond ranked warrior would have trouble fighting back against [Roots of the Land].

      The only part of Kristof that was visible was his head. Maniki appeared above his head and then drove two of her claws through his eyes.

      Kristof howled not only in pain, but also in the knowledge that he had been defeated.

      Then there was a flash, and Kristof disappeared.

      “Oh, where did he go? I wasn’t done stab stab stabbing him,” Maniki said.

      “I think it was a [Ring of Recall],” Beck said. “The ring sensed that its owner was badly injured, and it teleported him somewhere safe. I don’t think we have long before he’s back with a small army. We need to get the hell out of here now.”

      “You’re bleeding,” Maniki said.

      “It’ll heal,” Beck said nonchalantly. Already the talisman around his neck was mending his rendered flesh and cleansing the poison in his bloodstream.

      “He’s had bigger stab wounds than this one,” Pounder said. “More importantly though, did you see how I almost bashed his skull in? He had like ten protective wards, and I blew through most of them.”

      “You were very heroic,” Maniki said.

      “Yes, I was,” Pounder said. “You guys were pretty good yourselves. Gouging his eyes out was fun. Am I right?  I’m right. Kinda hard to gouge out some eyeballs when you’re warhammer though.  Guess I’ll never know that pleasure.”

      “Yes, everyone was brave. But bravery won’t save us if the Emperor sends a small army after us,” Beck said.

      “Bring 'em on!” Pounder shouted.

      Beck ignored his exuberant friend and pulled the keychain from his pocket. As soon as he did so, he began to feel a tug, as though this object from another world was trying to get back home.

      They had been traveling east, but the pull of the key led them north and down into a gully.

      The tugging finally stopped after they walked for nearly a mile

      “I think we are here,” Beck said.

      He couldn’t see anything – no portal – no tear in the fabric of space. Yet he heard something familiar. And his nose was assaulted by numerous smells.

      A horn, he thought.

      Was that a car horn?

      And Pizza?

      Is that pepperoni?

      The sensory input continued. Sounds and smells from Earth suddenly came back to him in a wave.

      He walked a bit further north and then he saw it – a flicker inside the trunk of one of the great trees.

      He had found the portal.

      He and his girls would be safe.

      His girls!

      That’s how he saw them now. And death would come to anyone who wished harm upon them.

      For now, he would save Maniki and Talia. But at a later time, he planned to return and free all of Maniki’s and Talia’s cousins.

      “What is that delightful smell?” Maniki asked as they neared the tree.

      “Pizza. It’s food,” Beck said, his mouth watering.

      “Pizza,” Talia repeated, testing out the alien word. “I wish to taste this pizza.”

      “It’s time to go home,” Beck said as he took Talia’s and Maniki’s hands.

      They walked into the portal.
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      Xisana howled and screeched – her demonic blood boiling.

      “Banished back to this hell hole!” she cursed.

      She kicked an imp who got too close to her.  Then for fun, she set it aflame.  Even its wails of pain brought her no joy.

      She preferred the world above, where the mortals dwelled and where they begged to serve and service her.

      “His scents. So different,” she said to no one.

      She had been upon the world of flesh and blood for nearly a century, feeding her needs, her voracious hunger.

      “He’s not from the worlds above,” she said.  “From a different world of men, one where the mens are weaks. Where none can banish Xisana.”

      The fires flared all around her, coiling around her like a blanket. Even the flames brought her no comfort.

      “He’s escaped me. None has ever escaped me. I must haves him. And haves him I shall. I will leaves this hell holes like I have befores and finds this world and finds this man. Oh, the funs we will haves. Then he will be mines.”

      

      The End.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6. DEAD GOD’S DUNGEON

          

          BY: M.E. THORNE

        

      

    

    
      I groaned in pain as I slowly came back to consciousness. Everything hurt, and I felt like I had been beaten black and blue by an iron rod.

      Rolling onto my back, I felt the hard, cold floor below me. Why was I sleeping on a stone floor? Where am I?

      Last I remembered, I had been ready to clock out of my shift at the toy warehouse. Working nine PM to five AM sucked, but the pay was good and none of my coworkers were the sociable sort. That gave me plenty of time to listen to audiobooks and daydream as I worked.

      In fact, I had just been standing there, queuing up the next book to listen to, when everyone around me had started screaming.

      “Ray!” I distinctly recalled someone yelling my name, trying to get my attention.

      A chill ran through me. My last, garbled memory was of a shelf collapsing and a pallet full of animatronic, furry toys coming down on my head.

      Fur Birdies, I randomly remembered. The boss said they’d be the hottest toy for the upcoming holiday season.

      And instead, they had crushed me to death.

      Groaning, I got up from the floor and ran my hands along my head, shoulders, and chest. Despite my memory of dying under a pile of expensive toys, it seemed like I was in one piece with no bloody wounds, no crushed bones, and no ruptured organs. I felt like shit, but I was alive.

      I just have no idea where I am.

      Somehow, my cell phone had made the trip with me. The screen was cracked and inoperable, but the flashlight still worked.

      I was standing on a stone platform. Around me rose a dozen metal pylons, their steely surfaces inscribed with thousands of characters that I couldn’t help but think of as runes. The pillars curled inward like I was standing in the palm of some horrible, metallic giant.

      “Yup, definitely some magical bullshit going on here,” I murmured.

      I had been isekai’ed. That much was obvious to me. I hadn’t spent hours a day, every day, listening to fantasy audiobooks without picking up the basics. Someone had snatched me away from Earth at the moment of my death, dropping me into a different reality, one probably full of magic and mystery.

      And hot chicks, I secretly hoped.

      Not showing up naked was a nice perk. I was still wearing the same jeans and t-shirt I’d had on when I’d nearly died.

      The room I was in was massive, but it was completely dark except for the light of my phone. Panning it about, I slowly stepped off the platform and searched the area.

      Arrayed around the platform were dozens of crystalline constructs, pylons made of metal, wood, and bone. Precious gems had been set into their sides. More runes had been carved into the jewels, making me think I had appeared in the middle of some sort of arcane ritual.

      “Hello?” I called. “Evil wizard? Anyone?”

      Nothing but cold, stale air.

      Walking slowly, I crossed the arcane laboratory, passing more crystal constructs and workbenches full of alchemical experiments. Everything looked ancient and inert, the chemicals and reagents having long ago turned to dust.

      Finally, after a bit of searching, I found the corpse.

      A man, approximately my height, was sitting in a chair behind a huge desk. The body was little more than a skeleton wrapped in dried-out skeins of skin. The blue robe he was wearing must have been magnificent once, but it was stained by ichor and decay.

      The corpse was sitting back in an ornate chair, a pen still gripped in his bony hand. A ledger or book was sitting on the desk. Stepping closer, I shone my light over the last page.

      

      I did it! Finally, after centuries of research, I have unlocked the secret of immortality! While other fools tried to prolong their own lives, eeking out whatever they could from their graying bodies, I found the real trick! All I need to do is summon an alternative version of myself, a me from another world!

      Once he is here, I shall extract his soul and insert my own! With a wide enough multiverse, I shall never run out –

      

      I stopped reading and panned my light over the body. Bits of brown hair, the same shade as my own, still clung to the skull. More disturbing, I noticed he was missing the tip of his pinkie on his right hand, just like me, the result of an odd birth defect.

      “Motherfucker, you were trying to steal my body,” I snorted, looking at my dead doppelganger. “Joke’s on you, I guess.”

      I had no idea what had gone wrong, but my magical opposite had died before he could finish his plan.

      Though I still got summoned anyway? What gives? I mentally griped. My clone was kind of a shitty magician.

      Looking around, I noticed a long, bone-white staff was leaning against the edge of the desk. It was approximately two meters tall, its surface carved with a dizzyingly complex number of swirling runes and indecipherable characters.

      “Nifty,” I grinned. “Mine now!”

      The second my fingers contacted the staff a surge of power ran through me like I had grabbed onto a live wire.

      Staggering back, I dropped my phone and the staff.

      My world swam as the power continued to course through me before finally collecting in my chest, settling right over my heart.

      Fuck! Am I going to die?

      Slowly, the pain and discomfort ebbed, though I could still feel the strange, alien power coiling in my chest. Raising my hands in front of me, I saw arcs of energy play across them.

      “I’ve got magic,” I muttered in shock.

      As I did, a window, like something out of a video game, appeared in my vision

      

      Ray Giernos (Level 1 Human Mage)

      HP 10/50

      MP 100/100

      

      Strength: 1

      Agility: 1

      Constitution: 1

      Intelligence: 1

      Willpower: 1

      

      “All ones? Who the hell did I piss off to get all ones?” I asked out loud.

      Gingerly, I reached out and grabbed my phone, tucking it into the pocket of my shirt so the flashlight was facing outward. Then I reached out and grabbed the staff.

      The second I held it, my Intelligence and Willpower stats shot up, hitting one hundred and one apiece.

      “Funny, I don’t feel any smarter.”

      I waved the staff around, but nothing happened. No laser beams, no firebolts, nothing. I could feel the power within me, but I couldn’t figure out how to use it.

      Looking at the staff more closely, a new window appeared.

      

      Marrow of Agrias, the Fallen

      Legendary Unique Staff (Bound to Ray Giernos)

      Intelligence +100

      Willpower +100

      

      The symbol of the archmage Raymond the Cruel, master of the Dead God’s Dungeon.

      This staff, carved from Agrias’ breastbone, holds all the fallen titan’s power. Use this icon to claim the dungeon’s throne and seal your rule over the domain.

      

      I glanced back at the corpse. “Raymond the Cruel, seriously? You were such a wanker.”

      The item’s description mentioned a dungeon, which instantly got me interested. Back on Earth, I loved stories about heroes and villains, magic and mayhem, swords and sorcery. I had daydreamed about being an all-powerful wizard with a dungeon of my own.

      I wasn’t super happy that I had to nearly die to hop dimensions, but I wasn’t going to look a gift horse in the mouth. With Raymond dead, maybe I can take the dungeon over for myself?

      First things first, though. I had to figure out where I was and find somewhere safe to rest. I still felt like shit, and my stats kept warning me that I was nearly dead.

      Sleep always heals you in these kinds of games, right? Is this even a game?

      The stats and item descriptions made everything around me feel like a game, but the slow-burning pain that hit me each time I took a step felt real enough. Either way, if I let my HP hit zero, I was dead. That much was certain.

      I searched the desk but found nothing more of interest, just pens, reams of paper, and a bunch of miscellaneous sorcerous junk: pieces of carved wood, vials of dried blood, and bits of stone.

      “Asshole couldn’t even leave me a map,” I groaned as I started walking.

      I assumed the guy had to have a bedroom or guest chambers somewhere, a safe spot where I could rest. If we were in a dungeon, that meant there were monsters around. And while my stats might claim I was a mage, I had no idea how to cast any spells and was on the verge of death.

      After a few minutes of hobbling, I found the edge of the room. The walls of the chamber were a faded shade of pink, and they were textured like petrified flesh.

      I distinctly recalled that Raymond’s domain was called the Dead God’s Dungeon. Am I seriously crawling around in some dead deity’s corpse? That’s insanely metal, but kind of disturbing.

      Tracing along the wall, I eventually found a doorway, carved through the flesh of a god. Beyond was a round hallway, which made me think of giant, oversized blood vessels. Light came from bloated, tumor-like growths which ran along the ceiling. Doorways ran along both walls as the passage curved off into the gloom. It was like something out of a David Cronenberg movie.

      I snorted in disgust. “This dude never got laid, did he?”

      The doors were made from wood and bound with iron. Each bore a symbol of a staff, identical to the one I was carrying.

      They were locked, but I had the smart idea of tapping on them with my new staff. The second I did, I heard the lock mechanisms snap open, granting me entry.

      Sadly, most of the rooms off the arcane laboratory were for storage, holding materials for Raymond’s experiments. There were shelves full of jars of preserved flesh, chests of uncut gems, and piles upon piles of books that whispered dark secrets.

      All cool shit, but nothing that helped with my current predicament.

      After a bit of walking, I came to an intersection and my first dungeon monster.

      Like Raymond, the thing was little more than a dead, desiccated husk. White, calcified armor plating covered dried-up cords of muscle, making me think the thing had been some kind of flesh golem. When it had been alive it must have stood nearly three meters tall and nearly as wide, a killing machine meant to defend its master’s inner sanctum.

      Totally badass, I had to admit.

      I poked the thing with my staff, hoping it’d spring back to life or at least provide me with directions. My magic sluggishly responded to my will, I felt it stir in my chest, but nothing happened.

      Cursing my lack of kickass magical skills, I instead looked down the intersecting halls and picked the largest looking one, hoping I’d find something useful.

      The rooms changed, becoming more domestic-minded: kitchens, lauders, laundry, rooms, and workshops. I found more bodies, smaller flesh golems that had been meant to maintain the facilities and serve the archmage.

      “Raymond,” I moaned, “you were such a fuckup. Why did you have these horror-show monsters working for you? You should have made some hot, homunculus maids or something instead.”

      The thought of being served by those bone-faced monstrosities sent shivers down my spine.

      In the lauders I found boxes and barrels covered in runes, which responded to my presence, glowing brightly as I ran a hand over their sides.

      Inside I found preserved food: fruits, vegetables, dried meat, and spices. There was water sealed in enchanted casks.’

      I experimentally tried a few things, and while the stuff was edible it wasn’t exactly tasty. Worse, it didn’t do anything to heal my missing HP.

      Guess the idea of eating a whole turkey and going back to 100% health is a bit too unrealistic for this world,

      It was tempting to just fall asleep in one of the laundry rooms, but the clothing was rotten and moldy. Even if I could fall asleep, I didn’t know if it’d do anything for my health.

      So instead, I pushed on, exploring room after room, making a mental map of what I’d already decided to declare mine.

      Most isekai protagonists at that point would have been filled with dread or fear, probably longing for the home they had lost. And while I had left friends and family behind, I didn’t particularly miss them. I had always been the odd kid in my family, the fifth wheel in my group of friends, I never quite fit in anywhere. For me, it was a lot easier to exist in a world of fantasy and adventure via books, anime, movies, and games.

      Despite the pain and discomfort that I was in, I felt like I was right where I belonged.

      Finally, after another hour of searching, I found Raymond the Cruel’s private chambers.

      The doorway leading to his quarters was massive, easily wide and tall enough to admit an army of his flesh golems. Magic, still potent after centuries of abandonment, sparked in warning as I approached.

      But I already knew the dungeon as mine, even if the lair didn’t quite acknowledge it yet. I tapped the staff against the doors, and they popped open.

      Beyond was a suite of rooms that had somehow been preserved against the passage of time. The walls were constructed out of stone, and thick, wooden beams crisscrossed the ceiling.

      The woven carpets that covered the floor were soft and welcoming. I had to resist the urge to shuck off my boots and curl my toes in the plush fabric.

      Magical, ever-burning candles supplied warm, welcoming light. A merry fire blazed in the hearth, the wood crackling and burning without ever being truly consumed. I took a moment to stand next to the flames, warming myself up a bit after exploring the chilled halls of the Dead God’s Dungeon.

      The furniture that filled the rooms was everything you’d expect from an evil sorcerer's lair. Heavy, chunky wooden furniture carved with all manner of leering skulls, capering demons, and screaming victims. Desktops were covered in crystal orbs, empty goblets, dirty ashtrays, and piles and piles of paper.

      Like the diary, I was happy to see I could read the papers, but they mostly seemed to concern more experiments the archmage had run. The dude had a seriously creepy obsession with immortality, and apparently, my cross-dimensional kidnapping had only been one of many experiments he had run.

      Some of the notes spoke about summoning rituals meant to conjure powerful beings from above or below, binding them to his will. He had hoped to use this power to extend his life, but he had found the cost they demanded too high.

      “Such a chud,” I sighed. “If you’re going to bind a bunch of sexy demons to your will, you should have created a harem or something.”

      Most of Raymond’s rooms seemed to be dedicated to research or study, most overflowed with books, notes, and scribbled drawings.

      Pushing through the junk, I finally found his bedroom at the back of the quarters. It was nice, in an overly opulent and menacingly evil sort of way. My eyes were instantly drawn to the four-poster bed that dominated the space. Like the rest of the rooms, it had been preserved after the archmage's death, and the sheets looked crisp and welcoming.

      More magical doodads filled the remainder of the room, I figured they were the archmage’s prize possessions. In particular, a large, crystal orb resting on a pedestal drew my attention.

      It held two opposing lights, one bright and pink, and the other a dark, bloody shade of red. The two lights constantly bounced off one another within the confines of the orb, like they were fighting. The light flickered around it, casting bizarre shadows across the room.

      Resisting the urge to check it out, I instead kicked off my boots, pants, and shirt, before crawling into bed. I was so deliriously sore and tired that I barely remembered hitting the pillow before falling asleep.

      

      
        
        —---------------------------

      

      

      

      I don’t know how long I slept, but when I woke up, I felt like a million bucks.

      Springing out of bed, I was happy to see that my HP was fully restored.

      In fact, I felt better than I had in years. All the old injuries and strains I’d picked up working in the warehouse, even an old knee injury from high school, were seemingly gone.

      “I fucking love bullshit fantasy rules!” I cheered as I gripped my staff.

      I started swinging it around like it was an oversized sword, just loving how damn good I felt. Even if I couldn’t access my magic, I could feel it coiling inside of me, eager to be used.

      Of course, I was so busy acting like a jackass that I didn’t even notice when I bumped into the shining orb.

      It fell off the pedestal, hitting a section of floor not protected by the thick carpeting.

      “Oh, shit!” I yelled.

      Blindingly bright light flared as the orb shattered.

      Instinctually I backed up and covered my face.

      “Finally, I have been freed!” a voice cried out in triumph.

      I tripped and fell as I tried to back up further. A huge, shadowy figure, like something out of a horror movie, reared up from the flickering light left by the shattered orb. It was a giant carved from flesh and blood, viscera dripping down its distended limbs.

      “Raymond!” the thing howled as it swept its claws at me. “You shall pay for your sins with an eternity of pain and suffering!”

      “That’s not Raymond.”

      The quivering mass of terror stopped dead in its tracks. In a small, feminine voice it asked, “What?”

      Another woman, hidden behind the monster, sighed. “Look, you stupid hag, does that look like Raymond the Cruel to you? That guy is only level one.”

      The horror quivered. “But he’s got Raymond’s staff, and he kind of looks like him!”

      I held up the weapon. “I grabbed it off his corpse. Raymond is dead, like way dead.”

      “Seriously!” the horror shuddered, the madness receding till a blood-hued demon was standing above me.

      She was deadly and gorgeous in only the way a creature of pure evil could be, with scarlet skin, blood-red hair, and eyes that blazed like pits of burning pitch. A pair of thin, tapered horns rose from her brow. Her full, curvy figure was beyond gorgeous, striking some primal, horny part of my brain like a blazing brand.

      It didn’t help that the outfit she was wearing, if it could be called an outfit, was little more than a few strategically placed leather straps. They did far more to enhance and reveal than they did to hide.

      I slowly stood up, my mind racing. Sure, I was likely seconds away from a horrible demise, but when a half-naked demoness shows up in front of you, you can’t help but think of fucking her.

      Her burning gaze inspected me for a minute before she spoke over her shoulder. “Shoot, you’re right.”

      “Of course, I’m right, you stupid, old hag,” the other woman responded.

      “Stop calling me an old hag, you nincompoop!” the demon snapped.

      “Nincompoop?” I snickered.

      The two began to bitterly argue, like an old, married couple.

      Taking a second, I looked at the second woman. She was wearing a heavy white robe and cowl, which covered most of her body. All I could see of her were her hands and her mouth, which peeked out from her clothes. Her skin was smooth and dark like she had been sculpted from mahogany. A golden halo hovered above her head.

      Fucking jackpot, an angel and a demon! I mentally cheered.

      Now all I had to do was play my cards right and not get violently murdered.

      “So, who are you two?” I asked, drawing their attention back to me.

      The demoness sneered. “Shouldn’t we be asking you that?”

      “Ray Giernos,” I said, extending a hand.

      The demon looked at it, scowling. “Ray?”

      “I think I’m an extradimensional doppelganger of Raymond the Cruel,” I admitted, before quickly explaining what I had found the day before.

      “The bastard’s really dead?” the robed woman asked.

      I nodded. “Stupid dead. I’ve already decided to take over this place though, so no calling dibs.”

      “Calling dibs?” The demoness looked flustered and confused.

      I shrugged. “I mean, I got the staff, and Raymond isn’t in charge anymore, so why not? I’m not exactly in a rush to go home, not when I have a dungeon to claim and two stunningly hot babes in front of me.”

      “Two stunningly hot babes?” the angelic woman chuckled, her voice musical and sweet.

      To my surprise, the demoness blushed. “What?”

      I snickered. “Come on, a demoness wearing little more than bondage gear shows up in front of me, what am I supposed to think?”

      Her hands went to her chest, covering her prodigious assets.

      The angel laughed. “It sounds like you were Raymond’s last victim then. This slutty bitch and I have been trapped here for hundreds of years.”

      “I did see some mention of summoning in the guy’s notes,” I explained.

      She nodded. “Indeed, the man was obsessed with immortality, but he was unwilling to pay the price demanded by the choirs of Heaven or the pits of Hell. Instead, he trapped the two of us in that damnable orb, hoping to find a way to drain our powers.”

      “And it worked, you ninny,” the demon said with a frown. “Look at your levels! I’m all the way back to level five! I’m no better than a fugging imp!”

      The robed woman let loose a string of curses that would have curdled milk.

      “Son of a bitch,” she finally finished, her shoulders shaking. “He stole our powers!”

      “Any chance you could resurrect him and kill him again?” I asked.

      “No,” the hooded woman sighed. “I’m guessing we’re stuck like this, at least until we can find a way to level up. I am not returning to Heaven like this!”

      “Same,” the demon sighed. “If I return to Hell now, I’ll be lucky to end up as someone’s chambermaid.”

      “And I would likely be consigned to be an armament thrall for the next few millennia,” the angel said sourly.

      “Any chance you’d like to work for me?” I asked.

      Both turned to stare at me.

      I grinned. “I want to take over the Dead God’s Dungeon, and as far as I can tell we’re the only living things here. I could use some hot, sexy minions.”

      “Minions?” The robed woman looked indignant

      The demoness though blushed furiously. But despite her embarrassment, I noticed her eyes were trained on the growing bulge poking through my boxers.

      “The doors are open,” I said with a grin, shaking my hips. “Consider it a good way to get in with the new boss!”

      “I mean, it has been a while,” the demoness admitted. “I guess I could go for a little snack.”

      Despite my cool demeanor, my heart was hammering in my chest. “Just promise me you won’t like, suck out my soul or enslave me, right?”

      “No, I’d never do that,” she stuttered.

      She paused, clearly just as surprised by her words as I was.

      “What the fug,” she muttered, looking confused. “I’m a demon, of course, I would – but I shouldn’t, right?”

      Shaking her head, she surged forward and wrapped her arms around me. “Whatever. I’m Berith, Duchess of Hell and governor of twenty-six legions!”

      “And I am so very, very happy to be here,” I said. “Ray Giernos, former warehouse worker, future owner and operator of the Dead God’s Dungeon.”

      I glanced over Berith’s shoulder, at the robed angel.

      She looked at the two of us, some strange longing showing through her stature. Shaking her head, she headed towards the door.

      “I am Verchiel,” she said, “leader of the Principalities and ruler of the sun.”

      Verchiel turned away from us but lingered in the doorway for a moment.

      “I am going to go confirm that Raymond is dead and ascertain our situation.” She reached down to pluck at her robes. “Maybe I’ll find something a bit more comfortable to wear since it appears, we’ll be stuck here for a while.”

      The second she left the room, Berith threw me onto the bed. Despite her earlier embarrassment, she was clearly hungry for a meal.

      Without saying a word, she pulled off my boxers, revealing the girth of my manhood. She began to drool as she bent down to sniff it.

      “It’s been way too long,” she murmured, before giving me a tentative lick.

      I shivered with pleasure; Berith’s tongue was rough and raspy. She curled it along my length before kinking it around my shaft, showing it was far longer than any mortals. The demoness squeezed and milked me, even as she began laying kisses along my feverish crown.

      Staring down at her worship-filled eyes, I had to marvel at the demoness’s beauty. Her face was all soft, sensual curves, with soft cheeks, pouty lips, and huge, burning eyes.

      “Fuck,” I groaned.

      “Language!” she chided me, losing her hold on my member.

      Grinning like an idiot, I pulled her up onto the mattress with me. The straps holding her clothes together were easy to remove, and I threw them aside as quickly as I could.

      Writhing beneath me was a beauty drawn in shades of crimson and scarlet. Berith hugged her breasts and rolled her hips, highlighting her devilish curves.

      My cock was so hard by that point that I felt lightheaded; all the blood in my body had rushed to my lower half.

      “I’m glad to see I’ve still got the old mojo,” the demoness said as she gave me a few more languid strokes.

      My brain was far too gone to come up with any kind of coherent, witty response. Instead, I laid her down and then stretched out on top of her diabolic body.

      I began kissing my way down her neck, across the wonderful bounty of her breasts, and down her smooth stomach. When my lips finally reached her pussy, I was met by an otherworldly musk, earthy and bitterly sweet. I plowed my tongue through her folds, which were so dark as to almost be purple.

      “Amazing,” she gasped as her fingers plucked and pinched her nipples. “Keep going!”

      I used my fingers to part her lips, delving deeper into her honeypot, my tongue lapping up and down, teasing against her swollen clit.

      It didn’t take much to send her over the edge.

      “Fug-nuggets!” she screamed, her voice shrill, as her thighs pressed around my ears.

      I sat up, wiping her nectar from my chin. “Fug-nuggets?”

      She blushed. “I can’t seem to bring myself to curse properly. I blame that prissy little angel!”

      “Don’t worry.” I crawled upward, so my cock was positioned against her wet slit. “I’ll have you screaming well enough in a moment.”

      She spread her legs, and I grabbed the base of my cock, positioning my crown at her entrance.

      Berith gave me a pleading look. She was desperate for my cock.

      So, I gave it to her.

      Thrusting inside the demoness was like dying and going to heaven. Her pussy clenched and spasmed around my intrusion, all heat and blissful pressure. It took everything I had to not just cream then and there. I had never felt anything that damn good before.

      “Yes, yes!” Berith screamed, reveling in my intrusion.

      Grasping firm control of my libido, I began to thrust in and out of her, doing my best to hold myself together and set a steady pace. The demoness’s channel wrapped around me, fighting fiercely to hold onto me each time I drew out and gushing wetly when I slammed back home.

      Berith grabbed me by my shoulders and held me tight, her nails digging painful furrows across my back as she hit another orgasm.

      My strokes became erratic as I hit my ragged end. The demoness’s pussy just felt too damn good, she put every mortal woman I’d ever slept with to shame. Every bit of pleasure I was giving to her was reflected back at me a hundredfold, filling me from heel to head with untold bliss.

      “In here!” she said, pulling back and knocking me loose.

      She pursed her mouth, her tongue curling past her lips.

      I barely managed to crouch over her before jamming my cock into her eagerly waiting mouth. Her tongue curled around me, squeezing and stroking me, as her eyes blazed with inhuman passion.

      A crushing wave tore out of me, a climax that felt so good that it verged on pain. My entire body went rigid, and my spine curved back like a bow, as I blew my load into the demoness’s mouth. I could feel her swallowing each pulse, her tongue swirling along my length as she sucked every last drop of my seed.

      “Tasty,” she said with a grin as I collapsed back against the sheets.

      I could barely think straight. Despite the fact that I had only woken up a short time earlier, I passed out. Distantly, I felt Berith snuggling against my side, curling up against me as I fell asleep.

      

      
        
        —---------------------------

      

      

      

      “Wake up you stupid bitch!”

      Blinking away my stupor, I saw Verchiel standing over my bed, violently shaking Berith.

      The angel had traded her robe for some kind of white bodysuit, which contrasted fantastically with her dark skin.

      The white, stretchy material clung to her every curve and muscle, and there were conspicuous cutouts along her hips, stomach, and over her breasts. She wore a thick, white shawl over the outfit, but the overall look was one of peerless, barely contained strength and sensuality.

      Thick, dark dreads ran down her back. The locks were bound by bands of gold and silver, the metal inscribed with holy runes.

      Her face was hard, the harsh angles highlighted by the glowing halo that circled above her head. Eyes, like cold, burning suns, glared down at the still-sleeping demon.

      Where Berith was all soft sexuality, Verchiel put me in mind of a badass drill sergeant, someone who’d kick your ass and then kiss you to make you feel better.

      The demoness slowly sat up, clutching the sheets to her chest. “What do you want?”

      “Show me your wings,” the angel demanded.

      “My wings?”

      With a confused look on her face, Berith hunched her back and flexed her shoulders.

      A pair of feathered wings sprung from her back. They were huge, easily overshadowing the entire bed. They were at least three meters across each and covered with sharp, metallic-looking feathers that flowed like they were made from quicksilver.

      They were amazing, but they distinctly did not look like demonic wings.

      “What the heck?” she murmured in shock.

      Verchiel sighed and then extended her own wings. They were just as large as Berith’s, but they were made from flesh stretched over bony pinions. I could see the candlelight glowing through the thin material. White, downy fur ran along the upper portion of her wings, like they had been taken from a giant, albino bat.

      “Oh, that isn’t good,” Berith whispered.

      “Not good, this is a fucking disaster!” Verchiel yelled, clearly agitated.

      “Ladies,” I raised my hand. “I’m not sure what’s going on, but I’m sure we can figure something out.”

      “What’s happening is, we were trapped together for so long in that stupid fucking orb that our essences got mixed up,” Verchiel said angrily.

      “Essences?” I asked.

      She retracted her wings and sighed, sinking into a nearby chair. “Angels and demons don’t normally have material bodies like mortals. When we’re in our native realms we exist as beings of pure energy, pure emotion. But when we’re summoned to the mortal planes our forms are condensed down, simplified, pressed into bodies that our summoners can interact with.”

      “And you two were stuck together in that orb for a couple of centuries,” I said, thinking out loud. “You bled into each other – you got your peanut butter into her chocolate.”

      “The analogy is an accurate one,” Verchiel agreed. “Outside the changes to our wings, I’ve sensed certain changes to my personality, harder edges that were not there before.”

      I sat back against the pillows. “Like your habit of cursing like a sailor?”

      Verchiel nodded in silent agreement.

      Berith retracted her wings and got out of bed. She looked at her former outfit with trepidation. “I don’t know how I wore something so scanty for so long.”

      That statement only made Verchiel sigh harder.

      “Out in the main room, check the second door on the right,” she said, waving her hand. “Raymond left a wardrobe, including clothes that can magically resize and adjust themselves. I’m sure you’ll find something you like.”

      Nodding her thanks, the demoness dashed from the room.

      Getting out of bed, I found my clothes and began getting dressed.

      “Sorry you got fucked over so badly,” I said as I kicked my boots on.

      Verchiel shook her head. “I don’t even know how we begin to untangle ourselves, let alone deal with our current weakness. If I even tried to return to the choirs right now I’d be castigated for my failings, and that idiot demon wouldn’t fare any better in the pits of Hell.”

      I sat on the edge of the bed, across from her.

      “I know I was acting cavalier earlier, but my offer stands,” I said delicately. “We’re all stuck here, we might as well make the most of it.”

      “By taking over the dungeon?” Verchiel raised her head and inspected me. “Then what?”

      “Who knows? Maybe turning it into a proper destination for adventurers?” I shrugged easily. “I don’t know anything about the outside world, do you?”

      “Nothing current,” she admitted. “We were summoned centuries ago. Whole civilizations have likely risen and fallen during our imprisonment.”

      “Then we’re all strangers in a strange land,” I said mirthfully. “Let’s make the most of it. We’ll take over this dungeon, then see what the outside world is like.”

      “If nothing else, we can beat up dungeon monsters and get stronger,” Berith said, returning to the room.

      She had dressed in a blood-red set of leather armor, the pants and jerkin contouring beautifully to her bountiful curves. She had wrapped a heavy, black duster cloak over her shoulders, and a matching scarf was tied around her neck.

      It took me a second to realize it, but the angel was actually showing more skin than the demon. Berith was covered from heel to chin, while Verchiel’s outfit openly hinted at the treasure hidden under the tight fabric.

      Come on, get your mind out of the gutter, I chided myself. There’s a time to be a horny moron, and there’s a time to be a level-headed leader.

      Stopping in Raymond’s wardrobe, I claimed a cloak for myself. The second I put it on though, it changed. The robe became a thick, cloth jacket, not unlike my favorite hoodie I had worn on Earth.

      

      Mage’s Battlerobe

      Common Armor

      Constitution +1

      

      Armor typically worn by spell-casters and arcanists. This particular article of clothing has been enchanted to change its appearance to the wearer’s will, a sure sign of their hubris.

      

      “How do I claim control of the dungeon?” I asked, picking up the staff and waving it about. “From the staff’s description, I need to find the throne room or something?”

      I quickly explained that while I was familiar with a lot of terms and ideas from the fiction of my reality, I had no practical knowledge of my new world.

      “Dungeons are places of power in this world, which is named Enoch, by the way,” Berith lectured. “Dungeons can form in places where ley lines cross, or where great deeds took place.”

      Despite Verchiel’s insinuations and her bubbly tone, Berith didn’t sound like an idiot. She clearly knew far more about my new world than I did.

      “The Dead God’s Dungeon is special; it was formed within the bones of the fallen titan Agrias. The dungeon proper takes the form of a tower, the hollowed-out spear that pierced the god’s heart, slaying him. We’re in the dungeon’s inner sanctum, built from Agrias’ pierced and petrified heart.”

      “Normally adventurers would need to defeat the tower before entering the sanctum and confronting the dungeon’s owner,” she continued.

      “Nobody knows who built the original dungeon, carving its halls from Agrias’ corpse,” Verchiel added. “Raymond the Cruel took over five hundred years ago, obliterating the dungeon’s former master and erasing their name from history. He turned the dungeon into a death trap, using the power of the dead god to populate it will all manner of horrors.”

      I rubbed the back of my neck. “Guessing Enoch is a world with a lot of adventurers?”

      Verchiel nodded. “Like your books, Enoch is a world of adventure. Many of the native gods and goddesses encourage their believers to take up the sword, the shield, or the staff.”

      “Native gods?” That idea left me a bit confused.

      “There are infinite worlds, and just about as many gods, goddesses, and deities,” the angel explained.

      “Me and the nincompoop here represent higher level concepts, pure good and pure evil,” Berith said with a snicker. “Heaven and Hell both stand far above any of the local deities. We’re at the top of the hierarchy.”

      “You two really don’t get along, do you?” I asked.

      “We spent two hundred years as unwelcomed roommates, a few minutes of freedom isn’t going to change things,” Verchiel groaned. “But as you said, we’re all stuck together for now, so I’ll at least endeavor to get along with this shitty bitch.”

      Berith stuck her tongue out at the angel.

      We stepped out into the hall.

      “Dungeons have a central core, a place of power from where the owner exerts their influence,” Verchiel lectured. “For Dungeon of the Dead God, it’s located in the deepest part of Agrias’ petrified heart, where the point of the spear punctured and slayed the titan.”

      We came to the major intersection and gazed about.

      Vehicle sighed. “Sadly, neither of us remembers the exact route to get there, we’ll need to explore this forsaken place and find it on our own.”

      “You make it sound like an adventurer,” I said with a grin.

      “Exactly, and if there are any random monsters about, it’ll be the perfect opportunity for us to level up and regain some of our power,” Berith said with a malicious look.

      Turning our backs to Raymond’s quarters, we set off down the opposite hall. One of the first rooms we located was Raymond’s armory. It appeared to hold the equipment had been confiscated from the adventurers who had delved and died within his domain.

      “This place was a magnet for powerful adventuring parties,” Berith said. “Often they were on quests to slay Raymond or find some way of putting Agrias’ soul to rest.”

      The demon and angel sniffed at most of the gear. It was far below the divine armaments they had used in the past.

      “But I guess in our state, beggars cannot be choosers,” Verchiel said as she selected a long, slender whip.

      The weapon was made of interlocking metallic segments, putting me in mind of the bladed chain whips popular in anime and video games back on Earth.

      Berith on the other hand selected a short, slender spear, the head tipped with silver.

      

      Moon-Blessed Silver Spear

      Uncommon Spear

      Strength +1

      Agility +3

      

      A spear blessed by the elven moon goddess Sylvinus, inflicts bonus damage against the undead. It was said that Sylvinus only gave these sacred weapons to her most holy champions, so they might take up arms against the horrors threatening their homeland.

      

      “Do all items come with those little descriptions?” I asked out of curiosity.

      Verchiel nodded. “Enoch’s gods long ago set up a system, which they used to mettle out strength and wisdom to the mortal races. That’s what gives individuals and equipment their stats. The Enochian gods also created the jobs system for adventurers. One of them, Holmus the Lorekeeper, likes to add those little descriptions to everything.”

      Berith snickered. “The dude is a complete nerd.”

      The angel and demon provided a quick overview of how the system’s stats worked, but thankfully it was pretty self-explanatory. Strength determined how hard you could hit things, it was a measure of martial prowess. Agility determined how nimble you were, how fast and accurate you could hit or how quickly you could run or dodge. Constitution decided your survivability, not only your ability to take a hit but how you’d shrug off or negate damage.

      The two stats that seemed to majorly concern me were intelligence and willpower.

      “Intelligence isn’t book smarts as some people assume,” Verchiel said. “Instead, it’s your mental acuity, how fast you can recall facts and details. Since you’re a mage this will impact your ability to recall spell formations and cast them.”

      “So having a hundred-plus intelligence doesn’t make me a super genius?” I grumbled.

      “No, but don’t be surprised your recall and memory expanding as you get used to that stat jump,” she told me.

      Willpower was less straightforward. As the pair explained, it measured how an individual could impact the world around them, basically using their will to change the course of events. For spell-casters, it controlled how much power I could put into my spells and how much I could warp reality to my will. Clerics and those aligned with gods or otherworldly powers used it to channel their patron’s powers for boons or curses.

      “So, having one point of strength is normal?” I asked, reviewing my stats.

      Verchiel flicked her whip, testing it against a nearby armor rack. “Yes, one is a baseline state, normal for an adult. A two in strength, for example, would represent someone who is slightly above the curve while a ten would be a world-class athlete.”

      I inspected my stats. “So a hundred in willpower means –”

      “You could blow up mountains and boil oceans with a mere flick of the wrist,” Berith said approvingly.

      Verchiel nodded. “Adventurers only gain stat points while they hit milestones at twenty-level intervals. Most equipment provides a small bump in stats, while uncommon, rare, and legendary gear will provide bigger jumps. Your staff, on the other hand, is basically a divine relic, giving you the intelligence and willpower of the fallen god.”

      “Nifty,” I said, twirling the weapon.

      

      
        
        —---------------------------

      

      

      

      Reaching the end of the hall, we encountered a huge, metallic wall with a doorway cut into it.

      “The haft of the spear,” Verchiel said as we gazed through the door at the wide, winding staircase.

      It curved downward, hugging the interior of the tower.

      “This should lead us to the heart of the dungeon, pun intended,” Verchiel said with a smirk “If you are serious about claiming this place for your own, we’ll need to head there.”

      I glanced at the two. “And you’ll join me?”

      “Why not, I’ve got nothing better to do,” the demon said happily.

      Verchiel looked less pleased, but she nodded. “As Berith said, any opportunity to regain our former strength is greatly welcomed. I’m not sure what our goals will be after you claim the throne, but we’ll accompany you that far. It’s the least we can do to thank you for freeing us from our prison.”

      Berith began marching down the stairs. “Right, time for some stabby stabby!”

      Following her, we found the staircase only went down a single story before placing us on the seventy-fourth floor, based on the sign hanging above the doorway.

      “Spooky,” I said as I inspected the area.

      We were in a large, empty chamber. The walls gleamed dully under the dim witch lights, which hung near the ceiling. The floor held countless shambling creatures. When I focused on them a pop-up appeared in my vision.

      

      Shameful Ghast (Level 10 Undead Warrior)

      HP: 150

      

      “What a pathetic bunch of trash,” the angel said, snapping her whip, the bladed edge leaving gouge marks across the floor.

      “Even though they’re five levels above you?” I asked.

      

      Verchiel of the Principality (Level 5 Angel Champion)

      HP: 175/175

      MP: 40/40

      

      Strength: 3

      Agility: 3

      Constitution: 2

      Intelligence: 1

      Willpower: 1

      

      Skills: Smite, Lesser Heal

      

      She just gave me a nasty grin as she approached the first zombie.

      The thing turned and looked at her with dumbfound hunger, like a starving man seeing a turkey-dinner marching his way. The zombie shambled towards her with slow, plodding steps, its arms outstretched.

      The angel snapped her whip. A deep, bloodless furrow carved itself into the thing’s face. She whirled the bladed whip back and forth, and a dozen more wounds ripped across the dead thing’s chest.

      A second later, its last HP vanished just as she cracked the whip across its throat, fully severing the zombie’s head.

      Verchiel turned and gave me a knowing, superior look as the ghast dissolved into dust.

      “Levels and stats aren’t everything,” she said as she flicked her wrist and coiled the whip across her palm.

      “No fair. I’m not going to let Little Miss Prissy Pants have all the fun!” Berith lowered her spear and charged a pack of zombies drawn by our arrival.

      “Ora, ora, ora!” she cheered as she tore into them like a wrecking ball.

      Verchiel walked behind me and gave me a small shove. “Better hurry before she hogs all the kills. You only get experience and level up if you contribute to the fight.”

      “But I don’t know any spells,” I admitted, feeling like an idiot.

      “Of course not, you’ve never been in a fight before,” she said patiently, pushing me toward a lone zombie. “Skills are born from combat.”

      “Fight or fail?” I guessed uneasily.

      “Exactly,” she smiled wickedly. “You, should be able to feel your magic inside of you, right? Just channel that into your staff, and let it coat your weapon. Even the most basic level one caster can use weapon enchantment skills.”

      “Wait, what?” I held out the staff and tried to pour my magic into it.

      A few loose sparks jumped off its bone-white surface, but nothing else happened.

      “Here.” Verchiel stepped closer behind me, placing her hand over my own. “Let me show you.”

      I felt magic flow into her arm and down to her fingertips. Magic played along her skin, sparking red and white.

      Her breath was hot against my neck. “Just copy what I’m doing, let your power pour forth.”

      The zombie finally noticed us and began limping our way, its mouth opened in unholy hunger.

      I did my best to ignore the creature and to just copy what Verchiel was doing. Letting my power trickle down my arm, I felt it reach my fingertips. There was a bit of resistance, but only for a second, and then the staff blazed to life as it drank in my power.

      Verchiel leaned into me as we jabbed the zombie with my staff. The thing practically exploded the second the tip of the weapon prodded it, its flesh atomized by my magic.

      

      You have been rewarded 8 experience points (75% credit) for slaying Shameful Ghast!

      

      You have learned a new skill – Basic Weapon Enchantment!

      

      “Well done,” she said huskily.

      But rather than letting me go, Verchiel wrapped her free arm around my chest, her fingers trailing along my stomach. I could feel her breasts pressing against my back as her hand reached lower and lower.

      “Get a room you two!” Berith laughed.

      Verchiel shoved herself back, a look of embarrassed horror running across her face.

      “I’m so sorry,” she stammered. “I don’t know what came over me!”

      “I didn’t mind at all,” I replied with all honesty.

      I was an isekai protagonist adventuring with two divine, exotic beauties; I’d have to be an idiot not to have dreams of owning a harem.

      “Remember, Miss Holier Than Thou, we were stuck together for a long, long time,” Berith said, sauntering over to put her arm around my waist. “I might have inherited some of your morals and your self-limiting vocabulary, but it looks like you got some of my lust.”

      The demoness pulled me in for a fierce kiss, which I returned with gusto.

      Verchiel looked on, clearly wishing she could turn away but unable to do so. She watched us kiss, her hands unconsciously playing across the crotch of her jumpsuit.

      “Anyway!” Berith gave me a playful swap on the butt as she broke off the kiss. “Let’s keep killing! There are a ton of zombies around here, and it’s easy experience!”

      We quickly split up, each of us taking a section of the floor to farm without having to share experience points.

      While the zombies were slow and utterly uncoordinated, I quickly learned not to completely dismiss them as the angel and demon had.

      On my third pack of zombies, one of the undead creatures managed to get into my blind spot. It jumped onto my back and tried to bite into my neck; only the protection woven into my jacket protected me.

      Throwing it loose, I jabbed down with my staff, blowing it to pieces.

      Staggering back, I saw even the deflected blow had taken a huge chunk of my HP.

      Verchiel broke off her own battle to cast her healing skill on me. She refused to look me in the eye afterward and only murmured a few words of meaningless encouragement before running back to her sector.

      Still, I was properly chastised.

      Even with my OP offensive stats, I can still die. I’ve got to be more careful.

      More mindful, I used the zombies’ hunger against them, leading them on till their tight clumps were strung out, leaving it simple for me to jab in and take them out, one by one.

      “I leveled up!” Berith called happily from the other side of the room.

      

      Berith of the Twenty-Six Legions (Level 6 Demon Skirmisher)

      HP: 180/180

      MP: 42/42

      

      Strength: 2

      Agility: 4

      Constitution: 2

      Intelligence: 1

      Willpower: 1

      

      Skills: Rampage

      

      “Congratulations!” I called. Pausing, I asked a question that had been bothering me. “Why do you and Verchiel have jobs and stats though? By the sounds of things, you two stood way above the system.”

      “Cost of being summoned here.” The demoness shrugged. “Coming to Enoch means enrolling in its systems, though back when I was level four-hundred and sixty-three I was a Great Duchess of Hell, not a lowly Skirmisher.”

      “Divine Ruler of the Sun,” Verchiel said mournfully. “Every time you hit a hundred-level milestone, you can rank up to a new job. It’ll take another ninety-five before I can become a Divine Paragon again, and then another hundred after that till I hit Herald of the High Heavens.”

      “Something to aim for!” Berith agreed cheerfully.

      We finished clearing the floor. I managed to hit level four; I didn’t pick up any new skills, but I noticed a slight bump in HP and MP, which was nice. It only cost five MP to cast my enchantment skill, but it was good to know I’d eventually have enough magic points to burn away oceans and scour the landscape.

      We found the next staircase and headed down.

      “Verchiel is taking all of this pretty hard, but you seem to be in a good mood,” I noted to the demon.

      She gave me a bright, sharp smile. “The lack of cussing is a bit annoying, but so far this has been fun! Way better than being trapped in that stupid orb for hundreds of years.”

      She looked down at the angel, who was walking several paces ahead of us.

      “Demons, despite what that nincompoop says, are creatures of chaos and change, not just evil. Any new, novel situation is good in our eyes,” she explained. “Angels on the other hand are agents of order and stability. A massive change like this must be painful for her. She’s probably dealing with a lot of stuff she never expected to, like emotions and desires. Angels are supposed to be prissy and perfect after all!”

      I kept that in mind as we hit Floor Seventy-Five, which was helpfully labeled as the Pit of Absolution.

      There were more zombies about, but they were guarding a long, narrow bridge that was hanging over a seemingly bottomless pit.

      “Nice bit of reality-warping magic,” Berith admitted, looking over the edge. “You fall off of here, and you’re basically gone forever.”

      “Any trick to getting across?” I asked, looking at the far side of the bridge.

      “Destroy the undead, keep an eye out for traps,” the angel said, uncoiling her whip.

      We decided to stick together for this floor. Berith took the lead, with Verchiel in the middle and me guarding our rear. I had discovered I could share my weapon’s enchantment with my party members, provided I was given a minute to touch their weapons and empower them. I, in turn, got partial credit for each kill they reaped.

      We slowly made our way across the bridge, since it was only a meter wide, with no railings or safety ropes. I did my best to focus on the monsters and my two allies as we slowly made our way across.

      Berith merrily slashed, stabbed, and bludgeoned our way forward. She found it a thrill when she could smack zombies off the edge, and often she paused to watch them fall. Verchiel kept an eye on our overall progress, her whip lashing out when she saw an opening.

      But I wasn’t left unoccupied. Several times zombies pulled themselves up from hiding, emerging from the underside of the bridge. They didn’t have much in the way of tactics, but unless I dispatched them quickly, we’d be pincered and possibly pushed off the narrow path.

      “Piss off!” I snarled as my staff struck out, exploding yet another undead ambusher.

      “Don’t worry, we’re almost clear!” Berith called as she danced ahead, heedless of the fall on either side of her.

      I gave a huge sigh of relief once we reached the far side of the bridge. “That sucked!”

      “Hey, at least you hit level five,” the demon pointed out. “What skill did you get?”

      “Firedart,” I said.

      Quickly pushing off the nerves and adrenaline high caused by crossing the bridge, I had to admit I was psyched beyond measure to have learned my first, real spell.

      Pointing the staff out into the void, I instinctually recalled the spell diagram that had bloomed in my mind when I had leveled up. Magic coursed along my arms and into my staff as a bright sliver of fire shot out of the tip of my weapon.

      The fiery bolt flew across the room, disappearing in a puff of smoke several hundred yards away.

      

      Firedart

      MP Cost: 10

      

      Conjures forth a small projectile made of sorcerous fire. It is said Firedart was one of the first spells that Grimalf, Goddess of Fire, bestowed upon the primitive people of Enoch. Yet for all its age, the spell is a cornerstone of modern magery.

      

      “Awesome,” I said, gasping in shock. “I can do fucking magic!”

      “Technically, your weapon enchantment is magic,” Verchiel patiently pointed out.

      “Yeah, but that is way cooler,” Berith argued.

      “This totally makes being nearly killed by a pallet full of stupid toys totally worth it,” I whispered as I tested out the skill a few more times.

      Sadly, my desire to shoot off Firedarts far outpaced my MP, and I was forced to stop lest I drain myself dry. In testing, I found it took about ten minutes for my MP to fully recharge, but I didn’t want to find myself facing a zombie horde, or whatever else the tower held, without some magic firepower.

      The staircase down was identical to the other two we had used earlier. Halfway down we found another locked door with the symbol of a staff emblazoned across the wood.

      “Staff room, of some kind, maybe a janitor’s closet?” I guessed as I unlocked it.

      Inside was a mess of abandoned and unsorted equipment, a wild mess of swords, shields, armor, and staves.

      “Probably from the poor idiots who fell down the pit,” Berith observed, poking through the piles with her spear.

      It mostly looked like junk to me. But it was a good moment to take a rest. I was able to easily close and relock the door, ensuring no roaming monsters would come looking for us.

      Not that we’d seen anything like that, the only monsters we encountered had been the zombies. By Verchiel’s guess, they were luckless adventurers who had died braving the dungeon.

      “Raymond was a cheap bastard,” the angel cursed. “The upper floors of his dungeon were a real meat grinder, meant to tear apart adventurers and kill them as quickly as possible. He’d then skimp on the lower levels, like this one, using recycled corpses and abandoned experiment victims to stand guard and stop any of the idiots who managed to get this far.”

      “It hasn’t been a real challenge,” I admitted, thinking of our swift progress and my growing disappointment.

      For such an epic-sounding name, the Dead God’s Dungeon was kind of a letdown. I had already resolved to fix the place up, to turn it into a real mega-dungeon.

      Back on Earth, when I wasn’t listening to books or playing a game, I daydreamed about running crazy tabletop RPG campaigns. I had all the books and manuals. Even if I had never used them, I had loved the artwork.

      These flights of fancy always included stupendously strange and difficult dungeons, the kind of places adventures would really have to prove their mettle to survive. I wanted to run the kind of delves where riches and loot awaited all who met the challenge and conquered the final boss.

      I never got a chance to do that on Earth, but maybe I can do it on Enoch? I thought as we finished our rest break. Think of it, the Dead God’s Dungeon, turned into the ultimate adventure, with me as the dungeon master!

      At least the seventy-sixth floor was interesting. It was still one large, open space, but it had been constructed like some oversized, sword-and-sorcery paintball range. Plywood shacks and buildings, low walls, and dummy houses cover the floor space. Their walls were streaked with blood, gore, and other, less savory fluids.

      Walking between the buildings were swollen, misshapen creatures.

      

      Disgraced Experiment (Level 15 Undead Berserker)

      HP: 230

      

      “Speak of the devil,” Berith murmured as we ducked behind a wall. “These are Raymond’s rejects, the creatures he inadvertently created while searching for the secrets to immortality.”

      I read through their stats. “How many jobs are out there, by the way?”

      “Thousands,” the demoness said with a wave of her hand. “But only adventurers or those with very specific roles in life get a job title. You won’t find a farmer or a baker with a job, but a village priest or a local guardsman will have one.”

      “The gods of this world are morons,” Verchiel said darkly. “There is little rhyme or reason to why certain roles deserve job titles. The disorganization of it irks me on a fundamental level.”

      “Creatures of order and stability,” Berith chuckled as she looked at the angel.

      I frowned. “So, were they all berserkers before they died?”

      “Nah, the system probably relabeled them after they were resurrected,” Berith said. “Job titles can change, and not just from level one hundred promotions. Catastrophic or life-altering events, like being turned into a mindless, undead freak, can cause job titles to change.”

      “Do we need a strategy here?” I asked, resisting the urge to just jump out and start blasting things with Firedart.

      “Let’s play the first one smart, and see what happens,” Berith suggested, “I’ll keep them occupied while you blast them from range. Verchiel can act as crowd control with her whip. If they’re weaklings we can divide and conquer again. It’s a lot faster to level up solo rather than working with a group, though the former method is safer.”

      “Kind of surprised to see talk of strategy from a demon,” Verchiel tutted.

      “I’m a duchess, I command twenty-six legions of Hell,” she snorted. “Have you ever tried to get a couple of thousand demons to listen to orders, to get them organized? This is child’s play compared to that.”

      We followed Berith’s suggestion. She eagerly jumped out of our hiding spot and charged the nearest group of monsters. Her spear snapped out like a wasp’s stinger, piercing a dozen bloody wounds across their stretched, distorted hides.

      The three creatures screamed in rage, and I saw their muscles swell as Berith danced back, luring the monsters toward us.

      Verchiel stood next to me, her whip lashing out, striking the beasts, driving them back with the fury of her strikes. An ugly snarl played across her lips, but I could see a spark of enjoyment in her eyes as she punished the monsters for daring to strike toward her.

      Unwilling to let the two women do all the work, I began casting Firedart. I felt my magical power flow out of me like a burning river, surging down my staff as I fired several spells in a row.

      The first failed experiment went up like a tinderbox, exploding into flames as my spells chewed through its HP. The two remaining monsters flailed back from the fire, their tattered clothing catching light as they were hit by splash back.

      “Well done!” Verchiel said as she struck down the third beast. “Valor in battle is a beautiful trait!”

      “Hell, let’s keep going!” I said, my heart hammering, my senses feeling supernaturally sharp.

      I still had more than half my MP, so I was more than ready for another brawl.

      Smiling widely, Berith dashed into the ramshackle town, returning a moment later with five more failed experiments chasing after her.

      The next battle was more difficult since I had to focus my fire on one zombie at a time as Verchiel kept them at range and Berith harried them from the sides. The demoness and angel kept up a steady commentary, providing me with suggestions and advice as I slowly learned the ways of combat.

      We kept this up for the rest of the day. Berith would pull packs of monsters, and I’d exterminate them with my magic. Periodically we had to pull back so Verchiel could use her healing spells on us while my MP recharged. The zombies were mindless horrors fueled by pain and rage, so the few times they managed to hit us it did hurt. But the angel’s magic quickly dispelled any lingering wounds or bruises, though she appeared less than thrilled having to heal Berith.

      By late afternoon, we’d cleared out the area and moved down to the seventy-seventh floor. It seemed much like the former, though the buildings were made from brick and mud rather than wood.

      “These look like more test grounds to me,” Verchiel growled. “Raymond was running his failures through their paces, to see if they could be put to use or had future potential.”

      “News flash, they didn’t,” Berith laughed darkly. “They’re just stupid flesh bags full of blood and experience points.”

      “Grim, but true,” I acknowledged.

      I had hit level seven and was looking forward to hitting ten. According to the others, that would unlock a new spell. Every time I leveled up, I felt a surge of power like I could do anything. It was a heady rush.

      Verchiel and Berith felt it too, I was sure. They might have been unused to being so weak, especially compared to their celestial and infernal selves, but I saw them shiver in pleasure as they continued to level up.

      The monsters populating the seventy-seventh floor were a bit tougher than the ones we’d encountered above, but they were still just experimental rejects. Some sported tentacles or distended limbs, but the strategy Berith had cooked up before worked wonders. We ground our way across the fake town, cutting apart pack after pack of monsters, joyfully reaping their experience points.

      “Ding!” I said with pride as I hit level nine.

      Berith tilted her head. “Ding?”

      “Just something from home,” I admitted sheepishly, “I really hope I learn some kickass new spell, like Fireball or Lightning, when I hit level ten.”

      She snorted. “Don’t get your hopes up. You’ll probably get a skill that allows you to regain MP or gives you a shield or something. From what I remember, most adventurers are still considered rookies till they hit level one hundred and their first job upgrade.”

      Strangely, that didn’t deter me. Instead, it only made me more excited to keep leveling up, to get more powerful.

      Pushing through the mock village, we hit the next set of stairs and headed down, hoping we’d soon find the dungeon’s core and the throne.

      “I’m guessing there’s not a chance the core is locked away, or sealed behind some impenetrable barrier, just to fuck with us, right?” I asked.

      “Nope, the dungeon wants us to find it,” Berith said gleefully.

      “It wants us to find it?” I paused. “That almost makes it sound like the dungeon is alive or something.”

      “Not in any traditional sense, but places of power have a will of their own” Verchiel interjected. “The dungeon is leading us to its center. Why do you think the path has been relatively clear, and the challenges we’ve faced were within our level range?”

      That was a disturbing thought.

      “This place has no master now that Raymond has kicked the bucket,” Berith said as we continued down the stairs. “Since you hold the staff, you’re the most likely candidate. So, the dungeon is doing what it can to ease the journey, adjusting the strength of the monsters we face, probably removing hidden barriers or traps that would slow or stop our progress.”

      “But I’m guessing we can’t just hope to steamroll everything in our path?” I asked.

      Berith nodded. “Yeah, we’ll probably run into a big-old boss or guardian Raymond installed by the throne, to ensure nobody messed with it. The dungeon will probably do what it can to give us a fighting chance, but don’t expect everything to be a cakewalk!”

      The seventy-eighth floor was just a single landing with a sealed door. The stairs continued downward, and we could all hear a deep, rhythmic sound, like the breath of some giant, apocalyptic beast, coming from below.

      Berith glanced at Verchiel. “What do you think, a dragon, a behemoth?”

      “Behemoth,” the angel said with a nod. “I can almost smell the rot and decay from here.”

      I tapped my staff on the door, unlocking it. “Behemoth?”

      “Big, hairy, nasty beast,” Berith said as she sauntered through the door. “Lots of teeth, lots of horns, lots of claws. It’s probably the guardian Raymond left in charge of defending the throne.”

      Verchiel and I joined the demon. The seventy-eighth floor was some kind of massive observation room, which confirmed our suspicion that the floors above were some kind of proving grounds. Huge crystal balls, resting on short, bronze pedestals, dominated the space. They showed views of the levels above.

      “Raymond was a voyeur, I see,” Verchiel noted snidely as we looked at the orbs.

      I noticed there were images from all over the dungeon, including the arcane laboratory where I had shown up and the bedroom where I had slept.

      Berith suddenly scooted up behind me, her arms draped around my neck. “Tell me, Ray, do you like to watch too?”

      She gave a cute yelp of surprise when I quickly spun around, catching her in my arms.

      “No, I’m much more of a hands-on kind of man,” I said with a grin.

      She growled, rubbing her hips against mine. “Damn, you might be my kind of guy after all!”

      “If you two wouldn’t mind –”

      Breaking apart, I saw Verchiel standing at the back of the room, next to another sealed door. The angel looked distinctly uncomfortable, and she kept fiddling with her shawl, which she had clenched tightly around her shoulders.

      I gave the demoness a quick look, letting her know I’d be more than happy to pick up the fun and games later, before unsealing the door.

      Beyond, we found a small dormitory, similar to a college dorm hall.

      “Supposedly Raymond once had apprentices, daring young men, and women who he thought had potential and skill,” the angel noted as we checked the dusty, empty chambers.

      “What happened to them?” I asked.

      “They were probably among the zombies and experiment victims we killed upstairs,” she observed.

      The facilities were pretty basic, far simpler than Raymond’s private quarters. The beds seemed soft enough though, and there was a communal shower where the water still worked.

      We all decided to retire for the evening, so we’d be fully rested and ready to fight the behemoth the next morning. I was excited beyond measure to face the boss and claim the Dead God’s Dungeon as my own, but I wanted to be in top shape when we fought the boss.

      Berith quickly washed up and retired to her room, giving me a saucy wink as she closed the door.

      Jumping into the shower, I scrubbed off all the dirt and zombie blood. Drying off, I slipped on just my boxers. There didn’t seem much sense to finish dressing if Berith was just going to tear my clothes off in a few minutes.

      Stepping out into the hall, I heard a sharp gasp from behind.

      Spinning, I saw Verchiel standing there. She was only wearing her bodysuit, a towel clenched in one hand while her other went to her chest.

      “Oh, hey,” I said, surprised.

      She just stood there, blue-glowing eyes wide.

      It took me a second to realize I was only in my underwear and nothing more.

      The angel just stared at me, her gaze like a starving woman before a feast.

      I didn’t think I was going to win the Sexiest Man Alive award any time soon, but I was proud that I had managed to stay in shape while most men my age looked like soft loaves of bread. Working in a warehouse eight hours a day did have its benefits.

      Verchiel turned her head as if to return to her room. But then she stopped herself.

      “I don’t know what’s wrong with me,” she murmured, her body shaking.

      Part of me wanted to rush over to her, to take her into my arms, but I knew that was wrong. Verchiel was trying to deal with feelings she’d never encountered before, she was struggling to understand the aspects she’d absorbed from Berith. Callously using that to my advantage would probably be the kind of cheap, cowardly shit Raymond would do.

      I was better than him.

      So instead I draped my towel over my chest. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to upset you.”

      Taking a deep breath, I turned to walk back to my room.

      Verchiel’s hand snapped out, grabbing me by my wrist. Her touch was cold, like the grasp of winter.

      “Wait.”

      She pressed herself against my back. I could feel her confusion, her hesitation, but also her lust and longing.

      “I don’t fully understand these feelings, these needs,” she said quietly, her voice muffled. “But I can’t deny them either. When I saw you standing there, just a moment ago, every fiber of my being demanded I touch you, I feel you, I –”

      Her words trailed off, but her hands clutched around me even more tightly. A chilly tingle ran through my body.

      Carefully, I turned around so I was facing her.

      “I won’t force you, or take advantage of you,” I said firmly. “But if you want to come to bed with me, I promise to be gentle, to be kind, to show you the kind of love between a man and a woman.”

      She tilted her head up to look at me, something unreadable lurking behind her gaze.

      And then she kissed me.

      Verchiel’s lips tasted like peppermint. Another chill stole through me as she leaned against me, sending me stumbling back against my door.

      I quickly twisted the doorknob, which sent us tripping inside.

      Verchiel had given up all her inhibitions at that point. She shed her bodysuit, stretching the material over her shoulders and down around her hips.

      Beneath her clothing, she had been hiding a truly heavenly figure, with lean muscles, perky breasts, and long, graceful limbs. She truly looked like an angelic warrior, a crusader for purity and light.

      I stepped back to admire her. For a second she tried to cover herself up with her hands, but then she shook her head and let them hang by her side so I could openly stare.

      “You’re perfect,” I murmured, dazed by the sight.

      She sat on the edge of the narrow bed. Reaching out, she grasped the top of my boxers. She shucked them down, my cock springing to ready attention.

      The angel took a moment to inspect me, her touch light and delicate as she traced her nails along my length and down my underside. I shivered as I felt her breath, cold like a winter morning, against my overheated skin.

      Verchiel looked up at me, reading my lust and need clearly. She scooted back up against the bed’s headboard and spread her legs.

      “Please,” she said, her voice hitching as her hand drew across the insides of her thighs.

      I sat in front of her and carefully drew my hand along her folds, exploring her pussy lips and the hood of her clit. The angel shivered at my touch, her body twitching in pleasure as I traced out her features.

      “Keep going,” she begged as I ran a finger along her inner lips.

      Pushing it inside, I heard her gasp as I slowly stirred it along her passage, feeling her wet, soft flesh pucker around me.

      Curling my finger upward, I found her G-spot and began to gently rub it, drawing lazy circles while my thumb stroked along her clit.

      Verchiel came with an explosive cry. “Holy fuck!”

      Nectar gushed as I withdrew my finger, giving her a moment to recover.

      Her breath heaved in and out and her eyes were dazed.

      “Are you alright?” I asked.

      “That was –” she shook her head, unable to put her experience into words.

      Her hand slowly palmed her pussy, rubbing across her already sodden lips.

      “More,” she demanded, her glowing eyes locking onto mine. “I want to feel even more!”

      I was more than willing to give it to her.

      Positioning myself on top of her, I gave her one last look, to confirm she was ready, before I thrust inside.

      “Fuck, fuck, fuck!” the angel cried out, her hips bucking as her fingers gripped the sheets.

      “Are you alright, did that hurt?” I asked, pausing my intrusion.

      She shook her head and pulled me closer, kissing me again.

      “Keep going,” she begged, once she released me from her kiss. “Please, that felt amazing!”

      The look of blissful lust on her face was confirmation enough. Verchiel had tasted the pleasure of the flesh, and she was desperate for more.

      I hammered in and out of her, driving to give her the time of her immortal life. Sweat slicked along my brow as I gave her everything I could. Her passage clung to me tightly as I thrust in and out of her. Despite her icy breath, her pussy was molten. I could practically feel sparks of white-hot bliss playing along my length each time I struck home.

      Verchiel gave a maddening cry as she came again, her back arching as her head rolled back. Her halo flared, golden and bright, filling the small room with holy light.

      With a strangled grunt I slammed my hips against hers, gripped her sides, and came. My climax snapped out of me in a thready burst, each one a note of pure, unadulterated bliss.

      The angel cried out with me, lost in ecstasy.

      Only once our euphoria had passed did I slip out of her. Boneless and exhausted, I slumped next to her on the tiny bed, her body’s chill soothing and welcome after our passionate session.

      

      
        
        —---------------------------

      

      

      

      An angel and a demon, I mused happily as Verchiel curled up against my side in the narrow bed. If this world’s system supported achievements, I’d have probably just dinged a couple dozen of them.

      I was broken from my happy thoughts when Berith knocked on the door and then let herself in a second later.

      “Really?” She sniffed, looking upset. “I leave you alone for a few minutes and you’re already dick-deep in another broad?”

      “What can I say, I’ve got the magic touch.” I laughed, allowing my power to play along my fingers.

      She growled playfully, demonstrating she held no hard feelings for my unexpected change in plans. Instead, she plopped down at the bottom of the bed and quietly regarded Verchiel, who remained asleep.

      I would have said her expression was almost tender.

      She reached out and pulled up the bed’s thin blanket, covering the slumbering angel. She then got up, gave me a small, surprisingly chaste kiss, and wished us a good night.

      I tugged Verchiel closer, so she was asleep against my chest.

      My dreams were dull and quiet, filled with visions of my humdrum existence on Earth. I was glad when I woke up and realized that my new destiny was far, far grander than the life I had left behind.

      Dressing, I met the angel and the demon out in the observation room. They were arguing quietly, apparently about battle plans against the behemoth.

      “We should just march in there and confront it head on,” Verchiel said passionately.

      “Yeah, and we’ll end up as its latest snack,” the demoness growled. “We need a plan, a strategy! Did I steal all your brains while we were stuck in that orb together?”

      Coming up behind them, I wrapped my arms around their waists, giving Verchiel a kiss on the cheek, followed by a more passionate one for Berith.

      The angel blushed and turned her head away, but she didn’t squirm away from my grasp. Instead, she leaned against me.

      “Good morning,” she murmured, her face red.

      “How’s our happy harem leader this morning?” Berith cheered.

      “Overjoyed beyond words,” I said sincerely.

      Verchiel blushed further. “Harem?”

      Despite her shock, she didn’t pull away from my grasp.

      “Of course,” the demoness said with an excited gleam in her eye. “Harems are the norm in Hell. Demons flock to the strong, the powerful, those with true potential.”

      “But we’re not in Hell!” the angel pointed out.

      Berith gave a helpless shrug. “No, and by the looks of things, I’m not going to be able to return for a long, long time. But Ray here definitely has potential, just think of all the hellacious, fun things we can get up to once he claims control of the dungeon!”

      The demoness shivered in excitement.

      She leaned in closer to me, bumping Verchiel aside. “I’m not going to let you monopolize him, by the way. I’m happy to share, but if we do so, we’ll follow Hell’s traditions.”

      “I do have a say in this,” I reminded the demon.

      Berith nodded contritely.

      I looked back to Verchiel. “I’m not going to lie and say I never dreamt of having both of you, but I’m not some kind of asshole either. If we’re a harem, we’re a team. I could never have made it this far without you, and if you’ll stick with me, we’ll turn this place into a true mega-dungeon, a delve to attract and challenge adventures from across Enoch!”

      “A killing field?” Berith asked excitedly.

      I shook my head. “No, I’m not Raymond. I want to give adventurers a real chance in beating this place, I want to be an epic dungeon master, ruler of the biggest, most challenging, and most rewarding dungeon in existence!”

      Both women stepped back, looking at me with concern.

      “Well, it’s just an idea,” I admitted.

      “It’s a good one,” Verchiel said, to my surprise. “Strength, purity, and honor are forged in the heat of battle. The heavens are always looking for crucibles where we can test and challenge aspiring heroes, bringing them to the path of the light.”

      “I mean, I just like fighting, but so do most demons,” Berith said with a shrug. “But this is a great way for us to keep grinding levels and regaining what we’ve lost. Besides, I can hear the greed, the ambition, behind your words, and those are two things Hell always approves of.”

      She stepped back towards me, running her nails across my chest. “Besides, you’re a great lay, I’d stick around for that alone.

      Verchiel didn’t say anything, but she pushed herself into my arms, and the two women tussled for space.

      Laughing, I hugged them both. “We’ll figure out the harem ground rules later, but for right now, let’s go kill a boss and claim this place as mine.”

      

      
        
        —---------------------------

      

      

      

      Stealthily heading down the stairs, the passage transitioned from metal to cut stone as the spear pointed tapered away, piercing deep into Agria’s dead flesh.

      The seventy-ninth floor was a single long, narrow chamber. Directly across from the stairs was a double set of doors. Their entire surface was covered in a huge, staff-shaped rune that shown with arcane light.

      The behemoth, asleep like a giant watchdog, sat directly in front of the exit.

      

      Agrias’ Fallen Companion (Level 106 Beast)

      HP: 3028

      

      The thing was the size of a city bus, roughly in the shape of a lion, if a lion had spent years pumping illegal steroids. Its hide was covered by a thousand intersecting scars, infected sores, and ancient wounds. A pair of jet-black horns pushed through its filthy mane, and I could see that instead of a tail it had some kind of barbed stinger, like a scorpion.

      I had no idea how long the creature had been bound to that place, but I could tell it was old. Its ribs stuck to its marred skin, and I could see blood crusting under its eyelids and along the folds of its ears.

      Raymond had likely crippled his watchdog to ensure it could never leave the chamber or pose a threat to him.

      “Whelp, we’re boned,” Berith said as we ducked by the stairwell door. “I’m as reckless and battle crazed as the next demon, but there’s no way we can beat something like that the way we are now.”

      “Indeed, though I am loath to agree on it,” Verchiel quietly huffed.

      I bit my lip, thinking. “I’m guessing that even if we spend the next year power-leveling, we’ll never be able to beat this thing in a fair fight, will we?”

      “Nope,” the demoness agreed. “Sneaking is out of the question too, trust me. Behemoths, even one as deaf, blind, and dumb as this one, will pounce the second we get in range.”

      I began brainstorming, thinking of the challenge in front of us not as an adventurer, but as a dungeon master. There’s got to be something here we can use to defeat this creature, right? Some dungeon feature or trick that would allow us to advance.

      Because, at the end of the day, dungeons only existed to be beaten, to be challenged and overcome. Sure, some might fail and die along the way, or be forced to cast aside their ambitions, but there was always the slim chance that someone would make it to the end if they were brave, resourceful, and daring enough.

      For a moment, I felt the dungeon around me, not as a living thing, but close, like an extension of my body. I closed my eyes and peered about, the dungeon’s layout filling my vision.

      There was nothing on the seventy-ninth floor we could use, the chamber was bare except for the guardian and the door, which led to the heart of the Dead God’s Dungeon.

      So, I cast my gaze wider, taking in all the areas we had completed before.

      And I saw the key to our success, a way we could beat the beast and claim my prize.

      “Let’s go back upstairs,” I told the other two, my plan coalescing in my mind. “We’ve got some serious work ahead of us if we’re going to take that beast out.”

      

      
        
        —---------------------------

      

      

      

      It took the entire day to set my plan into motion. The crystal balls were incredibly heavy, but once we toppled them from their stands, they were simple enough to roll.

      We lined up ten of them at the top of the landing, the steps down blocked by an overturned lab table. It was tricky work, but it looked like we could send them downstairs with only a small push. Gravity would handle the rest.

      “You know, there’s every chance your plan will end with you being smushed to paste,” Berith pointed out good-naturedly as we got the last crystal ball into place.

      I gave a madcap grin. “Maybe, but if this works, it’ll be beyond badass.”

      The plan was simple I’d go downstairs alone and challenge the boss, drawing it toward the bottom of the steps. As soon as it was in position I’d call above and Berith and Verchiel would start sending the crystal orbs crashing down the stairs and hopefully right into the behemoth’s face.

      I was pretty sure that anything would die after being struck by a couple of tons of magical crystal.

      The major issue in my plan was that there were no good places to hide once the balls started rolling. There was a small alcove at the base of the stairs, but there was no guarantee that it would protect me when the chaos started.

      But I had faith in what the dungeon had shown me, and in my own destiny.

      “Right,” I said as I looked down the stairs. “Let’s go make a mess!”

      Berith gave me a kiss on the lips, all heat and passion.

      “Come back alive, and I’ll fuck you to death,” she promised cutely.

      I chuckled, already looking forward to it.

      Verchiel paused, watching us, before coming over and taking my hand. Her kiss was much more chaste, but I felt her sincerity clearly.

      “Win, and take this place,” she said softly.

      Bolstered by the belief of my two women, I headed down the stairs.

      The behemoth was still asleep at the far end of the room. The chamber was narrow and long, meaning once the beast was drawn into the trap there was nowhere for it to go. I just needed to ensure it got hit by the first strike, that it didn’t just back up and try to protect itself at the far end of the chamber, by the doors.

      Channeling all my power into my staff, I stood at the threshold. I didn’t feel any fear or anxiety, only excitement and hope. We would defeat the behemoth and I would make the Dead God’s Dungeon my own.

      “Sorry, buddy, but I just can’t let you stand in my way,” I murmured as I poured as much magic as possible into my Firedart spell.

      The creature yawned and cracked open its eyes. They were covered by milky cataracts filled with blood and puss. The irises were grey and nearly sightless, but they still managed to lock onto me instantly. The behemoth rose on its front legs, its massive, leonine head nearly brushing the ceiling.

      The roar it gave out could have woken the dead. I felt it hit me with the force of a hurricane.

      But I stood my ground, allowing every bit of willpower I had to pour into my opening salvo.

      “Firedart!” I screamed as I unleashed the spell.

      It launched forward like a burning lance, splashing hard against the behemoth’s chest. The creature roared in pain. Despite our absurd differences in levels, the stats granted to me by Marrow of Agrias gave me the power-up I needed to fight.

      The behemoth lumbered forward, warily advancing, now that it saw that I was a true threat. I kept up the barrage of spells. None of them were as powerful as my opening attack, but I saw fur burn and flesh sizzle as I struck its legs and chest.

      Closing the distance between us, the creature lashed out with its front paw. Its claws swiped at me, and I barely managed to avoid the attack. Berith and Verchiel had made it clear that even one hit would be the end of me.

      I struck back with my staff which was already glowing white-hot from my weapon enchantment skill. Flesh bruised and bone snapped as I struck the behemoth across the top of its paw.

      The creature threw back its head and roared in pain.

      I barely reacted in time as it suddenly lunged forward, trying to impale me with its horns. Throwing myself back, I saw the floor stones where I had been standing shatter and burst from the power of the impact.

      Glancing back, I saw I was only a few paces from the bottom of the stairs.

      The behemoth pulled its horns free and began attacking in a blind fury. The tight confines of the room made it difficult for it to use its tail, but I was forced wholly on the defensive as I dodged claws, horns, and its barbed stinger. What few attacks I mustered came as counterstrikes with my staff, which seemed to only enrage the thing further.

      It wasn’t fighting with any kind of skill or strategy, just hate and rage built by untold eons of agony.

      Backing up, my heel hit the bottom stair.

      The behemoth screamed and charged forward, smashing its massive head through the narrow doorframe as it tried to savage me with its fangs.

      I charged up one last Firedart. “Now!”

      The spell went off like a cannon shot in the confines of the stairwell. The behemoth roared in pain and frustration as the spell nailed it in the back of its mouth. Smoke billowed from its ruined throat.

      From above, I could hear the giant crystal balls rolling down the stairs.

      Throwing myself out of the way of the behemoth’s last attack, I ducked into the alcove and held my staff before me, like a shield.

      The monster’s bloody, misty eyes went wide as it saw the first crystal ball hammering down the stairs, coming towards it like a runaway train. It screamed and tried to pull its head out of the doorway, but its horns were stuck in the top of the threshold.

      I watched in awe as the first crystal ball hit the creature. Bones shattered and magic exploded as the behemoth was bowled back into the room by the catastrophic impact.

      Nine more crystal balls slammed down the stairs and right through the ragged doorway. Each one hit and then exploded, their magics going off like bombs. The entire tower shook as the behemoth’s death wails echoed loudly up the ruined stairwell.

      

      You have been rewarded 5000 experience (33% credit) for slaying Agrias’ Fallen Companion

      

      Congratulations, you have leveled up! Welcome to level 10!

      

      You have learned a new skill – Magic Shield!

      

      Congratulations, you have leveled up! Welcome to level 11!

      

      Congratulations, you have leveled up! Welcome to level 12!

      

      …

      

      The notifications kept pouring in, but my eyes were locked on the seventy-ninth floor. The crystal balls had all shattered and exploded, but their magic hadn’t been dissipated by the blast. No, instead the power kept building, like a runaway chain reaction.

      I could feel unspeakable, uncontrollable power welling up.

      Pulling on whatever magic and willpower I had left, I focused everything on my new spell, even as the world went blue-white from the arcane explosion

      “Magic Shield!”

      

      
        
        —---------------------------

      

      

      

      “Holy fug-nuggets, that was insane!” Berith said with a grin. “How did you survive that?”

      “Stupid, blind luck,” I admitted as I dusted the ash and grime from my jacket.

      The entire seventy-ninth floor, and most of the surrounding stairwell, was gone, annihilated in the chain-reaction blast. Only the petrified remains of Agria’s heart remained, forming an empty shell around us.

      The doors at the far end of the area were gone, and beyond them I could see a stairwell, carved out of deific flesh, descending downward.

      I had managed to hit level nineteen when the notifications had finally stopped rolling in, while Verchiel and Berith were both level twenty-four. Apparently, we had hit the hard limit the Enochian gods had put in the system for how many levels an adventurer could gain at once.

      “Though I’m not really sure where to put my new stat point,” the demon admitted as she squinted, looking at her character menu.

      “Later,” Verchiel said as she stood next to me. “First things first, Ray needs to claim this place as his own.”

      The angel hadn’t said much after the fight, but I noticed she was staying close to me, never letting me stray out of reach. Several times she had comforted herself by touching my hand or wrapping her arm around my shoulder.

      I didn’t mind at all.

      The stairs down were narrow, barely wide enough to let us walk single file. They had been carved out of Agrias’ undying flesh, the very core of his petrified heart.

      Reaching the bottom, we emerged into a huge, pillar-filled chamber. Witch lights and bioluminescent tumors appeared almost at random, throwing disturbing shadows along the walls and ceiling.

      “Spooky,” I admitted, as I inspected the columns.

      They were made from stretched strands of muscle with the once warm, pink flesh having turned to hard, lifeless stone with the death of the titan. Their surfaces were carved with countless runes and characters. Inspecting them, I couldn’t tell exactly what they did, but at an instinctual level, I knew they were marks of domain, of ownership.

      Raymond the Cruel had branded Agrias’ heart, marking the titan’s corpse as his and his alone. The Dead God’s Dungeon was a manifestation of his will. It had been a cruel, twisted place meant to kill adventurers, to grind them up and render them down to the raw materials the archmage needed for his experiments.

      But I would be a far better master, and I would see the dungeon live up to its true potential.

      True immortality was gained by becoming a legend, a myth, a tale told from generation to generation. And I would ensure that generations of adventurers would speak of the Dead God’s Dungeon in awe, fear, and respect.

      From the center of the chamber rose a huge, crude throne, hewn from the rendered flesh of Agrias’ heart. I was drawn towards it; it called to me.

      Verchiel and Berith drifted behind me. They saw it was my moment of destiny, that it was time for me to claim what was rightfully mine.

      Together, we would do amazing things.

      Climbing the throne’s uneven steps, I gripped the staff tight as I sat down.

      As I did, I felt another flood of recognition, of awareness. Once again, the dungeon seemed to spiral around me, feeling like another extension of my body, a limb I had never known I had.

      But unlike before, that awareness didn't’ fade. In fact, it only became stronger as the dungeon bowed its head and welcomed me as its master.

      I looked down at my two lovers.

      “Ladies, let us take a tour and witness the width and breadth of my new domain!”

      

      
        
        —---------------------------

      

      

      

      The Dead God’s Dungeon opened itself before me like a giant, wicked flower. When I looked, I could feel every hall, sense every room, and feel the steady beat of magic that flowed through it like blood.

      Agrias might have been dead, but the dungeon forged from his bones and the weapon that had slayed him was very much alive.

      And it was a part of me now.

      “We should check outside first,” Verchiel recommended in a reasonable tone. “Berith and I have been sealed down here for hundreds of years, we have no clue what the outside world is like. Things have likely changed, and drastically, in the last few hundred years.”

      “Follow me,” I said as I walked toward the back of the throne room.

      The petrified heart muscles separated, revealing a large lift platform.

      “It goes all the way through the dungeon, from here, the core of Agria’s heart, to the very butt of the spear sticking out of his ribs,” I explained.

      Those were the parts of the dungeon I sensed most clearly. But I could also faintly feel other parts of the titan’s corpse, which were still within my domain. His skull, legs, and arms were all part of the dungeon, part of my new kingdom.

      As we rose, Verchiel explained what she knew of the land surrounding Agrias’ corpse.

      “It’s a barren, rocky landscape located on Mortification Bay. Nobody knows who or what killed Agrias, but they all agree it came from the sea.”

      Levels of the dungeon sped past. I could feel how hollow and empty they were, most were nothing more than deathtraps. They had been built with a mind toward efficiency more than anything else. I could already see where improvements could be made, new monsters birthed, and horrors unleashed.

      I couldn’t wait to start.

      “Agrias’ bones were left half submerged in the bay’s waters,” the angel continued. “His legs dangled out to sea while his upper half was left sprawled against the rising shoreline. Most of his ribcage, including the heart, had sunk underground, leaving only the spear haft and the top of the ribs visible.”

      “Nobody lives near the body,” Berith contributed. “They all considered it cursed ground, especially since Raymond had a bad habit of kidnapping locals when he ran out of adventurers to experiment on.”

      “Right, well, let’s see what we’re working with,” I said as the lift began to slow down.

      We emerged on a wide platform, located at the very end of the spear. The cold night air blew in from the ocean, bringing with it the smell of salt. Smoke and pollution wafted along the breeze, and down below we could hear the sounds of traffic.

      Walking to the edge of the platform, we were greeted by a huge city, nestled in the valley created below Agrias’ ribs.

      “Holy fucking shit,” Verchiel cursed.

      “Yeah, this wasn’t there before,” Berith agreed faintly.

      The city was huge, consisting of hundreds, maybe thousands, of different buildings. Most appeared to be constructed from stone or wood, but they were lined up in orderly rows, with wide, well-maintained streets running between them. Towards the shoreline, I could see a large, bustling port, and a dozen different ships were docked along the piers branching off from Agrias’ leg bones.

      A huge castle was nestled directly below the fallen titan’s sternum, marking it as the center of the city and the seat of local rule.

      Hundreds of people; including humans, elves, dwarves, centaurs, ogres, goblins, and other fantasy races populated the streets. Even late at night the place was crowded, overflowing with merchants, conmen, criminals, and saints.

      The angel and the demon continued to stare in wide-eyed shock, but I only felt utter glee.

      Faintly, through my connection to the dungeon, I could feel the city too. It was tenuous, little more than a ghostly sensation, but it was there.

      And I knew then that I’d reopen the Dead God’s Dungeon, I’d make it a landmark all adventures knew. I’d mold this new city to my will, transforming the entire place into a monument to my greatness and ambition.

      “Verchiel, Berith?” I reached out and took their hands. “How’d you like to help me create the greatest dungeon known to man, god, or devil? A place revered across all realities?”

      Berith chuckled and squeezed my hand. “Sure, it sounds fun!”

      “Indeed,” Verchiel agreed demurely. “Such a monumental undertaking needs a heavenly guide to offset the foul advice that comes from the pits of Hell.”

      Berith stuck out her tongue.

      I just laughed, knowing that our work had only just begun.
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            PART ONE

          

          
            DAZED AND CONFUSED

          

          LEVEL 1-1

        

      

    

    
      “Get Down!”  feminine voice yelled.

      Antonio broke from his stupor as he noticed the battle-axe coming his way. He slammed his body into the ground as he smelled the stink of sweat and gazed into the dull red eyes of the minotaur trying to cleave him in two.

      Where the fuck am I?

      Antonio racked his brains, producing a mishmash of events from looking at a small device’s screen to running into the cacophony of battle. Nothing made sense.

      He stood briefly before being shoved back and falling on his unpadded rump by the owner of the voice that had woken him.

      “I said get down!” the voice yelled again as a woman carrying a tower shield came to his aid.

      She was tan with broad white wings and long, golden hair. From behind, Antonio would have described her as a wet dream made real. Angel? he asked himself in disbelief, looking upon her in awe. He was having trouble facing the shift in reality as he listened to the battle-axe smash into the shield with a resounding dull clang.

      He felt behind him for an escape, but found nothing other than a wall that shouldn’t exist pinning him in. As he struggled for escape, his eyes latched onto the angel who had pulled out a glowing sword and slashed at the bull in front of them. With a cry of primal rage, she cleaved the beast in half as it lifted its axe back for another swing.

      What surprised Antonio wasn’t that she’d killed the minotaur outright, but that as it fell there was no blood whatsoever. The shock of the situation caused him to jerk back against the invisible wall, wincing as his head slammed against it.

      She spun to look at him, worry and anger in her eyes. He looked at her, deciding that if the view from behind was good, the one from the front was spectacular. She had at least a D-cup chest, and he could see rippling muscles and soft flesh in every area of exposed skin. He’d have described her as an amazon… with wings.

      Before he could react, she tackled him, wrapping him up in her arms and wings and mauling him. He didn’t see her shield fall to the ground, but he assumed it was taken care of as her hands cupped his face a moment later.

      “Husband! Are you all right, my love?”

      His brain went fuzzy with the attention, and it took him a moment to process the words.

      “Uhhh…” he responded with the only sound he could muster.

      He sat on the ground, wrapped up in the woman who clutched at him, berating himself. Speak, damn it! He begged himself.

      “I’m what now?” he asked.

      FUCK! he thought to himself.

      Her face scrunched a little in irritation and she began inspecting him closely. He watched as her eyes took in his body from bottom to top and back again before she rapidly fired a couple of questions at him.

      “My love, are you alright? Are you hurt in any way? You’re mine, you better not be hurt anymore.”

      She sounded aggressive and very nearly angry. For some reason he couldn’t quite fathom, he felt a tickle in his belly as she finished speaking.

      Weird, he thought to himself.

      Had he always reacted that way around aggressive women? Before trying to deal with whatever bizarre emotions she was pressing on him, he decided to do his best to answer her questions before she started pawing at him again. He rotated his shoulders, lifted himself up to his feet, and rotated his head.

      “All good. Not a scratch on me.”

      She got halfway through nodding her head at him before her budding look of relief was once again replaced by a scowl. “Wait… what do you mean ‘I’m what now?’ You’re my husband! You better not be asking what you are.”

      As she spoke, he peered down to his left hand, and sure enough, there was the proof of her statement. It was a simple wedding band of gold and intricate carvings. A similar ring was upon her left hand, and he couldn’t deny that they were a set. He tried to take a step back and gain some distance to think, but he momentarily forgot he was leaning against what felt like a wall.

      He looked back to the… wall? He could feel the barrier with his hands but couldn’t pass through what appeared to be thin air. Deciding to deal with it later, he got back to the topic at hand. “Let me start over… honey?” he asked, as if trying to figure out what pet name he’d have decided on for her.

      As soon as he’d spoken, he knew it was the wrong epithet as her scowl worsened.

      “I don’t have any wounds, but everything is fuzzy. Like, I should have memories, but nothing is coming to mind. I’m… sorry.”

      The words had come out in a flurry, but he slowed down by the end, looking down and away from her, which only had him looking at her broad, white wings as they wrapped around the pair.

      Her scowl remained, as if waiting for the punchline of the joke he had to be telling. When she didn’t find anything but shameful apprehension and fear on his face and in his posture, she leaned back and relaxed a little. She continued to manhandle him, though. “It’s Valencia. Don’t you remember? You really don’t remember me, as amazing as I am? How could you forget?”

      Antonio was having trouble keeping up with her rapid-fire questions as well as her accent, but he didn’t miss the shine of her eyes as she grew desperate. Before he could respond, he watched her eyes flare open in one last attempt to jog his memory.

      She suddenly kissed him, bringing his body up against hers in a desperate embrace, closing her wings around them. He found her taste absolutely intoxicating, like a spiced wine – sharp and addictive. Without conscious thought or the will to refuse her, he let himself sink into the kiss, feeling himself harden as he had his mouth ravaged by the beautiful angel.

      As they kissed, Antonio felt like he could remember something. It was small, but he could recall familiarity in the kiss, like they had done so many times before. Before he could grasp at the memory, it faded away like smoke in a strong wind. He was left with nothing but the feeling of loss as he felt her break away from the kiss to look at him.

      Antonio felt his body move towards her as she left, hungry for more, but caught and steadied himself, if not his foggy mind. He watched her smirk as he panted lustily, trying to get himself under control.

      “Anything?” she asked.

      Again, he shook his head, both to clear the haze of lust and to consider her question.

      “No. I felt something there, but I have nothing but the feeling. It vanished as soon as I realized what it was. Maybe we should try again?” He offered a weak smile.

      Not liking the answer, the angel huffed out a breath. “Well, either way, we need to get home. My wife and son are waiting.” She smirked at him, again, as he lifted the hand with the ring on it and glanced at her curiously. “Sorry, I meant our wife and son. Maybe Xira will know what to do about this.”

      She looked back over her shoulder then again to him, and the sword that rested at his hip. “Do you recall at least how to fight, husband?”

      He gazed down at the sword, surprised to find it there. He tilted his head up to her and shrugged, jerking a single shoulder, “Just stick ‘em with the pointy end, right?” Valencia let out a short laugh, shaking her head as she started to walk forward.

      Antonio followed silently as she walked briskly, muttering, “Starting all over then.” She kicked her foot out and send a rock zooming off into the distance. He hadn’t seen it before, but where the body of the minotaur once lay, was now a bloody sack in place of the body. No other trace remained. “Come along,” she called back, picking up the pouch and adding its contents to her own before dropping it on the ground.

      The pair made their way along, keeping a steady pace, and the two of them stopped when they caught sight of another minotaur standing in the road. This time, Antonio was determined to not be a burden and kept pace with Valencia. He pulled his sword from the scabbard and flexed his muscles. It felt right in his hands, even if he couldn't recall how to fight with it. He just hoped muscle memory would help him be better than an amateur, if he had indeed once known how to fight with a sword.

      Like the earlier one, this beast was purple and held a great axe in his hands. It charged as it saw them. Antonio steeled himself, readying himself for the fight. With a roar, he launched himself at the beast as Valencia rushed at his side. He ducked as the minotaur swung the axe horizontally at the pair, and Valencia stepped into it with her shield, preventing it from gaining the momentum it needed to be effective.

      As he heard the metal clash he dove in with his sword and did his utmost to gut the bull trying to cleave them in half. His slice did damage but wasn't enough to bite all the way through the dense muscles of the beast. It screamed as he pulled away from it, screaming into the air as saliva flew from his mouth. Valencia effortlessly lifted above him with her wings. Her own sword, which he hadn't even seen, did what his couldn't, tearing through guts and all the way back to the spine of the creature. 

      The minotaur let out a pained howl and fell to the ground as he tried to keep his guts inside. It was a losing battle and as he let out a death cry, he began to disappear from existence. In his place was a single brown leather bag, almost an exact copy of the one Valencia had picked up before. She grabbed it and inspected the contents, glowering again at their prize. 

      "What are we even here for?" Antonio asked.

      He wasn't sure if she'd answer him, but she moaned for a couple of seconds then looked back to him, frustration still clear on her face.

      "I shouldn't have to explain it," she growled again and stomped her foot, apparently coming to a decision. "Alright, we agreed to help stop the northern army of Celek from invading and entered the town. The army was already here. We're here because if we don't help stop them, our home is right in their path. I won't lose our family to them." There was determination and anger in her eyes.

      As Antonio stared, he also saw a shadow of pain and hurt.

      "Not again,” she concluded.

      Looking at her expression, Antonio didn't have it in himself to prod anymore. He was certain that part of him was supposed to know already, even if he couldn't recall. "Well, let's get on with it then. Gotta get back to our family, right?" 

      She nodded curtly, looking as if she wanted something of him but thought better of it at the last moment. Her ever-present frown on her face, she led the way forward. With a start of realization, she spun to him and started patting down his body, looking for something. She roughly touched every inch of him.

      "Damn. What the hell happened?" she asked herself angrily as she finished her inspection.

      "What?" he asked.

      She had paused at his necklace, her eyes softening a moment before hardening again when she'd finished. He looked to the necklace and saw a picture of a man, standing with a boy who looked like the man with Valencia and another woman.

      Whoever she was, she was gorgeous. Clearly shorter than the other two with light skin and wearing clothes that seemed like vines wrapped together around herself, she had bright green eyes with hair that matched. He couldn't help the tightening of his gut when he stared at her, or his urge to hold the child. The feelings he couldn't resonate with confused him.

      "Your gear is damaged. We must start all over with you. Whatever you are going through is affecting more than your head. I had wondered when you couldn't cut deep enough into the minotaur, but..." She shrugged. "I'm still a three-star fighter, even if you're only a one. We should be fine. Just... stay behind me until we can figure this out." She puffed a stray lock of hair out of her eyes, moving them forward again. "One more to go..."

      They reached the end of the path leading through the town and stared at yet another minotaur. This one, unlike the others, was bigger and held two hand-axes instead of a great axe. He bellowed as he saw them and rushed forward. He swung his body around in a whirlwind, not giving them a chance to prepare as the first two had. 

      Valencia threw Antonio to the ground as she reacted quicker than he thought possible and lifted her shield to catch the hulking minotaur warrior. His axes struck four times before he came to a stop, and she grunted under the strain of defending against him. With a cry of effort, she pushed the bull-man off her shield and launched herself at him, attacking as he lost his balance. Her sword went into him, doing deep damage as she yanked it out when it stopped.

      The minotaur bellowed in rage, and Valencia flinched back, clearly unprepared for not having offed the bull in one swinging slice. Antonio got to his feet as they exchanged blows and watched as an axe sank into Valencia's shoulder before she could get back. The blow dug deep, breaking her collarbone as it struck. She backed away before it could inflict mortal damage. Antonio cried out in rage. Unprepared to see the angel hurt, he ran at the minotaur.

      The minotaur smiled with blood in its mouth as Antonio ran for it, although the creature wasn't expecting the small human to be faster. When Antonio's blade dug into the same place Valencia's had, it did enough damage to cause the bull to start convulsing, stopping the fatal cleave that had been started.

      When the beast disappeared, Antonio felt in his very soul that the battle was completely over. He walked over to Valencia to check on her. To his surprise, her wound was gone, and even her clothes had been repaired. They were now unblemished in the aftermath of their battle. In the moment he had to ponder that wonder, Valencia launched herself at him, grabbing him and once again gifting him with a kiss that curled his toes and made his pants frustratingly tight. 

      "Are you ok?" he asked, looking at her for signs of damage or distress.

      She shook her head, and he wondered if she was hurt until she offered a sad smile. 

      "I suppose you really have forgotten everything. I'm fine. At the end of the fight, we always return to our normal selves, even if we are mortally wounded. So long as one of us survives."

      Something about the way she spoke brought an image to his head, unbidden. He couldn't place where it was from, but he had an image of watching a human child with a small machine made of tiny metal parts that showed moving pictures. The child was playing what he assumed was a game.

      As soon as it came, like the earlier memory, it was gone. He shook his head, again unsure of what was happening. All that mattered was that the fight was over, and they had survived.

      Antonio walked over and picked up the pouch that was sitting on the ground, feeling a surprising amount of heft to it. Looking inside, he found a horn and a few gold pieces. Not knowing what to do with the contents, he tossed it to Valencia. She caught the bag easily, adding the contents to another she kept at her waist then looking at Antonio.

      "Let's get out of here and go home," she said. "The battle will wait for us to return when we are ready."
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      The pair stepped from the town they had been fighting in and stood at the entrance to what was either a comfortable cottage or a very small farm. Antonio saw grass surrounding an inviting dirt road which led to a wooden fence that he imagined wouldn't keep out much.

      That fence had a gate in the center, which met with the road, and opened onto a short path that led to a wooden door. He recognized it as the background to the picture he had on the necklace he'd looked at while they had been fighting, and he imagined this might be their home.

      "Xira!" Valencia called loudly. " I need you now! We have a problem."

      The door opened seconds later, and the first one out was the boy from the picture he had. Next came the petite busty woman, who walked straight to Valencia. She wrapped herself up in the angel, kissing her with a heat and passion. Antonio was slightly envious not to be part of it.

      He smiled at the child who ran straight for him. When the boy reached him, he picked him up, lifting him in his arms and hugging him tight as if he'd done so hundreds of times before.

      Antonio felt tears toll down his cheek as the child hugged him. He had no idea who this was he was holding, but he held him close to hide the tears. He wasn’t sure why he was acting this way but couldn’t seem to help both the relief and love he felt. Antonio held on, feeling loss and sadness, just like a father would.

      He felt a tear roll down his cheek as he did so, though he held the child whose name he couldn’t recall close so he wouldn't see. He had no idea why he was acting this way but couldn't seem to help the relief and love he felt as he held on, feeling both loss and sadness, just as a father would.

      As a tear rolled down his cheek, he stared at Valencia and the woman, apparently named Xira, who watched him in return. As Xira stared, Valencia whispered things in her ear, catching her up while keeping the child out of it.

      Xira frowned as Valencia spoke to her in a tone lower than he could catch. At some point, she pulled away to look at Valencia in the eye, shook her head, and started listening again with the same expression on her face. She nodded several times and gasped once. After they finished, the women walked over to Antonio. Xira took the boy as Antonio wiped the tear from his cheek. 

      The boy looked to Xira, unhappy with something and spoke loudly, "But I want daddy!"

      Xira spoke softly to the boy, telling him he’d get to be with his daddy again soon. His mommies needed to speak with daddy, though, and daddy would find him later. He watched silently as Xira patted the boy on his rump then sent him into the house. She walked over to him and put her arms around his head, drawing him into a kiss that left him breathless with the love and devotion that came from it. She tasted of mint and earth, which refreshed him. 

      Just when he thought the kiss would deepen, Xira pulled away, and Antonio came out of his daze to see Valencia's hand on Xira's shoulder. Antonio watched, still dazed, as Xira sighed, and a green glow started to emanate from her palms.

      He jumped back, unsure of what to expect, as he couldn't recall ever having seen anything like the magic that she was about to call down on him. As soon as he stopped for a moment, he recalled the calming kiss she'd given and sat still as she stepped forward to him, placing those glowing hands on the sides of his head. 

      He felt warmth enter his body, starting at his temples, and work its way through his brain. He felt as the warmth traveled its way down his neck and into his shoulders, down his arms and into his fingertips. He felt as it worked its way through his vital organs and down his to his feet, ending in his toes. 

      As the warmth faded, Xira took a step back. "Interesting…" She frowned. "What's our son's name?"

      "Z---" he started with that single syllable, lifting his hand as if it were the easiest question in the world.

      Then, as quick as he thought he'd known -- he didn't. He had no clue what the boy's name was. He once again felt that wretched tear flow out of his eye and down his cheek.

      He felt the liquid cascade down until it met his mouth, the salt permeating the flavor of the woman in front of him and causing him to cough as he choked up. He felt, deep in his soul, that he should know his son’s name, and it broke his heart that he didn't.

      When his hand went down, his face fell with it, and any energy Antonio thought he had vanished. As he felt his body start to go boneless, he was wrapped up by the two women who took him in and comforted him.

      "I'm sorry, my love," Xira said. "We're here for you."

      She kissed his forehead, then his cheek, and finally his mouth again, taking away the taste of salt. Her flavor stopped his sorrow, and he felt himself fall into a trance as she bestowed love upon him.

      When the kiss broke, he felt himself squished in the ample bosom of his wife Xira. As he tried to look at her, she placed his face between her breasts, keeping him locked in place as things happened around him that he wasn't to be a part of. Rather than interrupt what was happening, Antonio allowed the women in his life to speak with each other, trying to decide how best to deal with their problems and his.

      When he was finally let up for air, a decision had been made, and he had no choice but to go along with it.

      "We're going to town." Valencia no longer appeared angry, just upset and slightly depressed. "Before we go, I need you to follow me…"

      She walked away, her wings folded neatly in, allowing her to walk in without difficulty. He followed. She stopped when she reached a mirror that finally allowing him to see his own face.

      Antonio was surprised to see that he was young and gifted with a narrow body that had defined muscle all throughout. He wasn't bulky or big, and he certainly didn't appear tall, especially when compared to his winged wife, but he thought he was of average height. He had silver eyes and blonde hair. He was shocked to find that he was the person in the locket he kept, meaning that there was no denying that it was his son he'd forgotten.

      She noticed the look in his eyes and spoke softly, clearly trying not to get the attention of their son. "Xavier, is his name. We just call him Xav most of the time. He's..." She sniffled a little, which surprised him as aggressive as she’d been so far. "He's a daddy's boy, and I want you to come back and be his father again. I couldn't stand it if something happened to you and he had to grow up without you."

      Antonio nodded, happy to have at least one piece of information that he really needed. His son's name was Xavier, and he was married to Valencia and Xira. He inspected himself one last time, as if trying to burn the image of what he looked like in his mind. Then, he walked away from the mirror. They had places to be.

      As soon as they left the path in front of the home, they appeared in a bustling town. It had multiple areas, including a blacksmith, an inn, a coliseum, which appeared closed for repairs, and many other buildings. Valencia grabbed him and took him to the inn to get a room for the night and they walked up to the counter.

      "We need a room," he said, keeping a smile on his face.

      "Ten gold," the stocky, black-haired and bearded dwarf at the counter said in a gruff voice, turning back to grab a key from a rack behind him.

      The dwarf looked up and down at the keys up for selection and picked a number six key, setting it on the counter as Valencia got out the money to pay. Antonio went along with her and felt a small thrill at being around a bed with her, although he could tell she was having difficulty with his condition.

      Antonio wasn't quite sure how to tell her he'd happily take part in any fun that happened whether he had his memories or not. He was certain if they had children, they'd been together enough that he was going to have a lot of fun with her.

      Rather than give him a chance to speak up for himself, as he stumbled over the words, Antonio opened the door to room number six and walked in behind Valencia. Much to his surprise, she spun quickly and shoved him back against the door.

      Valencia thrust one muscled leg between his, causing him to have to spread his own to keep from getting injured. She pinned his arms above him, keeping a firm grip on him as she kissed him with rough need. He tried to take control as was his desire but found himself unable.

      With a smirk, she pressed her wet lips to his ear as he started to pant in excitement, "I'm a three-star warrior. You're only a one. That means that, until we get you figured out, I'm stronger. And I plan to take you, my husband. You won't be able to stop me."

      She kissed down his neck, causing shivers and gooseflesh to appear along his skin, and she kept a firm grip on him as she walked him over to the bed. He didn't know where she'd been hiding it, but Valencia pulled out a couple of short pieces of rope before tying his wrists to the bedpost.

      Antonio, unsure of his own wants and needs given his predicament, was surprised to find that being taken by this stronger, beautiful woman appealed to him. As she restrained him, he felt himself become rock hard, now unable to do anything to help himself.

      To his aroused frustration and great pleasure, the angel began a slow, sensual trail of kisses back up from his ear, kissing it wetly and biting his earlobe gently. He bucked his hips, trying to get closer to his wife, but was not able to do so. He really needed his arms to accomplish that.

      She straddled his waist, bringing her entrance near the throbbing length held in check by his pants, and she continued to explore his body with her mouth as he was tormented by the knowledge that her entrance was just out of his reach. He was vaguely aware of having lost his shirt at some point, but he was too enthralled to care.

      After a time spent tormenting him, she lowered her hips down enough that he could feel her heat even through his pants and her panties. Rather than give him the feeling he so desperately wanted, Valencia instead lifted her hips from his, getting up from the bed while he groaned with need.

      She let the panties she’d kept on slowly slide to the floor while removing Antonio’s pants with ease. He watched, entranced, as Valencia’s eyes devoured his newly naked flesh, her eyes showing hunger, desire, and possession. It was plain that she couldn’t get enough, any more than he could. This deliciously slow torture was something she greatly enjoyed, and the look in her eyes was nearly enough to send him over the edge. Clearly, he preferred strong women.

      She spun around and put her legs on either side of his head to straddle his face as she positioned herself to take his length into her mouth, and she groaned herself as he lifted his tongue to her already well-lubricated entry. He licked slowly, discovering that the taste of these lips was much stronger than the taste of her mouth. It was sweet, with a hint of spice and terrifyingly addicting. She seemed to get wetter as he worked.

      He unconsciously bucked his hips as she licked his member slowly, teasing him. "Ah, ah, ah... none of that now. You're mine, not the other way around."

      She went back to kissing various bits of his flesh while he serviced her pussy, and she eventually moved back to lick his cock, running her tongue up the length and back.

      He felt himself start to twitch with excitement, waiting for her to give him what he wanted. She, of course, refused. He worked, hypnotized by the experience until she began to shudder over him, feeling the start of an orgasm.

      She took him fully into her mouth as he pushed her over the edge, rewarding him for getting her off. She lifted her pussy from his mouth while she wrapped her tongue around him, gently pulling at him, driving him wild with need. He again bucked his hips, but rather than pull away as she'd done before, it only made her more excited.

      Valencia took him all the way down to the base one more time, allowing him to nearly slide into her throat before pulling up and off him. Rather than let him get away, she shifted on the bed so that she was above him.

      If he'd had words he'd have started begging. Antonio had been soooo close. He'd been able to feel his body preparing itself for an orgasm that would have left him shattered and trembling. She again lowered her well-lubricated pussy to his shaft, this time only teasing herself with the tip and using his torment to heighten her own twisted pleasure.

      He gyrated his hips, lost to the wild need to fuck his wife, but unable to do so, restrained by her domination. She brought herself up to kiss him again, delving her tongue into his mouth before asking, again mockingly, "What is it, my love? What do you want?"

      "I..." Antonio panted while he tried to make his voice work. It was incredibly difficult to get the words out as she teased the tip of his cock. It was going to burst if he couldn't have her soon. "I need... to... be... inside you," he finally managed to get out.

      Valencia looked at him malevolently, saying simply, "I need you to be more specific. What do you want?"

      She punctuated every word with another tease to his member, enjoying the feeling of it twitching.

      "I need my cock inside of your pussy."

      He exhaled after taking so much of her teasing. He had no strength left to resist her merciless treatment of him and surrendered completely to being her plaything. As he spoke those words, he felt her pussy come down fully, and she sat on him, taking in all of him as they both moaned in pleasure.

      Without any more words, she began to ride him hard and fast, taking herself to her second orgasm before driving him to a climax that left him breathless, broken and destroyed. He was too well pleasured and used to have moved, even if he wanted to.

      She smirked at him, lying mostly comatose on their bed, not removing him from her entry.

      "You are mine," she said, staring into his eyes. "It's too bad Xira isn't here to rouse you again. I suppose I'll have to be content with this until later."

      With surprising gentleness, she rose and untied him from the bed before lowering her mouth to his to give him a deep and loving kiss. It differed in quality from the hungry one she'd displayed earlier.

      Sometime later, he rose with her, and they walked out of the inn to take care of business. Their first stop was to the blacksmith where they handed over various materials to the smith, a muscular human with a blond handlebar mustache. He sneered at Antonio's gear, his mustache turning as his lips twisted in displeasure.

      "One star, huh? What are you even doing out there at your level?" the man huffed with a shake of his head. "All you'll do is get killed."

      "Will you be able to upgrade his equipment, then?" Valencia asked with some trepidation.

      "Yes, I'll be able to," the smith answered. "Damned weird, though. I know this gear. I've worked on it. Yet, everything I've ever done to improve it is gone. Like it never existed. All I can do is start over."

      Valencia shook her head, a small smile coming to her lips which she managed to hide quickly, but not before Antonio saw it. "How does the star system work, anyways?" Antonio asked her.

      "Huh? Oh, right" she clicked her tongue, apparently getting used to the fact that he apparently knew nothing. "There are six star levels, and you raise one at a time by obtaining six specific pieces of gear in the fight. Each piece raises your ability in battle some amount, and the pieces each person needs is unique to them.

      “I, for example, need a shield, a sword, a skirt, and a few other pieces. You, on the other hand, need a sword, a helmet for some awful reason, considering you don't wear one, a coat to match the one you have on, boots, gloves, and pants. Simple."

      "Hmm…"  Antonio found the information somewhat familiar, though he couldn't place from where or what.

      "That isn't the only way to get stronger, though," she said. "When you kill a monster in the great fight, sometimes, you get an herb to consume, that strengthens you. You need to obtain many of those herbs and get strong enough before you can advance your strength with armor. The amount you need increases with each star rank."

      He looked to the gear and down at himself. "And what am I now?"

      His wife smirked knowingly at him. "One and one," she said simply as her expression told him she was thinking fondly of manhandling him in bed. She reached into her pouch and took a few herbs out. "Eat these, they'll make you stronger."

      He did as she told him, not even thinking about it, and he felt his body become suffused in power, as his muscles contracted and expanded. His breathing came deeper and more focused and he felt lighter, somehow than he had only moments before. He could feel that there were other changes too but couldn't define them.

      She spoke again. "When you reach level ten, you can advance a star rank, assuming you have the gear to be modified."

      She nodded at the blacksmith, who stared at Antonio as if he were insane to not know something so basic. At his blank return stare, the man shook his head and returned to himself. "Come back with everything I need, and I'll get you squared away." 

      The pair walked out of the smithy and were immediately transported to their next location where there sat an enormous crystal pillar. There were hundreds of people here in this square, and he could see various flashes of light shoot down from the sky above to deposit people on the ground where people stood waiting for them.

      "Where... are we?" he asked for what felt like the hundredth time.

      "Xira and I spoke about your condition, and while nothing was wrong with you mentally or physically, she said your soul felt... odd. She can't fix a problem like that, so we are going to make a prayer to the gods to send help." She spoke briskly, as if she'd rehearsed the words in anticipation of his query. 

      Gods? Antonio thought to himself. He didn't voice the question, deciding to come to terms with that part on his own. "How do we go about that process?"

      She looked down on him, not unkindly, before brandishing what appeared to be a ticket to enter some kind of event. "We offer this to the gods, who decide whom to send our way. Sometimes it isn't anyone new, and instead you get something to make your party stronger, but its typically help. It is all up to the gods to decide."

      Valencia placed her hands together in an obvious gesture of prayer, clutching the ticket in her two hands. Antonio watched with fascination as the ticket began to burn away and disintegrate into ashes that lifted to the sky, swirling around the pillar until he lost track of them. A dazzling array of colors filled his vision: green, blue, purple, orange, and red flipping back and forth as if unable to decide which color to keep hold of. 

      The colors came slower and slower until an orange glow was all that was left, and a blazing light that tore down from the sky, originating from the pillar and making its way to them. Valencia stepped back once, allowing for a space for the help to appear. When it landed, the light that came forth nearly blinded Antonio.

      He rubbed his hands into his eyes, trying to regain his sight when a finger flicked his forehead, sending him off balance with the force of it. His eyes opened wide, now able to see perfectly again as he stared into eyes as blue as the most beautiful lake. She was dressed in leather and cloth, colors alternating from red to black with straps and strips that came together into a beautifully form-fitting outfit. 

      She was taller than he was and had leaned over to flick him which gave him the unexpected delight of looking down her cleavage, of which there was plenty. His eyes rapidly flicked up from the valley to her eyes, which had narrowed slightly before boring into him.

      "Quite peculiar," she said, in a thick accent, "You aren't alone in there, I see."

      Antonio took in all of her again, seeing the kind of ears one might find on a fox, with black fur and red highlights that matched her clothing. He saw what appeared to be a tail behind her in the same color patterning as her ears. He stared at it for a second before coming back to himself and tuning back into the conversation.

      "What do you mean?" Valencia asked.

      "In time," the woman stated. "For now, my name is Satella. I'm a soulfire mage." She looked Antonio up and down slowly which made him feel like a lab experiment. 

      "N-nice to meet you, Stella," Antonio said.

      "No!" she said, chopping her hand down in anger. "Satella. Do not get it wrong again." She ran her eyes up and down again and sighed before turning to Valencia. "Let's see what he can do."
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      Antonio huffed as they made their way back into the fray. He was tired, battered and bruised. Though there were three of them now, the two women had left him to deal with this floor on his own, keeping back to watch over him. While he felt much stronger than when he'd come in the first time, he still felt sadly unprepared against the beasts that came his way.

      He looked back once to see the women chatting amiably about something, now that they had solved the issue of her name. He'd been worried that she'd burn him alive for getting it wrong, himself. When he did so, he felt a sharp pain on his arm as what amounted to a wolf bit into it to take him down to its' level. He could tell it wanted to get at his neck and tear it out. 

      With a cry of pain and irritation, he lifted the arm that held his sword and treated the wolf like a skewer, running it through the chest. He was surprised when he didn't encounter any bones on the way through but dismissed it in favor of the bag of loot that dropped to the ground as the wolf vanished from view.

      Satella gestured him forward. While he'd enjoyed being bossed around by Valencia, he found himself wanting to bend the uppity fox over a bench. That'd put her in her place, he thought to himself a little maniacally. As they'd chatted with each other, she'd divulged some about her life, but she'd told them nothing more about his condition. 

      It was frustrating, and it made him grouchy, which led to wanting to blow off steam. Before they went forward, he decided to find out something that had been bugging him for the last few minutes. He didn't try to sneak up on the two as that would have been ridiculous, but he made his way over to the pair who were giving him questioning looks.

      He plastered what he considered to be a winning smile for them and held out a hand. "I have a favor. Can I try something really quick before we move on?"

      He wasn't sure whether it would be rude or not, what he intended, but he was going to find out. The pair nodded slowly, and he cheered internally that they were apparently done in by his smile. 

      He reached his hand over to a point at the side of Satella's head and began to lightly scratch behind her ears, as he might have a cat or a dog. Rather than bat his hand away and punch him as he'd honestly expected, she made a small moan in the back of her throat which sounded like a sexy whine before she realized what was happening.

      When she did, he regretted his actions immediately. She flashed her hand as if she were swiping at him, but rather than feeling claws contact his skin, a stream of fire shot out, burning him.

      With a howl of pain, he jumped back and did his best to put out the flames while Satella, red faced and panting hard, shook a hand at him, gesturing her fingers as if she were going to snap them.

      "You... dare..." she said slowly through clenched teeth. He was surprised to find canines in her mouth as she growled at him. "If you touch them again without my express permission, I will cook you alive, starting with your cock."

      Antonio found himself cringing away, even as he still did his best to pad out the flames that had scorched his clothes. For his piece of mind, it had been worth it, if only to hear that sexy voice of hers, though he'd have to be careful in the future not to piss her off, he decided. Her face was still red, and he could see Valencia chuckling as he spun around and started walking towards the next fight.

      Antonio got back to business, interested in finishing whatever this was, and so he walked on until he saw his next target. This time, rather than one of the enormous wolves, he saw two of them. He looked over his shoulder at the women, hoping his expression would tell them he wasn't thrilled about doing this all on his own when Satella shooed him towards the beast as if he, himself, were a pest. In her mind, he figured he probably was after scratching her ears like that. 

      He did his best to follow their orders and approached the wolves who started towards him in response. He was annoyed to watch the beasts split up as one circled to each side of his position. He decided waiting any more would only bode poorly for him, so he lunged with his sword at one wolf, annoyed when it jumped out of the way. 

      As soon as he turned, the other one leapt at his leg, trying to bite his hamstring and bring him down to their level. To his great pain and consternation, it worked, and even as he found the strength to stick his sword through the brain of the wolf that just hamstrung him the other one leapt at him. Just before its' teeth latched onto his neck, which he'd left open in his clearly stupid effort to get revenge for a bite, he saw a blazing light and felt scorching heat as his eyes wept at the sudden dazzling display.

      Antonio heard a howl and smelled burning fur as the wolf that was about to end his existence shrank away and started to turn to dust from the heat that had burned it inside and out. His nose scrunched up at the smell that lingered, even as the beast dropped the bag of loot on the ground. He glanced up from his position of cringing terror to see a smirking Satella, her fingers having snapped a moment before the wolf was incinerated.

      With a sigh, and the knowledge that this was yet another woman clearly stronger than him, he got to his feet and limped over to the pair.

      "Ready to help me now?" he asked in agitation as he couldn't quite walk correctly anymore.

      The pair looked at each other and Satella nodded to Valencia who responded to his question.

      "Yes, we'll help you, love. Can't have you dying in here, after all. If I let it happen, I'd have to answer to Xira if I did," the last was accompanied by a smile and a shaking head, as if that were the only reason for keeping him alive. 

      With a grunt, and the knowledge he wouldn't be healed to any degree until they got out, he started limping his way forward. He found himself pleasantly surprised, given how they hadn't been paying him much mind before now, when each of the women came up under an arm and helped him walk forward. He decided being injured was alright when he felt their chests against him while they walked. 

      They came to what he hoped was the last pack of wolves and stopped, setting him down and walking forward. He stayed back, able to put most of his weight on one leg before looking to the two women. They had what he would have described as a sadistic gleam in their eyes. Valencia took out her shield and sword, charging at one wolf before Satella held out both of her hands and started making motions like those of a martial artist. 

      Rather than kicking or punching her target wolf, however, he watched as flames came forward from her body with every motion, adding heat to the surrounding battlefield. After the first kick, the two wolves that were her responsibility began to back away slowly, unsure of what to do with this development. They clearly hadn't been expecting a literal firefight.

      Valencia ran her sword through the belly of the wolf she was working on when it leapt on top of her. She used her shield to catch the momentum of the wolf and stuck the sword in, as if she'd planned the whole thing.

      Satella was holding her palms out with a pair of fireballs, excited to burn something alive. He could see the firelight glint off of her eyes as she hurled fireball after fireball at her targets, and even as the wolves dodged the initial volley, she had another pair already hurling towards them.

      They howled in pain, their fur catching fire as they took the fireballs until, scorched and smoking, they died and disappeared, leaving loot in their wake. Satella picked up the bags left behind by their prey and started walking towards him, watching him intently. Like Valencia had before, he felt a glow envelop his body, and warmth filled him, as he felt his leg heal and he went back to normal.

      Unlike the previous time, he felt something inside of his mind open up, and he both heard and saw visions he couldn't place. The first was him sitting next to a bed, with Valencia holding his hand. She was sweaty and tired from her activities, but he could feel the smile tug at his lips as Xira walked into the room carrying their baby boy, freshly washed and swaddled, back to the expectant parents. He knew in his heart that all three were meant to be the parents of this child, and the idea of his child being so loved filled him with joy. 

      The next memory was of a wedding ceremony with a woman he didn't know. He was watching her come out of their home wearing a dress he'd never seen before, and his jaw was wide open as he stared at the beauty that was to be his wife. She was walking slowly towards him with a smile on her face, and the knowledge that they'd have each other for the rest of their lives after the ceremony was over. 

      At one memory, or both, Antonio wasn't quite sure of which, he felt tears roll down his cheeks unbidden, and he angrily wiped them away. As the women approached him, he stopped trying to fight the tears that freely fell. "I remember something."

      Valencia and Satella waited, watching, as if wanting more information when he told them.

      "I remember our child, Valencia. The day our son was born, and me holding your hand as Xira brought him in."

      She started to come towards him to bring him into a hug when he stopped her, speaking again. "I remember something else too. A wedding day. It wasn't to you or Xira, and I'm not even sure we had a traditional wedding, to be honest, but I remember being happy. Have I ever talked about something like that before?"

      Valencia shook her head in the negative, as she started to come forward to pay him some attention. While she was deliberating, Satella came forward and placed her two hands on his cheeks, looking deeply into his eyes while apparently searching for something. He felt her fingertips heat up just a touch while she held him, and she made a sound in her throat like she was thinking. 

      As her examination ended, she placed her lips on his cheeks, kissing away the tears that lingered, showing the first signs of affection for him yet. While he found himself wanting her to bring her lips to his, he decided not to push his luck and accept her comfort as it was given. He nodded as he felt his cheeks turn red at the sudden attention of a woman that he didn't know all that well and backed away. 

      As soon as he did, he was enveloped in a crushing hug by Valencia, who again wrapped her wings around the two of them to add to her embrace. She kissed him hotly, possessively, in a way that made him yearn for the bedroom they'd left behind in town. With his new memories, he could put more feeling to the idea of being with her, and it left him wanting. 

      When she released him, he turned back to Satella and asked, "Are you going to tell us what you know yet?"

      "Soon," she said slowly, watching the two lovers. "Soon."
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      Satella came with them to their home, curious and eager to learn more about the pair. She had become decidedly more interested in Antonio after she had inspected him that second time, though he wasn't sure of why. All he'd honestly done was get injured and recall some memories.

      When they walked in the gate, all three of them, Xira and his son came out of the house. This time, unlike the last, he walked forward to meet his son, hauling him up while he went to Xira, who was standing there with a tilt to her head he thought meant she was curious.

      Without any warning, he walked up to Xira and put his free arm around her waist, dragging her body against his and kissing her while he embraced her and their son. She tasted again of mint and earth as he kissed her soundly, while his son held on tight to the pair. 

      Valencia came over to the group and put her arms around them all. As he broke their kiss, not failing to notice how breathless Xira had become and the flush of her skin as he'd kissed her, he looked at her and with eyes shining said, "I remember." 

      "What he means is he remembers something," called out Satella from behind the group. "I have yet to determine everything, but he has yet to recall everything, so..." she trailed off whimsically with a shrug as the adults of the group stared at her.

      "Oh," Valencia and Antonio said as they sheepishly looked at each other for a moment before recalling their manners.

      Antonio continued, "Xira, Xavier-- this is Satella. Satella, meet our wife and son. With a small humming sound in her throat, she sauntered her way over to the family, as if to shake hands. When she looked at them unwilling to part with each other, she shrugged and bowed, "Pleasure to meet you, both," she said. 

      "The pleasure is... ours," Xira said, her voice sounding like a promise. "Welcome to our home." She gestured for the group as a whole, letting go to turn around, though it was clear she wasn't thrilled about the release. "Come inside, everyone, and we can figure out what all of this is about, hopefully."

      Xavier refused to peel away from Antonio even as the group separated to go inside, and latched himself on Antonio's leg, getting a grin from the child that was matched by the one Antonio felt on his face. Without a word, Antonio began to waddle his way into the home with his son still attached and a massive smile on his face, happier than he could put into words to see and remember his son, who was clearly equally as happy.

      "Xav, you been working on anything?" Antonio asked when they got inside.

      "Drawings," he said, his eyes lighting up as he thought about something, "I'll show you!" Like a shot, his son was off at a sprint to recover his drawings to show Antonio and Antonio could only laugh at his boy, as he joined the women in the living room of the residence, taking a seat on a couch between Xira and Valencia. He enjoyed being between the two beauties, and each of them smirked as he did it, seeing through him as he felt them both. 

      Satella cleared her throat as she sat on the sofa across from the family, preparing to launch right into whatever she was going to say, when an excited four-year old came rushing in holding a stack of papers to his chest. Before he could even get back to the couch, he was starting to hold them out to his father to look at.

      "One moment, Satella," he said, taking the papers from Xavier before he could lose them all and fall on his face, unable to see anything in his determined rush.

      Antonio looked down at the pictures and saw surprisingly detailed works involving him and Valencia slaying what he assumed was a monster. He saw one of all four of them in a home together, with smiles on their faces. The last picture was of the two of them, Xavier and Antonio, labeled 'daddy and me.'

      He told Xavier that he was doing a good job on them so far, and that he was going to put the one of the whole family up on the wall so they could all enjoy it, before talking about how his son could improve on them for next time. Antonio then told him he was going to tell his new adventure stories later that night of what he and momma Valencia had been up to while they'd been gone, though he left obviously unstated that he would curate certain bits... like nearly dying to a wolf. 

      He ruffled his son's hair as he got up to put the picture on the wall and came back over to once again take his place, where he now found his son. Rather than kick him out, exactly, Antonio picked Xavier up and place him on his shoulders, sitting on the couch with his son now overhead. There was plenty of headroom, so he wasn't concerned as long as he kept held of his son's feet. 

      Satella once again cleared her throat, having watched the whole exchange in front of her with an emotion on her face he hadn't been able to read. Tabling his curiosity for a later time, since he'd be able to ask his wives, he listened to her while she spoke:

      "Alright. So, as I haven't been fully introduced to you, Xira, I am Satella, and I am a soulfire mage. What that means is that I work magic through my soul, allowing the flame to be one with myself. To gain the power I have, I had to become acutely attuned with my own soul and that of others. I can heal, to some very limited degree, but my experience is with things inside the body. In him…" She lifted a finger at Antonio while she took a breath. "I see something I've never seen before."

      Not allowing her to continue, Xira jumped in. "But you can help him, right? The gods wouldn't have sent you to us if you couldn't help him."

      "Are you going to let me finish?" she asked slowly once Xira had finished running off on her own tangent.

      Xira nodded and started blushing furiously at her own actions while Antonio smiled, looking up at his son, who had completely lost the conversation, as he'd expected.

      "Good. Now, I see in him not one soul, as every living being has, but two. I have some guesses about what happened, but all that really matters is he is two people in one body. I don't know which one is dominant or if they are equals. "What I do know, is that he regained memory at the end of the last battle, when he was healed. So, if I had to recommend a plan, it would be for him to keep fighting, as he could regain all his memories that way, given time. I will warn you now though, that may change him even more than has already happened."

      Satella stopped and sat back in her seat, letting the information sink in. Antonio spoke up in the silence with a question of his own,

      "So, what are you going to do from here? You aren't bound to stay if you don't want to. We may have wished for help, but you aren't obligated to keep company with us."

      Satella snorted and looked at him like he was an idiot for a moment. Then her face softened, "I will stay. You seem interesting, so I wish to learn more as you regain what you have lost."

      With the business out of the way and no real answers other than the obvious, the group broke and Xira walked into the kitchen to make dinner while Valencia started to play with their son, who had eventually wanted to be let down. Antonio followed her into the kitchen, very nearly stalking her as they came up to where the food was to be prepared. 

      Without pausing as she turned towards him, he molded himself to her body, fitting into his wife's curves with an ease that almost felt practiced. Somehow, he knew just how to get close without any issues. He tilted his mouth towards hers and kissed her again, as he had earlier. This time, without his son in hand, the kiss was much hotter, much more passionate. 

      Her eyes glowed as she stuck her tongue into his mouth, and the two stood all but welded together in desire in the kitchen. Antonio was starting to consider what he could do if he picked her up and set her on the counter when he heard something, 

      "Is there anything I can do... to... help..." Satella spoke, trailing off at the end as she walked into what had been a very intimate moment.

      The two didn't remove themselves from each other, but they did both turn red, having forgotten there was anyone in the house but the family. Likewise, Satella's face had gone scarlet and when he looked closely, Antonio could see that the insides of her ears had even gained a pink tinge and were pointed directly at him. 

      After looking at Satella for a few moments, the two separated. What was odd to Antonio was that Satella hadn't gone anywhere. She had stayed put, as if watching to see what they would do. He'd have said or done something, but he figured that fondling her ears as he had previously, he shouldn't be the one to make any sort of move lest she make good on her promise to create cooked sausage with his sensitive bits. He knew that would break his wives' hearts as they very much-loved playing with said bits. 

      "You can help me chop up some vegetables for the stew," Xira said finally, having gotten enough of her normal brain cells to register the question that had been asked. "I could use some help as onions have always been difficult for me."

      Without a word about what they had been doing, or their nearly captive audience, the three went about the business of preparing dinner. Antonio had to go down to the cellar and get some of the preserved meat for the meal, and during the time he was gone Satella and Xira had begun talking about places and people, and shared sights and experiences.

      Listening to them talk brought to mind the realization that he had no damned clue how old he was. He didn't know how old anyone was. It may have been a blessing in disguise, but he wasn't sure.

      All he knew was that he was the incredibly lucky man in a relationship with two others. He wondered, though, as he helped prepare the meal, about what else he had forgotten. He knew his wives wondered about him too with the glances he'd received during the day from everyone. 

      He thought about what Satella had said about his memories and the idea that he might get them back if he just learned to fight again and plowed his way through the battles ahead. That with each he might get something back. In the end, all he could do was keep putting one foot in front of the other and moving forward. That was, if he wanted to recall what had made him fall in love with the women in his life, or what the hell that wedding memory had been.

      After dinner, they sat together as a family and a guest, discussing whatever came to mind and even enjoying companionable silence from time to time while the adults watched Xavier play. Early in the evening Xira put him to bed and the four looked at each other, at a loss for what to do. Given their activities earlier in the day, Antonio excused himself for the night, determined to go to bed early and hopefully enjoy his wives as they came to bed.

      As soon as he'd moved forward with that idea, he noticed he'd been flanked by his women. Satella was shown where the guest bedroom was, and she shut the door after walking in. Antonio turned around, looking at his wives, and he instantly felt like prey as their predatory gazes locked on him.

      Xira moved to him slowly, as if stalking as animal, then slid her hand up to his face, pulling him into a kiss that instantly aroused and inflamed his lust. His eyes slid to Valencia, who just stood there watching, hungrily taking in the sight of them together.

      “I get you first,” Xira said to him as she broke the kiss. “After all, Valencia had you when you two went to town. Now… let me see what I’ve been missing.” He felt her lips against his again as she began to walk him backwards towards the bed, and he felt his pants fall as her hands unfastened them while they walked. “Mmm, I missed you,” she said, pushing him onto the mattress.

      “I missed you too, and I didn’t even know it,” Antonio said, responding to her lust.

      He reached for her as she stood over him, needing to feel her body with his own. Antonio pulled Xira against him and started kissing her hotly, starting again with her lips while she sat into his lap. He trailed kisses from her mouth to her ear and back again, taking a moment to sink his teeth into her neck after he’d finished with her mouth.

      He felt his already hard shaft stiffen again at the sensual moan she let out at his bite, and he leaned back from her momentarily, just looking at his wife and reveling in her beauty. He picked her up and swapped their positions, pinning her underneath him. He took her shirt in his hands, before tearing it down the front, watching with excitement as button after button gave way to his treatment.

      When it was finished, he looked to her exquisite breasts and with a moan leaned down to pay them the same attention he had her mouth. He used his tongue to trace a line from one to the other and pulling gently at her nipples with his teeth. He began to slowly make his way lower when he lifted his eyes up to see Valencia sitting in the single chair in the room, touching herself as she watched them.

      He returned his attention to his dryad and once again began to taste her, moving even lower with his mouth. He trailed kisses down one leg, and then the other, intentionally not touching her center, inching closer and closer with every pass. When he couldn’t stand waiting any longer, he laid his tongue to her now dripping wet pussy and licked up her juices.

      As with Valencia, the flavor was similar to her mouth but much, much stronger. The taste of mint, earth and even a hint of fruit filled his mouth as he licked her up. Even more intoxicating that the taste of her, even more than the feel of her silky flesh under his ministrations, were the moans of pleasure she was making at being handled in this way.

      She had begun to pant deeply, wanting more but being unable to put it into words when he wouldn’t give her a chance to breathe. While he enjoyed her with his tongue, he took care to not let her climax too quickly, keeping her just short of her highest pleasure.

      As he lost himself in his task, he did not notice Valencia making her way to the bed, now as naked as them as she crawled in behind Xira and began to touch her. She massaged Xira’s breasts gently and pulled at her nipples, making the dryad only moan louder. Valencia picked her up and brought her back, holding tight as Antonio lost the last of his restraint.

      Antonio got up on the bed, lining his cock up with Xira’s slick entry, before sliding in slowly, burying himself all the way to the base as Xira cried in pleasure, nearly climaxing from the shift in activity. As he began to move inside her, he heard her cries grow louder, as his own grunts of excited pleasure joined in. Soon, the two were lost to the joy of fucking one another, even as Valencia continued to play with Xira.

      Antonio felt his climax building as Xira reached hers, and he began to pump inside of her harder, faster, struggling for his own release. As he achieved it, he fell on top of his wives, wrapping them up in a tired and fierce embrace. When he would normally have started to go soft as he pulled out, he found that wasn’t an issue as a green glow encompassed his body, courtesy of his Xira.

      “We have someone else to satisfy before we’re even close to done, my love.”

      She turned around in Valencia’s arms and began to kiss the woman hotly as Antonio looked down to the now exposed nether region of his angelic wife. She was even wetter than Xira had been, and he didn’t have the ability to wait, filling his angel with his newly hard length.

      He heard a moan equal to Xira’s escape her as she was heavily kissed and fucked by both of her partners. Having felt her intense needs, they could see she needed nothing but rough passion, and they did their best to deliver it to her. Antonio slammed at her insides, finding it would take some time before he would reach another climax.

      As he did, Xira kissed and fondled Valencia’s body, accepting the noises of pleasure from the angel with lustful desire of her own. Antonio had no idea how long their coupling lasted, but as he filled his angel with his seed, he was fully spent, again collapsing on the pair and leaning past Xira to kiss Valencia deeply.

      Antonio held on to his wives, falling to the side while wrapped up in each other and making a big pile of limbs while they all smiled at each other. They all panted with satisfaction. He had the distinct impression it wouldn’t be the first time they all slept together.

      Antonio hadn't noticed until that moment, but the bedroom door had been left open a crack. It wasn’t enough to notice normally, but enough that if someone put their ear to it, they'd fall through, which was exactly what happened shortly after the three collapsed in a pile. On her hands and knees sat Satella, her face beet red and clueless about how she'd gotten there.

      Xira looked down from her position on the bed with a smirk and a twinkle in her eye.

      "Got you," she said.

      The trio watched in amused silence as Satella attempted to say something but couldn't form words now that she'd been caught. Xira took pity on the woman, and said what Antonio imagined she was hoping to hear, "Come on then, might as well join us. You can get back to your battle tomorrow."

      “Hey, I don’t get an opinion?” Antonio asked.

      His two wives stared at him as if he were insane before laughing.

      “You can’t possibly tell us you don’t want her here after the way you fondled her ears,” Valencia said.

      Antonio sighed, a small smirk coming to his lips before he nodded in complete agreement with his wives. “I don’t suppose I will, then.”

      Antonio set his head back against his pillow, smirk still in place, thinking that the next little while would become very interesting. He might have no idea who he was or how he got there, but he would fight, he would be a father, he would love his women… and, if he was lucky enough, he might even get the rest of his memories back along the way.
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      “Are you sure it’s up here, Rain?” Damon asked as he prepared for another fight.

      The way ahead remained vacant as they reached another break in the switchback trail.

      He doubted anything was up here, but they’d run into more than one fight on the island.

      “I’m sure. I divined it this morning,” the elf replied quietly.

      “Oh, you divined it, did you?” Bree asked.

      “I did, in fact.”

      “Are you sure you’re divining correctly? Because the last two times-”

      “Quit being such a bitch, Bree,” Lily said.

      Bree laughed. “That’s not very ladylike, princess.”

      “Keep it up, see what happens,” Lily replied.

      “You realize that’s just incentive, right?” Bree asked.

      “All right, hush,” Damon said, and was grateful for the silence that fell.

      He liked them; he liked their voices, and he obviously liked hearing them tease each other merrily, but they were on a mission, an important one. And he was finding it difficult to keep his focus.

      Especially given the fact that his half-nymph girlfriend was teasing his tall, well-built princess girlfriend in that way.

      The way that usually resulted in intense, sweaty, very noisy threesomes.

      Sometimes foursomes, depending on Rain’s mood.

      As they reached the next switchback, found it clear, and kept going, he realized their latest addition was keeping quiet. Damon tossed a quick glance over his shoulder and saw her at the back of their line, a look of mild amusement on her demonic face.

      It was times like this that he appreciated Karasi and her determined demeanor. He never thought he’d be traveling with and working alongside a demon.

      A succubus? Maybe.

      But a demon?

      And yet, here he was, doing it happily.

      It wasn’t that he had a problem with them, more that most of the demons he’d come across were not very amenable to working with humans, or elves, or most of the races of his realm.

      “Oh, come on, how much longer?” Bree complained.

      “How in Aurora’s name do you complain this much as a nymph? Isn’t walking through the outdoors your entire thing?” Lily asked.

      “First of all, I’m half-nymph, and the other half is human. Second of all, I am no longer with my people for a reason,” Bree replied.

      “Is the reason because you like to get trussed up and pounded hard?” Lily asked.

      “So unladylike.”

      “You are really walking the sword’s edge today, aren’t you?”

      “Focus, we’re almost there, seriously,” Damon said.

      “Sorry,” Bree murmured.

      She was in one of her moods, and he could almost hear what Lily was probably thinking right now: You should loosen up. She probably had a point. They all had great senses, better reflexes, and could defend themselves against a lot of things.

      And so far, he hadn’t seen any evidence that there was anything truly dangerous up here.

      Of course, that could change in an instant, but they made as good a team in the field as they did in the sheets.

      At last, they ascended the final switchback and came to stand on the hilltop. After taking a quick look around for threats, Damon took a moment to admire the view.

      They all did.

      The island they had come to and spent the past week wandering all over in search of their old holy relic wasn’t particularly large, but it was rather beautiful.

      Covered mostly in a large forest, with a few particularly beautiful glades and shady thickets, it had been a good place to visit. He trusted the Goddess that they had chosen to follow, Aurora, but She had sent them to some rather unpleasant places over the course of their service to Her.

      This is a nice vacation, he thought as he looked at Karasi. It was a pleasant reprieve from the land they’d been traveling through.

      Demons weren’t killed on sight in the major cities, but they weren’t exactly treated very well.

      She seemed happier, though it was admittedly difficult to tell. He’d gotten good at reading the others, but he was still getting used to her.

      “Okay, we doing this?” Bree asked.

      “Yes,” Damon replied, turning back to face the tower.

      “What kind of an asshole would have an entire tower built up here?” Lily muttered as she joined him in scrutinizing the old stone structure.

      “Probably a rich one,” Damon replied.

      The tower didn’t look very practical, more of a vanity project. Admittedly, he understood the appeal. Having a nice little tower atop the tallest point on a small, beautiful island would be nice.

      Maybe they could take it for themselves, use it as a getaway after particularly difficult missions or when the world became too much to deal with. The island did host hostile creatures, but so far nothing they couldn’t handle.

      Damon drew his blade. “Let’s do this. Rain, I don’t suppose you divined anything more specific than ‘somewhere nearby’?”

      “No,” she replied. “That’s not how it works.”

      “I’m still unclear on this method of hunting,” Karasi said as they began walking towards the tower. “If it’s ‘somewhere nearby’, could it not be buried somewhere in the dirt or over the side of the hill?” she asked.

      “Though the spell can be somewhat imprecise, sometimes specific details come to me beyond a basic location. This was the situation when I cast the divination. Wherever the relic is, we will find it by accessing the tower,” Rain replied.

      “Great, that could mean so many things,” Lily muttered. “That could mean we’ll find it by ‘accessing the tower’, coming back outside, and falling down the hill to where this thing is.”

      “I didn’t get that impression,” Rain said.

      “We’ll figure it out,” Damon replied.

      He came up to the weathered door, finding it closed and locked.

      “Lily, see if you can pick it,” he said. “I’m going to check around the sides.”

      “On it,” Lily replied, grabbing her kit and dropping to one knee in front of the door.

      Damon made a circle around the exterior of the tower, checking the few windows he came across to see if they offered any insight into what lay within. But the windows were both intact and filthy to the point of being opaque, blocking most of the view.

      What little he could see showed him a depressingly vacant interior.

      He ended up back at where he’d started to find Lily putting her tools away. As she got back to her feet, he couldn’t help but admire her height.

      She was the only one taller than he was, though Karasi came close.

      Lily looked at him and smirked. “I know that look. I thought you were supposed to be focusing.”

      “Shut up,” he replied.

      “You should definitely try to make me.”

      He sighed and shook his head as he approached the door. Lily laughed softly as she drew her blade and shield. Damon opened the door once she was in position and they tensed, waiting to see if anything would leap out and attack them.

      But nothing happened.

      Damon peered inside, then walked slowly within when he saw nothing in the area beyond. He checked behind the door and quickly swept any obvious hiding areas but found nothing.

      “Clear,” he said, and the others came in behind him.

      He walked over to a stairway that curved along the wall, leading up to the second story, listening for signs of life.

      Still nothing.

      The place felt abandoned.

      “Great,” Lily muttered. He looked over, hearing genuine irritation in her voice, and saw her looking at a hatch in the floor. “It’s got a basement. It’s probably in the damned basement.”

      “It might not be,” Bree replied.

      “I guess we’ll find out,” Damon said. “Karasi and Rain with me, Lily and Bree, search down here, see if you can find anything.”

      They split up, him leading two of the women up the stairs to the second floor to begin their search of the old tower.

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      

      Time passed.

      Outside, the wind blew, promising a storm later in the day, and the old structure groaned and creaked around them.

      Whatever it had once been had been made unknown by the passing of years and many searching hands. There was almost no furniture left, no paintings or murals, no personal objects, little more than trash and refuse scattered across the pitted wooden floors.

      They searched the tower top to bottom, even finding two hidden spaces behind well-concealed trapdoors, but all the same, the five of them ended up standing around the hatch that led down to the tower’s basement sometime later.

      Lily sighed heavily as Damon opened it up and peered inside.

      Rain had cast a light spell and now she sent the sphere of light down through the hatch, revealing a mostly empty room of stone and earth below. He almost asked Lily if she wanted to wait here but didn’t. He knew that she’d take it as, at best, a joke, at worst, an insult.

      They’d come a long way since meeting and falling in love, but she still had her issues and of them all she was the one most prone to starting a real argument. Not that he blamed her, she’d endured a lot of social torment growing up as a princess, and it had clearly done its damage.

      She still hadn’t really told them about why she feared basements, only that something bad had happened to her once in one when she was growing up.

      Even Bree knew it was a subject not to tease her on at this point.

      That was one of the more interesting aspects of their relationships: learning each other’s strengths and weaknesses of all kinds.

      “Looks clear,” Damon said, and hopped down through the hole.

      He landed with a grunt and took another quick look around.

      “Stop showing off,” Lily complained as she moved down the ladder to join him.

      “Wasn’t it you who told me I need to loosen up?” he replied.

      “Yes. Loosen up, not show off.” She hopped off the ladder and surveyed the area.

      “As if you don’t like it when I ‘show off’.”

      She let out a short laugh, a small, mildly annoyed smile coming onto her face.

      He began a more in-depth search of the area as the others joined him. There was a bit more stuff here. A stack of old crates, a pile of hay that someone had obviously once used as a bed, a big, bulky old shelf, a desk.

      Many potential places for a relic to hide.

      Once everyone was down, they kept at it, splitting up and hunting through the area. Lily stood guard near the ladder, almost always her chosen role if there was a subterranean area involved. Damon and Karasi took the crates, pulling them down from the pile and prying them open.

      He sighed heavily as he looked into the one that he’d opened.

      “Who stores clothes in a crate?” he muttered, pulling them out and tossing them in a pile.

      “Evidently the same person who stores rocks,” Karasi said. Damon looked over as she pulled out a fist-sized rock from a pile that took up about half of her crate. “Why would someone do this?”

      “Maybe they’re important in a way that isn’t immediately obvious,” he replied, going back to pulling the clothes out. “Or they have sentimental value. Or perhaps whoever did it wasn’t in their right mind. That’s the fun of exploring isolated, abandoned places like this. Most of the time, you’ll find really boring stuff or useful stuff, but every now and then you’ll come across something that seems incredible bizarre and there’s no obvious reason why it’s been done.”

      “And sometimes it becomes a fun mystery to try and solve,” Bree said as she poked through the desk.

      “Make sure you check for false bottoms to those drawers,” Lily said.

      “I’ll check your bottom,” Bree muttered.

      “What has put you in such a mood?” Lily asked.

      Bree laughed. “I honestly don’t know. Maybe it’s the storm on the horizon. Sometimes those get me all...riled up. Or maybe it’s that we’re actually close to finding this thing. I still don’t even know what it is or what we’re going after it for.”

      “Were you seriously not listening when I explained?” Damon asked, finishing hunting through his crate and coming up empty. He grabbed another one and began prying it open.

      “You never actually explained!”

      “Yes I did,” he said.

      “He did rather clearly, I thought,” Lily replied. “You were there.”

      “No, I was-when did this happen? Are you being serious right now?” Bree asked.

      Damon sighed and studied her, unsure if she was fucking with him or not. But her expression was sincere. “The first night. I explained it after our, uh, activities.”

      Lily snorted. “You can say ‘orgy’, Damon.”

      “Whatever. But that was when.”

      “Oh! Um. I fell asleep pretty much right after we were done,” Bree replied sheepishly.

      Damon sighed.

      “You should tell her, it’s a nice story,” Rain said. “Romantic.”

      “They always are, that’s our thing,” Lily said.

      “All right,” he replied, taking a moment and sitting on an unopened crate. “So, it’s a locket. A few hundred years ago, a young man was out in the forest beyond his village, somewhere he wasn’t supposed to be, and he ran into a young girl, who was doing much of the same. They spent the day together and became fast friends, then went home as night fell, promising to find each other again soon. For a while, they kept slipping off to the woods and would spend the days exploring or telling each other stories or fishing, what have you.

      “Eventually, the boy asked why he never saw her in the village. She was evasive and never gave a straight answer, but he was happy enough to spend the occasional day with her in the forest. A few years passed and finally, one day, the boy saw the girl in the village. Excited, he ran over to her and nearly got himself killed...by her personal guard. As it turned out, she was the daughter of the local Lord, a princess.”

      “No wonder Lily’s been so motivated to find this,” Bree murmured.

      “Shush,” Lily replied.

      “It was an awkward moment, to say the least. She was led away before they could talk. The boy waited to see her in the forest again, but she stopped going to their meeting spot. A few more years passed, and still she didn’t come. But he never stopped thinking about her. Finally, one day, she showed up at his house. She explained that her guard told her father about him and her father finally put together that he was the reason she kept slipping off into the woods. Given he was a Lord, and a bit of an asshole, he wanted her to marry royalty, not some boy from the village. So he’d kept her away until finally she convinced her mom to convince her father to let her see the boy from the village. They began spending time together again.

      “Over the next few years, as she found whatever excuses she could to see her best friend, they fell in love. When the time finally came for her to marry, her father began bringing in the same princes and nobles he’d been introducing her to through her life, but her mother gave her a locket that could be broken in half. She told the princess to give half to whoever she loved.”

      “I bet I know who she gave it to…” Bree murmured, grinning.

      “Quit interrupting,” Lily replied.

      “Yes, she gave it to the boy from the village. And her father found out, and he was enraged, and he had the boy conscripted into the military and sent off to fight some pointless war on another continent. The princess was heartbroken. The boy went off to fight, because he knew his family would be punished if he refused or tried to escape. Years passed. After many brutal, bloody battles, he was captured as a prisoner of war.”

      “I thought you said this was happy, this is miserable!” Bree snapped.

      “It gets better. You know, in a broader sense,” Damon replied. “The boy from the village spends a long time in prison in a strange land. Eventually, he escapes, and begins working his way back home when he learns the war is over. All he can think of is getting back to his home, and back to the princess. Because he still loves her. In the end, ten years pass. And finally, he gets back home, still holding onto his half of the locket she gave him.

      “I’ll save you the suspense since we have a job to do and I’d like to get back to camp before it starts raining,” he said, standing back up. “The princess was waiting for him, the whole time. She refused to marry anyone, and when he came back to her, she married him, knowing that doing so would strip her of her noble title and holdings. They got a house, had a child, and lived happily ever after. When their daughter came of age, they gave her the locket to give to who she loved. And she passed the locket onto her son, and he to his son.

      “Finally, the locket was lost during an enormous battle against a necromancer’s undead army. Some years later, it was discovered by a traveler, sold, sold again. It’s been traveling ever since then. And somehow, it finally ended up here.”

      “All right, but...why does Aurora want it?” Bree asked. “I’m reluctant to question a Goddess, especially our Goddess, but I’m curious.”

      Lily sighed and rolled her eyes. “Because Aurora is the Goddess of Passion and Enduring Love, Bree. And this locket represents an extremely enduring love. There were six generations of that locket being handed to the love of their life, who they fell in love with, and stayed with until their dying breath. And none of that bullshit of people staying together even though the love is long gone. No, genuine enduring love.”

      “Wait, so...did they all stay together because of the locket? Or is the locket special because they had an unbroken streak of true love? Because that seems really unlikely. Was Aurora involved at all?” Bree asked.

      “A little of all three,” Damon replied. “I think it was the initial incident of enduring true love that caught Aurora’s attention, and then after that She probably gave little nudges, guiding these people to each other. As it says right there in Her name, Aurora has a thing for enduring love.”

      “Okay, although now I’ve got another question.”

      “Yeah?”

      “Are we sure Aurora’s happy with having us as disciples? Ours isn’t exactly the most traditional story of ‘enduring love’.”

      “She wouldn’t have accepted us if She wasn’t happy with the idea,” Damon replied. “And our love is just as enduring. Lily and I have been together for five years now. Rain and I four years. You joined up two years ago now, Bree.”

      “I’m still not convinced I’m not, uh, tainting this relationship you have you with this deity,” Karasi murmured uncomfortably.

      “Enduring love has to start somewhere, Karasi,” Damon replied.

      “He’s right,” Lily said. “And it isn’t so obvious at first. I fully intended Damon to be a fling when we first got together.”

      “Yeah, but she just couldn’t resist me,” he replied.

      Lily put her hands on her hips and fixed him with a firm stare. “Is that so?”

      “Am I wrong?” he asked.

      “You’re being a smartass, which is about the same as ‘wrong’ to me,” she replied.

      “Okay, fair enough...but you really couldn’t resist me, right?”

      “Actually, I want to know,” Rain said suddenly.

      “Know what?” Lily replied. “If I truly found him irresistible?”

      “Well, if the answer to that question is yes then I want to know that, but I suppose what I’m really asking is: what made you fall in love with him? I know love is a nebulous concept and more of a feeling at first and then a choice mixed with a new feeling later, but usually people can articulate some aspect of what instilled that initial feeling in them.”

      Lily looked at Rain for a moment, then shifted her gaze to Damon, her expression turning serious. “He was the first person in a very long time to treat me like a person, and not a title. He was the first man to hit on me, know that I was a princess, and have absolutely zero interest in that fact, but still respect me as a person. More to the point: he was the first man I’d met who tried to get in my pants but wasn’t trying to use me. There’s a lot to love about him, but the respect and the honest way in which he spoke to me...I place a high value on that.”

      “I feel the same way,” Karasi murmured, and they all looked at her. She shifted uncomfortably beneath their collective gaze. “You all are very good about it, but Damon was the first person to treat me like a person, and not a demon. And he wasn’t even trying to ‘get in my pants’, as you say.”

      “I mean I was,” he replied, “I just didn’t think it was on the table.”

      A small smile came onto her face. “Why not?”

      “I’m pretty confident nowadays but you seemed way out of my reach. I could tell right away you were both stunningly beautiful and an exceedingly skilled warrior.”

      She shifted again, looking down at the dusty floor. “I’m...a good warrior,” she murmured.

      “Are you blushing?” Bree asked gleefully.

      “I am not,” Karasi replied, not looking up. “I don’t blush.”

      “She is!” Lily cried.

      “Karasi,” Damon said, and she finally looked up. “You’re welcome here. Among us, and as a disciple of Aurora. You’re a good person.”

      “Thank you,” Karasi murmured. She cleared her throat. “We should get back to work.”

      “Yeah, you’re right,” Damon replied, hopping up.

      He resumed his hunt through the crate.

      Sometime later, he emptied the last crate and turned up nothing. Looking around the room, he saw that everyone else found much of the same.

      “Maybe it’s in the wall somewhere? Or the floor?” Lily suggested.

      “Maybe…” Damon murmured, looking around.

      They were missing something, he was sure of it.

      Rain wasn’t the only one with an extra sense for stuff like this. Normally he could pick up on it when there was something subtle that they were all missing.

      He looked slowly around the basement one more time, honing his focus.

      “Maybe we missed it upstairs?” Bree asked.

      “We were pretty thorough…” Karasi replied.

      Damon found himself looking at the big dresser pressed against the wall, and something seemed to shift in his head as realization set in.

      “Oh,” he said, and crossed the basement to the dresser. “Karasi, help me?”

      “Yes,” she replied.

      “Ah, that’s a good idea,” Lily said as they got on either side of the big piece of furniture and began moving it away from the wall.

      “Yep,” Damon said, “got a door back here.”

      “Probably an escape route into a cave or something,” Lily said as she walked over and helped them finish getting it out of the way.

      Damon stepped up to the door and put his ear to it. He waited as the others fell silent. After a moment, he pulled back and drew his sword.

      “What do you hear?” Rain asked.

      “Nothing,” he replied. “But it’s gotta be past this door. We ready?”

      “Yes,” Lily said, and the others replied affirmatively as well.

      He tried opening the door and found it unlocked. Once he had it open, Rain sent a sphere of magical light through, illuminating a descending natural tunnel beyond.

      “Looks like we’re going deeper,” Rain murmured.

      “Lily watch my back, Karasi at the end,” Damon said as he began walking into the tunnel.

      They were all, in their own way, good fighters, but Lily and Karasi outclassed Rain and Bree noticeably. Karasi might even outclass him when it came to swordfighting, though Rain was a far better shot with a bow than any of them.

      He led them down through the tunnel, deeper into the hill.

      After a few moments, it let out into a small cave. His practiced gaze immediately picked out a few signs that something had been through at some point in the recent past.

      “Footprints,” he murmured, crouching and studying it.

      “Looks small,” Lily said.

      “Goblins,” Damon replied after a moment.

      “Great, hate goblins,” Bree muttered.

      “Cave goblins,” Lily said, looking around the cavern. “They’re definitely worse.”

      Damon began to reply but stopped as they heard footfalls echoing closer. They all turned to face the only other way out of the small cave, and then Rain stepped forward, her bow drawn, arrow ready in an instant.

      The footsteps drew closer, became louder, and soon they heard an uneven breathing.

      A lean, dark figure stepped out of the shadows and into the magical light.

      The cave goblin regarded them with huge dark eyes, then raised the rusty mace it was holding. It opened its mouth to no doubt warn the others nearby, as they never lived alone, but Rain didn’t give it the chance.

      She loosed the arrow and it punched clean through the thing’s skull, dropping it in an instant.

      Damon sighed heavily as he walked forward and nudged the deep, deep blue creature. “Dark cave goblins,” he growled.

      “Well, it couldn’t be too easy for us now, could it?” Lily replied.

      “Let’s go.”

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      

      “I think this is it,” Damon said softly as he listened to the voices echoing down the tunnel they were in.

      “It had better be,” Lily growled. “I’m getting sick of this shit.”

      “Yep,” Bree agreed.

      At this point, he wasn’t sure how long they’d been down there in the dark, dank caves, but it had stretched on longer than he’d been expecting. He was tired, his muscles were burning, and he was drenched in sweat and goblin blood.

      He’d lost count how many of them were in the caves.

      It had taken twice as long, as they’d searched every cavern and tunnel after they killed their way through. Having Karasi working with them was making quite the difference though. She was swift, strong, and merciless when the situation called for it.

      “We ready?” he asked. “This one is going to be big, I hear a lot of them.”

      Damon looked back at the group of women as they each responded to his inquiry. They all looked tired and were filthy with dirt and blood and grime, but he could tell they were indeed ready to jump back into the fray once again.

      He led the way.

      The tunnel curved around and opened into a huge cavern. It was obvious that this was where the majority of them lived, and he knew this would be where they would find the one in charge. Dark cave goblins went by the most basic of rules when it came to rulers: whoever was biggest and strongest was in charge.

      So, it was both surprising yet completely logical to find that they were not being ruled by a fellow goblin.

      Near the center of the cave, on a rudimentary throne carved out of stone, sat a huge Minotaur. Surrounded by dozens of dark cave goblins, most of them armed with old daggers or swords, it stood as they came into the cavern.

      Reaching over and grabbing an immense battle axe that was probably about as long as Damon was tall, the beast roared.

      “Lily!” Damon snapped.

      “Yep!” she replied, and the two of them shot off towards the crowd, the plan already formed.

      Damon threw himself at the crowd, kicking the nearest goblin in the chest and sending it sprawling into a group of them.

      At the same time, he drove his blade into one’s open, screaming mouth. The tip of the blade punched out the back of its skull in a spray of dark gore. He ripped it out and then slashed, hard and fast, decapitating two more.

      An arrow sailed past him, embedding itself in one goblin’s eye.

      He heard Karasi screaming a warcry as she appeared at his other side, sweeping her blade through a small crowd of the creatures, the blade itself bursting into flame as she charged it with magic.

      Overhead, vines and roots ruptured through the ceiling where the dirt allowed it as Bree hung back and worked her own magic, ensnaring several of the shrieking goblins.

      They worked as a team, their attacks swift, coordinated, and brutal.

      Damon was focusing on the nine-foot Minotaur that seemed happy enough to let him and Lily come to it.

      That worked out fine for him.

      He leaped over a goblin as it swung for him, rolled over a table, landed on his feet, and then sped up as he got into the ring of space surrounding the great beast. His combat instincts told him Lily was in position.

      The huge Minotaur already had its battle axe raised and ready, and it swung at him with an alarming speed and strength.

      Damon went down on his knees into a slide, leaning back to narrowly avoid getting broken or beheaded by the immense axe. He slid right past the creature and twisted around, slashing hard. His blade sliced across the back of its ankle, chopping cruelly through vital muscles.

      The Minotaur bellowed a roar and dropped to its knees.

      Lily was already in place.

      The Minotaur, on its knees, had come to her height, and was perfectly positioned for her next lethal strike. She spun in a hard, fast twist, her blade out, and chopped right through its neck, flesh, bone, and all. The huge bull-like head toppled away in a tremendous spray of blood.

      As he turned to look at the survivors, he expected the cave goblins to be running away, fleeing at the death of over half their number and their leader in barely a minute, but reminded himself that cave goblins never ran, never stopped, not until they were all dead.

      With a frustrated groan, his aching body protesting, Damon raised his blade and pressed the attack yet again.

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      

      “Do you think we’ll get a bonus...something, if we clean it up?” Bree murmured as she studied the locket.

      They’d found it among a collection of other shiny things in a large chest that apparently the Minotaur had been collecting. Damon was still wondering if there was some purpose to it, or if it was something simple, like demanding tribute from his followers.

      It was hard to tell with the more animalistic monsters.

      “That’s not how this works,” Lily replied. “And you know that.”

      “And the huge treasure pile we found seriously isn’t bonus enough?” Damon asked.

      “Yeah, I guess that was a bad question. I’m sleepy, and horny,” Bree murmured, passing the locket back to Damon, who secured it in an inner pocket.

      They had finished clearing out the cave and were finally on their way back to the campsite.

      “You do tend to get a bit stupid when you’re horny-oof!” Lily cried out as she stumbled.

      She caught herself with ease, though, as she had both natural grace and practice with this kind of thing. This kind of thing being Bree causing roots to pop up out of the ground and trip them.

      She glared at Bree. “You half-nymph little bitch.”

      “What? You should be more careful, watch where you’re going,” Bree replied with a small smile.

      “You aren’t just asking for it, you’re demanding it,” Lily growled.

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about, clumsy princess. And that’s very unladylike behavior.”

      “You’re dancing on thin ice, Bree,” Damon murmured.

      Lily was red in the face, and he genuinely couldn’t tell if it was from frustration or arousal.

      Bree just giggled in response.

      He sighed. Nothing changed.

      Not that he particularly wanted it to.

      Bree and Lily would almost certainly be teasing each other as old women, and he would be right there with them, old and finally settled down somewhere and probably with grandchildren. Obviously, it was off the table for Karasi, and Rain said she wasn’t interested, but Lily and Bree had indicated that maybe someday they might want children.

      He felt somewhere around the same.

      But that was in the future.

      “I wonder how Aurora feels about this particular dynamic of your relationship,” Karasi murmured.

      “So long as it’s done with love-” Lily reached over and smacked Bree’s broad ass, making her shout, “-and passion-” she did it again and Bree stumbled a little, half shouting, half laughing, “-then it’s fine,” Lily finished.

      “You’re really strong,” Bree murmured.

      “Yes, I am,” Lily replied, grinning.

      Damon felt a sense of relief as they entered the small forest in which they had established their campsite.

      He was tired. This trip had taken longer than they were used to, if only because getting to the island had been quite the journey and they’d run into several smaller adventures on the way. Whatever may happen on their way back, he was looking forward to tonight and probably the next two days off.

      They needed some rest and fun before their return journey began.

      “What do you think, Rain? We getting a storm tonight?” Lily asked, looking at the gray skies overhead.

      “Yes,” Rain replied. “It should come after nightfall.”

      “How intense?” Karasi asked, a small note of concern in her voice.

      “It should be a calm storm. Just light rainfall,” Rain replied.

      Karasi simply nodded. Damon was still getting used to that.

      A demoness warrior with decades of experience on the battlefield, Karasi had come to them forged in flame and blood. In battle, she was fearless without being reckless, a difficult balance to strike, but she had managed it.

      So, it was more than a little surprising that she had a fear of thunderstorms.

      Although to call it a fear was overblowing it. Anxiety or discomfort was closer.

      Apparently, they didn’t have thunderstorms where Karasi came from. The first time it had happened she’d almost descended into full blown panic and when Damon actually sat down and thought about it, he realized that especially loud thunder would be incredibly frightening if you had no idea what was going on.

      It was like the sky was just exploding, it might even feel apocalyptic during the worse storms, given how a good, hard thunderclap could shake an entire building.

      Even distant thunder sounded like some impossibly vast beast growling.

      Once they’d managed to explain to her what it was, she’d been more than a little embarrassed, but they didn’t tease her about it. Even now, it still set her on edge, but they all had their fears.

      Lily and her basements, Rain, as stoic as she was, had an immense terror of spiders, small and large. And Bree was unnerved by wide-open spaces.

      Damon himself had a great fear of snakes.

      They all teased each other about many things, but each understood that the inborn fears each harbored were off-limits, lines never to be crossed.

      “Thank Aurora, finally,” Bree muttered as they came to the isolated clearing concealing their campsite.

      It was a nice little place, one that she’d scouted for them. It had a dense canopy, offering some protection from rain, was hard to find unless you knew what to look for, and had a little hot spring nearby they could soak in before bed.

      “Who’s got dinner tonight?” Lily asked.

      “I’ll do it,” Bree said. “I want to make that rabbit stew now that I’ve found those herbs I was looking for.”

      “I’ll be meditating then,” Rain said.

      Damon looked over at Karasi, who had walked to the edge of the campsite and was looking up through the canopy, at the skies above them. He glanced at Lily, who was looking at her as well. Lily looked to him and tilted her head towards the hot spring.

      He nodded.

      “I’m going to sharpen my blade,” Lily said. “And make sure Bree doesn’t burn our food.”

      Bree sighed heavily. “One time! One time I forget, and you bring it up literal years later.”

      “You are terrible at lying,” Lily replied as she began taking off her armor. “It’s been way more than once.”

      Listening to them bicker, Damon walked up to Karasi. It wasn’t just that she was anxious about the approaching storm, he could tell she’d been having trouble recently.

      “Would you like to soak with me in the spring?” he asked.

      She looked at him and smiled. “Yes, I would like that very much.”

      He offered her his hand and she took it. Lacing their fingers together, he began leading her towards the spring.

      Karasi had been with them for five months now.

      They had found her deep in the wilderness, struggling to survive, and to say that their first experience had been trying would be an understatement.

      She had tried to attack them at first, assuming they were going to kill her.

      But Damon and his crew had worked with demons before, so he knew they could be reasoned with, and though it had taken a bit of time, they’d convinced her they meant her no harm.

      They had spent almost two weeks with her.

      At the time they were seeking another relic, this one a family heirloom belonging to a high priestess of Aurora’s order. Given it was in the general vicinity of where they found Karasi, it wasn’t that much trouble to make camp and offer her help. Looking back on it now, Damon was convinced Aurora had sent them her way.

      Karasi was slow to trust, and, even to this day simply refused to talk about her past life except in the vaguest terms.

      Eventually, she had come to trust them, and when the time came to leave after they found the artifact, they asked her to join them, and she had agreed.

      It had taken about another two weeks before she began to realize that both Damon and Lily were absolutely entranced by her. Lily had been more forward with her affections, and after a rather blunt conversation one night, she had gone to bed with both of them.

      That had been a very, very good night.

      From there, the relationship had grown, slowly but surely.

      Their demoness lover had settled gradually into her new relationships and, in a way that surprised him given her fierce independent survivalist streak, had imprinted onto Damon with a powerful intensity.

      It had become clear to him at some point that she trusted him in some way that she trusted no one else in all of creation.

      He didn’t know anything about her life before, only that it had been bad and there had been a lot of fighting, but he knew that she’d somehow been forced to flee her entire realm. Whatever the situation, he knew that Aurora would not have led them to her, or subsequently accepted her as a disciple and follower, if she was evil.

      And so, he’d been doing whatever he could to help her make the transition to this new life in this strange new world.

      Sometimes that meant explaining something to her, sometimes it meant talking her down from a great rage that would occasionally begin to consume her, breaking through her stoicism and control, and sometimes it meant being alone with her, holding her when she was getting worn down by her anxiety.

      They found the hot spring and stripped of their armor, then their traveling clothes. He found his eyes drawn her long, lean body. Even after months of being with her, of exploring the fun and comfort of lust and love with her, he was still struck by Karasi’s intense beauty.

      She finished undressing and became a little startled when she looked his way.

      “What?” he asked as he finished taking his own clothes off.

      “It is just...the look you are giving me. Where I come from, it is not a good thing to find someone staring at you specifically,” she replied.

      “I didn’t mean anything by it.”

      A slow smile spread across her face as she turned to face him fully and put her hands on her firm hips. “That is not true. I know exactly what you meant by looking at me that way.” She glanced down briefly at his erection.

      “Well...can you blame me?” he replied, walking over to her and running his hands down her arms, feeling her smooth, hot skin.

      Karasi seemed to consider his words for a moment. “I knew someone, another demoness warrior, who slipped over to this realm from time to time. At some point I began asking questions. She told me: the only ones worthy of you, of yourself, your affection, your attention, are those who will not try to hide their friendship or romance with you publicly.”

      “She was right, I take it?”

      She laughed, then took his hand and began guiding him to the water. “Yes, Damon. She was right. I am still learning the many nuances, and contradictions, of your society, but I have at least been able to discern that one.”

      They got down into the steaming, crystal clear water and fell silent for a moment as they settled into it.

      After a long, difficult day of exploring and fighting monsters, soaking in hot water almost topped the feeling of post-orgasmic bliss.

      Almost.

      The only thing that truly topped it was combining the two.

      After dunking his head under the water, he slid closer to Karasi, his hands finding her hips, then sliding back. One grasped her incredibly fit ass, the other wrapped around the base of her tail. She shivered violently as he touched it.

      A fact he had been very happy to learn was that demon girls responded to tail touching the exact same way that other women with tails he’d been with did: arousal.

      She closed her eyes as she shivered, and a wordless sound of lust escaped her. Slowly, she opened her eyes again, revealing that dancing inner red light.

      Without another word, she closed the gap between them and kissed him.

      Her lips pressing to his, he felt that intense shock of lust hit him as she slipped her forked tongue into his mouth, and he tasted her unique taste.

      They began kissing with a rapidly growing intensity and passion, and he could feel her wonderful, slippery breasts pressing against him.

      He kissed her, twisting his tongue with her own, for several long, wonderful moments. Then, eager to pleasure her, he pulled back a little and gently began turning her around. Karasi smiled and went with him, letting him move her.

      That had been a difficulty in the beginning as they had begun learning each other.

      Learning each other’s bodies, each other’s tendencies, each other’s desires.

      She was naturally a paranoid person and her body had responded hesitantly to even gentle guiding. For a while she had been the one to guide the sessions as she got more comfortable and familiar with him, but gradually she’d passed it back to him.

      It was a subtle interplay and while he’d be happy to let her control the tempo of their encounters, (Bree and, to his surprise, Lily, both enjoyed handing him total control of their sexual encounters, while Rain, also to his surprise, enjoyed being the one in charge), they’d finally had a more direct conversation about it and she had said she liked the feeling of putting herself in another’s hands, but only one she trusted.

      That he had earned this level of trust with her still felt like a significant achievement.

      Damon ran his hands across her firm body as he started kissing her neck.

      Karasi began breathing more heavily, and he felt her tail come up beneath them and the tip of it run slowly along the bottom of his erection. His hands came over the occasional bump or ridge of a scar. She had been very thrilled to learn that he, and everyone in their little group, liked scars.

      He remembered feeling similarly the first time he’d been lying in a bed with Lily naked after their initial frantic lovemaking, and he’d felt her fingers lightly tracing his own scars. She had told him they were a little like a book, telling a story, and she loved to read.

      Damon’s hands came up, cupping her breasts briefly as he kissed her neck. Then one hand went down as the other made circles around her nipple, eliciting panting breaths from her. And then he got something louder and harsher as his fingertip found her clit and began to massage it.

      Another joyful discovery he’d been thrilled to make: pleasuring demon girls was basically the same as pleasuring humans, elves, and half-nymphs.

      He felt her writhe and twist against him as he continued kissing her wonderfully sensitive neck, switching to the other side periodically as he rubbed her clit and played with her nipples. She quickly began moaning loudly, leaning back against him, giving herself to him completely.

      The bliss continued as he sat down on the natural rock shelf, smoothed by the water into something comfortable, and she sat on his lap.

      Turning her so that she was sideways, he got his hand in between her firm thighs and slipped a finger inside of her.

      Karasi let out a sound of intense, inarticulate ecstasy as he continued pleasuring her, slipping his finger in and out of her, pressing deep and hitting her most sensitive spot. She grasped him tightly, panting furiously.

      After a moment, he began using two fingers, and it didn’t take much longer to bring her to an intense climax.

      She moaned, her voice carrying through the clearing as the orgasm ran wild through her body, and he heard Bree give a shout of approval back at the campsite.

      As she finished and came back down from the high of sexual bliss, Karasi gave him a kiss and then sat up in his lap.

      “How do you want me?” she asked.

      Damon responded by guiding her legs away from him, turning her around so that she was sitting facing away, and she responded immediately.

      Karasi was many things, but one thing he’d been happy to learn was that she was exceptionally good at sex. It had taken them a little bit to learn each other’s bodies, but once they had, it was absolutely incredible.

      Gripping his erection with her tail as she held his knees to balance herself, she lowered her sweet ass back down into his lap and guided him into herself.

      And then he once again was introduced to absolute bliss as he slid smoothly into her perfect demoness pussy.

      “Ah yes…” he groaned as she lowered herself all the way until her bare ass met his hips and he was buried completely within her.

      Damon shuddered as she rose and fell again, wrapping her tail slowly around his wrist. He still couldn’t tell if it was involuntary or not when she did that during sex, but it didn’t really matter. It was another way to be close to her, intimate with her, for her to love him, and him her. He reached over almost without thinking and ran his fingers across the flat tip of her tail.

      She shuddered and moaned at his touch.

      The pleasure of their lovemaking consumed him.

      After another moment, he reached out and settled his hands on her firm hips, helping her as she went up and down, moving with a slowly increasing speed.

      Inside, she was a dream, a fantasy of divine rapture made real.

      Soon they were moving together in perfect unison, him thrusting up into her, pulling her down against him, going deep and hard and making her shout in bliss. Half-formed words of incoherent pleasure came out of her as she panted, the water splashing around them.

      Abruptly, he held her in place and began to twist her. Karasi knew at once what he wanted and, with an amazing grace and dexterity, turned around, threw one leg up over his head, brought it down on his other side, and then sat facing him.

      Her eyes were alight now with lust and hungry sexual need.

      They kissed as he finished getting her settled, still inside of her, and then grasped her ass. Standing, he slid his hands up to her hips and then began to slide her up and down his rigid length, forcing more sounds of ecstasy from her as she kept trying to kiss him.

      It was difficult to keep up their making out and tongue-play as the pleasure ran wild and unchecked through their bodies. He could feel her getting closer and closer to a second orgasm, as he was holding onto his own, wanting them to come together.

      It was a near thing.

      He could feel the changes shifting through her toned, lean body, feel her inner muscles beginning to shift and spasm, and he began to go faster, to catch up with her.

      When she started to orgasm, she kissed him and held onto him tightly, muffled shrieks of pleasure coming from her.

      And then he was over the edge, falling, rushing into the pink abyss that was the release of shooting his seed deep into her demoness pussy.

      He filled her up, and they orgasmed together, almost falling into the water as they were locked into a unity of perfect pleasure.

      When they were both finished, they parted, panting, and sat down beside each other.

      Karasi leaned against him, and he looped an arm around her narrow waist.

      “Feel better?” he murmured.

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “Good.”

      They sat together for a moment longer, looking at nothing in particular, listening to faint sounds of Bree and Lily pretending to argue over something against the persistence of Lily’s whetstone grinding against her blade.

      “I noticed today seemed a bit rough for you,” he said quietly, running his fingertips down her thigh beneath the water.

      “A little,” she admitted.

      “Do you want to talk about it?”

      He felt her tense, very slightly.

      She had difficulty articulating her feelings. Where she came from, admitting to being upset, or sad, or unhappy, really admitting to any emotion was perceived as a weakness to be exploited.

      She had done an admirable job of pushing past that and opening up to them.

      “Yes,” she said finally. “I do. Where I come from...the relationship we all share, it is considered normal in my realm. Sort of. Normally there is more...infighting, between the women. Real fighting, not play. But I never…”

      She hesitated, that distinct expression of discomfort coming onto her face, the same one that always did whenever she even obliquely referenced her past life.

      “I never became involved in such a relationship. In much of any relationship, really. For several reasons. But I’m finding that it left me very... anxious... about my ability to be in any relationship. Sometimes I get this thought that won’t leave me, that I’m going to ruin it all, and you will all come to hate me and leave me alone in this place.”

      He picked her back up suddenly and slipped her into his lap again, then hugged her. She hugged him back tightly.

      “That won’t happen, Karasi,” he murmured.

      “It might,” she replied. “I miss things. Obvious things. And it has led to problems. What if I miss something huge?”

      “Karasi, you learning our culture, and how to be in this relationship, is a process and we want you to take your time doing it. And if there are problems, trust us to tell you. It isn’t like you’ll wake up one morning and find us all gone. We would never do that to you. If something you’re doing is causing issues, we will let you know, and we can work on it. That’s how relationships work. We’re not going to just abandon you.”

      “I do trust you all,” she said. “And I believe you. I am sorry, I did not mean to imply you have given me cause to truly think this. It is just this thought I keep having…”

      “It’s fine,” he replied. “I’m sorry too, I didn’t mean to get defensive.” He laughed a little bitterly. “I have my own problems there. I’ve seen it, when people just abandon other people as soon as they become any kind of inconvenience.” He let out a small growl. “That’s how we met Rain.”

      “I don’t think you have ever told me that story.”

      “Really? I thought I had...I guess not. You want to hear it?”

      “I would like to.”

      “Lily and I saw an old ruin built onto the side of a mountain and decided to check it out. We journeyed to it and when we got inside, we found that it looked like a crew of adventurers had already been through and grabbed everything. We were going to move on, but something convinced us that there was some reason why we might need to go in anyway. So we went, and deep in the ruins, there she was: Rain. She was holed up in an old bedchamber, nearly dead from sickness.”

      “That is sad,” Karasi murmured.

      “Very,” he agreed, “and it gets sadder. The crew of adventurers she was with abandoned her there when the sickness she had contracted, which had started out very mild on the way up the mountain, came on hard and fast and almost immobilized her. She was burning with fever, nearly comatose, incoherent, coughing her lungs out. They just left her there and decided they’d keep her cut for themselves.”

      “That is more what I would expect from those of my own realm.”

      “Well, we’ve got absolute pieces of shit here, too. Lily recognized the sickness. She knew how to help, but we didn’t have the cure. We debated briefly what to do, and Lily decided to stay and keep watch over her and keep her stable while I ran my ass off back to the nearest village. It was a two-day hike. I went as hard as I could, stopping as little as I could manage. I found the cure and raced back. I was almost there when a blizzard hit. Pure luck I managed to make it back.”

      “Maybe it wasn’t luck, were you following Aurora by then?” Karasi asked.

      “Huh...I hadn’t thought of that. We’d just started about a month before. So maybe She was helping. Either way, I got back, and Rain was still alive. Lily had been helping her, and she was doing better, but she still needed that cure. Got it to her and stayed with her for a week in that ruin while she got her strength back. After that, she wanted to stay with us, and we liked her a lot, we got to know each other while we helped her get better,” Damon told her.

      “That was very kind of you...when did your relationship become intimate? It does not surprise me that you and Lily began a romantic relationship, but I have come to understand that the type we all enjoy now is very rare in this world.”

      “It is,” he replied. “As for how it happened...well, Rain’s very straightforward. One night, about two months after we’d started traveling together, we were on the road, camping in a little forest, having dinner. We’d been talking and it gets quiet and then she just asks us. Straight up. What was her wording…? I think it was, ‘I have become romantically and sexually attracted to both of you, and would be interested in a relationship between us all. Do you share this interest?’ That’s how she put it. We were pretty much used to it at that point, but still it took us by surprise.”

      “Did you say yes?”

      “We did, actually. Rain isn’t as subtle as she thinks she is, although I am about as blind as a bat when it comes to clues. Lily picked up on the fact that Rain was getting interested in both of us and when she pointed it out to me, I started to see it too. So, naturally, we discussed the possibility. We’d been together for over a year at that point and we’d taken a lot of women into our bed. We’d even had a brief three-week relationship with a traveling merchant. That woman was...something else. It didn’t last, but we were open to trying again.”

      “Obviously it worked,” Karasi said.

      “It did, although there were some...difficulties, at first. It took us a while to get on the same page about emotional honesty. Rain had been brought up to hide her emotions, and Lily and I... are not like that. At all. And we weren’t really comfortable with the ‘suffer in silence’ mentality. Neither was Rain, but she thought she had no alternative. After a while, she finally became comfortable enough around us to begin confiding in us, and we eventually reached an equilibrium.”

      “That’s very romantic.”

      “You think so?”

      “Yes. You saved her life. You gave up a great deal of time and effort to do so, you braved the wilds and a blizzard, and then you stayed by her bedside for days and days to help her. She was a stranger to you. And now she loves you, and you love her.” She smiled suddenly and kissed him. “Thank you for telling me. I love hearing stories about your shared past.”

      “That’s good, because I like telling them,” he replied, running a hand affectionately down the side of her face, staring into her flickering eyes. He reached up and ran a finger along one of her dark, polished horns.

      She smiled awkwardly, not quite meeting his eyes.

      “Come on,” she murmured, “I can smell dinner now. We should go, before we…” She squirmed a little in his lap. “...start up again.”

      “Probably for the best,” he agreed.

      “Bree and Lily are going to want you,” Karasi said as they got out of the hot spring and began drying off.

      “I certainly want them,” he replied.

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      

      “And then she fell down a ravine,” Bree said, giggling.

      “That’s not funny!” Karasi gasped.

      “It is funny because she didn’t get hurt, and she was naked,” Bree replied.

      “I was not naked!” Lily cried.

      “She was definitely naked. Fucking butt naked,” Bree declared, giggling harder now.

      Karasi looked at Damon, raising her eyebrows. He had become the great equalizer in situations like these, as he could generally be relied upon to tell the truth.

      “She was naked,” he said.

      “You bastard!” Lily growled. “I was drunk! And I tripped! I can’t believe you’re all laughing at me.”

      “You were a little tipsy, you weren’t stumbling drunk,” Damon replied. “You were just...clumsy.”

      “It was dark!” she cried.

      “Oh, come on, just admit it, Lily,” Bree said, grinning with unabashed glee, the firelight dancing on her joyous face. “You were a little tipsy, and too lazy to pull anything on, and you tripped going to the bathroom, and fell down a muddy ravine. It was hardly even a ravine, honestly.”

      “You are the worst friend!” Lily declared, then upended the bottle of wine she was holding and began to drink from it.

      “So unladylike!” Bree declared with a mock gasp of horror.

      Lily raised her other hand and gave her the finger, eliciting another delighted giggle from the half-nymph.

      “I had a question,” Karasi said.

      “Fire away,” Lily replied after she finished drinking. Bree held out her hand and Lily passed her the bottle without comment.

      “What’s the riskiest thing you’ve ever done?”

      Lily immediately began laughing. “Oh wow...Damon, tell her.”

      He chuckled. “All right.”

      “This is the best story,” Bree whispered, wiping her mouth on the back of her hand.

      “Don’t draw it out, I’m fucking horny,” Lily complained.

      “Okay, short version then. So, riskiest thing we’ve ever done. According to Lily. This was a few years back, about two months after we’d started dating Bree. We were traveling near a big city and there was a big meeting of royalty in the local castle. Because of...well, a lot of random bullshit, we ended up there as a favor to someone else. Lily, who is still technically not just royalty, but a princess and an important one at that-”

      “Watch it, handsome,” Lily growled, “or Bree isn’t the only one getting tied down tonight.”

      “Oh really?” he replied.

      “Yeah, really.”

      “You think you could?”

      “You wanna find out?”

      “...maybe,” he replied, getting a smirk from her. “Anyway. So there we are, Lily, Rain, Bree, and myself at a banquet wearing irritating and annoying ‘fancy’ clothing. Gods, I never thought I’d get to see Lily in an actual dress.”

      Lily let out an irritated huff and Bree laughed loudly.

      Damon’s grin broadened. “But there we were, doing someone a favor, trying to suffer through it. And we would’ve made it. Even with Rain’s insistence on going into gruesome detail about some of our more interesting kills, and Bree acting a lot drunker than she really was, we were doing well. I’ve noticed royalty and the nobles make allowances for adventurers.”

      “Yeah, allowances,” Lily muttered, rolling her eyes.

      “And that was when someone from Lily’s past showed up. This woman-”

      Lily interrupted, sitting up abruptly. “This bitch,” she snapped, “was the haughtiest, most up-her-own-ass noble I’ve ever had the displeasure of enduring in my entire life! Gods, she was my mother’s ‘friend’ growing up, a real fucking suck-up noble trying to force her way into royalty. For whatever reason my mother kept letting her come around as I was growing up, so she found out that my mother and I never got along. She thought she could gain my mother’s approval by pecking at me like the old fucking hen that she is anytime I did anything she perceived as ‘unladylike’. I hadn’t seen her for years, and I’d almost forgotten about her at that point.”

      “And this was their reunion,” Damon said. “It took barely five minutes before this woman, Lady Beatrice, started in with her comments. About everything. Lily’s hair, her makeup, or lack of it, her clothing, her posture, the way she was eating, what she was eating, and Lily...had already been in a mood. We’ve all seen her moods, but this was really intense. Probably her strongest ‘fuck you’ mood I’ve ever seen her in.”

      “I hate banquets,” Lily muttered.

      “And so, Lily finally lost it. I mean, genuinely lost it. She knocked over her chair, swept aside everything on our table, and then stripped butt naked, threw me on the table, and fucked me right there in front of everyone, screaming ‘Is this ladylike enough for you!?’, and it was...a rather risky move. Considering the amount of rich, famous, and influential people gathered there, we could have been exiled from the country or imprisoned,” Damon explained.

      “It was a fascinating experience,” Rain murmured.

      “It was the best thing I’ve ever seen in my life!” Bree declared.

      “How did this, uh...end?” Karasi asked, herself looking fascinated by now.

      “Well, she got off of me right as I was about to blow my load and jacked me off all over her tits. Then she gave Lady Beatrice the finger and walked right out of the room. I followed after her. We found a bathing room and washed up, and Rain, ever the pragmatist, managed to track us down and bring us our real clothing. As we were getting dressed, a servant found us and told us that, officially, we were being asked to leave the castle grounds, but unofficially, the local king and queen wished to thank us for putting on the best show they had ever seen.”

      Karasi laughed. It was a rare sound, but he was glad that it was becoming less so. “That is amazing,” she said. “Oh! So that’s why you always say ‘unladylike’.”

      “That is indeed why,” Damon replied.

      “Well...that wasn’t what I expected to hear,” Karasi said after a moment. “I thought it would be facing down some giant monster or a particularly cursed tomb.”

      “Personally, I think our greatest risk was indeed facing down a giant monster in an ancient, cursed tomb deep in the earth. That one was bad.”

      Lily let out a disgusted sigh. “Yes, the Abomination. That one was rather risky. I guess that was our greatest physical risk, while my story was our greatest social risk. Which I feel was riskier. But it was also a lot more fun.”

      Damon glanced at Bree. He noticed she was starting to squirm in that way she did when she was reaching the end of her patience.

      He took stock of how he felt. It had been a good amount of time since he’d eaten, and the bit of wine he’d had was making a nice little humming trip through his head, just enough to take the edge off. Karasi and Rain both seemed, if not necessarily in good spirits, then at least relaxed and peaceful.

      Given their personalities, it was often difficult to describe them as happy. Content was a better word.

      “Well,” he said, getting to his feet, “I think it’s about time Bree gets in that tent.”

      She stood up eagerly but still felt the apparently irresistible urge to be obstinate. “Oh, is that so?” she asked, smirking at him.

      He sighed and walked over to her. “Yes, Bree, that’s so,” he growled, smacking her well-padded ass as he finished his sentence. She let out a small, gleeful shout and then hurried over to the tent.

      Lily was grinning as she rose to her feet. “I do like how you handle her.”

      “Do you now?” he asked, stepping over to her and looking up into her eyes.

      “Yes. Now, let’s go handle her together. She’s been begging for it all day long.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Bree replied from within their shared tent. Damon and Lily walked over to it and then threw back the flap. “You’re just grabbing at ghosts, you always do this Lily, always thinking I’m being a bad girl when I’m really just-oof!” she cried out as Lily ducked into the tent and then shoved her towards the bed.

      Bree went stumbling and landed on it. She flipped over and looked at the two of them, her eyes wide with lust, her face flushed.

      “Shut the fuck up and take your clothes off, Bree,” Lily said in a ‘you will not argue with me’ voice. It was the one she took on when she slipped into her dominant role.

      “Yes, mistress,” Bree murmured, taking off her clothes.

      Damon shed his shirt and looked around their tent.

      It had cost a pretty coin, but it had been more than worth it. The tent was magical, bigger on the inside than it was on the out, and subsequently it meant they could travel in comfort. Rain and now Karasi had smaller versions for themselves, as they each valued their alone time more than himself, Lily, or Bree, who were happy to live together.

      He had to admit, it was very nice to fall asleep most nights between a naked princess and a nude half-nymph.

      “I haven’t been that bad today, have I?” Bree asked as her traveling shirt came open button by button.

      “You’ve been exceedingly bad and you know it, you little slut,” Lily replied.

      “I guess if that’s how you feel, you’ll have to do something about it,” Bree said with a smirk, opening her shirt and revealing her large breasts.

      “I intend to do something about it all night,” Lily snapped. She finished getting her own shirt off and threw it in Bree’s face, then quickly began working her pants.

      Damon laughed softly, glancing at the cuffs attached to the headboard to make sure they were where they were supposed to be.

      As he got his own pants undone, he looked at the tent flap. It was still partially open. After a moment of hesitation, he left it.

      Sometimes Rain and Karasi liked to watch.

      

      
        
        …

      

      

      

      Damon came out of a doze to the soft patter of rainfall on his tent.

      For a moment, he lay still, considering whether he should go back to sleep or get up. Something was pushing him to get up, though he couldn’t tell what.

      Carefully extracting himself from between Lily and Bree, (despite her earlier assertion, she hadn’t gone all night), he took a moment to pull on his cloak and boots, given it was rainy and muddy outside. He paused to pull the blankets up over both women, and then leaned down and kissed Lily’s forehead.

      She smiled in her sleep.

      Damon poked his head out of the tent flap and looked around. Their little clearing was dimly lit by the moonlight that struggled through the curtain of cloud cover overhead. Their fire was long dead, and he saw that Karasi’s tent was closed.

      Rain’s wasn’t, though.

      After a moment, he spotted her. She stood wearing her own cloak not far from her tent, in the shadow of a particularly large tree, staring up.

      He moved to join her.

      At some point, he had learned that Rain wasn’t her given name, but the name that she gave herself. She’d never offered her birth name, and they had never asked.

      Like Karasi, Rain’s past was a bit of an enigma.

      It was obvious why she’d chosen the name though; she was never happier than the times when it was raining.

      And this light, almost misty kind of rain was her favorite.

      “Do you want some company, or would you like to be alone?” he asked.

      “I’d like your company,” she replied, her face ghostly and beautiful in the moonlight.

      Damon walked over to her and got behind her, then wrapped her in his arms, hugging her from behind. She let out a contented sound and settled into his embrace.

      He had been surprised when she’d approached them both to become sexually and romantically involved. Up until that moment, all their interactions felt strangely distant. And even after it had begun, he’d been wondering how deep the intimacy would go.

      But here he was, years later, and he loved her as much as he loved any of them, and he felt that she loved him back. Even if it wasn’t obvious to someone outside the relationship, all that really mattered to him was that they connected, deeply and meaningfully.

      “How are you?” he asked.

      “All right,” she replied, “but I am worried about Karasi.”

      “Why?”

      “She is still having difficulty adjusting, and I worry she might never fully adjust.”

      “Why do you think that?”

      She was silent for a few moments. Around them, the rain pattered against the moonlit vegetation. One of the women shifted in their tent.

      “I’m not sure,” she said finally. “I suppose it’s just a notion.”

      “I’m not dismissing your concern but, is it possible that you are seeing something in yourself and your own difficulties in her situation?”

      Rain was silent for a moment longer. “Perhaps,” she said. “I feel a kinship with her. I never felt like I belonged when I was growing up, and the feeling never truly left me. Not until...well, until I found you and Lily, and then Bree. The three of you seem to belong so naturally, wherever you are, whatever you’re doing. Even now, years later, I still feel different when we are in towns or traveling with large groups.”

      “Do you feel this way among us?” he asked.

      “No,” she replied immediately, “I don’t. You and Lily and Bree make me feel like I belong in this group. Like it’s okay that I’m...odd.”

      “It is okay,” he said, and kissed the back of her head.

      “Maybe I am seeing my own fears in her, but...you aren’t worried about her?” Rain asked, slipping her hands down over his.

      “No. The world out there is...what it is. Some will accept Karasi, some will hate her, most will be indifferent to her, depending on where we are. But I’m not worried because at the end of the day, she will have us. Bree is an absolute smartass, I’m a little too uptight, and Lily is a little too free with her hedonism, but we all love each other, and we all love her. We’ll help her when she needs help, hold her when she needs to be held, listen to her when she needs someone to talk to. We’ll be here for her. She can trust and rely on us, just like you can.”

      “Mmm...I noticed you left me out of that little list of undesirable traits,” Rain murmured.

      He laughed awkwardly. “That was intentional.”

      “Come on, tell me.”

      “Fine, you’re a little too...overbearing, with your extensive knowledge, sometimes.”

      “Am I now?” she asked.

      “A little. I think you sometimes forget that not everyone has your vast repositories of knowledge, and you act a little superior.”

      “I don’t mean to,” she murmured.

      “I know, you’ve gotten better about it. But that was my point: we all have flaws, and we’re all always going to, but that’s okay.”

      She was quiet for a long moment, contemplating. After a while, she broke the rain saturated silence. “You’re right. I believe Karasi will be okay. She’ll find her way, like I did, and still am sometimes, and we can all rely on each other for help and comfort.” She turned around suddenly, still encircled by his arms, and looked up at him. “Will you come to my bed for the night?”

      “I will,” he replied, and gave her a kiss.

      As they began making their way back to her tent, she let out a small laugh.

      “What?” Damon asked.

      “I was just thinking of Lily’s story. And also thinking that, in our own ways, all of us are quite unladylike. Does that ever bother you?”

      Now Damon laughed. “Gods no.”

      Rain smiled wider and led him into her tent.
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            A DAMNED WELL

          

          UPSTATE NY - 2045

        

      

    

    
      “Hey Mark, the bathroom needs the buckets filled,” Lisa said.

      A part of me wanted to grumble and complain. The problem was, Lisa was a saint; some might say a literal and figurative one. I didn’t voice a reply, choosing to stop scrubbing the pizza sauce off the front door while providing a nod of acknowledgement.

      Each step down the old church’s stairs creaked with repeated echoes bouncing through the mostly empty - and very old - building. The warm summer day brought sporadic clouds, green grass, and a temperature where I could wear shorts and flip flops.

      The parking lot held three cars, a lot of potholes, and was blissfully empty of protestors this time. I glanced up at our church, sad that some vandals had tossed tomato paste all over the front of it to mimic blood.

      The Church of the Old Gods.

      Lisa, me, and about twenty others prayed to Zeus, Poseidon, and the Ancient Greek Gods. I didn’t judge those who practiced other religions, or got upset with those who shunned gods or religion in general. I mostly stuck to myself, prayed to the gods I wanted to on Saturday, and enjoyed the company of my church.

      Society was less than accepting about the rise of what most termed: the savage gods. The church was not granted a religious tax exemption, and since we were still a small gathering, we couldn’t afford the monthly minimums on electricity and water.

      When I reached the south side of the building, I sighed at the chipped paint and rotting siding. So much work needed to be done that it almost felt like a lost cause. I turned the hose nozzle like a crazy man but nothing happened. I’d expected this, but habit made me try. Maybe someone would realize we actually prayed to our gods and weren’t just after exemptions.

      I snagged a stack of tightly conjoined buckets near the back door. A few steps later, I passed Matt’s solar powered generator, heading to the well that was built hundreds of years ago. The toilets flushed. You just had to fill the reservoir with water, something I always helped with during prep-hour. Flush a toilet, refill the water yourself was a rule we had.

      The rickety church matched the disheveled water-well with stones in a cluttered circle. Honestly, I was a bit surprised the county didn’t fence it off and fine us because it undoubtedly was a hazard. What was more surprising was the bottom of the well still held clean water.

      Would I drink it though? Not a chance.

      Over the next few minutes, I fought to unseal the five-bucket stack. At some point I’d learn to have people keep them separate during clean up hour. When I finally managed to separate them, I pulled up the rope just as I had for the last few months.

      The water from the small pail sloshed into the first bucket, half filling it. I slowly lowered the bucket back down for another scoop.

      Thunk.

      I frowned, knowing there was plenty of rope left to find the water. When I peered over the edge of the well, I gasped.

      “What the fuck?”

      A strange swirling portal of reds and blacks rested inside the chute, creating a block.

      After a few blinks, I slowly lifted the bucket. The portal violently ingested the bucket, pulling hard on the rope.

      A tremendous force shot me off the ground and towards the swirling vortex. The sucking power dragged me into the well until everything ceased to exist.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 2

          

          
            A PURPOSE

          

          LOCATION AND DATE UNKNOWN

        

      

    

    
      Clouds whipped overhead with birds chirping nearby. I sat up, finding myself in a hay field with crops only half grown. A few trees strategically blocked the wind with a road splitting the farm. A nearby well held a spinning lever to lower and raise a bucket.

      At the end of the road a two-bedroom shack completed the picturesque farm. No dog bayed, no farmer minded the fields, and I sure as fuck wasn’t in upstate New York because of the dry heat mixed with salty air.

      I rose to my feet, dusting off my palms. “Well, you didn’t die. You’re not in New York, but it looks like Earth.” I pulled out my cell phone. It didn’t power on no matter how violently I indented all the button. “Great. Bricked.”

      A wave of panic washed over me while I conducted an inventory check. I held a few dollars, some coins, a few receipts, and a bunch of photo IDs as well as credit cards. When I sorted through them, one of the cards stood out.

      The Church of the Old Gods membership card. It was a bit of a spoof to help new members feel welcome. It didn’t actually do anything, and Lisa worried it would be used against us somehow. I found the idea riveting and when I flipped the card over, my idea proved amazing because scrolling text appeared.

      

      The faithful deserve better. I found your devotion fitting for a reward. I’m Ares, not Mars. Mars is my brother in a sense, a coveted god of the Romans while I’m less… cherished in the past. I’ve brought you to Greece, to a region called Delphi. You’ve been inserted on a distant farm, away from the action and problems of the region.

      Let me be clear. You’re not in New York; you're in Ancient Greece at a point in history known as 167 BC. Which, fucking stupid date conventions, but at least you’ll understand. The Third Macedonian War just ended with countless Greek men executed. Greek women and children who are enslaved by Romans pray to me, begging for help. I can’t save the vast majority of them because of my limited power.

      I chose to help you, and therefore me, in the distant future.

      You’re here for two reasons. The first is to change the world as we know it in the future that you left. You’re going to start a church in this very field with those you free. Since I’ve gifted you the ability to speak both Hellenic and Roman language variations, you’ll record something for me in a tome that will echo through time.

      You’ll write a text, a prophecy guide. In this guide, you’ll include major events you know as historical facts. Then you’ll predict a rise of newfound human capabilities when the Old Gods are worshiped above all other religions during a time when humanity flies into space.

      I’ve waited a long time and consumed all my power on this gambit. Store this text in a time capsule on this very plot of land so my other followers may unearth it. Life as you know it has changed. Once your first task is done, your second is to show Mars that the devoted worshipers of Ares should be feared. You're a warrior of Ares now.

      Immediately write the text and bury it deep by the house. Do that now.

      Afterwards, enter your home, prepare for a mission, raid the Romans, free the Greeks, and put some Ares loving babies in the women you save.

      Be the martyr we need, Mark. Your cause is just, your god blesses you, and if Zeus/Jupiter ever asks, admit fucking nothing.

      

      “Ha! Okay,” I said with a chuckle.

      The card, phone, and items from my past turned to ash. A sack of coins appeared near my sandaled feet. A second later, small puffs of magic revealed an armored kilt, a cuirass, and a sword.

      “Even if it's all a farce, a few hours of writing something for my gods… well, god, would be fun anyway.”

      Yeah, I could have freaked out, but this was literally my faith.

      I scrambled out of my modern shorts and t-shirt for the ensemble of Ancient Greece. While I wasn’t too keen on going on a murder spree, it seemed like I could do whatever the fuck I wanted…

      The old Mark died at that very moment. I created a new persona, and since Ares had blessed me, I knew the gentle carpenter would have to go.

      All that was left was for me to deceive the future. A part of me laughed at the audacious plan, mostly because I figured it’d work. Another part of me grinned sadistically.

      The Romans were not nice people during this age. Their savagery knew no bounds in their conquest and expansions. Exacting revenge would be a delight in its own as I unleashed the baser form of my humanity.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 3

          

          
            TASK ONE COMPLETE

          

          167 BC, HIDDEN VALLEY - DELPHI

        

      

    

    
      Inside the shack, I found more daggers, a map, a water sack, a travel bag with minimal supplies, farming tools, building tools, and a desk. There was no bed or storage or anything besides the very neatly laid out items. While the shack looked like a gust of wind would blow it over on the outside, on the inside it was actually pretty solid.

      I plopped into the sturdy chair, dipped the quill into the ink pot, and proceeded to write in a language I never would have been able to decipher without divine intervention. I told the story of the rise of Rome. Then I wrote about the fall of Rome and how time became stagnant for a bit. And a bit about the crusades made an appearance with not too much detail given. I went over some plagues, finding myself in the revolution ages before I knew it.

      I foretold sailing to a new land and that the world was round. Then the world wars came. I predicted the years they’d start and the regions at war, not saying the name of the countries. I figured if I was too specific my ramblings would be ignored. Hours after I started, I penned the time where the Church of the Old Gods started again.

      Then I forecasted its great rise, giving special note about how worshiping Ares would bring about revolutionary change for humanity in all the best ways. I didn’t trash or step upon other religions, merely focusing on the Old Gods. Around 2100 I said I could no longer see into the future because not enough people converted to believing in the Old Gods and life as we knew it shifted into something unknown.

      I figured the cliffhanger was enough to push some folks over the edge. I snapped the book closed, walked to the backside of the shack, and found an urn to seal the book in. An image of Zeus rested on the outside and I snorted at Ares’ audacious ploy.

      Once the lid was sealed with the book inside, I buried the urn about four feet deep.

      “And done,” I said, dusting my hands off.

      The stars had risen by this point with a full moon. Instead of sleeping, I filled my water sack at the well and decided to immediately start on phase two of my objectives.

      Before I made any decision on where to go, I studied my options at the desk. The map left for me took cartography to a whole new level of crude. It looked as if a five-year-old had drawn it, but it was easy to understand. Delphi rested to my east about fifteen miles away with heavy populations in that entire area near Athens.

      I firmly believed I shouldn’t raid those directly around me. I also worried that any place I visited, or road I traveled on, wouldn’t be friendly. On the west coast was Ithaca. If my history served me right, Ithaca had been under roman rule for far longer than Athens, and in theory, the best slaves would have been dragged to the west, not the east.

      With that in mind, I decided to visit Ithaca, without a specific target in mind. Based on the legend, it’d take roughly fifty days to reach Ithaca by foot; If I jogged, far less. Since I didn’t mind a little exercise, and without anything nearby to fill my time, I rose from the desk to pack every last thing I could fit into the bag.

      I didn’t know what I’d need or not need, but I fully intended to create markers and properly annotate my journey so I could make it back home without getting lost. The second part of my mission seemed to be a gift for my services: build a church to my gods and save some damsels. I’d do exactly that, assuming no savage Roman managed to stop me.
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      Walking, a whole lot of walking. Thankfully, I’d brought enough water to last me a few weeks because I encountered something I never expected.

      Vastness.

      The rubble terrain of Greece reminded me of California in some ways. Expansive tan terrain was broken up with sparse vegetation. In some areas, where water collected better, large plumes of green contrasted the barren land.

      Every few miles, I’d find ruined homes, partial fields, or even active farmers. More often than not, it was abandoned land ravaged by both time and war.

      As I trekked across the mostly arid and rugged terrain, I figured it’d be inviting. I wanted to see locals, do some bartering with the hefty coin purse, and gather more supplies as I went.

      Nope.

      It wasn’t all bad. I found a gritty road almost right away and used it to go west until blisters formed on my feet. The food in my reserves dwindled, my body ached, and I dared not run. My goal was to conserve my meager supplies once reality sank in.

      To make matters worse, I stumbled upon a Roman outpost on the fourth day. The one place where I could get supplies was occupied by a whole lot of enemy soldiers.

      The base seemed to be a goat farm. Heavily tanned slaves worked the animals while guards stood on towers or walls. A young couple visited the creek while I watched the coming and goings of the fort. The duo ended up having sex for a bit. When they switched positions, I realized it was two distant dudes.

      While I didn’t judge them, I also didn’t want to fight a bunch of Romans. Instead of trying to kill a straggler during the dark or something, I journeyed around the fort to remain out of the enemies’ sight. During the drastic detour, I buried sticks every few hundred paces to help guide me back to my road.

      For the rest of the day, I did this, barely keeping the fort in sight until I passed onto the other side of it. When the sun set over the horizon, I continued, wanting to gain distance from the well armored Romans.

      I pondered my harsh reality. Ares really did send me back in time to alter the future. The bastard was a bit of a sadist, and I wondered why he couldn’t have just left the information himself or convinced a local. Maybe rules for the first part and for the second, well, no local would understand the words like I did. So, that made sense, in a way.

      My wandering mind joined my wandering feet until I entered a dense section of olive trees. Only a few hundred paces into the cluster, a small fire flickered in the moonlight. A tent was cast in an orange glow with a camel and a horse tethered to a nearby branch.

      I slowly set my pack down, extracted my blade, and cleared my mind.

      The way I saw it, there were two options. Option one was to sneak up, trying to learn the origins of the owner. If they were friendly, I could barter, if they were a foe I could attack. Option two was to charge in, keep the element of surprise, and stay my blade if I had to.

      I picked option two, lunging into a dead sprint directly towards the camp in the trees. At about fifty paces away, the camel grunted, and the horse whined. An Arabic looking man poked his head out of the tent from the commotion. He tried to find the source of commotion, shifting gaze over my presence at first.

      A breaking twig attracted his attention and he reached into the tent for a weapon. I crossed the distance and right when he exited, he withdrew a… holy book.

      It took me a moment to connect the dots. On the front of the book was a crescent moon and a star. Now, I never judged Muslims or other religions as an American. As a Hellenic man on the edge of running out of water in a hostile territory, I needed to survive.

      He spoke in a language I did not understand, holding his book high. When I continued, unable to come to a sudden stop, he flashed a dagger he’d been hiding from behind the book. The weapon shone in the firelight, its short tip hoping to impale me.

      I skidded to a halt and brought the sword down. The blade cleaved in between his shoulder and his neck. He cursed me with raspy breaths of frothy blood. I yanked the weapon free and slammed it down again, being rewarded with a meaty thunk.

      When I removed the blade a second time, hot blood spurted onto my legs. The dagger lashed out, forcing me to step back. I dodged a camel kick from behind by entering a side spin. After two near misses from my opponents, I huffed from the exertion, waiting for the next attack.

      The man staggered on his knees before collapsing in a pool of his own blood. The camel spit and chomped, but its tether to the tree held firm.

      It all happened in less than a minute. My heart slammed against my chest, and I felt like vomiting from all the blood. In hindsight maybe being cautious was for the best.

      “My charge forced him to turn to self-defense,” I said once I finally caught my breath. “What the fuck was he doing out here?”

      Of course, the horse and camel didn’t answer. When I checked the tent, I found he’d been alone. All his supplies lay near the ornery camel. I cut the beast free before rummaging through the loot. The camel bolted at once, not wanting anything to do with me or her dead master.

      It didn’t take long to realize this was a holy man on a holy mission. The irony was, he died to an agent of Ares with a blade in his hand. Two patrons of opposing gods held an unfair fight.

      “To the victor goes the spoils,” I muttered to myself.

      All in all, he had a few more weeks of water, a bunch of bread, a cask of jerky, and enough oats for a bit. Besides the common supplies, I found a small purse of fancy coins and gems along with a nice, curved blade. After I loaded up the horse, I didn’t feel like sleeping nearby.

      I vaulted into the saddle, leaving the campfire still burning with the corpse unburied. I had a mini shovel, but like hell was I expending hours of labor to bury him. The trip west continued with my feet in heaven because the horse carried me towards the fabled Romans.
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      I rode the horse for another two weeks before arriving in Thermum. At least that’s what the holy man’s map had it labeled as. I wore his tan cloak during the grueling heat, keeping the sun off my somewhat burned skin.

      Thermum proved to be a city with a mix of stone walls and wooden fixes from battle damage. Lines waited at gates to get in, a small moat encircled the city, and farmers worked fields in the cleared areas. Birds circled the densely packed interior with smokestacks billowing black trails.

      A part of me wanted to test the guards in their fancy red and gold outfits to see if I could enter. However, I worried and held off for now, deciding to learn more about the locals before testing fate.

      Further to the west a secondary encampment rested outside the walls. Based on the fact it was near a river and exposed, these had to be the slaves kept outside. These were the people I was meant to save, and yet, once again, I saw entire units of Roman soldiers marching through the area. I’d need an army to save these people.

      “I have coins, I have means of travel, but I don’t belong. How do I complete my mission?” I muttered to myself.

      Instead of endlessly pondering about the issue, I joined the loose traffic traveling around the city. It didn’t take long for me to become just another person going about their day. I did stop at a few vendors outside the city, stocking up on short term food and extra water. I even bought some oats for Rico the horse.

      While the merchants tried to make small talk, I merely handed over coins without a word said. Eventually I continued towards the slave encampment to see if I could find any terrible gaps in the defenses. I’d definitely need a massive angle to do anything, and it just didn’t seem likely.

      Ares didn’t bless me with profound strength to be a one-man army. Hell, my feet barely healed even with the horse doing most of the walking for me.

      No, I couldn’t smash a company of legionnaires by my lonesome.

      While I ingested the sights and sounds, I concluded two things. I needed a wagon to take people back to my modest home in the valley. A lot of these slaves were starved and pitiful. Pushing them on a hard march would likely result in their deaths.

      The other glaring fact was the mercenary forces mingling with the Roman troops. These men wore black cloaks with silver eagles clasping the garments over their chests. Based on my quick observations, there were more of the hired hands than soldiers.

      “Auxiliaries,” I muttered.

      They weren’t my true enemy here, more like soldiers of opportunity. I peeled my hood back, eager to avoid being the lone man who hid. The instant I did this, I earned less attention, and I should have clued in at that point.

      The roads towards Ithaca improved in quality. Wagons creaked over the rough stones with caravans ushering in trade goods. The common citizen seemed to stick to sandals, basic robes in light colors, and weapons on their hips. I blended in for the most part, just another soul among the dense traffic.

      By this point, I’d learned the differences in the coins, diverting off the road for an ale vendor with some black cloaks having a conversation nearby. The gruff men quickly inspected me before returning to their small talk. The vendor was a stout man with a teenage son who helped.

      “What can I get ya?” the seller said.

      The translation worked fine, allowing me to smile and point to the largest ale. “I’d like to buy the mug too.”

      “Ya, sure. It ain’t cheap.”

      “Indeed. Where ya from?” I asked, trying to fit in a bit with the slang.

      “Not far. Making ends meet. Got a family to feed n’ all. That’ll be thirty-five bronzes,” he said.

      I nodded, pulling out a small purse. I poured out the contents, barely having enough to cover the cost. I sorted thirty of the coins for him. The man licked his lips at the sight of the extra bronze coins, not even counter haggling when I only offered thirty.

      This was my throw away purse and meant to be a decoy for thieves. It served its purpose here, though.

      “I can have Lan here run ta grab ya some fresh bread with your ale fer the rest of those coins.”

      I sighed. “That's all I have left until I reach Ithaca.”

      One of the black cloaks held up a hand, approaching with swagger. “Whoa, whoa, whoa. A day’s ride away, you can spend that at Matty's, that's my wife’s mother’s place. Don’t let him con you further.”

      “Right, right. Lan will fetch you a bread regardless. This is a decent price for a mug and the ale,” the seller said nervously, immediately dropping the extra charge.

      I scooped the seven extra coins into my purse and addressed the black cloak. “Thanks, I’ll visit Matty’s. Who sent me?”

      “Darnidus. What business do ya have in Ithaca?”

      “Religious stuff. It’s complicated but I got places to visit for a higher purpose,” I said.

      He nodded, not questioning religion as a reason for travel. He patted my horse and said, “Fine stallion. Are you interested in selling it since yer low on funds?”

      “Depends on the price honestly. I don’t like being swindled, but a bit lower than average is fine,” I admitted.

      “Fair value, two hundred bronzers. I can give you a senate silver and seventy bronze,” Darnidus offered.

      “Fifteen percent is a bit steep for a quick sale and I’ve never seen the senate silvers,” I admitted.

      “They’re fancy silver coins only accepted in Rome normally.”

      “Here ya go,” the vendor said, handing me the stout ale and sturdy mug. “Those silvers are rare and help signal legitimacy within the realm.”

      I had ten of them in my private stash, gleaning a better understanding of how wealthy I was. The problem for me was, he’d buy the horse, then ride me down with it.

      “Make ya a deal. One hundred and fifty coins or one senate silver and fifty bronze if you safely escort me to Matty’s. The roads, they’ve been a bit rough,” I lied.

      He grinned an infectious smile, revealing a mouth with missing teeth. “And yer name partner?”

      “Marius, but my mother called me Mark,” I said.

      The bread arrived with an extra thank you. The two of us ventured toward Ithaca as if we were long lost friends.
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      I wanted to kill Darnidus, I really did. I mostly worried he’d do it first. However, he stayed cordial, and we pushed through the night to arrive at Kristy’s. To my shock, he didn’t lie. His wife, Kami, was there as a hostess, her mother looked like an older version, and I sold him the stallion for a deal.

      Not only did I expect him to be dishonest, I also expected this place to have a wall and thorough checkpoints. The way he explained it to me was pretty understandable. If this outpost was approached by an advancing army, the residents piled up their goods and retreated to Thermum.

      The entire settlement was only about sixty or so buildings with most of them being able to house transients shifting between the two big cities. Outside the structures, tents, wagons, caravans, and carriages spread out for the evening.

      We arrived right before dawn with me dead on my feet. I honestly felt relieved that I made it this far. Darnidus excused himself after he handed me off to his wife so he could go claim my horse.

      I set the bags down with a pop of my back. Darnidus’ wife stopped cleaning the table to say, “Thanks, traveler.”

      “Mark.”

      “Needin a room?”

      “And a massage.”

      Kami snorted. “Not from me, I hope.”

      She needed a haircut, a bath, and a new outfit. However, she wasn’t too different from the others I’d seen.

      “Uh, no. But preferably a young woman from Athens. I also hear those Sparta women can hold a conversation,” I said.

      She frowned, wiping the table. “Specialty women are hard ta come by and are costin a lot. We just got dem common whores.”

      “And where would I find the highest caliber?”

      “The highest what?” Kami asked, her face snarled in confusion.

      I suppressed my desire to burst into a fit of laughter at her ‘what’ reaction. Apparently, Ares saw fit to convert stupid verbiage into something I’d understand.

      “I’m on a mission from the east to bring back exquisite slaves for fine gentlemen of noble standing. I need only the best ladies for sale and a wagon since I lost mine on the trip here,” I lied.

      “Ithaca has a few proper estates. Dis far from da port… Dominus Omi may have something he held onto fer too long. He’s inside Thermum though. Slave traders tend ta take the fine ones for themselves or the roman nobles,” Kami said, returning to cleaning the table.

      “I sorta imagined I’d be able to travel from estate to estate, shopping through ladies,” I said.

      “Ithaca.”

      “Will I have problems entering?” I asked. Kami frowned. “Sorry, not from this region and I noticed guards at the gate.”

      “Just say ya got coins and are needin whores fer yer master,” Kami said as if this was the most obvious thing ever.

      “I… I understand. What about my lack of paperwork?”

      “Yer question confuses me. Ya bear no mark of a slave.”

      I connected the dots. Entering a Roman controlled town wasn’t some border crossing between first world nations. This was ancient times where paper was a luxury no serf could afford.

      “I’d like to buy a carriage then. Something where I can lock the door as I sleep.”

      She stopped wiping the table. “I’ll find Darnidus. He’ll be able to find a decent deal. Always a haggler. Since ya sold the fine stallion so cheap he should be eager ta help.”

      I plastered a fake smile on my face. “Excellent. A room please and I’ll hope for something to help my travels when I awake.”

      “A bronze,” she said and smartly added. “Includes a meal. Two bronze for company.”

      I nodded, exchanging a skeleton key with a tag on it for a single coin. When I left the common area for my room, I couldn’t help but feel a bit deflated. Then again, Rome wasn’t built in a day.
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      Darnidus didn’t bat an eye when I revealed I had more coins, he just wanted his cut. I was offered a mare and a cart, a wagon with a mare, and a carriage with two mares. The best cost two extra silver coins that I happily exchanged.

      Overall, I left Matty’s feeling refreshed and ready to make Ares proud.

      And so, I departed back towards Thermum. I’d learned a lot so far. Romans didn’t give a shit about stuff outside their sphere of influence. During my travel back to the city, I noticed plenty of escaped slaves wearing headbands to hide their markings. No one chased them or demanded they return back to slavery, and it was almost like the populace was on the edge of revolt.

      This whole region was recently defeated, enslaved, and then forgotten about by the roman armies besides those unfortunate souls stuck on garrison duty. Instead of avoiding eye contact, I rode with my back straight and gaze fixed like a noble.

      I even bought a black cloak and silver hand to blend in better. My height, a little over six foot, wasn’t too outlandish but I definitely was extra tall, giving a mercenary vibe with my recent scruff beard remaining unshaven.

      When I approached the gates of Thermum, the guards opened my carriage door, tossed a few things around, and let me enter to buy slaves.

      They weren’t there for me. Hell, I doubted the guards even cared about slaves moving in and out of the city. It was always about the tax revenue on trade if I had to guess. And so I rode my carriage up to an inn with a very large stable.

      After paying for a room for a month, I established a routine. Every morning I would wake up and eat a nice breakfast of eggs. Then I’d walk the streets to see where the slave coming to market departed from. Knowing that fitting in mattered, I spent coins at local vendors to gain a rapport. By afternoon, I’d visit the markets, spending lightly without ever bringing too much on me. The daily goal was always the same, to learn more about Thermum.

      The tight-lipped vendors ended up spilling little bits of information that formed into a pattern. Dominus Omi was not the slave owner I wanted to mess with. He paid hefty sums to protect his slaves because he mostly dealt in gladiators and common whores in large numbers; that is what made him well known.

      Dominus Carthus was the target I sought. The rounded man was missing a crown of hair and his lavish lifestyle came from shipping out of Ithaca. He decided to come to Thermum to get the finest choice of slaves for himself and those he worked with in Rome.

      As the information trickled in, I learned he was actually out of town at first. This changed when he returned early from a trip to Rome. Along with him, he brought another noble, leaving his wife and children in Italy. The two men visited Dominus Omi to acquire some choice slaves, doing my work for me.

      The final and probably most important lesson I learned over the last two weeks was crystal clear. The Romans weren’t fabled heroes to the people. In fact, the people in black cloaks - who charged the Romans for their efforts - held the most respect since they were locals.

      It was during a random surveillance that I caught the sight of another black cloak watching Dominus Carthus’ estate. To my surprise, she was a woman. Based on her fit form, sling on her left hip and sword on her right, she wasn’t to be trifled with.

      Naturally, I didn’t confront her right away, tailing her until I found her heading to a food vendor. I decided to take a leap of faith with her, knowing I hadn’t violated any roman laws since I entered the city to have to worry about.

      Her black hair whipped around with her dark eyes fixating on me when I entered the line. She inspected me, glancing up at my abnormal height.

      “Too soft for a Spartan,” she said.

      “I’m Mark and I think we are after the same thing,” I said in a hushed tone. “Would you join me for a quiet meal at Amro’s Inn? I wish to discuss certain things in private.”

      “Hydna, and…” Her eyes darted around. “If you try anything, you die.”

      I nodded, leaving the line and walking to the inn. A wave of relief washed over me when she joined me.
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      “It’s so outlandish, I almost don’t believe it,” Hydna said with a huff. “But I do.”

      It took a full week to earn her trust. She didn’t open up until this point, merely playing a role at my side so we could help each other. During our inspections and studies, we pretended to be a couple to help blend in.

      Eventually, she started to understand that I really wasn’t a Roman agent or a man from Greece.

      “Thanks,” I said, sliding a hand on top of hers. “You understand what I’m asking for right?”

      “I… I do. Rose is like a sister to me. We grew up on those same muddy streets, dreaming of becoming stage actors who managed puppets. An odd quirk but it was our dream,” Hydna said.

      I nodded, sipping my ale. “A wonderful dream. This conquest, enslavement, and brutality is terrible for humanity.”

      “A single temple won’t stop the might of Mars’ rise.”

      “Fair,” I replied with a sigh. “Very fair. My mission is clear. Build a temple, settle down, free Ares lovers when I can, if I can. It won’t change fate though. Rome will rise, Ares, Zeus, and Hera will decline only to rise from the ashes once again.”

      “You realize what you’re asking of me?” Hydna asked.

      I smiled with a slight bob of my head. “There’s almost three women for every man around here, if not more. I want stability, I want to chase children around, and I think that is better achieved as a family with more than two.”

      “It’s not uncommon, but not common. Rose would be interested but I don’t want to fight with dozens of ladies. Will three suffice?” Hydna offered.

      I chuckled. “I don’t even have one yet.”

      “There’s an orgy happening in that estate right now. The local nobles are going to drink with excess and sleep the morning away. Tomorrow we will strike,” Hydna said.

      I smirked. “Come to my room, since we have time to burn, and we may not live to this time tomorrow.”

      “And here I worried you’d never toss me over your shoulder. It’s only been a week, Mark, but I’m ready and willing to join you in the name of Ares,” Hydna rose from her seat at the table, snapping her hips as she headed towards my room.

      She didn’t need to give me an over the shoulder look. I found my first partner in crime and my desire to connect us surged through my chest.

      We entered my sparse room, kissing passionately. I plucked her silver medallion off, removing her cloak. She deftly released mine and we tore at each other’s clothing. The instant that our clothes hit the floor, we attacked each other with passion.

      That night, we fucked with abandon, giving into the pleasure. She begged for a son, and I claimed her as mine, demanding one. Our lust-filled promises were beyond a normal entwining and when we finally sated our appetites well into the morning, I knew I’d found a soulmate.
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      Almost three weeks to the day that I had checked in, I repeated my morning ritual by eating in the common room. When I exited, I walked toward the vendors I normally visited for ale, once again, keeping up appearances.

      Hydna drove my carriage around the city under the pretense of getting the horses some exercise. Her slow pace drifted by me during my routine, and we exchanged a quick smile before the next phase began. While I knew she could fight, I needed an instant getaway option and she reluctantly agreed. If I didn’t come out by the sun’s zenith, Hydna was coming in after me.

      I shifted toward the estates where an unusually rambunctious gathering occurred last night. In my mind, I always expected to sneak during the dark, avoid the guards, and win the day with trickery as well as stealth.

      The more I thought about it and the more Hydna explained, attacking during the early morning hangover hour seemed to be the best choice. These estates consisted of chest high mud walls with either spikes or wooden stakes to keep people from vaulting over them.

      On the sides of the walls rested fancy wagons or carriages. Hydna would be parking my carriage there in a few minutes if all went well.

      My plan was about as basic as it got. Wait for Dominus Carthus to provide an opening, enter the proverbial front door through an excuse with the guards, and then escape with the slaves with Hydna ushering us away.

      If anything went poorly, I’d retreat to Hydna and the two of us would try again or flee.

      When I approached his estate, a mercenary guard who wore a black cloak opened the gate for me. “Forget something?” he asked, stifling a yawn.

      “Not me, my wife did,” I lied, crossing the threshold. “Said it was from when I bent her over one of the five pieces of furniture.”

      He chuckled with a head shake. “Let me lock up. Carthus is a stickler about these things, but I get it. My wife and kids are always misplacing things too.”

      Based on our research, this was Karvio, a guard from Rome. He wasn’t a local black cloak, and he wasn’t evil, but he was Roman. He studied my posture with indifference, not fully alert, and yet, not a fool.

      When we entered the estate, I saw a giant mess in the main room. The room stank of spilled wine, sex, and just… nastiness. No one cleaned anything yet with the disaster of the festivities still strewn everywhere.

      I instantly went to the first couch I saw digging into a crack. To my surprise, I actually grasped a piece of jewelry as I slid my hand across the seam.

      “Ha! Would you look at that,” I said energetically.

      I brought it over to Karvio as if it were a prized possession. When I fumbled with it at the last second that he reached out to help me. The instant it fell, and he bent down to grab it, I pulled a dagger out of my sleeve.

      I adjusted to a half bend and seemed polite. When he huffed to hand it back with irritation in his eyes, I struck. The dagger lanced forward, drove through his eyeball, and sunk into his brain.

      “What the -?”

      He almost managed the sentence until I removed the blade. He crashed into the tiled floor with a thud. I bent down to quickly steal his sword, purse, and keys. Just because the exterior guard died, didn’t mean the challenges were over.

      There’d be a guard to keep the slaves from rising to this top floor and a guard outside Carthus’ private room. Outside of that, the mistress of the house might be roaming, but based on the mess in the living room she likely slept.

      I immediately walked to the back patio. One of the vendors said his brother’s wife told him about this space and how it would help me get up a floor. Sure enough, the back patio rested directly under the second-floor balcony.

      As quietly as I could, I hefted a chair and lined it up with the upper balconies’ lip.

      It wasn’t perfect, but I stepped onto the chair and jumped to the balcony above. My elbows caught the lip, and I precariously dangled for a second. Any neighbor could see me doing this, and it was the most dangerous part of my mission up to this point. I pulled myself up, scampering over the stone ledge of the upper floor.

      I strode into the room like I belonged in case anyone was awake. Fortunately, the two bodies in the bed were asleep. Unfortunately, neither of them was Carthus.

      The visiting noble snuggled up with the head mistress with the two entwined in a couple’s slumber.

      My sword hung loosely on my hip, without a sheath. I gently pulled it off my belt. The visiting noble was an average looking fellow in his elder years. He snored lightly while the mistress fluttered her lips during exhales.

      They slept so soundly, I felt terrible. I never expected to become a stone-cold killer, it wasn’t exactly what I had planned to do when I turned to worshiping the Old Gods. These people enslaved, conquered, and tread on those they called inferior.

      In the end, their deaths wouldn’t echo through time, and Ares demanded blood.

      I raised the blade high over their heads, decided to go for both their necks at the same time. Without a word uttered, I savagely brought the blade down.

      Skin, muscle, and blood shot out the sides where the blade bit deep. She died instantly but the noble while his eyes shot open.

      When he reached for his ruined neck, I yanked the blade so that it sliced deeper into his flesh. He died instantly from the second cut.

      The wet smack and brief thrashing caused enough noise that I heard scraping feet outside the door.

      “No roughing the mistress,” the guard said, jingling his keys as he approached the other side of the door.

      I grabbed a sandal off the floor, tossing it on the other side of the room where it loudly landed as I tiptoed closer to the door.

      I tucked myself behind the frame just as it opened. The guard stepped into the room aggressively. His stomps continued into the room until his mind tried to process what he saw.

      “Argg!” I grunted, swinging horizontally with all my might.

      The blade slid through his neck, popping his head off his shoulders.

      The body crashed down while the head rolled away until it stopped at the far wall.

      Spurts of blood squirted across the floor until they gently stopped. His eyes remained frozen in a squint.

      “Four dead, two more to go.” My words barely escaped my lips.

      I bent down, not bothered by the four murders.

      I’d become a serial killer at this point, never really expecting to be so calm with it. Maybe Ares altered me, maybe I always knew I could adapt, and maybe when it was life or death, it just didn’t faze a man.

      While my heart slammed against my chest, I found the guard's bag, loading it up with valuables. The noble wore fancy jewelry with a purse on the nightstand, the guard mostly possessed nice daggers, and the mistress must have hidden her possessions in another spot in the house. After a few more drawer checks I wiped my blade clean to finish the mission.

      “Where’s the boss?” I grumbled, swinging the bag over my shoulder.

      When I retreated down the stairs, adrenaline continued to surge through me. Each heartbeat thrummed in my ears. I nervously felt like a thousand guards were on their way even though I’d been silent up to this point.

      “Calm, calm. One more and it’s over,” I mumbled to myself.

      The first-floor staircase led to the estates massive basement where the slaves were caged. According to Hydna, there’d be almost thirty women down here with Rose. I walked down the stairs two at a time, not able to stealthy approach the final fight.

      I did prepare the best I could, coming with a distraction. The sword in my left hand rested on my left shoulder with a purse bouncing in my right. I somehow managed to whistle a calm tune to one of those annoying pop music songs.

      “Who’s there?” the guard asked.

      “Your payday. I made a deal with the Dominus upstairs. The foreign one. A visit to the slaves for a big bribe to you and him,” I said before we could either see each other.

      “What?” a new voice asked. “Harmo has no right.”

      I instantly understood that this was Dominus Carthus.

      The final steps revealed a guard looking into a cell behind him. Inside Dominus Carthus stretched from a rude awakening. He was fully nude, his portly body covered in excess amounts of hair. He also happened to be wearing a kinky collar he finagled with to remove.

      A brooding beefcake of a man shared the cell with him, having the firmest grasp on what was about to transpire. He kept his mouth shut as I closed the final few steps.

      “Who are you?” Dominus Carthus said, not even noticing me at first.

      The guard turned too slowly, not respecting my arrival. The blade bounced off my shoulder and with a flick of my wrist, leveled as a lance. I drove the blade right through his chest as he spun to face me.

      The guard blinked, super confused. “...Why?”

      I sneered. “Ares sent me. The prayers of his followers have been answered.”

      “Guards!” Dominus Carthus shouted.

      He kept screaming at the top of his lungs while I watched the final threat collapse to his knees. I bent down, watching life fade from the guard’s eyes. When he died, I set the bag down and looted everything worth a damn.

      Dominus Carthus finally stopped shouting. “They’re dead, aren’t they?” he asked when it sank in.

      “Yup,” I said, popping the p.

      I cycled through the keys, finding the one to unlock the main housing unit. Eight cells lay under the estate with one of them not having a door. The main room for their food and toilet was mostly empty minus a few trinkets. I didn’t even see any food, knowing it was probably above.

      Three of the cells held individual males. One of them had a female with him. The last three cells were crowded with young women who could have strut a runway. The Greek women definitely held that lovely appeal, even within such impoverished conditions.

      “What… What are you going to do with me?” Carthus asked.

      “Where are the rest of the coins?” I asked.

      Carthus snorted. “I’m not telling.”

      I turned to the beefcake. “Was he a good master?”

      “Yes.”

      “No,” the women in the other cells shouted.

      “Okay, I understand better now. Who doesn’t play favorites? I’m here for the ladies so stay out of my way and we won’t have problems. Scream again and…” I let the sentence hang. I walked beyond the other cells with males in them. The ladies hurried to greet me. “I’m not lying. I’m here on behalf of Ares. Which of you is Rose?”

      A blue-eyed woman in desperate need of a bath raised a hand. Her blond hair had clumps in it, her nose was busted, but she was exceedingly beautiful even when beat up.

      “Does a name Hynda ring a bell?” I asked and her eyes lit up, instantly answering my question. Before she could say anything, I confidently proclaimed, “I’ve been tasked with setting up a temple to Ares and intent to free Hellenic slaves who want strong sons.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Carthus said with a scoff.

      I turned back around and faced his cell. “Two options. Push him against the cell for me to kill or I open the door, kill you, then him. Five. Four. Three. Two.”

      “I didn’t scream!” Carthus pleaded.

      The beefcake shoved him against the steel bars. I thrust the sword into his chest two times before walking away. The man died with a super sad frown on his face and hands clutching his wounds.

      “Will ya release me?” the beefcake asked.

      “Yes. After I secure Rose and one more who is coming with me. Everyone will be freed. Rose, who are we taking with us?” I asked.

      “With Hydna?” Rose asked and I nodded. “I knew Ares heard my prayers. Where are we going?”

      “Well, if my history serves me right, we’re going to a fairly quiet part of the map. There we’ll live a great life until the day we die. I’ll build a monument to Ares, take care of my wives, and watch my children grow old.”

      “Wives?” Rose asked.

      I nodded. “I’m claiming you and Hydna approves. My mandate is clear. There are far more ladies than men and I’m no common man. If you join me, you’ll be cared for and protected in a quiet valley. I can’t say more as to the location.”

      “What did Ares look like?” a different woman asked.

      Her red hair rested in dual pigtails with lovely hazel eyes. Much like the others, she needed a fresh outfit, a bath, and a haircut, but the beauty was clear even beneath the grime.

      “I never saw him, but his message was mischievous and devious. I… He’s a cold son of a bitch,” I said.

      “Just like you?” the beefcake asked.

      I shrugged. “Everyone who needed to die is dead. Everyone worth saving is alive and able to escape. I don’t need anyone to come with me besides Rose and if she chooses a different life afterwards, I’ll understand.” I scattered two purses worth of coins on the ground. “Now, who’s coming with Rose and me for a happily ever after? I have a carriage waiting.”

      The hazel eyed woman from earlier said, “I’m Jovini, and I’ll follow such a man.”

      Rose beamed a smile and said, “As will I, Rose of Athens.”

      I snorted. “Wonderful, stay close to me. The rest of you, spread the word, Rome’s rule will not last forever.”

      I opened the doors for Rose and Jovini. They excitedly exited, eager to be free of their confines. I opened all the female doors before I tossed the keys in the pile of coins.

      “Stay close and we shouldn’t have a problem,” I said.

      I strode out of the estate with the ladies pretending to be my slaves. We found Hydna waiting outside, biting her lip to keep from squealing out in joy. I tossed her into the carriage so she could rejoice in her reunion with Rose while I guided the mares out of the city right through the main gate. The guards and I even exchanged a smile and a wave as we rolled toward our freedom.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 10

          

          
            HAPPILY EVER AFTER

          

          160 BC, HIDDEN VALLEY - DELPHI

        

      

    

    
      “Daddy! Daddy!” A small hand shook me awake.

      I grumbled with a stretch. Rose lay sprawled across my chest, soundly asleep. My five-year-old son, Ares, rubbed my face until I awoke. I hefted my pregnant wife off me, kissing Jovini as I crawled over her.

      “Yeah buddy, what’s up?” I asked with a waking grumble.

      “You promised to teach me the bow!”

      I nodded. “Yea, I did, didn’t I? Are your chores done?”

      A wonderful smell of wafting eggs drifted from the expanded kitchen room. I pissed in a jar, unable to hold my bladder in. While I peed, I reflected on the past seven years, ignoring my son impatiently who waited outside my room.

      My murder spree ended in that estate where I freed my future. The truth was, I couldn’t adventure and have a family full of kids. Traveling the land simply proved incredibly dangerous and more than once my mere presence scared off bandits.

      We set up a small farm, traded with other independence sympathizers, and when I could, I used my extra earnings to free the slaves of Third Macedonian War. We promised each other that when the children grew old enough to take over, we’d travel the world, just the four of us exacting revenge on the Romans.

      I never added to my harem, living the absolute best life I could’ve ever imagined. The four of us, we weren’t just a team of best friends, but a family willing to do everything to keep each other happy and safe. The boring routine let me build a temple to Ares, chase around five children, and juggle a growing farm.

      When my bladder emptied, I hurried into the kitchen I built as a priority. Hydna cooked eggs while performing a little happy dance that made her bare ass shake just right.

      “Good morning, my love,” she said.

      “Gross mom,” Ares complained. “Father is taking me shooting, no talking to him in private!”

      We didn’t talk, and I think he somehow understood what happened when one of my wives dragged me into my private room. The boy was sharp. I wanted to join my wife, swaying my hips with hers just for fun, but I departed to the front door.

      “One second, Ares,” Hydna said, hurrying to the door to pull me in close for a kiss. When our lips parted. “I had my doubts at first, during those dimly lit conversations at the inn. I don’t have any doubts now. But I want you to do something. I… I had a dream.”

      “Yeah?”

      “I was visited by a certain someone. I want you to…” While she talked, I nodded with a chuckle. “Can you do that?”

      I grabbed a chunk of her bare ass. “Of course, my love. Right after I scare the chickens with stray arrows. I don’t have a clue how to shoot a bow.”

      “If you do what I asked, it might be a smart idea to learn,” Jovini said with a light cackle.

      I pulled her in for another long kiss. Apparently, the gods had one more task for us. This one… Well, I’d feel relieved when I finished it.
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          WHAT THE FUCK

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Delphi Greece 2075

      

      

      

      “And so, I, Mark Matthews, the man who vanished by the Old Gods church in twenty forty-five, write the story of my life as of one sixty Before Christ,” Adam said with dismay. His guts sank and his heart pounded erratically. “What the fuck?”

      The other archeologists at the dig site blinked absently in muted shock. Almost three decades earlier the prophet Mark of Delphi predicted the future to a point where the Old Gods became so revered, they became the top religion of humanity two decades later.

      Poseidon himself blessed an ocean city called Poseidon. The Old Gods weren’t a myth, they were a reality, and Adam dropped the notebook.

      “This was written in Ionic. No way it’s not real,” Adam said in dismay. He checked his phone really quick. “Fuck me, Mark Matthews, last seen at Church of the Old Gods, Carthage N.Y. Police suspect he was abducted based on his religious preferences, never finding the body.”

      Adam’s students and peers gently picked up the book, lifting it one at a time. While Adam ran his fingers down his face, the site manager arrived. Director Suez strode in as the commanding presence. The older man always had this imposing aura and Adam hated how he forced his team to keep digging when everyone said to give up over a decade ago.

      The aged man bent down to come eye to eye with Adam. Loud pops of the director's knees caused him to snap out of his daze.

      “It’s real, isn’t it?” Suez asked.

      Adam sputtered his lips. “You heard that?”

      “Part of it. Some kid flying his drones is causing interference with the labs recording devices. Or so the techs say. But yes, I heard this blasphemy. The prophet Mark of Delphi is a saint with his own temples in Greece. I want you to answer this very carefully. What are the chances this is fake?” Director Suez asked.

      Adam fidgeted under his gaze. “It’s possible it's a fake. That’s an easier pill to swallow than to think Ares conned humanity into worshiping a dead religion.”

      “Or he did what needed to be done. Retirement was too cushy. Have you ever heard the story of the Lost Spartan Fleet?” Suez asked, his gray eyes crackling with lightning.

      Adam scrambled back until he pressed against the dig site’s wall. Adam was an atheist by choice, never disparaging those who worshiped the Old Gods. When the director’s eyes turned alight with lightning, he instantly knew he cowered before a god. “You… you’re him.”

      “The Lost Spartan Fleet?” Zeus asked Adam as he trembled.

      “No… my lord. I - I - I.”

      The god of lightning waved a hand through the air in a figure eight. “Time is not linear for gods. It’s subjective, and yet, demanding. I see at least Poseidon has not failed me,” Zeus said, having the full attention of the room.

      Pam, one of Adam’s young students, asked, “So Mark was from our time?”

      “I think so. It’s funny what brothers do when they compete for attention. And here I thought we put Earth behind us,” Zeus said, tucking his arms behind his back with a head shake. “How about you, the greatest minds on Ancient Greek history, any idea about a Lost Spartan Fleet?”

      Adam snapped his fingers in remembrance. “Actually, yes. There’s a faint passage, yes, I recall it now. During 451BC Sparta and Athens signed a truce so the Delian League could push back the Persians from Cyprus. It is said this fleet sailed out with allies from other city states. During this time of peace is when it's rumored that the combined fleet vanished. But it was a storm that claimed them if they ever existed.”

      Zeus folded his arms and tapped a foot. “Thanks for telling the truth. I will bring you back for your devotion and honesty.”

      Lightning erupted from the god, connecting to the room filled with archaeologists.

      Adam seized on the floor, watching his fellow scholars die a horribly slow death. Right before his brain shut off, he watched a sneering Zeus collect the book to tuck it away for his safekeeping.

      “Thanks Ares, without Mark, the Pantheon War would be lost,” Zeus said somberly.

      A final surge of power killed Adam, keeping him from finding out what his mind craved to know more about.

      

      
        
        The End.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10. A RANGER’S DUTY

          

          BY M.R. FROST
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      There I was, sitting at the bar in a rundown tavern in the backwater forest town of Malverna. Backwater might be unfair. It did have its own garrison from the king’s army stationed there.

      I did ranger work for them. I would scout out the surrounding forest, investigate rumors of bandits and the like, then take care of it if I was able, or report back to the garrison if I wasn’t. Because of my half-elven heritage, it was a nice deal. I got to work and live how I liked, keeping to myself without the prejudice being a half-breed usually entailed.

      Anyways, I was minding my own business, sharing an ale, eating some stew with my best friend, Neb, and enjoying a lull in my day. Well, I was drinking and eating. Neb’s an owl, so he only ate fresh meat and drank water.

      One time, he imbibed some ale. That was the day I found out he was a belligerent drunk. He harassed the innkeeper and the other patrons. After that, much to his protests, I decided no more for him.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Neb. You did this to yourself,” I told him as I took another drink.

      He ruffled his feathers and puffed out his chest, indignantly hooting at me. I was about to respond when the tavern doors burst open.

      “Help! We need help. We’ve been attacked, and my friend’s been injured.”

      The commotion drew my gaze to the entrance, and I knew I was screwed.

      In the doorway stood a dangerously beautiful half-demon, with purple skin and blue hair down to her chin, tucked behind curling ram horns. Her black leather armor was cut to accentuate her hourglass figure. I could see twin dagger handles peeking out from the back of her waist. Her tail swished back and forth in agitation.

      Her pure, pupilless, silver eyes scanned the small crowd before they settled, imploringly on me. Her gaze shifted to the elf that was draped over her shoulder and back to me. The elf had received a bad cut to the left-side of her torso. Her side and leg were coated in a crimson sheen from all the blood she had lost.

      Fuck. That’s what I got for trying to enjoy some downtime.

      The stool scraped across the floor as I bolted to my feet. I started fishing around in one of my pouches as I hurried over to them.

      “Lay your friend on the ground and tilt her head back a little.” The command in my voice jolted her into action at once.

      She gently set her friend down and adjusted her head backwards.

      Glass clinking could be heard as I withdrew my last vial of healing.

      Knew I should’ve restocked before heading this far into the forest.

      I opened the elf’s mouth with one hand as I put the potion stopper between my teeth and pulled it out. It was so quiet in the tavern that I didn’t need my half-elf hearing to detect her slow and stuttering heartbeat.

      Cursing, I poured the liquid down her throat. I kept pressure on her side as I sat back and prayed to the gods that she would be ok. The potion took effect slower than it should have. A clear sign of how close she had come to death.

      The elf drew in a ragged breath. Her eyes squeezed shut, and she started sweating harder, as she tried not to cry out. I couldn’t afford the good potions, which had a soothing property. These hurt like you wouldn’t believe as your body rapidly knitted back together.

      The half-demon shifted the elf until she was draped across her lap. Worriedly she took the elf’s hand in hers. “It’ll be ok, Con. You’re going to be alright.”

      The elf finally settled as the potion ran its course, and her damaged side became whole.

      The half-demon’s silver gaze settled on me.

      “Thank you so much. I don’t know what would’ve happened if we hadn’t found you.” She placed her hand on my arm and slid it down to my hand.

      “Only you would flirt at a time like this, Dye,” the elf, Con, managed to mumble as she cracked her eyes open.

      Now that she wasn’t on the brink of death, I took time to look her over. She had pale skin with a hint of blue. The tips of her ears peaked through her waist length blonde hair. She had the deepest blue eyes I’d ever seen. Somehow, she managed to look lithe and graceful while lying on the floor.

      Surprise flashed across her face as she looked at me. She probably hadn’t expected to find a half-elf this far out from the cities or elven kingdoms. I could only imagine what she thought.

      My mane of brown hair hid the tips of my slightly less pointed ears, and I probably had twigs and leaves embedded in it, a hazard of sleeping outside on the ground. My sharp angled, all too elven chin was covered by a thick beard that probably wasn’t in any better shape than my hair. My copper skin held a slight green hue, harder to see in the tavern than in direct sunlight. And then there was my green cloak and brown leather armor. They were smudged here and there with dried, caked on mud as well, another hazard of the job.

      The only things that I had clean and neat were the short sword strapped to my hip and my bow that rested next to the seat I had occupied at the bar only moments ago.

      I don’t know what she saw in my green eyes, but she visibly relaxed.

      “I’m glad you’re ok, miss…”

      “Constance, but my friends and lifesavers call me Con.” She smiled at me as she tightened her grip on her friend’s hand.

      “Alright, Con. How do you feel?”

      “Like I’ve been hit by a carriage,” she said weakly.

      I snorted in amusement. “That’s better than the alternative. If your friend here hadn’t gotten here when she did, you might not have made it.”

      The half-demon held out her hand to me as she spoke, “I’m Dyna, but everyone calls me Dye.”

      “It’s nice to meet you two. My name is Declyn” I nodded my head towards my feathered friend. “And that ornery poof ball is Neb. What did I tell you? No more drinking!” I said as I shook Dye’s soft and delicate hand.

      Neb hooted at me, turned his head around, and started preening his back. Great, that's all I needed. He would probably sulk for days. Sometimes I wondered what I had done to be bonded to such a persnickety beasty. Still, we’d been through a lot, and he’s had my back every time I’ve needed him.

      Con already looked much better and insisted on getting up. I stood up and offered her my hand, which she gratefully accepted. Once she was on her feet, I guided her to a table. When the women stood up, I noticed Dye was a little shorter than me, and Con was shorter than her. I stood just under six feet.

      “Hey Martin,” I yelled at the tavern owner. “How about some food and drink for the ladies?”

      “We don’t have time,” Con insisted. “Kali’s still out there and she needs our help.”

      She made to stand up, but both Dye and I pushed her back into her seat.

      “Trust me. After one of those potions, you’re going to need some food. Now, why don’t you tell me what's going on, and I’ll see what I can do.”

      The women looked at each other and then looked back at me. I could see the hesitation in their eyes.

      Dye looked me over, and a devilish glint entered her eyes as she licked her lips.

      “No offense, Declyn. But why should we tell you anything?”

      “I’m a ranger in these parts. It’s my duty to look after people. You two were clearly attacked.”

      “I wouldn’t mind if you attacked me,” she teased.

      “Dye! Stop flirting for one minute, would you?” Con scolded her.

      “Fine,” Dye pouted. She crossed her arms, which did enchanting things to her breasts. When I met her gaze, I knew she’d caught me looking and from the smile that split her lips. She was pleased that I had noticed.

      I coughed into my fist and returned my attention to Con. I could tell she was irritated and worried.

      “You mentioned Kali. Who’s that?”

      The flirtatious look on Dye’s face melted instantly and guilt crept into her eyes.

      “She’s our friend and bodyguard,” Con said. “She stayed and fought off the bandits that attacked us. She told us to run and get help. So, we did. I was attacked as we were escaping, and Dye saved my life.”

      “I’m sorry I wasn’t fast enough.” Dye looked at her feet as she spoke. “I can't believe we left Kali like that.”

      Con reached out and gripped her hand. “You saved my life, and now we’ve got a chance to do the same for Kali.”

      “What were you ladies doing out here?”

      “My father owns a merchant company. He had decided it was time that I started to learn the family business,” Con replied. Clearly, she didn’t like her father telling her what to do.

      “He doesn’t know that I already know how to run the business, and I was working on setting up my own trading company. I was using this opportunity, as a test, to get mine up and running.”

      Dye spoke up as soon as my gaze slid to her. “Kali and I decided to come with her. Someone needed to look after her and keep her out of trouble.”

      “We were on our way to Shanzisa,” Con continued. “When the caravan leader told us we could save several days of travel if we took a shortcut through this forest.”

      “The conniving slime-ball set us up. We were ambushed by bandits on our second day of his ‘shortcut’.” Dye slammed her hand on the table in anger, scaring Martin as he walked over with a loaded serving tray of food and drinks.

      He quickly set the meals and mugs on the table and scurried away. He moved so fast. I almost didn’t have time to toss a couple silver coins on his tray.

      “So, why don’t you tell me where you two were, and I’ll go out and find your friend?”

      “No!” Con said

      “I don’t think so,” Dye added. “We’re coming with you. She’s our best friend, and she risked everything for us. The least we can do is return the favor.”

      I scratched my beard while I thought it over. I didn’t really want to put these women back in jeopardy. But I could tell by the cast of their eyes that I wasn’t going to get rid of them easily. Making up my mind, I stood up.

      “Ok, ladies, fine. But I need you to do what I tell you when I tell you. Am I understood?”

      They both nodded. The predatory light had come back to Dye’s gaze as she looked me up and down.

      “I’ll do whatever you tell me, Declyn.”

      Con rolled her eyes lovingly at her friend. But when she looked back to me, I could see that she appreciated my help.

      “Alright. Eat up and regain your strength. We’ll head out shortly.”

      I moved back toward my seat at the bar. While I did, I overheard the women whispering to each other.

      “Dye, I can’t believe you were eyeing him like that at a time like this.”

      “Come on, Con. Did you see him? Kali would understand. You know she likes tight compact frames. Besides, I noticed how you looked at him.”

      “But I didn’t verbally assault him. There are more important things to deal with right now.”

      I knew at once they were going to be trouble. By the sound of their conversation, I was right. Oddly enough, it was a kind of trouble that I was not only looking forward to, but it was a trouble I didn’t realize I had missed in my self-imposed exile.

      I waved Martin over. While I waited, I drank the rest of my ale and took a couple more bites of my stew.

      “What can I do for you, Declyn?” he asked while he finished cleaning the mug in his hands.

      “I’m going to need you to send a missive to the garrison. Tell them bandits are attacking travelers in the forest, and I’m going to investigate. That way if anything happens to me, they’ll be aware and can do something in case they don’t hear from me in a few days.”

      “Aye, Dec. I can do that. What about your friends? Do they need lodgings?”

      I sighed heavily. “Unfortunately, not. They’re determined to go with me. Now I’ve got to look for missing merchants and worry about keeping them safe.”

      “Oh, aye, that looks like a terrible thing. I don’t envy you one bit.” The sarcasm was heavy in his voice as he looked over my shoulder to the beautiful women behind me.

      I chuckled at that. “If times were different, you’d be right, my old friend. But trust me, it’s no fun being responsible for the lives of others.”

      It’s one of the reasons I exiled myself from the king's army. Once upon a time, I was the head scout for the army. I was on a mission tracking the whereabouts of a group of uprisers. Unbeknownst to me I had been spotted. I missed the tell-tale signs that they’d split their forces and doubled back to flank us.

      Due to my oversight, the army was ambushed, and lives were lost. Many of them had been my friends. We were barely able to survive the battle. Our ranks had been decimated.

      I couldn’t handle the responsibility anymore. I resigned my post as a scout and instead became a ranger. I protected those that lived in the more untamed areas. I was an extension of the kingdom, but not directly responsible for the lives of the many.

      I only had to worry about Neb and me. I may have given the owl a lot of grief, but I probably would’ve gone mad without him.

      Martin must’ve seen the look on my face, or we’d known each other long enough that he knew where my thoughts had drifted.

      “I’m sorry, Declyn. I didn’t mean nothing by it.”

      “It’s alright, Martin. You have nothing to be sorry about. Come on Neb, we’ve got work to do.”

      I reached down and grabbed the bow, quiver, and pack that I had removed while eating. I strapped them on, and Neb alighted on my shoulder. After I checked the short sword attached to my hip, I walked back to the table.

      The ladies stopped chatting as I approached. Dye’s gaze showed open lust, and Con’s face was beat red. I chose to ignore that. I needed to stay focused.

      “Ladies, shall we?”
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      As soon as we were outside Martin’s tavern, I inhaled the forest scent. It was a habit I’d developed early on in my military career, and it made me appreciate what I had - crisp clean air, not the stagnant air of the packed city I grew up in. The thought sent a shiver racing down my spine.

      “You ok, Declyn?” Dye asked. “We can do this alone if you prefer.”

      “Nonsense, I’m just taking in the fresh air. Makes me aware of how much I prefer my life these days.” I dropped my gaze to the ground and surveyed it for the signs of my new companions' passage.

      “Come on then. This way.” I took off heading east. I gently shook my shoulder. “Alright, Neb. It’s time you earned that ale you stole. Fly ahead and keep a lookout.”

      Neb ruffled his feathers at my request. I swore he gave an exasperated sigh as he flew from my shoulder. He dipped a few times before he gained altitude and made his way above the treetops, calling back the all-clear moments later.

      “How do you know we’re headed in the right direction?” I could tell by the tone of Con’s voice that she was testing me.

      I eyed her over my shoulder before I spoke.

      “You ladies didn’t exactly leave a small footprint. I could see your trail from the moment we exited the tavern.” I pointed down along the ground. “See those depressions?”

      Con nodded and I continued my explanation. “Those are your footprints, see those slightly deeper ones? Those are Dye’s, her feet had to dig in deeper to accommodate your added weight.”

      Con smiled and raised her eyebrows. “I’m impressed—”

      “Also, there’s your blood. You were leaking like a sieve.”

      “She didn’t mean anything by it, Declyn. She’s very thorough when it comes to her friends,” Dye added with a small chuckle.

      “Dye!” Con’s face turned bright red as her embarrassment heightened.

      “What? I’m only being honest.” Dye slung her arm over her friend's shoulder and laughed harder.

      I chose to ignore the innuendo as hard as it was. As much as it enticed me—and trust me, it did—I’d spent the last five years pretty much alone, except for Neb and the occasional fling. Still, there was a small spark in the pit of my stomach that was excited by the playful banter.

      “What’s the matter, Declyn? You’re awfully quiet,” Dye teased.

      “Nothing’s wrong,” I answered, surprising myself.

      I turned in my tracks, skillfully walking backwards without stumbling or tripping. I didn’t know how to explain it, but I felt at home and at peace in the forest. I was a welcomed guest in the woodlands. I never lost my footing while traversing it. “I find myself wondering if you’re all talk or if you can back up your words?”

      Surprise and then something far more base entered the half-demon’s eyes. The pure silver color seemed to sparkle. She quickened her pace and got nose to nose with me, though she had to tilt her head back a little to do it.

      “You help us find Kali and make the bastards pay. Well Declyn, I promise you, we’ll give you the best night of your life. Maybe more if you play your cards right.”

      Her devilish grin told the same promise before her tongue darted out of her mouth, and she licked my lips. Afterwards, she fell into step beside Con, who didn’t refute her friend’s promise.

      For the first time in my life, I stumbled and nearly lost my balance in the forest. I regained my footing as gracefully as I could and spun back around. The delicious sound of their laughter followed me.

      My mind whirled at the possibilities. There was a part of me though, that thought they were surely joking. I was a lowly ranger, and we’d only just met after all. I looked down at my dirt caked fingers and sighed.

      Definitely jesting.

      I turned my attention back to the trail. It was easy to pick up once again. Thankfully, the trail was still fresh and meant that the site of their ambush wouldn’t be far away.

      What was concerning, though, was how close it was to the town of Malverna. The bandits were getting bolder. They were like weeds. No matter how many times I cleared the forest, they cropped back up.

      After about an hour of travel, we came across a slightly worn road in the forest. Road was stretching it. Really it was a rutted path carved by wagon wheels. The women’s tracks led into and followed the trail going south.

      “It’s not far now,” Con said.

      Dye pulled her daggers from her waist. “I’ll follow along the side of the road and stay out of sight.”

      If I hadn’t known what to look for, she would’ve melted into the trees like an apparition before my very eyes.

      “I’m going to ghost you from the other side, Con. Don’t worry. I’ll have eyes on you the whole time.”

      “I’m not worried.” Confidence bloomed in her unwavering gaze.

      I unslung my bow and nocked an arrow as I all but disappeared into the foliage.

      I cursed under my breath and picked up speed. The smell of fresh tilled soil and cut wood assaulted my senses. There was also an underlying aroma of blood and feces. The unmistakable smell of a battlefield.

      I surveyed my surroundings and noticed the splintered trees and what looked like an overturned wagon. I eased my way a little deeper into the undergrowth as I moved closer to the wagon. I spotted Dye as she moved closer as well. Con continued down the path, eyes straight ahead, when she stumbled across a branch in the road.

      She looked down after she recovered her balance. Surprise flashed across her face as she bent over and retrieved the stick and lifted it before her eyes, inspecting it for any damage.

      I had been mistaken. It wasn’t a branch but a quarterstaff. From the look on her face, it was her staff. The weapon bolstered her confidence further and new determination filled her stride as she quickly walked to the wagon.

      I came around one tree and was greeted by the sight of several tall shaggy goblinoids and several humans rummaging through the contents of not only this wagon, but several more that were further along the trail. I managed to not draw attention to myself as I eased back behind a tree.

      I held a special hatred for goblinoids ever since I’d started protecting this forest. They were vile creatures who’s evil knew no bounds.

      “Look, I don’t get why we got stuck with this? We fought as hard as any of the rest of them.” One of the goblinoids complained, his voice thick and garbled by his sharp teeth.

      Laughter broke out further down the trail and a human spoke up. “Oh, aye, we did. I seen you avoid the green skinned berserker as much as the rest of us.”

      The goblinoid harrumphed and studiously avoided the side of the trail next to him. He even shivered and took a few more steps in my direction as he resumed his perusal.

      “I’m only saying that we should be back at the cave and enjoying the spoils as well,” the goblinoid muttered under his breath. My proximity and half-elven hearing were the only reason I heard him.

      “What was that, Cower?”

      “My name is Casder!” he bellowed indignantly.

      “Not for long,” I whispered.

      He spun to me, and his eyes got as big around as saucers when he saw my arrow point at his face. I smirked and loosed the arrow. It thunked into his face at the same time the wagon lifted into the air.

      The makeshift missile flew down the trail to collide with the human bandits that were ransacking the other wagon with a sickly crunching noise. The last goblinoid spun and squealed as it looked down the trail where Con had been approaching.

      I dared a glance myself and spotted Con in the middle of the road. Her staff planted firmly in the ground and her other arm outstretched. Her brow was creased in concentration.

      The goblinoid’s scream became a wet gurgle. When my gaze returned to him, I saw Dye standing behind him as he clutched his throat and fell to his knees. Her blades were painted crimson with the beast’s blood. She sneered at the goblinoid as she kicked him in the back and sent him sprawling. His dying gurgles were muffled by the mud he’d landed face first in.

      Just like that, the forest was quiet again. Neb glided down and alighted on a branch.

      “A little warning would be nice next time,” I scolded him.

      He ruffled his feathers, hooted at me, and unsteadily took to the sky once again. The message was clear, I’d upset him. That was fine with me, this could’ve turned out bad.

      “Kali!” Dye cried out.

      Scratch that, it had turned out bad. I raced over to where Dye had crouched down on the side of the road. I realized that it was the spot the goblinoid bandit I’d shot had been avoiding.

      Laying in the taller grass was an orc. Her black breeches and matching vest were damaged from multiple lacerations. Her heavy boots were caked in mud and blood.

      I could tell that her olive-green skin was heavily muscled, even underneath all of the cuts and blood. She had black hair with a single thick braid that pooled around her head. Her prominent lower tusks shot out between her lips. A massive hammer rested on the ground next to her. Dimly, I realized it was a maul.

      Dye pulled her head into her lap, leaned down over her, and wept. Con had made it to Dye’s side a moment after I did. She stared down at her friend in horror. A single tear slid down her cheek.

      My body moved of its own accord. I reached out and pulled Con into my embrace.

      Out of nowhere, a fierce protectiveness descended me. I hadn’t felt this kind of desire since the day I walked my contingent into an ambush all those years ago. Vengeance settled into my chest, punched me in the gut.

      “I’m so sorry,” I said into her hair as she buried her face in my chest and cried. “We’ll find these bastards and make them pay.”

      But first we would see to their friend.

      “Let’s give your friend the warrior’s rest she deserves.”

      I gently pushed Con away from me and knelt next to Dye. I placed my hand on hers and waited to speak until our gazes met.

      “Allow me the honor?”

      I didn’t think she, either of them, had the wherewithal to do what needed to be done next. It was hard to lose someone in battle. Especially someone they both loved dearly.

      Gratefully, Dye released her hold on her friend. She stood up and took Con into her arms. Trying to comfort her as much as herself.

      I leaned down and put my hands under Kali’s shoulders and the backs of her knees. As soon as I started to lift, a small gasp of pain spilled from her lips. Con and Dye were too distraught to hear it.

      I quickly placed Kali back on the ground and started rummaging in my pouches. My hand finally found what I was looking for. I pulled forth my last vial of healing.

      “I’m sorry,” I whispered to her.

      “What’s going on?” Con and Dye asked in unison.

      I ignored them as I cradled Kali’s head and ripped the cork out with teeth. I spit the stopper to the side as I poured the liquid down her throat.

      Kali’s wounds were more extensive than Con’s, so the potion took even longer to work. Eventually Kali let out a pained gasp as her whole body shuddered. I tried to hold her still as the healing properties began their painful work.

      Before her wounds had even started to heal her amber eyes snapped open and locked onto mine. She snarled and bared her teeth at me. Surprised, I was unprepared when she launched one of her fists into my mouth.

      The force snapped my head back, I fell onto my rump, and had stars dancing in my vision. And that was without leverage and laying on her back. My jaw would’ve been broken or worse, I might have been killed instantly if she’d been standing and could’ve put her full strength behind the swing.

      “What the hell, Kali?” Con asked as she and Dye knelt beside their friend.

      I regained my feet and moved away as fast as possible. I didn’t want to give her any more chances to finish what she’d started.

      “That’s bad form. Declyn saved your life,” Dye scolded her.

      “Not that I don’t appreciate it,” Kali gasped out between breaths. Her body was almost whole by now. “But couldn’t you have used the painless kind?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 3

          

        

      

    

    
      Kali stood up and brushed some of the debris off herself.

      “Sorry about that…Declyn, was it? I can be a bear when I get woke up early.”

      “You weren’t asleep!” Con threw her hands up in exasperation.

      Kali smirked. “Come on, Con. I’ve had worse.”

      “No, you haven’t,” Dye scoffed. “We almost lost you.”

      Kali thought about it for a moment, then shrugged. “I guess you’re right. But I’m still here.” She held out her arms and Con and Dye stepped into her embrace.

      The women hugged for a moment and then stepped back. Con whispered a few words of power and the blood and grime disappeared from Kali like it never existed. Then her clothes mended as well. Showing no signs of the damage she’d received.

      “Thanks, Con.” Kali said as she bent over and retrieved her maul.

      I couldn’t help but watch the play of her strong muscles as they glided under her skin. My eyes ended on her well rounded and toned backside.

      By the gods! I’ve spent too much time alone. Being in the presence of these women was intoxicating and made it hard to focus. Not to mention the promise that Dye had made. I figured she was toying with me. But I’d be lying if I said a small part of me wasn’t hopeful.

      Kali chose that moment to turn around, our gazes locked, and I knew I’d been caught. To my surprise and the merriment of the others, she cocked a hip and smirked.

      “Like what you see, Declyn? It’s ok, I like to be looked at.”

      She sauntered up to me, all hips, and grabbed hold of my collar. She pulled me in close, I had to look up slightly to meet her gaze.

      “Play it just right and things might play out in your favor. I do owe you my life, after all.” Her smirk turned into a feral smile

      “We all owe you,” Con added.

      My gaze swept between the women, none of them showed any of the embarrassment that I felt as it creeped into my cheeks. Maybe they weren’t toying with me.

      Kali stepped back, and I let out a breath I hadn’t realized I’d been holding.

      “We always repay our debts, Declyn. Like Kali said, if you’re lucky we might repay you together. We don’t mind sharing.” The way Dye casually spoke had my blood pumping. Unfortunately, it was headed south, and I couldn’t form any coherent thoughts.

      “Look at him, he’s adorable.” Kali teased me. “Let’s make it easier on you, shall we? How about you help us find the fucker that betrayed and robbed us. Once we make them pay and get our people and supplies back, we’ll worry about your reward. Does that sound fair?”

      It took longer than I would’ve liked, but my brain finally processed what I’d heard. I coughed and cleared my throat.

      “No reward is necessary, ladies. I’m only doing my duty.”

      Yes, I know how that sounds. But why don’t you receive the same offer and then tell me how it went for you?

      The ladies' smiles turned into laughter. “You’re right, Kali. He is adorable,” Dye managed to get out between strangled gasps.

      Con walked up to me and kissed me on the cheek. “Yes, you will do your duty.”

      Dye followed her and mirrored her kiss on my other cheek. Kali stalked straight up to me and grabbed the back of my head and roughly kissed me on the lips, heedless of her tusks.

      Not that I was complaining.

      “A taste of your expected duties,” Kali said as she broke the kiss and turned to walk away.

      My leather breeches became painfully tight. Once no one was looking, I tried to readjust myself with no luck. Neb hooted his amusement, and I sent him a dark look that only made him more amused. He continued circling above us, and his mirth followed in his wake.

      “Come on, Declyn. Times a wastin’. I only enjoy three things, fucking, fighting, and drinking. Guess which one I want the most right now? It’s time to be the hero,” Kali called as she rested her maul over her shoulder.

      Con and Dye joined her, and they all stared at me. Still flabbergasted, it took me a moment to realize they were waiting on me to give them a direction.

      My cheeks heated up again, and I quickly averted my gaze. I’d never known such forward women, even in my time in the military. But right then, I needed to think clearly so that we accomplished our mission and I brought everyone back alive.

      The bandits weren’t exactly subtle. They were also unconcerned about being followed. I found their tracks easily enough. They were headed to the north.

      “This way, ladies.”

      I took off on the trail. Neb called down to tell me he was flying ahead. About an hour in, I started to see signs of the area being well used. It started with trampled grass forming a trail and eventually the trees and brush were trimmed back to allow easy passage amongst them.

      Neb warned of a cave ahead and several sentries posted at the entrance and patrols guarding the perimeter. I could also faintly hear running water. I told the ladies to stay put and that I would go investigate.

      “Not by yourself, Declyn.” Dye crossed her arms and dared me to defy her.

      “I won’t be. Neb has my back.”

      “I can be as quiet as you. Let me help. It’ll go faster.”

      I scratched my beard while I thought about it. I didn’t want to put her in any more danger than was necessary. But she was right, it would go faster. Not to mention her and Con had already proven they could defend themselves.

      “Alright, fine. Circle to the left, I’ll go right. We’re only scoping the perimeter, do not engage. We’ll meet back here in ten minutes. Ladies, if we’re not back by then—”

      “Come looking for you. Got it.” I could tell there wouldn’t be any arguing with Kali, so I didn’t bother.

      Dye drew her daggers and tucked them against her forearms so that the sun wouldn’t glint off the blades and reveal her position. Then, she took off circling to the left. I held my bow at the ready. I angled the arrowhead towards the ground for the same reason Dye tucked her blades.

      I took off to the right and started my recon. I melded into the forest, flitting from tree to tree, gliding through the foliage like a ghost. Neb would occasionally alert me to any patrols as they got close to me. Between Neb and my connection to the woodlands, I had no fears of being detected.

      As I circled, the sound of rushing water grew louder until I was on the opposite side of the hill from the cave entrance. A waterfall emptied into a crystal-clear pool of water. The water rippled and churned where the waterfall connected to it and smoothed out by the time it hit the edges.

      I cupped my hands and took a tentative drink. Fresh water. That was a good sign.

      I placed my palm on the ground, while my fingers rested in the water, and closed my eyes. I concentrated and reached out with my connection to nature. The pool went down sixty feet or so. About halfway down there was a channel big enough for me to fit in. It ran straight to the cave complex.

      It was as I hoped. This waterfall supplied water to the bandits' cave. It could also be used as an alternative entrance for skilled swimmers. I retraced my steps and rejoined the others, returning at the same time Dye did.

      “There were several patrols. But they were easily avoided. Other than that, I didn’t see anything of note,” Dye informed us. Then all eyes landed on me.

      “Same deal with the patrols. I did find a waterfall behind the entrance that leads into the caverns. We could swim it and sneak in,” I told them.

      “Fortunately, we know how to swim. Perk of growing up with Con,” Dye said while eyeing her friends.

      “But?” I knew there was a but.

      “But the idea of leaving so many enemies behind us doesn’t sit well with me,” Kali added.

      I should’ve known she’d want to confront the problem head on.

      “What do you suggest then?” I asked.

      “Con can cast a spell to silence an area. We set up an ambush and wipe out the bandits quietly. More than likely, they patrol in shifts. We could take out the patrols and then go through the back entrance you found and work our way through them before their shift changes.”

      As far as plans went it was simple and entirely possible if Con could pull it off. I slid my gaze to her, and she nodded.

      “Fine, Dye will draw their attention. Con casts her spell on them. Kali, you and I will finish them off. We can repeat the process until all the patrols are taken care of.”

      The ladies nodded their heads in agreement, and we set off to enact our plan. It was easier than I thought it would be. The bandits had to have gotten lazy and overconfident with their success thus far.

      Dye rounded a tree in front of the first patrol which was a mix of goblinoids, elves, and humans. She feigned startlement and turned to ‘flee.’ The patrol didn’t even call out to their comrades, not that it would have mattered. Con cast her spell the moment they caught sight of Dye. Instead, they smiled lasciviously and quickened their pace.

      I was going to take actual pleasure in putting down these miscreants.

      The patrol neared my hiding spot. I readied my arrow as Kali dropped from the tree that she had been hiding in, her maul leading. I could only imagine the sickening sound it would have made from the damage it did to her opponent.

      Her maul connected with a human's head, and it exploded on impact. The force was so strong she drove the head of her weapon into the dead man’s chest cavity. She freed her weapon with a savage kick to the gut, and the body flew out and collided with two more of the patrol. They went down in a heap of tangled limbs.

      Dye appeared from behind a tree. Her daggers a blur of artistry as she carved her way through the remaining members of the patrol. The ones she didn’t kill, I finished off with arrows to their throats.

      All in all, we made short work of the patrol. Our coordination was legendary. It was as if we had been fighting together for years. Smiling, I retrieved my arrows and nodded my head to the ladies, and they returned the gesture. They were as pleased as I was with how well we worked together.

      We found the next patrol and reenacted the plan with the same results. We took out the third patrol. By then my confidence was soaring.

      The fourth patrol almost alerted the two cave guards. One of them tried to call out before Con’s spell was completed. Luckily, I was quicker. I put three arrows in him, one to the throat, and two to the chest, before any sound could escape his lips. Then the spell took over, and Kali and Dye were among them before the enemies knew what happened.

      Once I retrieved my arrows, I gathered my team. We worked so well together that I didn’t even find it strange to think of them like that.

      “Good job, ladies. Now let's sneak in through the back. We can rescue the rest of your caravan and finish off the bandits.”

      “I like it when they come in the back and finish.” Kali made the statement with a straight face, no hint of humor.

      My grin faltered, and my gulp was audible.

      “You’re too easy, Declyn,” Kali said with a smile. Con and Dye nodded their heads in agreement.

      I got the feeling I had bitten off more than I could chew. I was strangely comfortable with that knowledge.
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      We left the two guards at the entrance alive and headed for the pool of water in the back. From what we could tell the patrols didn’t cross in front of them all that often. We figured we would have enough time to sneak in the back before they realized something was wrong.

      “Alright ladies, it shouldn’t be a long swim. But the tunnel will probably be dark, and it’ll be easy to lose your sense of direction, if you get turned around. We can tie a rope to each other, so we don’t get separated. It might hinder us while we swim. It could also be a problem if we end up in a fight before we get it removed.”

      “Or…” Con said as she raised a finger in the air. “I could cast a light spell on one of your arrows. Then we’ll be able to see and follow you.”

      I rubbed my chin in thought. “That could work. It won’t waste any unnecessary energy, will it?”

      Con shook her head. “I could cast the spell all day and night without becoming fatigued.”

      “Excellent, maybe cast the spell on my boot, though. So, we don’t potentially alert anyone that could be in the room. When I get close to the opening in the cave, I’ll waggle my fingers and that’ll be the signal to dispel it.”

      While we spoke, I found a hollowed-out base in a nearby tree. I unstrapped my pack and tucked it inside the trunk, covering it with leaves and debris. I wouldn’t need it in the cavern, and I could come back for it afterwards.

      “I can do that.”

      “That’s not fair, why does she get to be the one to watch your backside?” Dye pouted and folded her arms.

      Kali looked back and forth between Dye and I a couple times. Then shrugged her shoulders. “What she said.”

      “Ladies, as much fun as this is. It’s not helping, no matter how much I enjoy it. Can either of you dispel Con’s magic? No? That’s why she gets to follow me.” That mollified the women momentarily.

      “Come on, Dye. We’re about to head into battle and that’s what you’re worried about?” Con chastised the woman.

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’re getting a view.”

      Con batted her eyes at Dye. “What’s the matter? Is my backside not good enough?”

      “I’m not saying that. Just…a change of scenery is nice.”

      “I concur,” Kali purred.

      “Ladies, I’m standing right here.”

      “And?” They said at once as their gazes settled on me.

      “Right then, you all can gaze at my backside after this is over. I promise. Now Con, cast your spell.”

      For whatever reason that seemed to satisfy the women. Con waved her hand over my boot and spoke an arcane phrase. As soon as she was done, my left boot lit up with a white light. Not waiting for the bickering to start again, I moved to the edge of the pool.

      “Ladies follow me.” I dove into the chilly water. The stream must come down from the mountains. Almost immediately, I heard the muted sounds of them diving in after me. I made it to the secret entrance, at least I hoped it was secret, and slipped inside.

      I shouldn’t have worried about the women getting turned around. It was big enough for me to fit in and that was about it. I had enough room that my shoulders weren’t scraping along the walls, and I could move my head enough to look behind me, barely. I could only imagine the struggle Kali had. She was taller and a little wider than I was.

      I would glance back at Con every few feet to make sure she was still following me. I could see that she was doing the same to whoever was behind her. It didn’t take long, maybe less than a minute, before the water took on an orange glow.

      I gave Con the signal and the glow died away from my foot. The tunnel widened out and opened at the end. The space was big enough that I could turn around and look back at Con. I held my hands up, telling her to stop.

      Then I pointed at myself and then up. She nodded her head in agreement. But I could see the panic in her eyes. I would need to make this fast. Being alone for so long, I had forgotten that what was an easy swim for me, might not be for everyone else.

      I swam up and gently broke the surface, leaving the lower half of my face submerged. Breathing out of my nose, I scanned the room. The exhaled air gently rippled the water in an outward arc. All I saw were a few tables and a cooking station. It appeared to be the bandits' kitchen. Thankfully, it was deserted.

      I was about to swim back down and tell the ladies it was clear. Before I could, though, Con broke the surface, sputtering and gasping for air. Without thinking I smashed my lips to hers, to muffle the sounds. I inhaled through my nose and exhaled through my mouth. She did the reverse and was able to get her breathing back under control without making any louder noises.

      I moved to pull away from her when she turned her head and deepened our connection. I stilled as her tongue probed my mouth. My arms took on a life of their own and crushed her to me as I roamed her body. She melted against me and groaned into my mouth.

      Kali and Dye emerged from the water next. Embarrassed, I pulled away from Con.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t know what came over me. I only meant to keep you from alerting the guards,” I quietly sputtered to her.

      “Don’t be. If I didn’t want it, I wouldn’t have taken it further.”

      “Knew it was unfair for her to go before us,” Dye muttered to Kali. The orc only smiled at Dye’s indignation.

      I took the moment to pull myself over the lip of the well. I scanned the room again and offered my hand to Con and hoisted her out. Dye accepted my offered hand, and Kali pulled herself out.

      “You could’ve told us it was cold water,” Dye chastised.

      “Then he wouldn’t have had the pleasure of seeing our reaction,” Kali surmised. A smile splayed across her face that lit up her eyes.

      When I gazed at her with confusion, she looked down. My eyes followed and were drawn to her peaked nipples as they strained against the fabric of her vest. I quickly looked away. Unfortunately, my gaze went to Con. The white shirt she’d been wearing was soaked through and translucent.

      I squeezed my eyes shut, even as I felt a stirring in my loins. “I’m sorry, I didn’t intend for that to happen.”

      “Breaking him in is going to be fun,” Dye murmured. The others agreed and shared a quiet chuckle.

      “You can open your eyes now, Declyn.”

      I did so slowly. Con filled my vision as my eyelids eased open. She’d pulled her robes a little tighter to cover her basically nude breasts. I found myself lamenting their disappearance. Each of the women were smiling.

      I coughed to clear my throat. I dare you to argue otherwise. “I think we’ve dallied long enough.” I turned to head out of the room.

      “One second, Declyn,” Dye whispered.

      I turned back to her to ask, what was the matter, and she firmly pressed her lips to mine. She pushed her tongue into my mouth and greedily explored it. She sucked my bottom lip between her teeth and tugged back until it slipped free. A wicked smile plastered across her face that made it to her eyes.

      “For good luck. Plus, I was feeling left out,” she said with a pout.

      I was barely able to form coherent thoughts. “Ungh…uh…thanks.” I finally managed to say after a few moments once my brain started working again.

      I readjusted myself, ignoring the chuckles behind me, readied my bow, and crept into the hallway. I was glad that I had trained to fight in confined spaces, one never knew what kind of environment they might end up in after all.

      The doorway exited into a passageway that led to the left and the right. I took a moment to get my bearings. Left should lead out, while the right should lead deeper into the complex and to our quarry. I turned right and moved quietly down the corridor.

      The tunnel was randomly lit by torches, leaving most of the passage in darkness. That suited my half-elven sight just fine.

      Every now and then, I came across a door. I eased them open only to find sleeping chambers and a pantry. By the looks of the last room that we came across, it was their hoard—gold coins, artwork, and rich fabrics littered the area haphazardly.

      “Bastards,” Kali breathed out. “Looks like they’ve been doing this for a while.”

      “They’re good, too,” I added. “I’ve never found any signs of wreckage. They must clean up after themselves. They also don’t attack on the main road. They lead them to the ambush site. You said they took captives?”

      Kali nodded. “Yes, I saw them hauling people away while I covered Con and Dye’s escape.” Her friends each placed an appreciative hand on her shoulders and offered her a smile.

      “They would’ve gotten away with it, if it hadn’t been for your sacrifice,” Con reassured her.

      “Let’s keep going. They must have a place for their prisoners,” I said.

      Kali tightened her grip on her maul. Con did the same on her staff. Dye pulled her daggers and nodded. We filed out of the room and crept further into the cave system.

      It wasn’t long before we heard sounds of merriment and saw the tell-tale orange glow of a fire. I signaled to the others to stop. Dye and I moved further up the tunnel, keeping to the shadows as we went.

      When we reached the opening into the next room, I leaned my head out enough to peer in and take stock of the area.

      There was a central firepit that had a boar roasting on a spit. Tables filled most of the open space. Human, goblinoid, and elven bandits filled the seats. They were singing, a few had even decided to dance by the fire.

      “Mother fucker,” Dye whispered. “There’s the little shit that sold us out.”

      “Where?”

      “He’s the balding, pudgy guy, gyrating by the fire. He’s going to be the first one I kill.”

      I continued my scan of the room. In the center of the back wall, a crude throne had been constructed. An elf laid across it with a bored expression on his face. He wore dark robes, and I could see a wand sheathed at his hip. Some kind of caster then.

      To the left of the throne were several cages. One housed men, and the other had women and children inside.

      The women tried to shush the crying children, while the men shouted curses and oaths. Every so often a bandit would walk by and throw drinks at them, or spit on them.

      My knuckles popped as I tightened my grip on my bow. They were either going to be sold or used for sport. Maybe even both. The thought sickened and horrified me. I started to move around the corner and let them know my feelings when Dye placed a warning hand on arm.

      “Easy, Declyn,” she whispered. “Let’s go back to the others. You’re not alone anymore. Don’t go off half-cocked and get us all killed.”

      Her words brought me back to myself. She was right. If I went in there right now, it would cost us our lives or worse.

      “Sorry, I’m not used to working as a team anymore.”

      “I understand, but you should probably start getting used to it.” I cocked my head at her, confusion written plainly on my face.

      Dye rolled her eyes. “In case you haven’t figured it out yet, Declyn, we’re kind of fond of you. Don’t ask why. These things happen and we don’t fight it. Besides, Con has been looking for an excuse to ditch her family.”

      I didn’t know what to say to that. So, I didn’t say anything. I merely nodded, and we made our way back to the others.

      “What did you see?” Con inquired the moment we were close enough.

      “Lots of bandits,” I told her. “The space is big but cluttered by tables and a central fire pit. The leader looks like a spellcaster. He’s wearing robes and has a wand on his hip. Also in the back left corner are the cages for their prisoners. Men, women, and children.”

      “How many?” Con asked.

      “More than we had,” Dye told her.

      “None of that matters,” Kali growled. “Show me who needs fucked up, and I’ll make it happen.”

      “Also, I found our friend. Don’t worry, I’m going for him first,” Dye informed her friends.

      “Kali and Dye, you two swarm into the room. Dye, take advantage of the chaos Kali creates to use hit and run tactics.” They both nodded. “Con, focus on the caster, and I’ll support whoever needs it. Agreed?”

      “Agreed,” they said as one.

      “You know, it’s funny,” Dye mused. “It feels like we’ve been fighting together our whole lives.”

      I didn’t argue with her statement. She was right, something about this felt right, felt whole. I only hoped that it was more than a feeling, for everyone's sake.
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      We crept up the tunnel once again. The sounds of revelry had increased, which was helpful as it masked the sounds of Con and Kali’s passage.

      I kept looking behind us, worried about an ambush even though I knew we were in the clear. I doubted that any of the bandits not on patrol would skip the party ahead of us.

      As I watched our rear, my gaze was drawn to Kali. The beautiful and deadly orc wouldn’t stop clenching her maul. I thought it was nerves at first until I looked at her face.

      Her eyes had taken on a wild and savage glint. Her breathing started to increase to the point that she was almost panting. She appeared…excited. I had heard of orc berserkers, but I’d never seen one in action. The thought intrigued me if I were to be honest.

      Dye gripped her daggers and moved up behind Kali, letting the orc’s mass shield her from view. Con held her staff loosely in one hand and made arcane gestures with her other. They were ready and eager for the coming confrontation.

      I held my bow low and drew back on the arrow when we got close. There was no turning back now, and I realized that I didn’t want to. I looked forward to dispensing justice to the miscreants that had attacked and imprisoned innocent people.

      Kali bellowed a battle-cry and surged around the corner. Dye followed after her and seemed to melt into her shadow. I rounded the corner, quickly found a target, and let loose. The arrow flew true and sank into the eye of a nearby bandit that stood in Kali’s way.

      The bandit didn’t even have time to cry out. She was dead before she hit the floor. Kali lowered her shoulder, and barreled into the midst of the surprised enemies, bowling several over. Dye took the opportunity to slip out and disembowel the pudgy man by the fire, the one she identified as their betrayer. Then she melted back into the shadows.

      The leader sprang to his feet and drew his wand in the same motion. Outrage and contempt rent his visage as he snarled out words of power. Translucent energy shot towards Kali.

      Con made a fist and pumped it into the air as words of power poured from her mouth. A purple half-sphere appeared in front of Kali right before the energy hit her. The missile struck the protective spell and exploded in a shower of sparks.

      I nocked another arrow and let it fly at the bandit leader. He made a gesture similar to Con, and a green sphere interposed itself between himself and my attack. The arrow hit the shield and was harmlessly deflected off to the side.

      “I’ll take care of him, protect Kali and Dye,” Con said as she stepped past me, already deep in the throes of casting another spell.

      I spun back to the others and cursed. A human male was bearing down on me, a dagger clutched in his meaty hands.

      He jabbed for my midsection. Gripping my bow in both hands, I parried his blade to the side and spun away from him. The action had created enough distance to allow me to draw an arrow and send it flying into his throat.

      He choked and made wet gurgling noises as he fell to his knees. Shock and confusion filled his eyes right before the light faded from them. Kali grunted in pain, and I didn’t waste another thought on him.

      When my eyes found her, she was surrounded by enemies and Dye was in a corner defending herself from multiple attackers. Several enemies had started to charge me as well.

      I could see flashes of light in my peripheral vision that I assumed was the magical duel between Con and the bandit king. I didn’t have the time to check on her though. I only hoped that she was faring better than us.

      Images and memories from leading my garrison into an ambush came back to me. Had I done it again? Were my actions going to cost these people their lives?

      Rage blacker than any I’d experienced before filled me to the brim, overflowing my core. Not this time, I vowed. I wouldn’t let it happen again. Surprisingly, I didn’t lash out with unrestrained fury and abandon.

      Instead, a dream like trance descended over me. The moment seemed to slow almost to a stop, giving me all the time in the world.

      I reached for an arrow. Before I knew it that arrow was in the face of the closest bandit, then another, and another after that. I kept up the constant barrage until my quiver was empty.

      By then, my attackers were down, and Dye was now only facing one bandit. Which she easily defeated. She smiled at me and saluted with her dagger.

      I simply dropped my bow and pulled my short sword. I rammed it into the back of one of the bandits attacking Kali. I quickly pulled it free and moved to her next assailant.

      Kali caved in the skull of one opponent and side-kicked the next. The sound of breaking bones accompanied each of her attacks. The power of her berserker state turned any wound she received into a minor inconvenience. No matter how much she bled, she didn’t slow or falter. She was an unstoppable juggernaut.

      Dye came up behind another of Kali’s enemies, drawing her blades across their hamstrings as she did. The bandit dropped to his knees and his cries were silenced once Dye drove both of her blades deep into the sides of his neck. Leaving her opponent nearly decapitated, she moved on down the line.

      Dye and I worked ourselves inside the fray of enemies and joined Kali. We positioned ourselves so that our shoulders nearly touched, forming a triangle. We turned in a circle, protecting our flanks and throwing off the enemy.

      I would defend an attack, and then Dye or Kali would riposte and vice versa. The bandits were unable to withstand our coordination. The last three tried to turn and flee, but the bloodlust had consumed me.

      I thrust my short sword into the bandit’s back, twisting the blade as I ripped it free in a shower of gore. I spun to face any more possible threats.

      Only to find that Dye was yanking her blades free from the back of her fleeing opponent. Screaming and meaty thuds drew my attention to the side.

      Kali had chased down her opponent, slamming his face repeatedly into a tabletop when she caught him. She bellowed incoherently as the enemy's face split open like a ripe fruit. She slammed his head into the table one last time, breaking through it with a sickening crunch. Then she flung him to the ground and caved his head in with one powerful stomp of her heavy boot.

      Another flash of light drew my eyes to the makeshift throne. Con and the bandit leader were trading magical blows. Neither of them was able to hit their mark though.

      Con would launch an ice-spear that would be melted by a gout of flame. When the leader would launch a lightning bolt, Con circled her hand in the air and caught the bolt, only to redirect it back at her enemy. Who ducked behind his throne, using it as a shield.

      While this was happening, I noticed something that her enemy didn’t. Con was steadily advancing, closing the distance between the two. Kali and Dye moved to help, and I barred their way with my arms.

      “What gives?” Kali spat between clenched teeth, murder roiling in her amber gaze.

      “Move, Declyn,” Dye nearly cried.

      “Do you trust Con? Then watch,” I said as I nodded my head at the scene unfolding before us.

      Reluctantly, Kali and Dye held their ground. I watched their reactions and saw the moment they realized what I had noticed. Their eyes widened in recognition and smiles split their countenances. The tension eased out of their postures.

      The leader flung spells with abandon while he hid behind his throne. Con deflected them while she advanced, making sure none of them went towards the prisoners or us.

      When she stood next to the throne, the bandit jolted to his feet in surprise in time to meet the two-handed swing of Con’s staff. There was a resounding crack, and the enemy mage collapsed in a heap on the ground.

      Con smiled back at us and shrugged. “Casters never think to attack with melee during a magical duel.”

      Then she turned and started towards the prisoners. The bandit king stirred and lifted his hand, magic already gathered in his palm.

      Cursing, I reached for an arrow, only to realize that I was out, and gripping my short sword, not holding my bow.

      “Con!” Kali called out but it was too late. The spell would be completed before she could counter it.

      Con turned her head, and I saw the fear flow into her eyes.

      I had failed again.

      Almost by magic, a dagger pierced the mage’s outstretched wrist, a gout of fire erupted harmlessly to the side. Another dagger followed the first and buried itself into his neck. Blood spurted around the hilt and the mage fell back to the ground. Gasping, the air escaping from his lungs caused the blood to bubble around the embedded dagger.

      “How many times do I have to tell you, Con? Always finish what you start,” Dye scolded her as anger flushed her purple skin.

      “I know you’re right. But I have trouble bringing myself to end a life, no matter how vile,” Con said, the excuse her only defense.

      Kali walked up to the throne and brought her maul down on the mage’s head. Which exploded the same way a watermelon would’ve.

      “They always come back,” Kali said by way of explanation as she shrugged.

      “Are you ok? That’s quite a collection of wounds you’ve received,” I asked the berserker.

      “Only flesh wounds, I’ll be fine in no time.”

      “Sooner than you think,” Dye said as she tossed Kali a vial she had pilfered from the mage. I gave her a stern look.

      “What? He’s not going to need it.”

      I rolled my eyes. “Fair enough.”

      I moved up to Con and helped her release the prisoners as Kali drank the potion. She squirmed and exhaled pure relief and pleasure.

      “Now that’s a healing potion, Declyn. You know, if you were wondering.” I chose to ignore her. Which made her laugh.

      “Thank you! We had lost all hope. You saved us.” The prisoners kept repeating or something similar as we released them.

      “Everything’s going to be alright,” I reassured them. “Arm yourselves, there could be more.” The prisoners, children included, picked through the wreckage, and found various weapons scattered amongst the dead. I took my own advice and retrieved my bow and as many intact arrows as I could.

      “Now stay behind us, we’ll lead you out. Don’t worry about your lost goods. Once we get you to safety, the garrison will come and secure the site and return your stolen goods.”

      Kali took the lead, followed by Dye. Con was behind her, then the newly freed prisoners. I brought up the rear in case there were any corridors or hidden rooms that we had missed. Without any more dawdling, we moved out. Everyone was ready to leave this place behind and try to return to a semblance of their former lives.
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      We headed towards the front of the cave network, mindful of the possibilities that there were more bandits around other than the two we left posted outside. Thankfully, it turned out to be an unnecessary concern. The tunnels were empty, and the only other chamber we came across was barren and unused.

      Again, I worried about the safety of my charges as we drew near the exit. I knew there were only two more guards and that we could easily handle them. But all it took was a lucky shot, and I’d lose somebody. Whether it was one of the prisoners or any of the women I had come to think fondly of.

      The prisoners proved how silly my doubts were. They had been abused long enough. Now armed, they took matters into their own hands.

      They spilled out of the opening with fury, vengeance on their mind. The former prisoners rolled over the two guards and quickly they were beaten to a pulp, unrecognizable as the tormentors they had been.

      I almost felt sorry for the last of the bandits, almost. After their frustrations were spent and the bandits were no more, the freed people looked to me for guidance.

      I blew a shrill whistle and waited for Neb’s response. How upset he was with me determined how long it would take for him to respond. Faster than I expected, I heard him. He swooped down from the sky and alighted on my shoulder, rubbing his beak against my cheek. Guess he was worried about me, after all.

      “Hey buddy, I missed you too.” Neb hooted angrily at me. “I’m sorry, next time I decide to disappear and go through a secret entrance, I’ll fill you in beforehand.”

      Mollified, Neb settled down on his perch and allowed my new companions to pet and coo at him. Neb cocked his head to the side and stared at me. The gesture clearly said, “At least they know how to treat me.”

      I smiled as I rolled my eyes. “I hear ya. I’ll do better from now on.” Neb hooted in disbelief but left it at that.

      I took in the gazes that were aimed at me and took a deep breath. “You have all been through a terrible ordeal, but now you are free people once again. Neb here.” I gestured to the owl before I continued. “Will take you to my friend, Martin, who will help you get squared away.”

      That caused a bit of a fuss as the crowd murmured and spoke at once.

      “Here now!”

      “Surely you won’t leave us alone?”

      I raised my hands in a placating gesture. “Trust me, friends, the way is clear. Besides, Neb will steer you around any potential danger. I’ll catch up to you shortly, I have something to do, and I don’t want you to have to wait on me. Besides, my coin is on you lot, after seeing what you did to those bandits. Only a fool would try and stand before you!”

      I can’t say they were exactly happy, but several of them set their shoulders and started ordering the others to get ready to move out.

      “Keep them safe, Neb. I’ll return as fast as I can.”

      Neb hooted and flew from my shoulder. He kept low so that his wards could follow him easily.

      The crowd moved out, leaving Con, Dye, and Kali standing in front of the exit.

      “You ladies don’t have to come with me. I’m only going to get my pack.”

      “Nonsense, you shouldn’t go it alone.” With the way Con spoke and the smiles on the others' faces, I felt like I was missing something. But that’s usually my luck when it comes to women. I merely shrugged my shoulders and started the trek to the secret entrance.

      Once I reached the hollowed-out tree, I bent over to retrieve my pack. I turned around to tell the ladies I was ready to go when the words died in my mouth.

      Kali had kicked off her boots and unbuttoned her vest with her muscled abs and heavy breasts on full display. I marveled at her olive-green skin, especially around her darker areola and nipples.

      “What’s the matter, Declyn?” Kali purred as she finished removing her top. She turned her back to me as she stripped off her breeches. She made sure I got the full view.

      “Don’t you like what you see?” she said over her shoulder while she was still bent over. Then she stood up as she roamed her hands all over her body, disturbing the layers of filth and gore.

      I gaped at her and made inarticulate sounds as she stepped onto a ledge, I hadn’t noticed before, under the waterfall. She proceeded to scrub herself clean as the water coursed over her body.

      My attention was diverted to the side where Dye and Con were making out, and slowly removing one another's clothes. I was mesmerized by Con’s pale, blue tinted skin next to Dye’s flushed purple. Dye’s tail writhed in anticipation. Con rubbed Dye’s horns and the half-demon shivered and sighed. Her nipples peaked at her friend’s caress.

      Once freed of their constricting fabric, they made their way to the waterfall and joined Kali. They stepped into shin deep water and scrubbed the battle filth from them much the same way Kali had. Slowly. Sinuously. Seductively.

      They started a three-way make out session. Dye’s tail alternated sliding up and down Con and Kali’s legs and winding around their bodies, caressing them like a long-lost lover. They took turns fondling and sucking on each other’s breasts.

      A sharp and uncomfortable pressure had taken up residence in my breeches. I strained to be free from the leather bindings.

      Kali moaned as Dye’s tail started to glide back and forth between her thighs. Con swirled one of the orc’s nipples with her tongue, and playful pinched, and tugged the other with her fingers.

      Dye’s lust-filled gaze found mine. “What are you waiting on, Declyn, an invitation?” Dye sighed in pleasure as Con’s free hand stroked her core. “Come get the reward you were promised,” she panted out.

      I started towards them while simultaneously removing my leather armor.

      “Who told you to disrobe?” Con chastised me. A wicked smile crept onto Dye’s face. Kali’s head was thrown back, lost in her own world of bliss.

      Confusion creased my brow as I cocked my head at her. “I was told—”

      “You were told to come and receive your reward. Not to undress.” Dye pouted as Con removed her hand from the half-demon’s thighs. Con beckoned me over, her fingers glistened with Dye’s arousal.

      All other thoughts fled from my mind, and I picked up my pace as Con returned her fingers to Dye’s warm embrace. Dye’s pout turned into a gasp which melted into a moan.

      When I arrived at the edge of the pool, the women flitted towards me, leaving ripples in their wake. They gripped my hands and pulled me into the water, under the fall. The water sluiced the grime from my face and armor.

      Kali stood behind me. Con was in front of me. Dye stood off to my side. With deft strokes, they removed my armor starting with my torso. The garment was tossed onto the ground with abandon. The women were excited and had worked themselves up as much as me with their show.

      Their strong and nimble fingers grazed along my bare flesh, slowing long enough to fondle my chest. The sensations and cold water sent shivers racing down my spine. Dye licked and nibbled on my nipples, forcing a groan past my lips.

      Kali pulled me backwards, my calves hit the edge of the pool and I ended up on my ass. Con quickly removed my boots and peeled the wet leather breaches from me. My cock sprang to attention and the women crooned as one.

      Con dropped to her knees and wrapped her fingers around my thick shaft. She stroked me slowly. Smiling, she took me into her warm, moist mouth. My breath hitched in my throat when she didn’t stop until her nose brushed my pubic hair.

      She gently played with my balls as she started to move her head back and forth along my cock. She scraped my length with just the right amount of teeth. I felt warmth bloom in my stomach and start to spread throughout my body, as she began using her tongue and hands in tandem.

      Dye took my hand and slid it along her entrance. Instantly, my fingers were coated from her womanhood. Her pleasure filled purr vibrated in her throat. She cried out when she pushed two of my fingers inside of herself. I applied pressure to her swollen nub with my thumb and gently circled it.

      She closed her eyes and groaned before she smiled down at me, while her tail glided up the back of Con’s thighs and began stroking her clitoris.

      Con’s moans vibrated against my cock. My gasp turned into surprise when Kali forced me to lay on my back. Her feet framed my head as she stood over me, facing Con.

      She placed her knees on the ground and knelt over my mouth, pressing her pussy to my mouth. She growled deep in her throat as she watched Con work me. She was already aroused and quivering. Kali ground herself against my face and started to rock back and forth. I worked my tongue in rhythm with her hips.

      Dye was moaning louder and louder as she moved my fingers in and out of her warmth, and I circled my thumb faster and faster.

      Kali started panting as she began to pick up the pace, my tongue exploring every inch of her.

      Con’s ecstasy was muffled by my cock. My own euphoria was drowned by Kali's heated core.

      Dye stiffened, her pussy clenching my fingers as she cried out one last time. Kali screamed so loud as she came, I heard birds take flight. Even as her nectar gushed out onto my chin. I tried to lap up as much of it as I could.

      Con’s orgasm erupted and the vibrations from her voice sent me over the edge. The warmth that had been building finally peaked. I closed my eyes as I gripped the back of her head and thrust, spilling my seed as deep down her throat as I could go.

      We rode out each other's pleasure, our bodies bucked one final time as they spent themselves. Kali stood up as Dye let go of my hand. I heard the splashing as the two moved next to Con.

      I managed to open my eyes and look at the goddesses before me. Con stood in the middle with Dye and Kali to either side. She had a strand of me on the corner of her mouth and part of it had dribbled onto her breasts.

      The women waited until they had my attention. Dye licked my essence from Con’s chin and kissed her deeply. While Kali cleaned me from Con’s breasts. I felt myself twitch and start to rise. Their gazes lowered to my cock, and they smiled.

      “Good, we aren’t done with you yet,” Kali said as the other two giggled.

      Kali bent over and stroked me back to attention. The sway of her heavy breasts was mesmerizing. When I was fully erect, she knelt in the pool and rested her upper body on the lip, facing away from me. She reached back and spread herself for me.

      I ran my tongue along her slickened folds before I positioned myself at her entrance and slid into her velvety warmth.

      “Oh, yes! You feel exactly how I hoped you would, Declyn.” She ground herself against me and wiggled her hips. “Now don’t be timid. Make me yours. Ruin other men for me.”

      Her request made me pulsate inside her, and she groaned in delight. I gripped her hair in one hand and smacked her ass with the other. Her groan transformed into a purr, as she moved her hips, sliding herself along my shaft.

      Dye and Con lined up on either side of Kali and assumed the same position. I rubbed each of their bottoms with my hands before I smacked them. Their giggles urged me on.

      I started to rub their openings and soon their voices joined Kali’s. I entered them with my fingers as I started to pound into Kali. Con moved her hand between Kali’s thighs and stroked her clitoris. Kali slid her hand between Dye’s legs. Then I felt Dye’s tail as it glided up and down my leg.

      The feeling hardened me further, and I drove into Kali faster until she cried out. I felt her clench and release my shaft before she went limp and fell forward, burying her scream in the ground at the edge of the pool.

      Quickly, I pulled out of her, and Con welcomed me into her silken folds. I groaned and nearly came right then. Unable to restrain myself, I pumped into Con hard and fast.

      At the same time, I pulled my fingers from Dye and started to rub her hidden pleasure with urgent need. I felt her tail slither past me and help work Con to her completion. When she cried out and pulled herself from me, her whole body spasmed in euphoria.

      On the verge of my own release, with Con’s ambrosia dripping from my cock, I moved to Dye. We both grunted as I pushed my way inside. She was the tightest fit by far, and I was glad to already be lubricated. I wasted no time and started slamming into her. The warm coil in my stomach was near its breaking point.

      She whimpered and squirmed against me as I squeezed the base of her tail with one hand. I gripped her ass with my other hand and spread her, allowing me deeper access. I brushed my thumb, still coated in her juices, across her pucker and she cried out.

      “Do it. I need it!”

      I applied pressure and my thumb slid inside with ease. She growled out her pleasure, and I felt her pulse against my thumb and cock. I worked her pussy and her ass together all the while never releasing her tail. Her growl turned into one long unbroken scream as she pulsated one last time and collapsed to the ground.

      I was so close. My core had become so hot it almost burned me from the inside out. I tightened my grip as thrusted harder. Finally unable to hold out any longer, I bellowed my release. Pumping until I emptied everything that I had into her.

      Still buried in Dye, I fell across her back, utterly spent. I could feel my seed leak out from our connection, as I tried to get my breathing back under control. I pulled myself from her and kissed the tips of her horns. She shivered as I fell to the ground and rolled over onto my back.

      Dye laid her head on her forearm and smiled at me. “Hmmm. Now that’s something a girl could get used to.”

      “Ditto,” Con added between pants.

      “I don’t know if I’m ruined or not, Declyn. You just might have to come back over here and make sure,” Kali said as she stretched out languidly in the pool.

      “Ladies, I’m at your disposal for as long as you wish.”

      “That’s good,” Con said. “Because I’ve been looking for the perfect excuse to start out on my own.” She playfully splashed water at me. “And I think I found it.” She rolled to her back and stretched out.

      If you would’ve asked two days ago what my future looked like. I would’ve said bleak. Now? Now I had something to look forward to. Companions and a duty that was as exciting as it was rewarding. I didn’t know what the future held, but I was ready to find out.
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      I peered at the stark palisade rising from the mist. The smoke of campfires billowed up from the darkness behind it, and the stink of the marshlands filled my nostrils and clung to my scruffy beard.

      The smell reminded me of a siege camp latrine.

      “The sights and the smells we get to enjoy, eh, Saergec?” I muttered to the dour man who moved up to take his position beside me as I flicked some goop from my calfskin gloves.

      “Aye, m’lord baron.” he grunted, either not understanding or choosing to ignore the sarcasm in my voice.

      As Saergec crouched beside me, he nodded to where a plank bridge crossed a ditch of rank water and led to a gate in the palisade.

      “Just one lad,” he said.

      I followed his gaze and found the lone sentry leaning on his spear, bored and half asleep.

      “A young one at that,” I whispered. “You’d almost think Sarcy considers himself safe in his little hold, hm?”

      Saergec gave a gravelly chuckle. “Let’s watch the little birdie for a bit, aye m’lord baron?”

      “Hmm,” I agreed. “Let us see what window we may have.”

      As we observed the movement behind the breastwork of the palisade, an unexpected and rare surge of excitement clenched an icy fist around my heart.

      This war had dulled my senses, desensitized me to the point I cared little about bloodshed and violence. But every now and again, something would bring it all back. The thrill of combat and conflict would flare, reawakening emotions buried under long, blood-red days.

      It made this dirty business tolerable. I needed to feel alive again, even if only briefly.

      Only one sentry passed on the wall in what was at least the fifth of a candle. I grinned; the window was large, and it stood right open.

      “Blades at the ready, gentlemen?” I whispered. “We’ll capture us a fine ransom today.”

      My two comrades nodded grimly in reply, their gap-toothed grins ghost-like in the eerie glow of the marshlands. Notched and well-honed blades appeared, short but sharp, gripped in callused and scarred hands.

      We were like corpse-fighters in the weirding light, pallid specters bringing death.

      Ghosts in the mist.

      I grinned, reveling in that unexpected surge of battle joy.

      “Now for it,” I hissed.
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        * * *

      

      At my signal, Saergec shot past me. The man-at-arms crouched low with one hand extended, the other gripping his poniard. His boots barely stirred up mud as he stalked along a row of reeds toward his prey.

      Niclaus followed him, crouching in the same manner with his mace at the ready. As the men shot forward, I rose from behind the reed. Putrid water dripped from the stock of my crossbow as I braced it against my shoulder and took aim.

      The young soldier let out a yawn before my bolt sank into his eye socket. He toppled backwards without so much as an indignant grunt or cry, falling face first into the muck.

      I couldn’t help but smile. Then I placed the strange whistle to my lips and blew. Flaps of fabric fluttered at the end, distorting the sound, and I’d be damned if it didn’t sound like some wretched amphibian’s mating call.

      I crouched down, tucking the whistle back into my mud-streaked pouch.

      A moment later, Tara-An came up beside me, silent as always. Black war paint covered her face, making her blue eyes blaze all the brighter.

      “A fine evening, my lady,” I said, offering her a mocking courtier’s salute. “My first kill of the night I dedicate to you.”

      She spat in the mud, grinning. “Always with the fancy words, eh, princeling.”

      “I am known as a cunning linguist.”

      She gave a dry chuckle.

      “Your men are ready?” I asked her, peering at Niclaus and Saergec as they dragged the sentry’s corpse into the cover of the reeds and rid the cadaver of its tabard and helmet.

      “They are not all men,” Tara-An said.

      I sighed and made a dismissive wave with my gloved hand. “Are your wretched Half-Dwarf mongrels ready?”

      She chuckled. “Aye, ready they are.”

      We both watched as Niclaus donned the sentry’s tabard and helmet, then hustled over to the sentry’s post, picked up his spear, and leaned on it as if he had been doing so all night. From a distance, none would see the difference.

      “After the next sentry passes,” I hissed. “And mind you, Sarcy is not to be laid hands on. Neither are his kin.”

      She rolled her blazing blue eyes. “Ye were clear enough about that, princeling.”

      “I often find with my underlings that when wit wants, clarity must suffice,” I muttered. “Now shut it and wait for the man to pass.”

      She bit down and waited.

      Some of her natural musk chased off the stink of the murky swamp, replacing it with a zesty aroma that pleased my palates. Tara-An dressed in scraps, like the rest of her mongrel people, but they lived by the laws of nature; strong, untamed, fierce.

      More than once during our dealings, I had wondered what she would feel like impaled on my cock.

      A Half-Dwarf was an ill consort for a baron, even as a concubine or a one-ride filly... But still.

      I eyed her thick, muscular thighs, her strong, toned midriff, and her powerful arms with relish before turning back to the palisade.

      We had a job to do first, after all.

      “Here he comes,” Tara-An muttered.

      I watched the sentry pass behind the breastwork of the palisade. He didn’t even stop to look twice at Niclaus.

      “Now,” I said.

      She blew twice on a whistle like the one she had given me. Then she rose into a low crouch and stalked toward the gate.

      She and a dozen other Half-Dwarves emerged from the reeds. The men had long, scraggy beards bound with iron rings, bushy brows, and scarred faces. The women were like Tara-An, short, stocky, tits like a wench with child, and muscular as a pit fighter.

      Delicious.

      I loved a soft harlot with satin skin as much as the next man, but my appetites ran broad indeed, and I found these Halfduergs attractive in their raw, primitive way.

      The group wielded short blades, fit for killing in the night, and half of them bore sturdy round shields on their back, should fighting break out in earnest. While they were formidable fighters — savage and bloodthirsty — they did not excel in terms of tactics or equipment.

      But neither were prerequisites for slitting the throats of sleeping men.

      I gave a broad grin and rose, stalking after the Halfduergs. From the reeds behind me, two dozen of my own dogs-of-war followed, daggers in callused hands, leering death-grins on their hawk-like faces.

      It was time for murder in the night.
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      “You filthy blackguard! You honorless swine of the ages!”

      I inspected Sarcy as he spat his vain insults.

      Someone had landed quite the punch on him, making his lips burst and swell, but otherwise, he seemed fine. The charcoal solution he used to accentuate his eyes and the powder he applied to his cheeks were even largely intact.

      “Excellent work,” I said to Tara-An. “The good count looks as dandy as ever, wouldn’t you agree?”

      She stood beside me in Sarcy’s pavilion, grinning through the blood spattered on her face, her bright eyes still blazing with battle-lust.

      “Fine as a Tuzarden stockade girl,” she grunted. “Best keep the fancy lordling away from m’lads; they might reckon him a pretty lass and serve him up a buggering that’ll have him coughin’ up shite.”

      I laughed, following up with a slap on my thigh.

      The count was not amused. His complexion paled, his mouth working with fury.

      “Well, he’s certainly as bearded as a Half-Dwarf lady,” I said. “I could see where the confusion would come from.”

      “Pah!” she scoffed. “See a beard on me face, princeling?”

      “Not on your face,” I replied.

      She laughed and turned to tread off. There was looting to be done, and I promised the Halfduergs their fair share. But what could be drunk or eaten now would not be shared, and most of the Halfduergs had resolved to stuff their faces and get wasted.

      I turned my eyes to the count.

      “My dear cousin,” I said, making a mock curtsy. “A pleasure to see you again.”

      “You’re no kin of mine, you dog of the ages.”

      I glanced at Saergec, who had the count’s daughter and wife on their knees before him, bound and gagged. “Not a very courteous way to greet a kinsman, wouldn’t you agree, Saergec?”

      The murderer did not reply. He just glowered, as if he wanted nothing more than to carve out Sarcy’s heart with his knife.

      “Why don’t we start by having some wine?” I suggested, walking over and picking up the bottle of wine that sat in a bucket of cold water near Sarcy’s desk. “A fine vintage,” I muttered, holding it up. “Wouldn’t you agree, my dear cousin?”

      Before he could answer, I smashed the bottle to bits on his cunt-faced head.

      He collapsed at once, knocked out, and I stomped on his dainty, effeminate head with my boot, making his body twitch.

      The women yelped in their gags and Saergec shot forward, placing a hand on my chest and pushing me back. “M’lord baron,” he muttered, fixing me with his dark eyes. “Easy.”

      I spat over Saergec’s shoulders at Sarcy’s trembling body, loathing my outburst as much as I loathed him.

      Then, I breathed deep and regained control, notifying Saergec of my composure with a nod.

      “Thank you,” I said, my voice raspy.

      He inclined his head once, then crouched beside Sarcy to lay two fingers on the man’s neck. He nodded at me before returning to the women.

      With a sigh, I planted myself in Sarcy’s seat, downed the goblet of wine he had been drinking when Tara-An had burst into his pavilion to capture him.

      As I drank, I glanced sideways at the women.

      They trembled with fear. The daughter had tears in her wide blue eyes.

      “He’ll be fine, my dear nieces,” I grunted at them. “Your precious duke will pay the ransom, although it will probably come out of your own coffers.” My eyes turned to the daughter. “As for you, you will be part of the ransom. In return for your father’s safe passage to his duke’s loving embrace, you are to be wed to Count De Callant. A fine match, hm?”

      She gasped for air, nearly fainting.

      “Pah,” I scoffed, chucking the goblet at Sarcy’s limp body. It bounced off his gut. “You’re but a filly for breeding, dear niece. No more, but no less either. Callant will have a firm claim to Sarcy’s demesne by way of your noble loins. Besides,” I added. “There are worse men out there. Such as yours truly.”

      A dry sob escaped her as she gave her mother an imploring look.

      But the countess’s gaze had turned icy. No doubt she recalled the reason she once first found herself in Sarcy’s comital bed. It was not so very different from the reason why her firstborn would soon find herself in the arms of her husband’s nemesis.

      Politics...

      I swiveled my gaze over to Saergec. “Have the good count and his next of kin masked and made ready for departure. They are to be escorted to Callant’s camp at first light. Have Niclaus deliver them with ten men of his choice.”

      “And the rest of the prisoners, m’lord?” he asked.

      “The usual,” I said, giving a dismissive wave as I propped my boots up on the desk.

      “Aye,” he grunted, then grabbed the women by their long braids, one in each hand. “Come ‘ere, you highborn cunts,” he grunted as he dragged them along.

      The women wailed and whimpered at his coarse treatment as he dragged them out of the tent by their dainty little blonde braids.

      I offered them a pleasant little wave as Saergec dragged them past me.

      “Ta-ta, dear nieces,” I muttered.
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        * * *

      

      After Saergec had left, I turned my gaze to the count who was prostrate on the rich carpets that covered the floor of his pavilion.

      The man had taken much from me.

      My hands itched. To divert my mind, I studied the scrolls on his desk — an oaken monstrosity he hauled along with his troop at great expense.

      There was a great deal of information on it, including a map. A wry chuckle escaped me when I saw Sarcy’s scouts had placed my company in the wrong position. It was marked by a black rose — from my coat-of-arms, which I used rarely — at the edge of the swamps.

      Pushing the map away, I studied the rest of the information. It would be valuable to Callant, especially when it came to the duke’s involvement.

      And it seemed the dear duke’s involvement had been active, indeed.

      When confronted with this information at the imperial court, the duke would either back down or escalate, which risked involving Callant’s liege lord — or worse, mediation by an imperial arbiter.

      The duke would never risk it. He would buy off the escalation by ceding land to Callant.

      “Seems the war is over, dear cousin,” I muttered as I leafed through the rest. “And your holdings soon to be diminished.”

      “Rotheart,” Sarcy croaked, his voice hoarse.

      I chuckled as I rose to study him, twitching on the floor. “Why?! Up already? You can certainly take a beating, dear cousin!”

      He groaned and rolled onto his back.

      He had a nasty wound on his skull where I had struck him with the bottle. There was an imprint of my sole on his cheek, and I smiled at the sight. He looked pale and sickly in the candlelight.

      “I told you,” he grunted. “I am not your kin.”

      “Hmm,” I hummed. “A familial bond, however severed, retains its grip on the past, my good count. And what is kinship if not a thing of the past?” I gave a wry chuckle then rose to my feet.

      “Let me go,” he muttered, running his hand over his face, tentatively seeking out his bruises.

      “I think not,” I said. “Consider yourself lucky that you have worth to Callant. I would’ve killed you otherwise. Quite slowly as well.”

      “Pah!” he barked. “Callant. Ever the loyal lapdog, aren’t you, Paville?”

      That vexed me. It shouldn’t have, but it did.

      For a moment, I considered beating him to death, stamping on his effeminate face until there was nothing left but a welter of mangled flesh and blood. In a split second, my mind went over the ramifications.

      Callant would be furious; he would turn me and my men out, perhaps worse. He was the only ally I had at the moment. I would have to mask the deed, and that would be hard if I did it there and then with many ears and eyes in my vicinity.

      I pushed back the anger.

      “I see now that the people call you the Black Baron for good reason,” Sarcy muttered. “Your heart is as black as the shadows of the Eleven Hells.”

      “I am stricken with grief that you feel this way,” I muttered, rummaging in his desk drawer.

      He propped up on his elbows, wincing. “At least let my wife and daughter go.”

      I frowned at him over the desk. “And why should I?” I said, crossing the room to stand over him. “What might you offer me, cousin? The riches from your coffers are already mine. What else remains for you to bargain with?”

      He glanced up, eyes bleary as he blinked in the candlelight. His face was gray and pained as he gritted his teeth and strained against his injuries. “I could tell you things,” he said.

      I snorted. “Could you, my lord?” I smiled down at his beaten form. “Please, do elaborate.”

      “Why do you think I’m in the swamps, Paville?” he growled.

      I shrugged. “The smell appeals to you? It reminds you of your mother’s womb, perhaps?”

      “No,” he replied. “Because there is something here. Something I want.”

      I scoffed. “Your next concubine? Some of these amphibians would make you a fine match.”

      “No,” he repeated.

      “Then what?”

      “A relic.”

      “A what?”

      “A relic that belonged to your father,” he said, his voice growing stronger.

      The white-hot anger flared again, but I pushed it away... marginally.

      “Pray tell, dear cousin,” I said through gritted teeth. “What does my father have to do with anything?”

      A sly smile curled Sarcy’s broken lips as he felt some of the power in our conversation shift to him. “You know, it is said he came to our world not far from here, so long ago.”

      I stared down at him. “Irrelevant, dear cousin,” I said.

      He wiped the blood from his mouth and shrugged. “Perhaps. But whether he entered our world here or not, he and his men fled to these swamps after his defeat at Corle.” He gave a bloody grin. “You know what he lost after Corle, do you not?”

      I clenched my fists. “You’re a manipulative, lying, worthless cunt of the ages,” I grunted. “It will be fitting to have a belt fashioned from your tanned hide, and I do believe I shall use it to garrote your wife and daughter.”

      He laughed. “Fitting? Perhaps! But can you chance it, you rot-heart? You’re Callant’s cur, and he’ll tan your hide right after you tan mine.” He gave a gurgling laugh and clutched his chest as he struggled to breathe. “But I’m offering you something, Paville. Something you may take with little risk to your own precious hide.”

      “What is that, pray tell?” I asked.

      “A map,” he answered. “A map of the swamps. A place to search for your father’s relic. He had to leave it in the swamp for fear of discovery, but there are no witch hunters around now, trying to sniff it out. You could take it, Paville...” He grinned. “You could have it.”

      I scoffed as I stepped forward, consciously placing my boot on his fingers.

      He squirmed in pain.

      “If it is so easy, dear cousin, then why didn’t you get it yet?”

      “I was about to!” he groaned.

      “Poppycock.” I twisted my foot on his hand, winning a sharp hiss of pain from Sarcy.

      “Ow! Fine!” he snapped. “I am unsure if the site is guarded. My scouting party hasn’t returned yet!”

      “When will they return?”

      “They were due yesterday. I was considering sending another group when that crazed Halfduerg woman barged in.”

      “And the duke?”

      “He doesn’t know,” Sarcy muttered. “Another reason to be careful.”

      I tutted. “Your own liege, dear cousin. Treachery runs deep in you.”

      He shot an icy look at me. “A hereditary trait.”

      I barked a laugh, placing a little more weight on the boot I had on his hand. “Indeed.”

      He winced as my movement sent a fresh wave of agony through him. He closed his eyes, wheezing.

      I waited, watching him as he squirmed in pain, breath rasping, his body trembling. “Give me proof,” I said at length.

      He narrowed his eyes at me. “Terms first,” he grunted. “I know you better than to plunge in like a headless chicken.”

      I sighed, removed my booted foot from his hand, and waved my hand for him to continue as I slumped back in his chair.

      He coughed and winced as he adjusted his position. “My daughter and my wife are to be released at the edge of the swamp. Set them loose on the road to Corle with five men of my household, handpicked by me, in full arms, with horses and provisions to last the journey. You must let them pass unmolested into Corle and into my lord’s custody.”

      “How noble,” I muttered.

      “They are all I have,” he said.

      I chuckled and wagged my finger. “You don’t fool me, Sarcy, you old goat.”

      His face flushed with anger, and he opened his mouth to retort, but the blaze in my eyes stopped him short.

      “Enough with the banter,” I grunted. “If the map is sufficient, then I shall set your wife and daughter free as per your terms. If not, they go to Callant. But I will see this map, and I will see it now.”

      He swallowed hard, considering his options. In the end, he nodded. “Very well.”
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      “Ye don’t think it’s risky to stay here?” Tara-An asked, her arms crossed as she stood behind me.

      I grunted disagreement as I studied Sarcy’s map, both hands splayed on the man’s desk.

      A gentle fire burned in the brazier nearby, the crackle and pop of the flames mingling with the occasional scream as most of Sarcy’s men were put to the sword without ceremony.

      There were a few lesser nobles among them, as well as some adventurous sons of well-to-do farmers and merchants. Niclaus had an eye for such things. Those few we would hold a year for ransom; the others were not worth feeding.

      “We need someone who knows these swamps,” I muttered, trailing the map with a finger. “Sarcy lost five men out there while scouting.”

      “Ye don’t think he’s just bluffing about this whole thing?” Tara-An asked.

      “No. The man is a liar, a cheat, and a thief, but he cannot have prepared this map just to deceive me. He was looking for something out here.”

      She shook her head. “But what? And why?”

      I ground my teeth together and flashed her an angry look. “It’s none of your business,” I snapped. “I’m offering you an extension of our deal. You can accept, or you can leave it. I do not inform underlings of my intentions when I do not need to.”

      She chuckled and licked her lips as she studied me for a moment. “Have it yer way, Black Baron. If the coin is good, me and mine are in.”

      “Don’t call me that,” I muttered as I turned back to the map. “The coin for you and one of yours will be as good as it was for storming this place.”

      I had played my cards with Callant well when enlisting the aid of the Half-Dwarves by overstating the fee for their services. I had planned to keep that little extra for myself — compensation for the dreadful company — but now it would serve to pay for an extended service of the rabid Halfduergs and keep casualties among my own men limited. “But I’m not paying you a single copper if you don’t find me a guide,” I said. “I feel little for blundering about in the swamp on our own.”

      “Aye, same here,” Tara-An said, giving me a toothy grin. “If ye give us a bit o’ time, we’ll find a guide fer ye. There’s a couple folks what live ‘round here — unsavory types.”

      I perked an eyebrow at her. “What do you mean by unsavory types?”

      “Pointy-eared buggers, aye?”

      “Pater’s mercy.” I sighed, shaking my head. “What a carnival this is turning into...”

      I looked up at her. “Won’t they shoot you in your sizeable ass the moment you come a-gallivanting into their charming little burrows?”

      She barked a hearty laugh and half-turned to inspect her own rump in its coverings of scraggy fur and scuffed leather. “Sizeable? Is that how ye noble lads say it, aye?”

      “Quite so.”

      She gave a shrug, still grinning. “Aye, well, they’re not savages, though, just a bit wild.”

      I glanced over to her as someone outside screamed a death’s cry, suddenly cut short. A bout of wild laughter from the Halfduergs and a few of my own men followed it.

      I narrowed my eyes as the scream of death lingered like a specter. “A bit wild, eh?”

      “Aye,” Tara-An said with a nod. “We had some dealings with the knife-ears before. They don’t like us; we don’t like them. Bad blood is bad blood. But coin...” She grinned and gave a shrug. “Coin is also coin, aye?”

      “So it always seems,” I murmured. “When will you be ready?”

      “I’ll find ye an elfling tonight,” she said, eyeing me with a broad grin. “Leave on the morrow?”

      “Very well,” I said. “Send Saergec in after you. He and I have some preparations to make.”

      She grinned. “Aye.” She was silent for a moment, that grin still on her blood-spattered face as she watched me. “Why d’ye want me to come into the swamps with ye?” she asked at length.

      “Simple,” I said, not looking up from the map. “Your Half-Dwarves would slit my throat if you weren’t there to temper their jolly little spirits, wouldn’t they?”

      She chuckled. “Fair enough, princeling.”

      I grinned up at her. “On your way now, savage. Time’s a-wasting.”

      Laughing, she turned and headed out.
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      “So,” the Half-Elf elder croaked as he watched me from under bushy brows. “You are one of his descendants?”

      “I am indeed,” I confirmed. “He was my father.”

      He gave a nod, then looked at the other Halfalvar around him. Most were men, warriors and hunters, but a younger Half-Elf woman sat at his side.

      With reluctance, I had to admit she was fair indeed, and her skin, even in the dim light of dawn, glowed with a soft pink tint. Her face was oval-shaped and her cheekbones high and noble. Her hair fell in a golden cascade, bound at the nape of her neck in a braid. The body under her skirt and top did not belie her harsh life: she was lean with defined muscles, tall and quick on her feet.

      A silence ensued. The gray-haired elder stared at me with an intense gaze, his eyes so light blue they were almost white.

      Admittedly, I had to struggle to keep my composure. The Halfalvar had insisted on meeting me at their village, and the atmosphere was hostile, to say the least.

      Sentries with spears and bows kept watch on the perimeter of the village, where the nightly vapors of the swamp drifted, hiding things that were best left unseen. Within the village of thatch huts, the villagers eyed me with suspicion. I sensed the sting of their icy stares from all directions.

      “Your father cast our world into ruin,” the Half-Elf elder finally said, drawing my eyes to him again.

      I shrugged my shoulders in reply to his words. “I care little for my father’s deeds, and even less for how you view them.”

      He eyed me with a look of disapproval. “You care not for your ancestors?”

      The Halfalvar gathered around us muttered in disbelief, and Tara-An stirred uneasily.

      “I do not,” I repeated, my eyes returning to the map.

      “Their deeds mark you. A noble man honors his ancestors or is shamed by them. A life’s pursuit must be to continue the ancestors’ good deeds and right their wrongs. Why do you not see things this way?”

      “Because I do not care for my father’s legacy,” I replied, my voice rising. “I care only for what I make of my own life. I have done my best to make my own fortune, and I do not intend to let any of the man’s past failures, nor his successes, hinder me.”

      The elder’s eyes narrowed. “Your own successes, hmm?” he murmured, looking at the others gathered around the fire. “What a shadow to stand in — the man who destroyed the world.”

      The other Halfalvar muttered their consent, and I sensed the atmosphere turn hostile. In the silence that followed, there was only the croaking of those cursed amphibians everywhere in this Pater-forsaken swamp.

      I clenched my fists, then forced my fingers to relax.

      “Indeed,” I muttered, pushing away the many other things I may have said at that moment.

      The elder did not lie. My father had changed this world forever before his ascension, and not for the better. I bore him no love, and it made no sense to take such words in fury.

      “We will not help you,” the Half-Elf elder said simply, a hard edge to his voice.

      “Then coming here was a waste of time,” I snapped while giving Tara-An a sideways glance. I rose to my feet. “It matters little,” I added with a grunt, nodding for Tara-An to follow.

      “So, you are going alone?” the elder asked, watching me with a wary eye from under his bushy eyebrows.

      “Indeed,” I answered, brushing some dirt from my breeches.

      “We cannot permit that.”

      “I fail to see how it’s yours to permit,” I said, shooting him a sharp glance.

      The woman at his side drew herself up, her slender form growing rigid as she scowled.

      The elder raised his hand to halt her, then looked back at me. “Do not misunderstand me, human. You are a guest in our home, and we will not allow you to travel into our domain without an escort.”

      “A guest in your home?” I snorted in derision. “I have a force camped nearby that would make short work of your village. Your ‘home’ is little more than a ramshackle collection of shacks and huts. Its continued existence is subject to my whim.”

      “Let’s calm down,” Tara-An said. “The human isn’t wrong...” She fixed the elder with her eyes, then me. “And neither is the Half-Elf.”

      I shrugged. “If the Half-Elves will not aid me, I’ll seek the place out myself.”

      “Your men will die,” the female Half-Elf snapped, keeping a sharp eye on me. Her voice was light and quick to drift, like leaves on the wind, and a strange part of me wondered how she’d sound if she sang.

      “Indeed?” I hummed, pushing away romantic notions — I had little time for foolishness.

      “The part of the swamp where your treasure lies is a deadly place,” she said. “The swamp takes its sacrifices from the witless.”

      I gave her a bitter smile. “And yet we will go.”

      She huffed and crossed her arms.

      The elder, however, studied me for a long time. At length, he nodded, his gray hair swaying. “Double the coin.”

      I laughed... heartily, before I looked down at him as he sat there, straight-backed and imperious on his stupid little pillow. The Half-Elves around us grumbled their discontent at my derisive laughter, but I knew now they were toothless.

      Here they sat, noble of countenance, the children of the earth. Honorable savages that rambled about ancestors and such nonsense.

      And yet it all came down to coin. As it always did.

      “Coin?” I snorted as I gave him another look.

      “Coin,” the elder confirmed. “Double what you offered. And Llasa here will deliver you herself.”

      The beautiful Halfalva at his side shot him a wide-eyed glance. “Uncle...” she muttered.

      He raised his hand to silence her. His near-white eyes were on me, but I did not allow him to sway me as I went over the numbers in my head.

      The costs of Tara-An’s troops would come out of Callant’s coffers but hiring the Half-Elves would run the costs up significantly and force me to invest some of my own... and the pickings had been slim so far. Callant promised me loot and riches in his idiotic war, but we had done little but trudge around in the swamps, chasing shadows.

      And yet... the potential return on this investment.

      “Fine,” I grunted as I rose to my feet. “Prepare your scout, whether it is the woman or another.”

      The elder grinned, something more of the greedy merchant than the noble savage.

      It was a grin I knew well.

      “We depart at once,” I muttered, beckoning Tara-An to follow.
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      Our group was small: me, Tara-An, Llasa, Niclaus, and one man-at-arms hand-picked by Saergec, and another Halfduerg picked by Tara-An.

      During my absence, Saergec would command my company, orchestrate the razing of Sarcy’s camp, and return the troop to the ruins of Partuisse-Lamy, the ruined castle that served as my mercenary company’s headquarters.

      But there was more to do for good old Saergec.

      While the others checked the straps on their packs to distribute their weight, I brushed the ever-present dirt from my gambeson and adjusted my kettle helmet.

      I was no lover of such armor, especially not in a stuffy swamp, but I knew the benefits of wearing it. It would turn a light blow, perhaps even an arrow, and render it little more than a bruise.

      Saergec came skulking out of the morning mist with a grin on his lips. He inclined his head, scars on his face dancing.

      “All is prepared?” I asked.

      “Aye, m’lord baron,” he muttered, casting a wary glance at the Halfalva woman and the Halfduergs in my company. “You are certain what you’re askin’ of me is wise, m’lord baron?”

      Loyal Saergec rarely second-guessed me, only when he thought a course of action was truly unwise. And perhaps I was being petty, but at the same time, I felt very little for Callant learning of my little deal with Sarcy.

      And Sarcy would spill the beans first chance he got.

      “Yes,” I said. “Make it appear as if some of the Half-Elf savages intercepted him and his escort. Be sure to cut off his ear as the savages do.”

      “Aye, m’lord.”

      Count Mothard De Sarcy’s death would mean a potential escalation of the war. The duke might get involved to avenge his vassal, which meant Callant’s liege lord would have to join in as well. If so, it’d be a ducal war. Hundreds more would die, and the emperor would likely intervene, causing both dukes to lose favor and face, which would pose new threats to stability.

      I grinned.

      All good for a mercenary baron who slept under the starry sky for want of a castle.

      “But make sure you bring the women to Callant,” I continued. “Make something up about having to escort them separately.” I waved it away. “Use some of that cunning the Pater blessed you with, hm? They need to arrive safely, or we may well kiss our bounties goodbye. We need that coin, Saergec. I leave this in your competent hands.”

      He gave a wolfish grin. “It will be done, m’lord baron.”

      “Oh, and Saergec?” I added, my eyes narrowing.

      “Aye, m’lord baron?”

      “Please, do make him suffer.”

      The grin on his lips was the spirit of murder itself. “With pleasure, m’lord baron.”

      I patted him on the shoulder. “There’s a good lad.”

      I turned to Llasa and Tara-An as Niclaus and the two warriors fell in behind me. “Are we ready to depart?”

      The Halfalva nodded, her almond-shaped eyes fixed on me. “We should reach the ruins in a day’s march,” she said, her accent still bearing the traces of the once-refined ways of her ruined people. “Barring any difficulties.”

      She was a slender woman with a face that could have been carved from ice. Her eyes were pale green, and her voice was melodious and calming. I once again had to stop myself from studying her too long.

      Something pure and innocent was alive in her springy posture, something I wanted to touch.

      “Lead the way,” I said, gesturing at the reeking swamp around us. “We shall follow.”

      She nodded, her hand on the case on her back that held her unstrung short bow.

      She gave her surroundings a last look, then confidently stepped forward, seeking a way through the trees and murky water.

      Tara-An and I followed, our footsteps echoing in the quiet of the swamp. Niclaus and the two soldiers bringing up the rear.
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        * * *

      

      The swamp was not kind to those who ventured into its depths.

      There were many dangers, most of them lurking just beneath the surface. Thick, slow, slithering creatures that moved with surprising speed, their skin like mud and their mouths filled with sharp teeth. Enormous insects with a taste for flesh. Venomous snakes, hungry spiders, and stinging flies.

      But Llasa knew the swamps.

      She led us without hesitation, stopping only for quick moments to get her bearings. How and with what visual aid, I could not say.

      “What was all this talk of yer father, princeling?” Tara-An asked as she slipped between two moss-coated trunks.

      The Halfduerg had been silent since we left Sarcy’s camp — not one for idle banter. Which meant she was honestly interested.

      “William the Iron was my father,” I muttered.

      Her blue eyes blazed in her black war paint. “The Iron One, eh?” she muttered. “No wonder the knife-ears don’t take a liking to ye.”

      I chuckled. “Yes, he did quite a number on them.”

      “Is it true what they say? Did he come from another world?”

      I grunted as I pushed aside some slippery vines, following Llasa’s lithe form into the reeking hell. I was thankful for my gloves.

      “He claimed so,” I said, eyes on the path. “Supposedly, a god brought him to our world. Whether it is true, I cannot say. But he had strange mannerisms and tastes, to be sure.”

      She grinned, swatting at a fly. “Must’ve been a god of murder an’ blood what brought him.”

      I laughed. “Indeed.”

      “Is it true he became an immortal himself?”

      I shrugged, admiring the grace with which Llasa navigated the terrain. Branches reached for her but never touched her, and mirk and filth didn’t cling to her as it did to me or to the others. I cared little for Elves and their spawn, but one had to admit they were graceful and possessed of beauty.

      “Did he?” Tara-An insisted.

      “I don’t know,” I muttered. “I spoke to him only once or twice. He didn’t remember my name on either occasion. One can hardly blame him: he had more wives than anyone dared count and conceived more children than any sane man would be remotely interested in doing. And he had two centuries to do it all in... Half of the world’s noble families are the fruit of his loins.”

      “Potent lad.”

      I chuckled. “Yes, quite so.”

      “Runs in the family?”

      I stopped short and cast a look at her over my shoulder.

      She wore a lopsided grin on her broad face, and I once again found myself interested in the savage Halfduerg and her ways. Although the kin of Dwarves were hard to read, stoic and lacking emotion, some interest flickered in her pale eyes.

      “I am not one to brag,” I muttered.

      “Ha!” she scoffed. “Ye’re a human, princeling. Half yer kin’s deeds are lies.”

      I chuckled, scooped up some mud with my finger, and flicked it at her. “And yet whose people live in the mud with only rock and stone for bedfellows?”

      She laughed, slapping her thick, muscular legs. “Don’t tempt me, princeling. These thighs have crushed many a rock.”

      Grin on my face, I was about to retort with a challenge, when Llasa wheeled around, brows furrowed. “Will you keep it down?” she hissed. Her voice quavered. “The whole swamp is listening.”

      I looked around. There was little we could see besides green moss clinging to trees and thick vines hanging from branches. “There’s no one here,” I muttered, fixing the woman with my eyes.

      “To you, perhaps,” Llasa answered. “Beasts are watching us. If we get separated, they will strike. The creatures here always hunger, always hunt.” She cast a nervous glance back. “We must hurry if we are to reach the ruins by dawn.”

      I gave her an appraising look. “Fine,” I muttered. “If you believe it’ll help.”

      I looked over my shoulder, and Tara-An gave me a grin and a shrug as she tugged on the strap of the axe loop in her belt.

      We continued in silence, picking our way among the trees, the splashing of water and croaking of frogs echoing in the distance. Occasionally, I heard strange rustles in the undergrowth that made the hair on my arms stand up. But other than the occasional splash or squawk, all was still.

      But on the inside, I had a sense of fate on my path.

      Tara-An’s questions had triggered it because my mind dwelled on my father. He had once roamed these swamps after a decisive defeat at Corle.

      I saw him in my mind’s eye — haggard, wounded, and hunted with but a few of his men at his side as they struggled to navigate the reeking swamp.

      If legends held true, he had given her up in this murky domain.

      The witchhunters of Yliec had banded together to track him down. They would have found him through her if he had kept her. And so, he sealed her in her stone and left her.

      But why had he never retrieved her? Why leave her here?

      I loathed it; I hated thinking about him. I despised that he was significant, that so much in the world revolved around him — the father that cared for nothing but himself. He stood at the roots of the empire, at the roots of every war being waged right now, and his blood seeped into the earth as his descendants fought and died, quarreling over his heritage and heirlooms.

      And yet the footsteps of fate were his, and I followed the trail to destiny.

      He recovered after Corle. New alliances were formed, armies mustered. Cities burned and castles crumbled.

      By the end of it, crucified witch hunters flanked the entire road from Corle to Yliec, disemboweled, their limbs severed, or just hung to starve. Their wails and cries of pain echoed across the land, and the earth drank greedily of their blood.

      Today, no witch hunters remained in Yliec.

      Murder, death, destruction, and war — that was all we inherited from the Iron One.

      I set my jaw, found consolation in the hard leather grip of the short blade hanging from my baldric, in the fine-grained wood of my crossbow’s stock, the smooth leather of my case of bolts.

      Mind fixed, I followed Llasa’s lithe frame deeper into the swamp.
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      The swamp yielded to us inch-by-inch, but the journey was far from easy. Every step required care.

      Our ears strained to hear anything beyond our own movements, and every sound was met with wary suspicion until we reached a clearing where a thin path led toward a glade shrouded by a canopy of trees.

      Llasa signaled a halt and then gestured for me to join her up front. She said nothing as she studied the moss-shrouded trees through narrowed eyes.

      I looked around, listening for any sign of trouble. In the distance, frogs croaked loudly. Water bubbled through the reeds lining the edges of the pool at the center of the glade, but it was otherwise silent save for some chittering bugs.

      It felt like the entire world was watching me from the shadows of the swamp. I couldn’t shake off an uncomfortable sensation that something else stalked among the reeds.

      I turned my gaze to Llasa. “Well?”

      “Something is here.” Her lips curled up into a snarl as she glanced back and forth between the trees ahead. “Get your men ready.”

      I drew my crossbow and gave Niclaus a quick nod. Slowly, silently, Niclaus rolled his round shield from his shoulder and drew his mace. The Halfduerg followed suit, tugging a one-edged hewing blade from a simple scabbard. Tara-An took out her axe.

      The four of them came up beside me, Niclaus at my side to squire for me with his shield. Both Halfduergs breathed heavily, their eyes big and fierce as they called upon their battle lust.

      My skin prickled with cold sweat.

      The only sounds were the splashing of water in the pool before us and the Halfduergs’ loud breathing.

      Then something skittered in the dark. A ghastly pale shape moved behind the trees — soundless as an assassin. Long and narrow, a serpentine body undulated through the undergrowth. My blood ran cold as I glimpsed fangs dripping with saliva.

      “Here is the fruit of your banter,” Llasa snapped in a low voice. “It’s been hunting us.”

      She shrugged her short bow’s leather case from her shoulders, pulled the weapon out, and strung it.

      As she worked, I pulled the lever to lock my bowstring into place, took a bolt from my quiver, and slipped it into the groove. Next to me, Niclaus tensed.

      I turned a quick eye to Llasa. “What is it?”

      She nodded toward the pool where the beast lay flat among the reeds at the center of the clearing.

      “Some kind of Drakeling,” she whispered. “The bastard offspring of Swamp Drakes and other foul things that stalk these swamps.”

      Her eyes shimmered as she watched the creature.

      “Do we shoot it?” I asked, placing the stock of my crossbow against my shoulder, my finger near the trigger.

      “I would rather not,” she said as she hefted her bow and took a long arrow from her quiver. “The Drakeling has thick scales.”

      The beast stirred again, smoldering eyes on us. It showed more of itself this time: long and wormlike, and it moved on short legs.

      Unlike a Drake, it would be unable to use its claws much in combat, but its maw was all the larger, lined with sharp teeth, the largest of which were half-a-hand’s length. Its eyes blazed with malevolence and hunger as it writhed, showing us its armored body.

      The warriors stirred uneasily beside me — even the savage Halfduergs seemed ill at ease.

      “They have a measure of intelligence,” Llasa whispered. “The beast reveals itself because it wishes to avoid the confrontation, displaying its fangs and armor to let us see how formidable they are.”

      “Why in the Eleven Hells would it do that?” I muttered.

      “To get us to sacrifice one of our number,” she said. “The beast wishes to trade. Passage for food.”

      I swallowed. “Or else?”

      She shrugged with her pale gray eyes fixed on the beast. “Hard to tell. It may decide to avoid the fight. But if it’s hungry enough...”

      She trailed off, leaving the rest unspoken. Her eyes shone like vermilion in the murkiness as they drifted over the Drakeling.

      The beast bared its teeth at us, revealing two rows of razor-sharp serrations running up both sides of its jaws, each ending in a set of pointed incisors dripping saliva onto the watery ground beneath them.

      I felt sweat trickling down my back as my hands trembled on my crossbow stock. For a while, we simply watched the creature warily through narrowed eyes.

      In turn, the Drakeling studied us with baleful yellow eyes, waiting, licking its lips as it savored the scent of fear rising from us. The creature had to know that we were armed and ready to fire, yet it seemed to revel in our unease.

      “Will it attack?” Niclaus asked from behind me. He crouched behind his shield as if it were a wall of stone, but the Drakeling would likely smash it to splinters in one attack.

      Llasa didn’t respond at once. She remained silent for so long I thought she hadn’t heard him, but then she whispered, “I think not.” Her voice was soft, calm. “Let us proceed. Back-to-back; we move as one.”

      I nodded at Niclaus. “Take the right facing the beast. Tara-An takes the left. Men-at-arms at the rear; I take the front with Llasa. In a single square, now. Hold rank.”

      The Drakeling sputtered and spat as Llasa and I took a step forward. I held my crossbow trained at it, and Llasa kept her arrow on the bowstring. The beast reared and showed itself, revealing its hideous mouth lined with fist-sized teeth.

      Llasa held up a hand, inching forth step by step. “Easy... Easy... It’s just posturing.”

      A ripple of fear washed over me, like ice running down my spine, making me shiver. My heart pounded like an angry drum as I imagined how easily those sharp fangs could tear into our flesh like shreds of rotten meat. Facing men was one thing, but the draconic horrors of the swamp were something else.

      “It doesn’t want to fight,” Llasa muttered, glee edging her voice.

      As if on her cue, the Drakeling snarled and turned. It stopped to glance back once more with its baleful yellow eyes full of intelligent hatred. Then it slunk off between the trees.

      Niclaus gave a cry of relief, and the men-at-arms cheered along.

      “Shut up, you twats,” I grunted. “You’ll make it come back.”

      Llasa gave me an appreciative nod. “We need to stay quiet,” Llasa agreed. “If we upset it, the creature may still attack. and our troubles are not over. Drakelings know we are diurnal and rest at night. If it keeps our trail and doesn’t find easier prey, it will stalk us through the night, perhaps attack our camp.”

      That silenced the men. Tara-An gave a gruff grunt. I shuddered to imagine the bloodshed if we had actually started fighting. Even if we had been armed with spears and shields and plate armor, we would still be in trouble.

      And by the sounds of things, we might still be when night falls.
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        * * *

      

      We stopped our march earlier than planned at Llasa’s insistence on finding a camping site we could hold against the Drakeling.

      She was convinced the creature was still on our trail, even though we’d seen no sign since it left after our standoff.

      Eventually, we found a glade in the swamp. It was slightly higher than the surrounding grounds, with thick trees and vegetation to slow the approach of anything big, like a Drakeling.

      Niclaus, me, and the men-at-arms made our camp there while Llasa and Tara-An gathered firewood and cut down a few saplings to barricade the access points through the undergrowth.

      When all was done, we made a fire and sat around it while Niclaus and his man-at-arms prepared the rations: hardtack, dried fruit, a few strips of jerky, and a small keg of bitter ale to hearten us. Despite the ale, there was little talk.

      The silence drew out our tension as if we waited for something to happen. I had my crossbow resting across my thighs and kept my eyes open, my hand close enough to my weapon that I could snatch it up if needed.

      The others did the same. We were alert to every movement or sound, scrutinizing each shadow lest a foe attacked us in the darkness.

      And as night descended, the swamp came alive. The sounds of insects, frogs, and many other things I could not name burst out into the air. My ears strained to hear over them, but soon they drowned one another, the sounds melding together until it became difficult to separate the individual noises.

      Llasa let out a soft grunt and stood, stretching. She gazed at the sky, her face turned upward, where a half-moon hung low on the horizon. She had kept her bow strung ever since the encounter with the Drakeling, and she was the very image of watchfulness.

      I, however, wasn’t.

      I stretched and yawned. “Regardless of whether the beast comes,” I said, breaking the spell of silence resting on our camp. “We will need to sleep.” I glanced at Llasa. “Including you.”

      “Yes,” Llasa agreed, turning to peer back at me, her expression inscrutable in the shadows cast by the firelight.

      “Take care of the watch, Niclaus,” I muttered as I rose to my feet. “Same as always.”

      Niclaus knew well enough that I wanted one of my men awake at all times. I never trusted others to guard me while I slept.

      As I stood, Tara-An’s eyes followed me. The light from before kindled in them. “Aye,” she muttered. “And ye, Foroth-Nar,” she said to her Halfduerg follower.

      She hopped up, limber enough, and ambled after me with casual steps.

      I tuned out the voices of the men as they began discussing the particulars of their watch schedule and regarded Tara-An as she approached me.

      She stopped, both hands on her wide hips, and sized me up for a moment.

      At length, she grinned. “Fancy a fuck, princeling?”

      I chortled as I gave her an appreciative once-over; she was more direct than I would’ve expected.

      “I had not thought I would be your type,” I said.

      She shrugged. “Drakeling didn’t seem open to it, aye?”

      I laughed. “Well, it would be far beneath a man of my stature to share the bed with a Half-Dwarf,” I said, a teasing edge to my voice.

      “Who said anything about beds, princeling?” she said. “And we’ll just see who’ll be beneath whom, aye?”

      The taunting blue fire in her eyes tickled me in the right way.

      I gave a grunt of approval as I studied her, short and with ample flesh, thick and strong with savage beauty. She was beautiful in the most primitive sense of the word. And there was something... not human in her demeanor that appealed to my more exotic tastes.

      She licked her lips, not minding my eyes raking her. “Come on, princeling,” she said. “Life is short, aye? We might all be in a Drakeling’s belly come morrow. Why not have a bit o’ fun?” She stepped forward.

      She was short, reaching onto to my sternum, but she placed her firm hand on my chest and gave me a playful push.

      She was strong, and I had to take a step back. The light in her gaze and her challenge roused me even more. “Come then,” I grunted, and I turned away toward the edge of the camp.

      With a soft chuckle, she followed.
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      I turned at the edge of the camp and saw Tara-An standing there, her hands on her hips and her smile wide. I beckoned her to come closer, and she complied, a hazy, needy light in her bright blue eyes that was amplified by the war paint.

      She yelped when I grabbed her and pulled her against me.

      There were many layers between us — clothing, armor, and fur — but I felt her heat through them. My eyes narrowed on her as she drew back and pulled at the straps on her chest, making her leather pauldrons drop to the springy turf.

      A moment later, she hooked her thumbs under the straps of her hide top and pulled it down, revealing the great globes of her breasts. They were each larger than her head, yet firm — something a man could drown in.

      “Once ye fuck a Halfduerg, ye’ll want nothing else,” she whispered, her voice hoarse with lust and excitement.

      My lips parted with a wicked grin. “I doubt that; I’m a man of fierce appetite,” I said, giving her a kiss that left her gasping for air.

      I pulled her farther down the slope, then used the elevation to my advantage to bury my head between her luscious breasts. The musky, wild scent of the Half-Dwarf enveloped me, and she gave a deep, lustful moan as she held my head in place.

      She was soft, and there was much of her. Buried in her warm, velvety skin, my cock rose to attention, straining to be released from its prison in my braies. She ran her fingers up along the side of my neck, through my scruffy beard, and fastened them in my mop of hair.

      “That’s it, princeling,” she whispered, pulling my hair hard enough to make my eyes water. “Make love to me.”

      I reached down and fumbled with the clasp on Tara-An’s belt, finally releasing it as she wrapped her arms tighter around me. I looked up into her hungry eyes, and I had no trouble sliding her skirt down to her thighs, revealing her wide hips and thick, muscular thighs as they led up to her glistening pussy lips, a cute tuft of ginger hair on her mound.

      Then I hooked an arm behind her knees and tackled her. She yelped, then broke out laughing as I planted her plump body on her own cloak.

      Grinning, I rose over her as she spread her short, thick legs for me, biting her lips as she revealed her sex. It was the first time I had seen Tara-An blush.

      “Those measly rations…” I said, one hand on each thick thigh. “…left me hungry.”

      “I got somewhat ye can eat, princeling,” she purred.

      I slid my hands down to grip her big ass cheeks, kneading them and squeezing them so that the round globes quivered with need. She moaned and arched up, grabbing a handful of grass with each hand as I kissed her full breasts and trailed down, down, down.

      The warmth of her flesh radiated like a furnace; the heat came off her in waves. Her toned stomach quivered as I licked down, her abdominal muscles tightening in anticipation before relaxing again when I pressed my tongue against the smooth skin of her pubis.

      “Ah fuck,” she groaned. “That’s it... Make me feel... alive.”

      I plunged my face into her slick folds and sucked greedily on her plump pussy lips — at once salty and sweet. She moaned her pleasure, fingers digging into the grass, as I licked her hungrily. I plunged two fingers inside her tight passage, making Tara-An squirm even more urgently beneath me.

      She began to pant, breath coming in quick gasps as I continued to lick and suckle her sensitive nub. Her thighs shook and twitched, pushing back hard in my face.

      A moment later, she dug one hand into my hair, the other pulling a clump of grass out of the soil as she tensed up. “I’m... ah... Ah!”

      I looked up just in time to see her entire body tense as she trembled through her orgasm. She let out a high-pitched squeal and arched her back as pleasure lashed her body. Her delicious flesh quavered and throbbed, her pussy clenching on my fingers as she spasmed and shivered all over.

      One more thunderous spasm, and her blue eyes fluttered open, looking dreamy from bliss. She grinned up at me, breathing heavily, then gave me a taunting push.

      “Come now, my lord princeling,” she said with a playful grin. “Finish what ye started.”

      “Your wish is my command, my lady,” I mocked as I rose to my feet.

      I surveyed her as she lay in the grass and wriggled out of her skirt, leaving her only with her boots on, a scarlet flush from her orgasm playing on her cheeks.

      I tugged at the buckles of my gambeson, taking my time to remove the armor as she lay ready for me, fully enjoying the moment of this conquest.

      She didn’t help me but watched me with those hungry eyes burned with desire, her hands roaming free over her own body, teasing and stroking herself. I shrugged off the gambeson, pulled my undershirt over my head, then unfastened the lace of my hose.

      As I did so, she propped herself up on her elbows and began massaging my hard cock through my braies.

      “Hmm,” she crooned. “A man of fierce appetite, indeed. I might need some help fixin’ this.”

      I grinned, relishing in that naughty look in her eye as she lowered her face to my crotch.
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        * * *

      

      Tara-An pulled down my braies before I was done with my hose, but that mattered little.

      My cock sprang free, and her eyes crossed as she looked at it. With a grunt of need, I grabbed her by one of her braids and led her plump mouth to its base. She made a soft cooing sound, moaning as I shoved my throbbing shaft into her hot, wet maw.

      Tara-An’s eyes flashed with excitement as she wrapped her lips around me, slathering me in saliva. Her fingers gripped me tight as she pumped me in and out of her mouth, sucking greedily on me until she had me trembling from the sweet bliss of it all. Her tongue lashed along the side of my tip as she worked up and down on me.

      “You weren’t lying about how good you are,” I groaned.

      She bobbed her head up and down on my shaft, gulping and gagging as her skillful hands tickled my sack, making me load up and drip precum into her hot mouth.

      “I saw ye... lookin’ at... that Elf lass.” She took me out of her mouth and spat on my cock. “Next time, I’ll get her to help with this.” She flopped my cock back into her wide mouth and began pumping it again.

      I was close — too close for this. I needed to be inside her.

      With a grunt, I pulled out of her mouth, my cock plopping free, then pulled her to her feet by the ginger braid still curled around my fist.

      She yelped, then chuckled as I pushed her against a mossy tree. She pushed her big, round ass out, and the ample flesh jiggled as she presented herself to me.

      “Come on, princeling,” she purred, presenting her plump pussy. “Be a good lad and fill me up, aye?”

      I chuckled, grabbing those bouncy ass cheeks as I pushed my cock between them, sliding up and down her ass crack. I had to lower myself to align properly, but once I found my position, I lined my rod up with her slit and slid in with ease.

      Tara-An let out a deep moan as I drove into her warm tunnel. Her blue eyes went wide for an instant before they flashed with delight. Her hands gripped the trunk of the tree hard enough that she left white streaks where her nails scraped at the mossy coating of the bark.

      I pressed the entire length of my cock inside of her tight channel, parting her walls in a way that made her tremble on her feet.

      “How’s that, Half-Dwarf?” I growled, not wanting to stop until I’d taken all I wanted from this sweet creature. “Can you take it?”

      She bit her lip and nodded furiously, gasping as I thrust deeper into her body and began pounding her tight pussy — slow at first, but speeding up as if I had devils on my heels.

      Tara-An rocked her hips back and forth with mine, meeting each thrust, driving us both wild. My fingers sunk into her plush buttocks as I pillaged her wet and ready pussy. As she came under my control, I leaned forward and moved a hand to cup one of her generous tits, pinching the nipple as I nibbled on her slightly tapering ear. She moaned in pleasure, gyrating against me as she flashed a red-hot glance over her shoulder.

      “I want yer seed, princeling,” she hissed between clenched teeth. “I need it!”

      She shoved her thick thighs out against me harder as she groaned out another long string of curses.

      “You’ll get it,” I growled, looking down into those beautiful blue eyes filled with lust and hunger.

      With one hand on her big, bouncing butt and the other on an ample breast, I pounded her into the tree again, my cock drilling into her hot pussy so hard that all sound around us faded except for the wet slapping of our skin. Her breasts swayed with every thrust, and the softness of her combined with her tight pussy clenching on me to make my pleasure rise.

      But she beat me to it.

      I bit down and growled as she shuddered through another orgasm, crying out as her body quivered and shook from the violence. Her blue eyes rolled up, her pussy gripping my rod tightly like a vise. That tightness drove me over the edge, and I exploded, shooting a torrent of cum into her.

      She wailed as I poured myself inside of her in one continuous stream, filling her hot pussy with the seed she so craved.

      I felt her pussy squeeze me even tighter, milking me of everything I had. When at last I was spent, she collapsed at the base of the tree, breathing heavily, her legs trembling. My cock popped out as she sat down, and I stretched as I looked down at Tara-An with a grin.

      “Eleven Hells,” I muttered. “I feel like I could actually sleep. It’s been a long time since I slept well.”

      She laughed, still panting, as she turned to sit on her ass on the turf, shooting a naughty look at me. “Sounds like ye might need me on the regular, princeling.”

      I laughed as I picked up my braies, making a face when I noticed the dirt stains. “Perhaps,” I agreed.

      She rolled her shoulders, grinned, and hopped to her feet. I gave her luscious ass a wet spank when she hobbled past me to get her dress. She yelped and slapped at my hand as she picked up her leathers and fur cloak.

      “We’d best get back to the camp,” I muttered as I stepped into my braies and laced up my hose. “Before the men start talking.”

      “Or the Elf lass gets jealous.”

      I scoffed. “I believe she’d rather flay me alive.”

      Tara-An gave a lopsided grin and shrugged as she pulled up her skirt. She threw me a wink as she pulled on her top. “Leave it to...”

      She froze, her voice trailing off.

      “What?” I murmured.

      She nodded in the forest's direction. “I saw it,” she said, her voice low. “Drakeling. The Halfalva lass was right; the bugger followed us.”

      I turned to peer into the swamp. Mists were rising from the decrepit pools of still water, and mossy trunks rose like towers. “Are you certain?” I asked. “I see nothing.”

      “I’ve got good eyesight — my father used to call me his eagle-eye for a reason.” Then she whispered again, her breath making white mist in the cold air, “There!”

      I caught sight of something glistening under one of the trees’ boughs just beyond the perimeter. As I strained to make out more details, it moved around behind another tree and disappeared entirely.

      “Come on,” Tara-An muttered, grabbing my hand.

      She pulled me back to the camp as I still struggled with the gambeson.

      I chanced a look over my shoulder as we headed up the incline and saw those gleaming yellow eyes among the trees.
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      “It would be best to set a double guard,” Llasa said, the fire casting shadows on her beautiful face. “And no one should stray far from the camp.” She cast a pointed look at me and Tara-An at those last words.

      I shrugged my shoulders. “If you say so.”

      “The moment we see it, we alert everyone,” Llasa continued. “The only way to keep the Drakeling at bay is to show it our numbers. It feared them before, and it will stay back so long as we show it that we remain at full strength.”

      “Sounds like a night of little sleep,” Niclaus grunted. “Is this really necessary? It buggered off last time, didn’t it?”

      His man-at-arms grumbled agreement, and the Halfduerg warrior fell in. “Aye, rotheart bugger-dragon,” he muttered.

      “Shut it, you twats,” I murmured, uninterested in complaints from my men. “We will do as the Halfalva says. You two stand watch together. Tara-An and Foroth-Nar take second watch, and Llasa and I shall stand guard until sunrise.”

      Llasa nodded, her fingers lingering on her bowstring for a moment. “A sound plan.”

      I tossed a piece of firewood onto the fire. “We keep our armor on and our weapons close, no matter the discomfort. At the first sign of the beast, we all come out and form up at the fire. We keep the fire burning through the night.”

      The men grumbled their assent, but another glare from me ended the grumbling part of it. I rose to my feet then, cursing this fetid swamp as I strolled over to my tent, hoping to catch at least a few hours of sleep.

      Of course, we had no such luck.

      The Drakeling harassed our camp without end, appearing repeatedly to test our resolve and our strength.

      After three times, I gave up on sleeping altogether, as the beast dragged me out of my half-slumber every time. The men grumbled and grew annoyed, not only for lack of sleep but also because we had to form up every time and remain vigilant for at least some time thereafter.

      “Can’t you shoot a bolt at it, m’lord?” Niclaus pleaded. “Or can the Halfalva lass loose an arrow or some such Elven thing, aye? This Pater-cursed beast is drivin’ us up the wall!”

      I glared at him, then looked at Llasa, who sat by the fire, no expression.

      “If we engage the beast, it will become enraged and attack,” she said. “We may win, but not without casualties, and we will probably only wound it.” She shook her head. “We must weather this. The Drakeling will give up, eventually.”

      That night was one of the longest of my life, and I had had my share of long nights full of knives and bloodshed.

      By the time the mists in this fetid hellhole of a swamp turned gray with the dawn’s light, I was close to picking a fight with the Drakeling myself. We saw no sense in postponing our departure, so we ate our rations, packed up the camp and moved out.

      And even then, the Drakeling still followed us...
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      The ruins rose around us like specters from a bygone age.

      They stood tall against the misty sky, crumbling walls rising from the marshes. The putrid green-and-brown growths of the swamp crawled over them, reclaiming the masonry stone by stone.

      “A fell place,” Llasa muttered when I stepped up beside her to look over across the waters that skirted the ancient remnants.

      I followed her gaze to the mess of tumbled stone. Something about the architecture — what remained to be seen of it — struck familiar. It took me a moment, but I placed it soon enough.

      “Hmm,” I muttered. “Very similar to the ruins of Partuisse-Lamy.”

      Llasa nodded. “Both were once Dwarven holds. Partha-uhz-Laachmi — or Partuisse-Lamy as your kind call it — once guarded the entrance to a fertile valley. But these ruins were here before the swamp; my ancestors, the Elves, destroyed them with magic in days past, and the ruins have always seemed vile and diseased to the eyes of me and my kin. As if a plague were once loosed here, and its great sickness lingers yet.”

      “Why would my father hide it here?” I mumbled.

      Llasa shrugged. “The ruins lie hidden. It is the least-frequented place in these swamps, which are desolate in their own right.”

      I frowned, gazing out across the water. “The old fool must’ve wanted her gone forever.”

      “Her?” Llasa inquired.

      I glanced at her, then back out toward the ruins again. “Yes, ‘her’.”

      Before she could ask another question, I turned to face Niclaus. “Scout the perimeter,” I said. “But remain within calling distance. We don’t want the Drakeling thinking it can sneak up on any of us while we are separated. And take a man with you.”

      “Aye, m’lord,” he said. He slammed his hand on his chest in salute and nodded for the man-at-arms to follow him.

      Tara-An, Foroth-Nar, and Llasa remained at my side while we prepared a small camp where we could leave our packs and supplies while we ventured in.

      “Any idea what we’ll find inside?” Tara-An asked Llasa, studying the Halfalva woman with narrowed eyes.

      “Catacombs,” Llasa muttered. “The ground level suffers from collapses, but the ancient undercroft remains. I believe we will have to venture in.” She shivered as she spoke of that place. “I have never descended into that pit myself. Parts of the catacombs will have flooded; other parts collapsed. It will be a perilous place.”

      I looked at her, one eyebrow raised. “Why are you even coming?” I asked. “The coin I paid that sniveling miser you call an elder should last until the entrance. You needn’t venture farther.”

      She shrugged, looking away from me and toward the forested edge of the clearing. “If I stay out here, the Drakeling will come for me.”

      When her green eyes met mine again, there was something different about them — they were alight with something, despite the hardships of our journey.

      “Besides,” she added. “My blade at your side may prove useful.”

      I frowned, recognizing that look as I held her eyes with mine. I had seen the same spark in the eyes of many a youngling who signed up with my company.

      Lust for adventure.

      “Living in a thatch hut in the swamp must be riveting,” I mocked, one eyebrow raised.

      She drew herself up but didn’t answer, which made me grin. My assumption had truck true.

      “Let me give you some advice,” I said, for Llasa’s ears only. “And know that I rarely tender advice to those who consign their arm to my service.”

      Her sharp green gaze fell on me, and I sensed the flames a-kindling in her, which only broadened my grin.

      “Adventure for its own sake may sound glorious. Know, however, that the larger part of its sum is fear, death, boredom...” I wrinkled my nose at the fetid odor of the swamp. “And nasty smells. Although — as a swamp dweller — you’re likely already familiar with the latter.”

      “Swamp dweller,” she echoed, a dangerous edge to her voice. “Is that what you think of me, son of the Iron One?”

      She was a fiery one. I admired her spirit as much as her limber and wiry posture. Llasa was a woman of the wild, yet with a link to a civilization that, during its height, far outshone my own.

      As so many other fair things, ruined by my father.

      I answered her query with a curt shrug of the shoulders, peering out at the ruins that rose from the billowing swamp like a dream shrouded in mist.

      She scoffed. “The Halfalvar are more than you make us.”

      “Perhaps.” I ended the conversation by nodding at the men appearing out of the billowing vapors like ghosts — Niclaus and his man.

      “All clear, m’lord,” Niclaus said, his dark eyes still scouring the edge of the site. “But we heard the Drakeling messin’ about in the undergrowth. It watches us with a hungry eye, m’lord.”

      I nodded at him and the man-at-arms. “Indeed,” I muttered. “Let us hope the bloated lizard finds some other way to entertain itself while we do some digging in the shit of the golden years of dwarvendom, hm?” I beckoned Tara-An and Foroth-Nar over. “We all go in.”

      “Wha’bout the camp?” Foroth-Nar muttered in a heavy accent. “No guard?”

      “Any guard we leave will soon be making his rounds in the Drakeling’s bowels,” I said. “No, we all go in.”

      “Agreed,” Tara-An said.

      I nodded at Niclaus and the man-at-arms. “Gentlemen, the front is yours. Tara-An and Foroth-Nar take the rear; those with bows — Llasa and I — are in the middle. We stay close and silent. One lantern in the front and one in the back.”

      The others exchanged glances, tension prickling the air, but I gave them no time for questions or second-guessing.

      “Go on, dogs,” I snapped at Niclaus and the man-at-arms. “Now to it!”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 10

          

        

      

    

    
      We marched into the maze of crumbled masonry with caution. The light of our lanterns was little more than a dreary glow to the foggy darkness that surrounded us as we made our way down a corridor of tumbling stone crawling with moss.

      By now, my boots were full of fetid water, and my steps were heavy on the slime-covered ground beneath me.

      A foul smell rose around us, worse than the swamp itself. I abandoned any attempt at breathing through my nose. The others struggled not to retch. Only Llasa managed with little effort.

      But worse was the silence.

      Every footfall cracked like thunder on the pitted flagstones of ages gone by. The croaking and gibbering of the swamp-beasts grew distant and dull, as if we stepped into another realm altogether.

      “Up here,” Llasa muttered, pointing to a corridor through a pile of shattered masonry.

      We followed her directions. Niclaus ranged a few steps ahead of the man-at-arms, ready to take anything that came at us with his shield, his mace held back to strike. The man-at-arms held a lantern in his left hand, his face pallid and eyes wide in the light as his right fist gripped a short stabbing blade as if it were a life buoy.

      Our feet squelched in our boots with every step. Behind me, Tara-An and Foroth-Nar wheeled around at regular intervals to watch our backs.

      We formed an experienced group, but even a veteran of decades could be snapped in two by a Drakeling. Even a warrior of many battlefields might die from an arrow to the throat. And even a soldier of many campaigns could bleed to death in a pit trap.

      “Straight ahead.” Llasa gripped her short bow tight, an arrow on the bowstring. “Then left.”

      I nodded, my own hands tight on the grip of my crossbow as I kept it high and ready to shoot over the shoulders of my men. My palms were sweaty and yet cold as ice, despite the calfskin gloves. Clammy sweat gathered in my armpits.

      We turned left, skirting the corner in a tight formation, and came to a clearing in the piles of tumbled stone — once a large chamber.

      Rotting vegetation crawled along the edges, but most of the flagstone floor remained intact. At the center was a stone frame, the wooden hatch long since rotten away. Vines and creeping moss trailed down it, while insects scuttled in the cracks and out from under the stones.

      We approached the hole in the ground, and I wrinkled my nose at the loathsome stink wafting up.

      The man-at-arms coughed, and Niclaus gave a disturbed groan. “Pater!” he muttered. “Accursed stink is even worse here.”

      “I know,” Llasa said as we formed around the hole in the floor. “But this is where we must go.”

      She crouched, running her hands over the edge of the hatchway before standing upright again. Her green eyes flashed with determination as she faced me. “Unless we wish to call it off?”

      I looked back at her. “We proceed.”

      She gave a firm nod.

      I peered into the blackness below as Foroth-Nar leaned in with his lantern. The gloom from below swallowed the light. It was like staring into the bottomless pit of a grave — a maw to swallow a man whole.

      Foroth-Nar muttered something under his breath, but I couldn’t make it out.

      And I didn’t care.

      I cleared my throat and hung my crossbow over my shoulder by its sling. “We go down,” I said, flashing a look at Niclaus and the man-at-arm. “You two first.”
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        * * *

      

      The darkness of the catacombs was complete, and the air was stale with the smell of decay. We walked in silence, each of us alert for any movement in the shadows that surrounded us or behind the broken passageways that pressed in on the main corridor.

      Every footstep rang like the chime of destiny’s bells, sending vibrations through my skull. I could feel them in my teeth. It was as if this dreadful place listened to us, and a great hungry eye rested on us.

      Even Llasa’s voice echoed as if it came from far away. “Here,” she whispered, pointing ahead. “A chamber lies at the end.”

      I followed her finger with my gaze. At the edge of the light cast by our lantern rose a doorway, its door long since decayed. The hallway ended in it.

      “Tara-An,” I whispered, flinching at how far the corridor carried my voice. “Flank the doorway with Foroth-Nar.” I swiveled my gaze to Niclaus. “You and your man go in first, Niclaus.”

      Niclaus paused for a moment before giving a curt nod. “Aye, m’lord,” he croaked, voice dry.

      Then — dog eat dog — he grabbed his man-at-arms by the shoulder and nudged him toward the doorway.

      The man swallowed and stepped forward with lantern extended. Niclaus came up behind him, and both were apprehensive as the dim light danced on blade and mace.

      The man-at-arms stepped through first, and we all looked on, enraptured — even Tara-An and Foroth-Nar.

      Too late, I realized they were supposed to watch our backs.

      “Turn around,” I hissed. “You...”

      Foroth-Nar’s face became a grimace of pain, and he coughed blood over his ginger beard. A violent jerk passed through his body, and he collapsed to the mossy flagstones with a groan as his lantern shattered beside him.

      Tara-An screamed with rage. A bow sang, and someone cried out. The next moment, battle erupted.

      Out of the darkness, a pallid, gray-skinned creature appeared. Stooping like an ape and dressed in leather rags and furs, it seemed to look through me with sightless white eyes. Its ears tapered like an Elf’s, but it had no hair on its head or body, and it bared its pointy teeth in a vile sneer.

      An abomination.

      I caught its wicked and jagged blade by pushing out with my crossbow. Such loathing and rage were behind my parry that I pushed through its attack. The wooden stock of my crossbow slammed into my assailant’s forehead hard enough to knock it back several feet.

      That gave me time.

      With a snarl, I raised my crossbow, braced the stock against my shoulder, and took aim.

      The bolt whistled as I depressed the trigger, and it slammed into the side of my horrid foe, burrowing into the gray skin just under the armpit. It growled and fell away, and another jumped out of the darkness, a crude club ready to swing.

      My hands shook as I dropped my crossbow and stepped back, tugging my short blade from the baldric at my waist. I grunted a curse as the blade hung on something, and the creature came at me, cudgel ready to cave in my skull.

      There was no room to dodge to the side without slamming into Tara-An, so instead I stepped in and kicked at the creature with all my strength as it brought down the cudgel.

      My kick landed true, and the creature lost balance, causing its swing to go wide. The club smashed into the wall, sending chips of masonry flying. The thing stepped back, stumbled on Foroth-Nar, still gargling on the floor as he choked on his blood.

      In the time so gained, I renewed my efforts to tug my blade free. Finally, it slipped free of its scabbard, and I stabbed at the abomination’s neck as it regained its balance.

      The beast twisted away, but the tip of my blade still cut its neck, severing the artery. It coughed and sputtered as its claws reached up to grab its throat. The creature’s strength gave, and it collapsed.

      But many more leered in the darkness beyond.

      And just as I was about to take stock of their numbers, the light died.

      Cries erupted all around us. In the chaos, I fell back, bumping into someone. It was Niclaus.

      I grabbed him and pushed him out of my way, between myself and our foes.

      Behind me, creatures snarled, and there was the sound of a blade slipping into bare skin. I turned, heard Niclaus curse, and a hand pulled at me.

      “Come! This way!”

      Llasa.

      Halvalvar could see in the dark. The original Elves were nocturnal creatures, and their offspring had inherited their ability to see during the night, albeit reduced.

      She pulled me along but stopped for a breath to pick something up. At that moment, Tara-An cursed, and I could tell she was close. On a whim, I reached out, and my hand found her muscular arm.

      “With me,” I hissed.

      We went hand-in-hand, the three of us sprinting into the chamber beyond. Llasa led with sure footing. She knew where we were going even with no lights or signs on the walls.

      Darkness surrounded us, but we kept running. Behind us, the creatures snarled in fury.

      “Here!” Llasa called out, and she pushed me into something glib and cold — mossy stone.

      “Push!”

      I did as she said but not before pulling Tara-An along and giving her the same command. Together, we pushed, and the grinding sound of rock on rock was loud enough to wake the devils in the Eleven Hells. The snarling and screeching drew closer, and I strained with all my will, sweat breaking from my skin.

      A loud boom.

      The sounds of the creatures dulled considerably.

      “That’s it,” Llasa panted. “That should hold them back!”

      We were safe — for the moment.
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      Horrid laughter and maniacal shrieks of joy echoed down the corridor behind us — the sounds of some abysmal feast. It sent chills up my spine to think of what the creatures were doing.

      “Who is still with us?” I asked once I’d recovered my breath.

      “Me,” Tara-An said.

      “And me,” Llasa added.

      The silence that followed said enough.

      “I saw your man-at-arms fall,” Llasa said. “Some sort of projectile struck him.”

      “And Niclaus?” Tara-An asked.

      I had pushed him out of my way in an urge to get away from the creatures.

      Not my finest hour. Not my worst, either…

      The bother was that he had been well-trained, indeed. It’d take some time to find another man like Niclaus.

      “Likely dead,” I muttered. “And not here.”

      “Give me a moment,” Llasa said. “I picked up a lantern. I have tinder in my pack; I can try to light it.”

      We waited, the wailing and blasphemous laughter of the creatures our company as Llasa went to work on the lantern. The familiar sound of steel striking flint rang out.

      “What were those things?” I asked in a low voice.

      “They, too, are Half-Elves,” Llasa said.

      “Hmm,” I hummed, “they certainly didn’t appear very similar to you.”

      A spark struck, lighting Llasa’s pale face for a moment before going out again.

      “No,” she said, followed by a wry chuckle. “Some Elves bedded humans, and those are my ancestors. But Elves bred with other things, too.”

      Another spark, this time lighting a piece of fabric, which Llasa guided with a gentle hand to the exposed wick of a lantern. When the wick caught, she looked up at me — her green eyes almost black in the dim light of the nascent flame.

      “In the end,” she said, “the Elves sought a way to thwart the Iron One. Some called upon the Eleven Hells or conjured beasts out of the Forbidden Realm; others raised corpses to fight on their behalf or created soldiers from the ruined strains of savage races by breeding with them.”

      “So, they... were bred?”

      “Indeed,” she said, closing the lantern’s cage around the flame as the room came to life in an orange glow. “In some places of the world, such creatures are now commonplace, and these half-breeds were born of such unholy union.” She glanced back into the darkness where our foes still lurked and shook her head, as if the sight disgusted her. “In their despair, the Elves hastened their own downfall.”

      In the brief silence that ensued, I had time to wonder if she, too, held my father’s actions against me.

      “Now what?” Tara-An grunted, bringing me back to the here and now.

      Llasa raised the lantern to light up the chamber. Its glow revealed a broad stairway leading down to a square chamber with a vaulted roof. Reeking water covered the floor, and it looked to be thigh deep. Cobwebs hung from the walls and ceilings.

      “Only one way to go,” I said, jerking a thumb at the stairs.

      “Yes,” Llasa agreed. “There is no other choice. We go deeper.”
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      The fetid water rose to our waists as we waded into it, and I was thankful that I sported no open wounds. I held my blade high to keep it dry — my crossbow lost in the skirmish with the accursed creatures.

      The chamber went deep, but Llasa guided us. At the end, several hallways branched off. All but one had collapsed.

      And by the looks of things, they had collapsed long ago.

      “Again, one way,” Tara-An muttered.

      I nodded. The hand of fate had me by the nape as it guided me, a strange sense of predestination.

      “Come,” Llasa said. She still had her bow, and I took the lead now, blade in my right hand, lantern in my left. Tara-An followed behind me, her axe drawn.

      Llasa led us along the passage. Behind us, mad laughter boomed again as the creatures continued their strange feast of victory, sealed away behind the stone door.

      At length, we came to a large doorway that rose into a vast cavern, finally letting us out of the swamp water.

      As far as our light could see, there were bones everywhere, moldering, rotten, and dressed in tatters. Most of them lay at the edges of the cavern, although some sprawled in the cavern itself. The air stank with the mold of ages, and it was hard not to gag.

      “Dwarves,” Tara-An grunted, dripping with mud and filth.

      She was right — the skeletons belonged to her short and stocky kin. I walked up to the nearest and crouched beside it, noting the characteristic broad jawbone — one more pair of incisors, one more pair of canines, and one more pair of molars in each row of teeth. In addition, the sockets lay deeper, and the cranium was broader.

      “Dwarves, all right,” I muttered, then looked around. “At least a few dozen.”

      “What d’ye reckon happened to ‘em?” Tara-An said, a sad expression in her eyes.

      “Perhaps the curse of the Elves trapped them here,” Llasa ventured. “All those ages ago, when the castle was destroyed.”

      “Perhaps,” I agreed, scanning the cave, wondering where we would find what we sought.

      Of course, the priority was a way out. But I would not pass on a chance to obtain what we came for, should such a chance present itself. “Let’s move on.”

      We fell in again, continuing down the cavern.

      After we checked every surface, we found a low opening in the wall to the north. It was barely five feet high and two feet wide and led into an adjacent chamber that had partially collapsed.

      “We’ll have to stoop here,” Llasa said. “And pick our way. But look...” She rose to her toes. “There is another passage beyond.”

      “I’ll have to take yer word for it,” Tara-An muttered, eyeing the taller woman.

      “We need to move some of the rubble,” I said as I surveyed our surroundings.

      “That, or we take our chances with those nasties,” Tara-An said.

      I grimaced. “I know which I prefer.”

      There was no disagreement from Llasa or Tara-An, and we got to work clearing a path through the rubble. Tara-An shimmied her axe between the larger stones to loosen them, but we had no other tools for digging.

      Slowly but surely, the room opened up to us until we were able to make our way to the passage. We stood there in silence, listening for any sound of movement.

      When none came, I turned back to my companions.

      “Shall we?”

      “Wait!” Llasa cried suddenly. “Look.”

      The light of my lantern glinted off something shining amid the rubble on the ground.

      It was a helmet, half buried among the rocks. It bore a crest upon its brow that was familiar indeed...

      A mirthless grin made its way to my lips. “My father’s sigil,” I muttered.

      “Ye should take it,” Tara-An said, reaching down to scoop it out.

      “No,” I said. “Leave it.”

      “Why?” Tara-An asked, surprised.

      “I never needed anything from him. And I need nothing from him now. Besides...” I rapped a fist on my kettle helmet. “I already have one.”

      Tara-An chuckled. “Have it yer way, princeling.”

      I stood there for another second, studying the crest that had once adorned banners snapping on thousands of towers. An empire that had shaken the world.

      A scowling blond-haired man with a beard and braided hair, wearing a horned helmet, on a purple field.

      People accepted it to be a symbol of the world from which my father claimed to come, but the savage imagery had become a sigil of fear and destruction. None of the claimants — his sons, but of better descent than I — flew it now, for the people feared it. Only the members of his cult paid homage to it still.

      “An image to topple empires,” Llasa mused.

      “Indeed,” I agreed, not giving the rusted helmet another moment of my time. “Let us venture on.”

      We found more such relics as we worked our way into the passage beyond. A rusty sword, a bronze buckler, and links from a vest of riveted mail.

      “They gave battle here,” Llasa muttered. “Perhaps against the same fell creatures that attacked us...”

      Farther down, we found the skeletal remains of one of my father’s men, a knight by his rusted and tattered mail armor. He lay sprawled in what must have been a desperate struggle, his sword lying near him, its blade broken.

      As we proceeded down the narrow hallway, we found two more such men — one man-at-arms and one other knight. A shield with flaking paint displayed a crest unfamiliar to me. We also found the remains of four creatures — similar to elves, but with more canines.

      “They fought a retreating battle,” I said, kicking a rusty helmet away as I crouched to inspect a narrow and elongated skull with needle-sharp teeth. “Against the same creatures, indeed.”

      Tara-An grunted in agreement. “Aye. They fared little better than we did.”

      “Let us leave the dead lie,” Llasa said, casting a glance over her shoulder.

      With a nod, I rose from my crouch.

      As we continued, I heard something dripping from above. The sound grew louder until it echoed off the walls of our passage.

      We reached an opening overhead that looked as if it had once provided light for this area. Fetid swamp water ran down in rivulets. The opening itself was overgrown.

      But some light still trickled down, giving us some extra sight. Five skeletons lay here — two of my father’s men and three of the creatures — entwined still in the deadly embraces that had ended them.

      “Look,” Llasa said, pointing behind me.

      The corridor continued, but a large stone door flanked it.

      A shiver passed down my spine, and a smile made its way to my lips.

      “Let’s open it,” I said, my voice dry.
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      Once again, I felt the footsteps of the past echo around me. It was almost as if I could hear them — their voices, the clamor of battle.

      My father had been here, and he had left his mark, for better or worse.

      We strained to get the door open, even as brackish water poured through the hole overhead and pooled below us. At length, though, we managed to pull back one side of the heavy door, revealing a small space beyond.

      It was underwhelming, really; I had expected some kind of sanctum resplendent with pillars and altars.

      But the room was nothing like that.

      Discarded gear lay in a corner — broken blades, a mace with a broken heft, and some scraps of leather — and one more skeleton lay in another. This one was peaceful and lay on his back, hands folded on his chest, as if the others had had time to give him his final honors. But what caught my eye was a narrow tunnel leading away, dirty and disheveled. One would have to crawl down it.

      I stepped forward into the chamber, then saw it.

      Her stone — the one that held her.

      “Look,” Llasa hissed, seeing the treasure at the same time.

      “What’s that?” Tara-An asked.

      I stooped beside the Calling Stone — black, opaque, resembling volcanic glass.

      The stone was warm to the touch when I picked it up.

      “This,” I muttered, “is what my father left here.”

      I smiled to myself. It lay here so casually, as if he had discarded the treasure as an afterthought, deciding at the very last moment not to take it with him.

      And now it is mine.

      I looked up at the narrow tunnel. Slippery, full of insects, with rank mud and foul vegetation. But I did not doubt that it would lead outside. After all, my father escaped this place as well.

      And we would too.

      “Let us leave,” I said, looking over my shoulder at the Halvalva and Halfduerg, my unlikely allies. “We have what we came for.”

      “Gladly,” Llasa said, a smile curling her full lips as she watched me with my prize. “I’m in dire need of a bath.”

      “Aye,” Tara-An grunted. “And let’s hope the Drakeling lost our trail... I wouldn’t want to tussle with the fiend now that we’re three men short.”

      “Agreed,” I said. “Let’s see where this tunnel leads first.”
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      I rose and stepped out into the cold evening air. The sun had just dipped below the horizon, but enough light remained that the sky was still aglow.

      And yet, the swamp was quiet, even though night was coming on. The tunnel had taken us some distance from the ruins, but the tumbles and moss-ridden columns of stone remained visible between the trees.

      My back ached from stooping and, at times, crawling through the putrid, muddy tunnel, but the discomfort did not outweigh the joy of being out into the open air. And even though the swamp still stank, the reek was far better than that of the stuffy corpse-smell in the catacombs.

      I looked back at my companions, their shadows stretching away from them.

      They were talking to one another in low voices, hardly breaking the silence of the swamp. Some sort of camaraderie between the two of them had grown; they stood closer to each other now and shared the occasional looks and words that told of blooming mutual appreciation.

      It appeared to me that the hardships of battle and the joys of adventure could even unite a Halfalva and a Halfduerg, however unsavory the accompanying smells.

      “It grows late,” I said. “We will need to make camp. And our supplies are still at the base camp.”

      “Aye,” Tara-An agreed.

      “I would prefer not to return to the ruins to retrieve our supplies,” Llasa put in, peering over her shoulder. “The Drakeling may pick up our trail again.”

      “Aye,” Tara-An agreed. “I’d rather avoid the beastie for the moment.”

      “As would I,” I added, with a glance at the Halfalva.

      “Then let us press on,” Llasa said, glancing at me. “I know a place where we may find shelter for the night.”
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      The small cabin stood on sturdy poles of timber, braving the murky waters of the swamp with its thatched roof overgrown with moss and lichens.

      “I suppose it’s preferable to sleeping in the rain,” I said, stepping over a threshold of rotting planks. “And it’ll certainly be warmer.”

      “It is,” Llasa said, leading the way into the interior. “My people use places such as these when hunting.”

      The inside was simple and clean but cold. We had come close to the edge of the swamp, and the heat of the day still lingered. There was one room, with a fireplace in the middle of the dirt floor, and Llasa retrieved a pile of furs from a raised cabinet, where they were safe from the myriad pests of the swamp.

      “There,” she said, arranging the furs on the floor. “There are barrels of rainwater outside. We can drink from those and wash ourselves.”

      With that, the odor rising from me seemed to become more pungent, and my eagerness for a bath was all the greater. “I shall go and fetch the water,” I said.

      “I’ll come with you,” Llasa said.

      “I’ll go out and get some firewood,” Tara-An muttered, pulling her axe from its loop.

      “Stay within calling distance,” I said. “The Drakeling may still be searching for us.”

      Llasa followed me out of the cabin and into the fading light of the westering sun. The rain collectors were simple barrels with a layer of course fabric that allowed water to leach into the barrels while keeping pests out. A simple spigot at the bottom allowed one to draw fresh water.

      “An ingenuous system,” I said.

      Llasa watched me with her big green eyes. “Us savages have our ways.”

      I laughed. “If you find yourself insulted by mere words so easily, you must be glad to be rid of me soon.”

      “No,” she said, squatting next to one of the collectors, outlining the contours of her limber body in a way that drew my eye.

      I raised myself, eyebrow perked, amused. “No? You like being called a savage?”

      She looked up at me. “Perhaps. Or perhaps I prefer your company, however black, to that of my kin, who sit in thatched huts, harboring grudges and desiring only to return to a past long faded.”

      I gave a wry chuckle and studied her for a moment.

      She was fair, but she was competent as well — a fine scout. Moreover, she had kept her head cool in combat, acted swiftly. Without her intervention, we might well have fallen prey to the creatures.

      “If you truly feel that way,” I said, keeping her green eyes fixed on mine, “then why not join me?”

      Her gaze dropped for a moment as if she was unsure, then she gave a little shrug. “Why not? Because you have not asked me?”

      I laughed. “Well, herewith I ask,” I said, giving her a mock curtsy. “Good scouts are rare. I will assure you fair wages while my coffers may pay them, but there will be times of hardship among my company. In times of peace, we suffer, for mercenaries’ fare best in times of war. If this lot is acceptable to you...” I shrugged. “Then I would be happy to have you.”

      She nodded as our pails filled up with fresh water.

      “And your soldiers?” she asked. “What position will a woman have among them?”

      I shrugged. “Among our kind, the women rarely become soldiers. But my men won’t accost you.”

      “And what of you?” she asked, a dark golden eyebrow perked.

      I grinned. “I am called a rotheart often and for just reasons,” I said. “Many are the men who lie dead with my daggers in their back. But I am not one to accost a woman... without her consent.”

      Llasa’s smile broadened. “And what of the Halfduerg?”

      “She consented,” I said with a grin as I closed the spigot.

      “Your father was known for his... appetites,” Llasa said. “He had many lovers — all humans. Do you think he would approve of you bedding a non-human?”

      I gave a wry laugh. “His approval holds no meaning to me.”

      “And what of his customs? You do not strike me as the type of man who settles for a single lover.”

      “What are you asking, Llasa?” I said, amused.

      She stared at me with her eyes locked on mine. She took a step forward, her face almost level with mine. Her breath brushed me, warm against my cheek, as she spoke.

      “I have been alone all my life,” she said. “My people are not like me. They have frozen in time and are stagnant. Your coming to our village is like the bells of fate ringing, and the call of my ancestors has waned, drowned by what you offer.”

      I took her hand in mine. It was a strong hand, soft but with a firm grip — the hand of a woman who had survived many ordeals. “And what do you believe I offer?”

      “A way out. And perhaps a warm bed.”

      I chuckled. “My bed is rarely warm. You shall find little comfort on the battlefields of this age.”

      She shrugged. “A cold bed, then. I care not. If it is away from here, out in the world that still breathes and changes, then I will take it.”

      “For the bed’s sake or for the man’s sake?” I asked.

      She grinned, her exotic features lighting up with mirth. “You care?”

      “Indeed,” I said. “Even a black heart can be broken.”

      She studied me for a moment, drawn out like the breath of father time himself. “For the man,” she said. “But the days we spend together must tell. We know so little of one another. And you are not the type of man I would have thought would please me.”

      “How so?”

      “You are callous, calculating. At times, you are icy, and the ambition that tears at your heart makes you ruthless and manipulative. Some would call you evil. And life seems to mean little to you. You are the son of the Iron One: the man who destroyed my people. I should hate you. And yet, I do not. My feelings for you ring far from hatred, in fact.”

      I shrugged. “I did not choose my father. It makes little sense to me to judge a man by his ancestors, although I understand those are the ways of the old world — before my father’s empire. As for my values...” I shrugged. “They reflect those of the world. Life is cheap. It has always been. But that does not mean I am untouched by affection.”

      Sensing a change in her demeanor, I looked at her and saw that her face had gone pale. “Llasa?”

      “I’m frightened,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.

      “Of me?”

      She smiled. “No. No, I am frightened because I am not frightened of you. I am afraid of myself, for I am not afraid of you. If I can feel this way about a man such as you, what kind of woman does that make me?”

      I took her other hand in mine. “One of flesh and blood.”

      She nodded. Although the color had yet to return to her cheeks, she squeezed my hands and looked up at me. “My kin would disapprove.”

      “Well, let them simmer in their disapproval right here in the swamp they condemned themselves to. I, however, offer you the world.”

      She considered my words for a moment then laughed and wrinkled her nose as she studied me. “You reek for a man who offers so much.”

      “And you smell for a woman who plays so hard to get.”

      Grinning, she gave me a playful push, then picked up her two buckets of water. “Then let us wash ourselves and see if that improves what is on offer,” she said.
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        * * *

      

      “Well,” Llasa said, a wicked grin on her full lips. “Undress.”

      I stood with my back to the cabin, much disliking what was about to happen.

      The water was icy, but we had no pot to warm it in. As a mercenary captain, cold baths were something I regularly contended with, but I disliked them.

      “Go on,” Llasa urged, still grinning. “I will be gentle, m’lord.”

      I laughed, shaking my head as I began undoing the buckles of my gambeson. “If you wish to enter my service, you will have to address me with a tone perhaps a trifle less mocking.”

      “As you wish, m’lord.”

      I laughed again as I pulled my gambeson off, dropping it to the ground.

      Llasa was standing, watching me with her big green eyes, her chest heaving as she drew in a deep breath.

      I undid my undershirt, dirty with sweat and grime, and placed both items on one of the barrels, careful not to get them dirtier.

      She placed a hand on her hips, perked an eyebrow, and brushed a stray lock of blonde hair out of the way as she studied my chest. I was scarred, hairy, grimy, and lean like a savage yet corded with muscle.

      I chuckled to myself as I undid my belt, feeling more than a little watched.

      “You know,” Llasa began, still studying me. “Among my people, it is customary to bathe one another during the courting ritual.”

      “Is it as romantic as this?” I muttered, wrinkling my nose as another wave of putrid stink made its way to my nostrils while I fought to undo my hose without getting it muddy — at least, the parts that weren’t muddy yet.

      She laughed. “There are more rose petals involved.”

      I looked up at her as I placed my hose on the pile, dressed in nothing but my braies now.

      She licked her lips, then nodded at the undergarment. “All of it.”

      I shivered for a moment, then rid myself of the last clothes. Her breathing was quick and shallow. I glanced down and saw that she was staring as I lowered the braies, baring myself to her.

      “For a man in the cold, that is impressive.”

      “We will see how I fare once you empty that pail on me.”

      Her fair demeanor gained a wicked aspect. “Are you ready, m’lord?”

      “At your pleasure, m’lady,” I replied, giving a mock curtsy.

      She laughed, then splashed the contents of her pail over me.
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        * * *

      

      The water was like ice. It burned at first, then froze the life out of me. My teeth clattered on their own, and the cold swamp breeze resembled the deathly claws of a Frost Dragon.

      I hugged myself as Llasa stepped up and began rubbing me down with a relatively clean cloth from her pack.

      At any other temperature, it would have been pleasurable, but in the icy cold, I found little comfort in the soft touch of the Halfalva woman at first, although I registered her appreciative humming as she explored my body with the cloth.

      But when she lowered herself into a squat before me, the sight of this fair, exotic woman pushed the icy grip of water and wind to the back of my mind.

      Llasa’s eyes were large as she studied my well-defined abdominal muscles, trailing down to my cock, which, — to no small measure of pride — firmed at her attention.

      “This is part of the courting rituals of your people, too?” I asked, my voice hoarse with the cold.

      She grinned and looked up for a moment. “It is. The Halfalvar are not as... prude as your kind.” She turned her attention to me. “And you have a fine physique. Bathing you is enjoyable.”

      “Good,” I said, teeth chattering. “It will be your turn after this.

      “Hmm,” she muttered. “I suppose that’s only fair...”

      Slowly, the cold leached from my bones, replaced by the warmth of the Halfalva woman. Their body temperatures were slightly higher than those of humans, and her warmth radiated through me. She washed me with a steady but caring hand, and soon I shivered no more.

      I closed my eyes, savoring the sensation, then opened them again as she sat up, reached out, and began massaging my chest with her firm hands.

      “You’re as clean as I can make you,” she said, her voice husky. She paused before adding, “Are you very cold?”

      “A little, but the heat of your hands is making me forget.”

      She smiled, and her eyes traveled up my torso, lingering on my abdomen before they met my eyes.

      I didn’t wait for her to begin things. I grabbed the hem of her tunic and pulled it up.

      When her fair head popped out from under it, her cheeks were flushed and her hair disheveled. Her breasts, handfuls sitting firm and high on her toned chest, bounced a little as they came free. Her nipples had hardened — from the cold, excitement, or both.

      I looked her in her eyes. “You are very fair, Llasa,” I said.

      She inclined her head, smiling as her nerves got the better of her.

      Next came the skirt, and she removed that one herself, slipping out of the garment as she stood.

      I stepped back to admire the sight of her naked form and took in her full beauty.

      She stood tall and lean with her muscles defined. Although her hips were not as wide as Tara-An’s, her narrow waist accentuated them more. Toned legs transitioned into lush thighs with a gap between them, below her flower, which was graced by a mound of dark blonde pubic hair.

      “Well, what do you think?” she asked, turning in place as she overcame some of her nerves.

      I swallowed, looking her in the eyes. “I think you look beautiful.”

      She blushed, her face aflame. “Well,” she said. “Do it.”

      “Do it, my lord,” I corrected her.

      Before she could finish laughing, I splashed the contents of a bucket of water over her.

      She yelped and began hopping around in a most un-Elflike manner, trying to rub herself warm again.

      I laughed as I picked up the cloth. “You have a way to go before you’ll be a full-fledged mercenary,” I said. “Come here, let me ease your suffering.”

      She shivered in the most endearing way as I cleaned her, and I took my time.

      As the murk and stink of the swamp faded, I sensed her relax and begin to enjoy the experience. Her skin warmed, and she grew accustomed to the sensation of my hands on her, and her body became more comfortable with my touch.

      Her natural scent, wild and alluring, wafted to my nose, and I couldn’t help but grow excited. I brought a hand to the front of her thigh and caressed it, pushing the cloth up toward her belly.

      She gasped, then groaned, and I smiled as she began to respond to me, to my touch.

      I pushed the cloth lower as I pressed my lips to her neck, kissing her softly as she shuddered under me. She moaned again, her hips arching as her hands came up to my shoulders, pulling me closer.

      I continued my attentions, slowly working the cloth up her body. I let my fingers slip through her pubic hair, teasing her. Her breath turned heavy as I rubbed her thigh.

      “I think that’s as good as it gets,” I said, surprised at how hoarse my voice was. “You’re clean.”

      Her hands were still on my shoulders, her body pressed against mine. “I don’t feel clean,” she crooned, gaze intense as her eyes found mine. “I feel dirty.”

      I chuckled. “Come inside with me. Let us see if there’s a fire.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 14

          

        

      

    

    
      Tara-An was still out, and the cabin was not much warmer than outside. Still naked and wet, we headed straight for the pile of furs on the floor.

      The smile Llasa shot me made me feel more alive than anything during the past months — not counting my little rump with Tara-An. A grin fought its way to my lips as the long-limbed Halfalva beauty slipped under the furs.

      I followed her.

      And there, under the pile of furs, our bodies fully touched — a moment we both knew we had been building up to.

      With all the posturing and probing done, the tension had left us. Searching under the dark pile of furs, my hungry fingers found soft, wet skin, riddled with goosebumps, and my searching lips found Llasa’s but a moment later.

      A moan of desire finally released came from Llasa’s lips, and a grunt of need came from mine to answer it. Our limbs tangled under the fur, clammy and cold bodies seeking each other’s heady warmth.

      Within a moment, she lay on her back, her legs clamped around me, as we shared a kiss as intense as a swordfight. As I held her face in my hands and kissed her again, her arms wrapped around me, her body clinging tightly to mine as if she could not let go.

      I nibbled at her neck and slid one hand down her side, tracing over her waist before sliding lower to cup her butt cheek. Heat emanated from her — the Halfalva had a body temperature slightly higher than that of us humans — and I bathed in it.

      Then, she broke our kiss. When her eyes found mine, I spotted a vulnerability in them that Llasa had not let onto before.

      When she spoke, her voice was hoarse. “You asked me, ‘For the bed’s sake or for the man’s sake?’ Well, I ask you now: for the body’s sake or for the woman’s sake? We Halfalva are no prudes, but... I need to know which doors are open, and which are shut.”

      My lips burned with need, and my head swam with the heat coming off Llasa’s form. But I kept myself under control.

      The only reason Llasa had said those words, rather than letting the moment continue, was because she needed to be sure of something. And whatever it was, she wanted to make absolutely sure she knew it.

      “For the woman’s sake,” I breathed in her ear.

      She smiled, her lips curling as she pressed them to my ear. “Then we feel the same way,” she whispered and drew up her legs.

      I gasped as a soft hand closed around my engorged member, and Llasa’s lips closed on my earlobe as she guided me inside her slick flower, her heels pressing against my butt as she ushered me in.

      I pushed in slowly, sensing the warm moistness of her body enveloping me. My eyes fluttered, and she kissed the side of my neck as I began thrusting into her. My knees hurt on the floorboards, the cold bit at my legs poking out from under the furs, and a hundred minor aches still pestered my body.

      And yet it all faded away when Llasa gave a moan of delight, her breath hot on my ears. I buried my face in her neck, licking the sweat from her alabaster skin like it was nectar.

      My mouth found hers again, our tongues dancing together as we moved like one creature seeking pleasure.

      She held herself to me like an anchor as I made love to her, but I did not want to move too quickly. Her body was delicate, and I had no desire to hurt her.

      But she saw things differently; with a hungry grin, she drove her heels against my buttocks.

      “Take me,” she purred. “Don’t be merciful now.”

      I laughed, the sound raw and edged with lust. Then I took hold of her hips and began to ride her.

      The friction was a delight out of this world, the heat between us palpable. And the sounds that followed — the whimpers, the grunts, and her cries of passion — became the only sound in a small world that consisted of the velvet skin of Llasa.

      The way she let go meant nothing less than surrender, which brought forth my own cry of joy as I approached release.

      My grip on her tightened, pulling her harder against me, making her delicious and petite breasts bounce. The furs slipped away under the violence of our motions, but the cold faded from the heat of our coupling, and my mind swam at the sight as I took her.

      Her legs still clamped around me as she bit down on the back of her hand, her pupils dilated and hazy with lust as she watched me lay my claim to her, enjoying every moment.

      I leaned into her, my forehead touching hers as I thrust with abandon, letting those eyes draw me in until I found the sweetness of her lips again. She answered my kiss as her cheeks flushed and she shuddered in delight under me, driving me closer to orgasm.

      My fingers dug into the soft flesh of her waist, holding her in place while my hips pistoned in and out of her with pure need. At the increase in pacing, she let out a little yelp.

      “Like that... Like that,” she murmured, freeing herself from the lashing kiss and biting down on the back of her hand again.

      She clenched on me, and I groaned with lust as her tight pussy milked me, her heels relentless in making me pound her again and again.

      She came in almost complete silence, arching her back and biting the back of her hand until she drew blood, her eyes turning up in their sockets until I saw only a half moon of green.

      And having her beneath me like that — tensed and under the whipping lash of pleasure — my own orgasm would no longer be contained.

      I grunted with fiery lust as I slammed deep inside her and pushed my seed into her belly, filling her with my life’s warmth.

      Her body shuddered as well; her legs twitching and trembling around me as if they were made of jelly. The tremors shook her, and she jerked and spasmed as her muscles released. My cock throbbed, and I pumped another rope inside her.

      Then, her body relaxed. And so did mine. Cold and discomfort forgotten, I collapsed on top of her.

      We lay there for long moments, panting in each other's arms until our breaths calmed. Then we slowly pulled apart, our hands tracing the other’s skin. I found myself gazing at Llasa’s face in wonderment.

      The moment that our lips met again, it seemed as if time stood still. I kissed her with a softer fire now — but a fire, nonetheless — as I let my hands trace her skin, leaving goosebumps in their wake.

      “The furs,” she muttered as the cold assailed us once again.

      With a grin on my lips, I pulled them up as I settled on the hard floor beside Llasa, and she nuzzled into me at once. Her wild scent flooded my nostrils, and her soft hand slipped over my stomach to rest there, spreading its warmth.

      “That was a delight,” I whispered. “Otherworldly.”

      She smiled — her lips stirring against my chest. “Hmm,” she hummed.

      Tara-An found us like that a few moments later when she barged in with a collection of firewood. The short and curvy Halfduerg didn’t even bat an eye, grinning as she unloaded the firewood and got to work making a fire.

      “Been ‘avin’ fun, aye?” she said.

      Llasa and I both laughed, the worries of the past days slipping away.

      “Heh,” Tara-An continued. “Ye’d best get ready for more fun once I get a fire going and wash myself.” She looked at us over her shoulder, icy eyes ablaze with an intense need. “Because I don’t like missin’ out of the fun...”
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      Three days after retrieving the Calling Stone, I sat in my tent in the overgrown courtyard of the ruined castle of Partuisse-Lamy.

      There were missives waiting for me — from Callant, among others, and from Saergec. I could guess their contents: Sarcy was dead, Callant displeased, and the war was bound to continue now that the duke had lost one of his vassals and would need to get involved.

      La-dee-dah. It was all coin to me.

      But I cared for little — even coin — as I held the opaque black stone in my hand. Its surface was smooth.

      A sign of things to come.

      And a significant advantage during the times ahead.

      As I concentrated on it, fixed it with my intent, the space within it unfolded, wrapping me in darkness.

      For a moment, panic gripped at me; I almost fell off my chair as the world became darker still. But then a light flickered at the edge of vision.

      I stared into the void where no stars shone, but through that nothingness, the shape of something took form.

      “Armand De Paville,” a voice spoke. “Whom some call the Black Baron.”

      Female, cunning, and powerful.

      It filled the entire room, resonating like wind blasting through a doorway slammed open in a storm. Darkness fled before it, and a vision manifested.

      The trodden dirt and the ragged carpets of my pavilion made place for lush grass, and the cloth walls of my tent turned to trees dappled with climbing fungi and verdant moss. Overhead, a blue sky blazed, and the gentle kiss of spring touched my skin.

      “I once knew your father,” the voice purred, coming from all directions.

      Then the woman appeared in front of me, her golden eyes piercing mine, her body shimmering with power. She was pale — white, almost. Antlers rose from under the silky waves of her white hair, and the otherworldly resonated in her every step.

      She was an old one, someone from a race that roamed in wonder at the world’s creation even before the Elves mastered flame and iron and forged an empire that my father would topple.

      She laughed, the sound clear and ringing, natural as the susurrations of a river or the rustling of the leaves, powerful as lightning tormenting the skies.

      I swallowed hard, staring down at the beautiful woman from the Calling Stone.

      She dressed in light furs that clung to her generous curves, and she held herself with a regal poise. Her hips swayed as she approached me, and the corded muscles of her thick thighs captivated me. She seemed aware of my appreciation, and there shone no small measure of pride in her smile.

      I found I had risen to my feet, although I had no recollection of the act.

      She stepped up to me, and the wind carried the wild aroma of the pine forests of the north, the freshness of the icy winds.

      In her eyes, the threads of fate spun between us, twisting around each other like mating serpents until they merged into one strand. The cords pulled taut in that moment, and we were joined.

      And in that moment, I saw myself on the throne, battlefields and destruction rolling out from me like dark tides.

      Death, fire, glory... Enough blood to quench the thirst in my heart; enough tears to still the fire in my soul.

      She spoke again as I reveled in it.

      “I once told your father, ‘Victory tastes of ashes’.” Her eye perceived my vision without fault, and I realized she could read me like I might read a book. A sly smile curled her lips. “Do you know his reply to that?”

      I shook my head, still enraptured by her eerie beauty.

      She took my hand, and a spark shot through me. “He said, ‘From ashes spring roses.’” She gave a light chuckle, like wind striking chimes. “He was not wrong.” She studied me for another moment. “Are you the rose he promised? A black rose, risen from the ashes of his empire?”

      For a moment, I was taken aback.

      My crest bore a black rose, even though I rarely displayed it, and I understood the signs of fate in that.

      But I laughed it off with cavalier grace. There were games yet to play here, and I would need to tread with care.

      “If I am a rose,” I said. “Then it is a thorny bugger indeed.”

      She laughed along with me, still holding my hand, and placed her other hand on my chest. “Then I shall be at your side, my beautiful dark heart. Come! Listen!” Her eyes gleamed as she pulled me in.

      I was powerless to resist the call of fate in her golden eyes. In those lights danced the battlefields of the future. There, foes lay dead at my feet, crowns were trampled under the hooves of my knights, and women hung from my arms, their bellies swollen with my seed. Heirs to ravage the world a thousand times over. And as it all burned, cowering minstrels crooned their praise of me in fear-stricken voices.

      Deeds of legend... And a world to burn as fuel for my myth.

      She grinned, tempestuous and dangerous. “Let me tell you, oh black heart of mine, of things yet to come...”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12. FOR THE GOOD OF THE KINGDOM

          

          BY DIESEL JESTER

        

      

    

    
      Queen Evelina Matilda, ruler of all of Romagna, sighed with contentment as she lowered herself into the cool water of the pond.

      "Mmmmm..." she hummed as she allowed herself to float just a bit while leaning against the rocky bank. "This is a nice birthday present you have arranged for me. Thank you."

      She smiled at her handmaidens.

      "Happy thirty-fifth birthday, your majesty," her two handmaidens echoed as one as they smiled down at her.

      Evelina beckoned to them. "Well, come now, join me in this lovely water on this stifling hot day," she said with a smile. Her handmaidens smiled as they started to strip down. Her contingent of bodyguards all kept their backs respectfully turned away as the two women became as naked as their liege was in the water. Once they slipped into the water, Evelina gestured for them to move closer to her. "Come. Attend to me. Lord knows I need a release," she said, not having one for quite some time. The king, her husband, certainly was no help in their bedchambers. The maidens, Viola and Giorgia, waded over to tuck themselves up under her arms on either side of her. Without hesitating, they dipped their heads to Evelina's massive breasts to suckle on while at the same time their hands drifted down between her legs to start playing with her pussy under the water.

      "Ohhhh... yes... that's very good, girls," Evelina moaned as she laid her head back onto the rock.

      She was glad that she'd taken these two in at court when their fathers presented them on their 18th birthdays a couple of years prior. They were eager to please her and didn't have that silly little hang-up about same sexes servicing each other like some of the other surrounding realms had. As the two sucked on her nipples, Viola reached down to spread Evelina's pussy open while Giorgia pointed her forefinger and middle fingers to spear into her like a cock.

      "OH GOD, YES!" the queen cried out in ecstasy.

      But soon other cries from afar interrupted her moment of bliss. She frowned, looking across the water in the direction of the commotion in time to see a young man tumbling down the hill in a haste. Evelina brushed her handmaidens aside and waded over to the opposite bank to watch this sudden development. Around the pond, her guards closed ranks, putting themselves between her and the intruder.
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        * * *

      

      Nicolas ran for his life. What had initially started as a simple walk in the woods on a quest using his VR set had since devolved into chaos. First, he was at home fighting orcs in his favorite medieval fantasy game, and then the next moment he was actually in it and fighting for his life. While he enjoyed playing the higher difficulty levels for a challenge, Nic quickly found out that real life differed from a video game. He did manage to dispatch two real orcs before two more stepped up and smacked his sword out of his hands, causing him to retreat. So, he did the only thing that he had an option to do and that was run.

      He dove into the nearby woods, tearing through the underbrush at breakneck speed as he tried to elude the green brutes who were now hell bent on putting him as dead as the orcs back in their encampment. All the while, Nic couldn't help but wonder where the hell he was. The orcs that were already dead when he got... here... matched the devastation he'd already wrought inside the game. So did that mean that he was in the game or somewhere else? It certainly didn't feel like he was inside of a game. If he was, he probably wouldn't be feeling as winded as he did. 

      Nic broke through another few bushes and found himself freefalling for a moment as he then tumbled down an embankment. When he rolled to a stop, he quickly picked himself up and found himself face to face with a contingent of armored knights guarding three naked women who were bathing in a pond.

      He recognized the older, beautiful, busty brunette in the middle. It was Queen Evelina Matilda who was the ruler of the Kingdom of Romagna in his game. She was based off the real-life ruler of the same name. So, he was either in his game or he'd been transported back in time to somewhere in Italy. Considering that orcs, supposedly, weren't real, that lent more credence to him being either in the game or in an entirely different reality altogether.

      "Uhm..." Nic looked at the naked queen, her handmaidens, their guards, and then back in the direction that the orcs were coming all in the space of a second.

      He couldn't let the guards see the queen here like this! Then he thought that it was a silly thing to think of with all things considered. Either way, he needed to act.

      "Lemme just borrow this for a second, I'll return it, thanks," he said quickly, reaching out and snagging the nearest guard's broadsword straight out of its sheath before the guard could react.

      He then charged back up the hill with a savage roar even as the guards called for him to come back. They held their ground, however, as they had to stay back and protect their queen even if a ragamuffin like Nic just made off with one of their swords.

      "My Queen?" Nic heard the startled guard ask in confusion.

      "Stay your hand," Evelina casually waved with amusement. "I want to see how this plays out."

      If anything else was said, Nic couldn't hear it as the two orcs were coming down the hill towards him.

      "Heeeeey! How'd he get a sword?" one of them asked out loud.

      "Who cares?" the other scoffed as he dropped into a combat stance and slowed his descent down the hill. "Give it up, kid, we have the high ground!"

      "Fuck your high ground, Obi-Wan!" Nic yelled, swiping at the first orc's unprotected legs. "You can't parry down at your ankles, can ya?"

      Nic made contact with one of said ankles, sending the brute collapsing to the ground in a howl of pain. He reversed the broadsword, driving it down into the fallen orc to quickly dispatch him. Then he brought it up high in time to block the overhead attack from the remaining orc.

      Remembering how they'd disarmed him the last time when they hooked his sword with the curved head of their axes, Nic kept a good hold on the sword, angling it so that when the orc yanked, it just slid off the blade instead of yanking it from his grip entirely. Letting his momentum carry him around from the disengage, Nic spun in place to slice at the orc's midsection. The orc howled in pain as Nic made contact.

      However, this orc refused to die. It dropped to one knee, clutching his side as he lashed out with his axe. This time it was Nic who did the disarming as he caught the orc's axe with the sword, hooking the underside of the axe head and yanking back. The axe went flying into the woods, and Nic followed up with a decapitating strike. The orc's head went rolling down the hill where one of the guards then punted it into the underbrush to be out of sight.

      Nic stood there, chest heaving from the exertion. He looked back down the hill to where Evelina was watching him with wry interest. Well... this ought to be interesting... he thought as he began walking back to the pond to give the guard his sword back.
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        * * *

      

      Evelina watched as the young mystery man approached with her guard's sword. She eased herself out of the water to stand up behind her guards. Her captain held up a hand to her. "My queen... you should... uhm... retire while we deal with this."

      "Oh hush, Hulmul," she softly admonished him. "If the lad had wanted to hurt me, he would've dispatched you with your own sword rather than go after those orcs with it."

      "But you're naked your highness," Hulmul persisted.

      She shrugged indifferently. "He's already seen me, there's no changing that now." Evelina then beckoned to the boy. "Kneel," she said in a commanding voice.

      The young man took a knee, bowing his head deeply, so that he was looking at his own feet on the ground rather than the naked queen now standing before him. He offered up the guard's sword to her.

      "Thank you, your highness, for allowing me to use this..." he said in a shaky voice. "And... and..." He swallowed hard. "My life is now yours to dispose of as you see fit as I am not worthy enough to gaze upon you in such a way."

      "Are you now?" Evelina purred. She arched an eyebrow and smiled. "Tell me, boy, what is your name, where are you from, and how old are you?"

      "Nicolas, your highness, but my friends call me Nic. I am eighteen," he answered at once, clearly nervous. "I'm... uhm... not from around here. My home is a long way away from here... I think. I... ah... had run afoul of those orcs near here. My apologies for inadvertently bringing them here to you."

      "How fortunate for me that you were here to deal with them then," Evelina said, a smile gracing her lips. She took the broadsword from the young man and handed it over to her guard without even looking. Hulmul grabbed it and sheathed it immediately. She then turned to one of her handmaidens. "Well? What do you think?"

      "He is handsome, your highness," Viola said at once. "And he fits the criteria that you seek; young, tall, athletic, healthy, a good fighter, and dark haired."  

      "And he is obviously smart enough to know when to submit to your will... a lot better than the King, I should say," Giorgia added.

      "My thoughts exactly," Evelina agreed. She then looked down at the lad who was still patiently awaiting his fate. He was trembling. She would've missed it had she not been looking intently at him. The tremble was slight, but it was there. He feared her more than he did the orcs that were hot on his trail that he inadvertently brought to her. "Rise," she commanded him. Nic was on his feet at once, but he still refused to look up at her. How chivalrous! "Look at me," she then commanded. Slowly, he lifted his head, eyes widening as they roved over her curvy, voluptuous body, to settle on her face. Even now he was trying not to ogle her nudity. The bulge in the crotch of his trousers told her that he was being unsuccessful in that endeavor. "Do you find me attractive, young Nic?"

      "Y-yes... uhm, your highness," he swallowed and nodded nervously.

      "Why do you fear me?" Evelina asked, cocking her head to the side as she regarded him with curiosity. "I am a benevolent queen, am I not, and you did just do me a service by ridding me of an orc encampment nearby. So, what do you have to be afraid of?" She saw the hesitation on Nic's face. "Please, be honest with me. You have nothing to fear."

      "Well... ahem... this might sound crazy, your highness..." Nic stammered out. He blinked in shock as she gestured to him to continue. "Well, uhhhhh... I don't know exactly where 'here' is at. I was in my home, fighting orcs in an... uhm... training environment. Next thing I know, I'm here fighting real orcs."

      "You speak of magic and teleportation?" Evelina asked.

      "Yeah... something like that, I guess," Nic admitted.

      "Well, then I shall have you talk to my wizards once we return to the castle. Then, tonight, my young hero, we will discuss your reward in further detail," Evelina decreed. Clapping her hands, she addressed Viola and Giorgia. "Come, let us dress and return home. We have matters to attend to, the least of which is how these orcs got so far into my lands."
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        * * *

      

      The fact that Nic wasn't executed outright was a relief to him. He still had an uncertain future ahead of him as he joined the Queen's entourage in their return to the castle. Everywhere he looked, it seemed like he was in a real, medieval world. Evelina did mention magic use and the more he looked as the guards escorted them through the surrounding village then the castle itself, Nic could see hints of it here and there.

      For example, the world was much... cleaner... than he'd expected the Middle Ages to be. As Queen Matilda went off with her two handmaidens, Nic was led to the wizard's tower that was set away from the central keep and the castle's northernmost point. He found it a bit cliché, but then as he saw the multitude of potions, tomes, spell components, and glowing crystals and other weird things, it made sense for it to be separated so far from everything else. Nic figured that if anything happened and there was an accident, this whole tower would either be a smoking crater in the landscape or heading up to orbit like a rocket.

      "Soooo..." a middle-aged man with grey hair and goatee said as Nic was shown to the top floor of the tower where the wizard worked. "You're our mysterious young man from another world?"

      His eyes seemed to twinkle with amusement as he sized Nic up.

      "Who said I was from another world?" Nic asked, trying his best to blend in as a local.

      "I did as I'm the one who summoned you here for the good of our kingdom," the wizard chuckled, coming out from behind his workbench to shake hands with Nic. "Urburs is the name, nice to meet you, young Nicolas. Or should I use that fancy name of yours in that virtual world that I found you in: Nicolasde of Nebolt?"

      Nic blinked at him in shock. "You... you know about that? How?"

      Urburs smiled as he gave him a knowing look through his spectacles.

      "Because it is not the first time that I have, shall we say, recruited someone from another world," he said, beckoning Nic over to his workbench as he waved a hand over a smoking cauldron.

      A sort of map appeared projected against the smoke that was billowing out. It showed two planets, both of them looking like Earth, with links running in between them. Sure enough, there was one heading from his hometown in the midwestern United States down to the midsection of Italy just northeast of Rome.

      "I've used my magic to find and pull people from other worlds within the multiverse in order to help our Queen. And before you ask, yes, I can send you home but the question that you should be asking, young Nic, is if you really want to go back."

      Urburs waved his hand again as it showed Nic barely staying awake in classes back before he graduated in high school, to him going out and looking for a job in an economy that was worsening by the day, to him finding escapism in his VR games that was quickly becoming the norm for a lot of young adults in his age bracket. "Here, you will be set for life, especially if you sire a child like our Queen so desires."

      "I'm sorry... hold up... time out," Nic held his hands up in a T. "Run that last part back for me again?"

      "Sire a child for her," Urburs harrumphed with levity. "The king isn't doing it for her since he prefers other men. Eh, to each their own, I guess. I cautioned the Queen from marrying him just to expand her realm to the south, but, politics, am I right?" He chuckled again. "So, I searched the multiverse for someone fitting the attributes she sought, and who looked close enough to the king, so that a child would pass muster as being his own, and I found you. You have intelligence and an ability to fight, even if it was in a made-up environment. You will live here in luxury, free of disease thanks to those fancy things you call vaccinations from your time and have the ability to do whatever you want to do with the skill set that you possess. You handled those orcs well enough in a real fight, so I imagine that you'll either be knighted or offered a position as her majesty's spymaster at court tonight... if not both. That is, of course, before you are discreetly invited to her chambers to discuss further matters of the kingdom."

      Nic just stood there, gaping at Urburs as he listened. He had a feeling that the older wizard was holding something back, and he eyed the man suspiciously. "What's really the reason, out of everyone in the multiverse that you could've taken, that you settled on me? You could've had someone like freaking Conan the Barbarian to come here. Why me?"

      "To be completely honest?" Urburs asked, giving him a long look. Nic nodded. "Because you're expendable and you're not really going to be missed back home," Urburs explained as he waved his hand over the cauldron again.

      It changed to show his parents slaving away at their jobs so much that they barely had time for him. Nic got flashes of his dad yelling at him at his inability to find a job and his mom constantly drinking just to forget about her own problems. In all honesty, Nic figured that mom would've divorced dad long ago if it hadn't been for the fact that no one could make it on their own anymore... especially with a kid to take care of.

      "When was the last time you three ever sat down as a family? They barely know you're alive, and when they eventually notice that you've disappeared, they'll just figure that you finally went out on your own and won't think twice about it."

      Being faced with reality like that was a cold, harsh, slap in the face for Nic. He looked down at the floor, abashed. Urburs clapped a sympathetic hand on his shoulder. "Come, let's get you presentable for court tonight and come up with your cover story. I think that a small-time adventurer from far up north should suffice."

      "One more question." Nic held up a single finger to forestall him. "How is it that I can understand everyone here? I'm from America. I speak English, and we're in freaking Italy!"

      "Magic," Urbrus said, dramatically waving his hands in the air. "No, seriously, The Britons conquered most of the land in their crusades against the orcs. Now most of us speak the same tongue as they do thanks to their influence." He cackled. "You should've seen your surprised face when I told you 'magic'. Worry not, young Nic, you will fit in well here."

      Later that afternoon, after Urbrus had set him up with more clothing in the local style and got him a decent sword befitting an adventurer such as himself, Nic found himself waiting in line to talk with the Queen at court.

      "Relax," Urbrus gave him a sidelong wink. "Just remember the cover story I gave you as well as that Patent that I gave you, and you'll be fine."

      Nic gave the roll of parchment tucked under his arm a dubious look. "And this... Patent of Nobility... will get me in good with the Queen?"

      "Eh, you're already 'in' with the Queen," Urbrus cackled softly. "It's the King you have to convince."

      Nic lifted as much as he could, craning his neck to see ahead in the line of waiting supplicants. Him and Urbrus were dead last in line. "So, what of this King Pietor Waltard that she's married to?"

      "He's only a year older than you are, and the Queen married him both to expand her own holdings and alliances, and to sire her a new heir. However, what was left out is that he loves men and can't get it up for women," Urbrus noted with a hint of boredom.

      "What's wrong with him being homosexual?" Nic asked the wizard suspiciously.

      "Oh, nothing, our Queen is as progressive as rulers come," Urbrus said defensively. "But it does present a problem when you're trying to get pregnant, and your husband can't do the deed." He gave Nic another look. "Another reason why I brought you here."

      Nic glared right back at him.

      "As much as I want to get laid, I'm not ready to be a father!" he protested.

      "Please... why do you think royalty has an army of nannies and wet nurses for?" Urbrus rolled his eyes. "Anyway, you shouldn't have any problems with the King. Just talk sword fighting or archery with him, and you should be good."

      Not sure how I'll be able to do that considering that my knowledge of fencing won't be invented for another, what, 200 to 400 years? Nic thought ruefully.

      If memory served him correctly, he was now in the late 900s or early 1000s if he did indeed do a straight transfer into a world where his medieval game was reality.

      The chat devolved into idle chatter for the rest of the time in line until it was finally Nic's turn. The herald at the door announced Urbrus the Wizard first with Nic simply announced as being a companion. He walked across the long red tapestry carpet, coming to a stop before the thrones and taking a knee along with Urbrus until the royal couple bid them to rise to their feet.

      It was the King who spoke first. "So, you are the noble young man who saved my wife earlier today? You have my thanks."

      "Thank you, your highness," Nic said evenly with a deep, formal bow of his head.

      "I find it odd that orcs have managed to make it this deep into our kingdom, let alone all of Europe," Pietor noted, a bit of accusation in his voice. "Tell me, how did you come about discovering them?" he asked, resting his chin on a fist as he leaned forward. There was something about his gaze that Nic found predatory as if the King was setting him up for something.

      Nic fell back to the quest text that he'd read in the game prior to going after that. "It was rumors from the outlining villages that led me into the woods to locate the orc encampment, your highness," he said, deftly avoiding saying where he was really from and how the wizard just yanked him here through a video game.

      "An adventurer, eh?" Pietor grunted evenly as his smile grew. "How come we have never heard of you before?"

      "I'm new... just started," Nic easily retorted. He was enough of a gamer geek to be able to come up with a back story on the fly and going with a brand new, level zero nobody back story when no one has heard of you was the easiest way to go.

      "Well, it is still fortunate that you came our way when you did," Evelina cut in, interrupting anything that Pietor was going to follow up with. She then cleared her throat. "In recognition of your service to the crown," she announced, "I am hereby appointing you as my personal spymaster. You will report only to me and see to the security of the crown and my wellbeing as I see fit."

      "Darling..." Pietor gave her an admonishing sideways look. "We already have a royal spymaster in our employ. We don't need a second one."

      "No, you have a spymaster in your employ. Now, so do I." Evelina retorted crossly, giving him a glare right back. "And you will do well to remember whose throne you sit on at their sufferance." She stood up abruptly, causing everyone else in court, the King included, to hastily shoot their feet out of respect to their monarch. She held out her hand to Nic. "Come, Sir Nic, we have much to discuss about your new duties at once."

      With that, she led him out a side passage, deeper into the castle.
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        * * *

      

      "You handled the King well enough," Evelina commented the moment they were away from the throne room and well out of earshot. As they walked through the dark corridors, the magical candles that Urbrus had installed long ago lit up to light their way. "He is suspicious of your sudden, and some might say convenient, arrival that prevented those orcs from stumbling on to me in the woods."

      "But you are not suspicious of where I came from, your highness?" Nic asked with a cautious tone in his voice as he followed behind her.

      She smiled over her shoulder at him. "I had met with Urbrus just before court while you were donning the clothes you have on. He let me know of your true origins and of how he brought you here with his magic for the good of the kingdom. While I don't pretend to know of the time and place that you hail from, I do trust my wizard's judgement. If he says that your knowledge of advanced and wondrous things will help elevate us above other kingdoms around us... especially if the orcs are encroaching into human lands once again."

      "You sound like you're already planning on me staying here for the long term," Nic noted.

      "Indeed," Evelina confirmed with a nod of her head. "If you continue to be a service to me, then I will take care of you in ways that you'd never imagined."

      She led the way into her private bedchambers where Viola and Giorgia were waiting for them. "Please, sit and wait while I change," she waved to one of the plush chairs by the stained-glass window that overlooked her private courtyard below. Nic veered over to the chair, taking interest in the chess set that was on the small table by the window, while she ducked behind the changing blind for the girls to get her out of her stifling royal dress and into a casual night gown. "Do you like it? It was a gift from Emperor Zhenzong of China in the east. It is handcrafted jade but made in the style of chess that we play here as opposed to the type they play there."

      "Just watch out for the Mongols in about two hundred years..." Nic muttered softly.

      "Who? When?" Evelina asked, curious by his words.

      "What year is it here anyway?" Nic asked.

      "It is 1081 in the year of our lord," Evelina said, gasping with relief as the girls finally got her out of the tight dress. "And it is the day of my birth from thirty-five years ago."

      "How is it that you're thirty-five and you don't have kids yet?" Nic wondered.

      A shadow crossed across her face. "I have had sons... two, in fact. But they fell in battle defending the kingdom. Their father died long ago, leaving me in charge of the kingdom."

      "Oh... shit... I'm sorry."

      "Never mind that now. What were you saying about Mongols?"

      "Oh... that. In my history, this guy named Genghis Khan starts taking over the world at about 1200ish," Nic hurriedly explained. "If I remember correctly from my classes, he'll take over, like, all of Asia and about half of Europe. But, with this world being a little bit different from my own, I don't know if they'll have more success or less success here. That, and you all have orcs which might make a difference, I don't know."

      After donning her nightgown and dismissing the girls, Evelina walked out from behind the screen to sit in the chair opposite from Nic. She moved a pawn forward and gestured for him to play. "Interesting," she mused. "I see now that you are perfect to be my spymaster... in addition to... other things... that I have planned for you," she added with a hint of suggestion in her voice.

      "I'm just a dorky kid who liked games in which I fought orcs. Hell, I barely got a B in history in school," he commented as he moved a pawn forward to counter hers.

      Evelina cocked her head. He had really strange sayings. "Why would you have a bee in your studies? I imagine that would be disruptive in your studies?"

      "No, not a bumblebee... it's a... ah never mind. It's not important," Nic said exasperated. He then eyed her. "What else do you have planned for me? I doubt you asked me to your room just to play chess and find out more about my world's history."

      Evelina smiled, stood up, and slipped the gown from her shoulders, baring her body to Nic for the second time in a day. "You gazed upon me before at the pond. Do so again," she ordered.

      Nic swallowed hard and did so, his eyes widening as he drank in her nudity. A smile quirked on her lips as she saw him trying, and failing, to conceal the erection inside of his trousers.

      "I see that you like what you see," she noted, making the lad blush even brighter than before. "Tell me, have you lain with a woman before?"

      "As in, uhhhh, sex? N-no, your highness," Nic shook his head so hard that she swore it was going to twist off. His cool demeanor was replaced with that of nervousness now that the prospect of being intimate was at hand.

      "Really? A strong, handsome man like yourself? I would imagine that you had the ladies fawning all over you to be their suitor."

      "Ehhhh... not really. Things are a bit different where I'm from."

      "Ever take yourself in hand?" she asked, an eyebrow raising.

      "Uhm... yeah... a bit..." he then said, clearly embarrassed at having to admit that. She arched an eyebrow, and he turned even redder. "Alright... a lot... come on, who hasn't?"

      "How about night emissions?"

      "You mean wet dreams?" Nic swallowed hard again, looked away in shame, and nodded. "Uh, yeah... a... a few, your highness."

      "Mmmmmm... good... then you should have a lot of potent seed within you to release," she purred again, now reaching down to take his hand and pull him up to his feet. "Do not worry if you do not last long once you are inside of me," she said as she led him to her bed. "It is rare that virgin boys last longer than one or two thrusts before they spill. But once I am finished with you tonight, you will have enough staying power to last a long time." She paused at the side of the bed, turning towards him to undo his belt and pull his shirt off him. "Such strong muscles," she commented with approval and admiration as she slid her hands up and down his hard, flat chest. "Now let's see how the rest of you measures up."

      "But... uhm... my-my queen!" Nic protested, backing up until he bumped into the nearest wall, trapped between it and his lustful monarch. "Aren't you married to the king?"

      "So?" Evelina half shrugged. "He has his boys, and now I have mine."

      "Isn't this a sin for you?"

      "Pfft," Evelina waved a dismissive hand before reaching down to start undoing the cord holding up his trousers. "It is alright, I know the Pope and have already received special dispensation to do this. So, your immortal soul is not in jeopardy if that is your concern."

      "You... you have?" Nic blinked in disbelief down at her even as she went to her knees to help him out of his boots and his pants.

      His hard cock sprang out, nearly hitting her in the face. He squeezed his eyes closed, apparently embarrassed at his lack of control in front of his liege. He then swooned as she enclosed her mouth around his shaft. He looked down and was shocked to see that she had taken him into her mouth and was suckling on it.

      "Ohhhh... Goooooodddd..." he groaned with lust and pleasure, obviously torn between trying to do what was right and proper and just giving in to his sinful desires.

      "Mmmmm... such a strong, hard cock you have down here," Evelina cooed as she pulled away and stood up. She then relieved him of his undershirt, pulling it up and over his head so that he was as naked as she was.

      "You... you stopped?"

      Evelina pulled him in and kissed him gently on the lips. "That would be counterproductive to my goals, young Nic," she murmured as she took his hand and guided him over to the bed.

      There she lay on her back and spread her legs for him before beckoning him to follow. To his credit, he eagerly scrambled up to mount her. She reached down between her legs, spreading herself open wide for her young lover. He scooted forward, and she had to reach out to grab his cock to help him inside.

      Once he was right there, however, nature took over, and he pushed himself the rest of the way in, arching his back and gasping with the most pleasure he'd obviously felt in his entire life. Evelina gasped as well as she felt his large, magnificent cock penetrate her deep to fill her up.

      Oh God, how long it has been since I’ve had a decent cock inside of me?! she thought as she moaned with pleasure, wrapping her arms and legs around Nic, so that their bodies could mold together. Evelina pulled his head down, mashing their lips together, so that they could kiss. Nic got the idea of what to do as he kissed her back and started pumping his cock in and out of her.

      Just as she'd predicted, however, he did not last long. A few thrusts later and he was groaning deeply into her mouth as his body spasmed against hers. His cock became a throbbing monster within her womanhood as it pumped out copious amounts of his seed into her body. Even though she was nowhere close to coming herself, she bore down onto his manhood, eager to get every last drop she could into her womb.

      "Oh God..." he groaned even as his cock continued to twitch and spurt intermittently now that the initial wave was over. "I... I am sorry, your highness... I didn't expect to come so quick!"

      When he pulled back from her, he looked panic stricken.

      "It is okay, I was expecting it. It was your first time, after all." Evelina smiled up at him, reaching up to caress the side of his face tenderly. "Ah, ah, ah," she chided him as he tried to pull away and get up off of her. She wrapped her legs around him to keep him from pulling out.  "You are not through yet, my boy," she said as she locked her ankles behind his back to keep him inside of her. "You are here for the explicit purpose of giving me an heir as my husband, the King, is not able to. Therefore, from now on after we have coupled, you will keep your cock inside of me until it is flaccid, understand?"

      Nic nodded rapidly. "Yes, your highness."

      "And enough of this 'Highness' bollocks while we are together," she said crossly. "As we now know each other in the biblical sense, you may call me Evelina or just simply m'lady while we are alone and naked. Got it?"

      "Yes your... erm... m'lady," Nic amended, still looking too uncomfortable to use her given name.

      "Hm... better..." Evelina conceded. "Now, as we wait for you to rise to the occasion, again, I am certain that there is something that I have that can keep you quite entertained, yes?" She took her heavy breasts in her hands, jiggling them up and down for him. "Like you have not been able to take your eyes off these either here or back in the woods. Is there something that you would like to do with them?"

      "Mmmmm... yes," Nic said with a nod, now looking at them as a thirsty man would at water.  

      "Well, then, have at it," Evelina told him as she held them in offering.

      Nic needed no more prodding as he bent over to take her right breast into his mouth to suckle on her nipple while using his other hand to touch her left breast. He rolled his thumb around that hard nipple while sucking on the other, making Evelina lay her head back on the pillow and sigh with pleasure.

      She bore down on his cock again, fluttering her pussy around his shaft to encourage and stimulate it back into full hardness. At the same time, she cradled his head to keep him suckling at her breast. She knew that she was getting somewhere as he started moaning softly at first and then started gyrating against her repeatedly.

      Soon, as she expected from such a virile young man, he was hard inside of her again and this time needed no instruction on how to properly make love to her. His mouth transferred from her right breast over to her left as he happily humped away into her body.

      As much as she loved the attention to her breasts, her mouth was feeling needy, so she cupped his face with her hands to guide him back up to hers. Their lips met, this time more tenderly, as they kissed. He then surprised her when his tongue probed into her mouth. Evelina let out a squeak of surprise. She pushed him back suddenly, and he gave her a questioning look. "Your tongue was in my mouth?"

      "What? Never French kissed before?" Nic asked with amusement.

      "Is THAT how they kiss in France?" Evelina asked, still shocked at his brazenness at sticking his tongue inside of her.

      Nic shrugged. "I guess. I dunno. I mean that's at least the term we used for it." He grinned. "Glad to see that there's something that I can teach you at least when it comes to sex."

      "Hmmm... well, let's try that again then," Evelina matched his sly grin as they joined lips and mingled tongues once again.

      Nic resumed plowing into her body and this time when he came, blowing his seed into her womb for a second time, she was ready and came right along with him in a wonderful, blissful orgasm.

      As he was directed, Nic lay on top of her until long after his cock went limp inside of her. Both of them were sweating from the exertion. Deep down, Evelina knew that she was pressing her luck in the time that she could spend with him, and so she kissed him on the forehead.

      "Up and make haste getting dressed. No one can know that you actually lay with me," she directed him. As he slid off her and the bed, she pointed to the opposite wall from the door. "There is a niche passageway that leads to my private library. Go to the fireplace and pull on the torch to the left. It will open a door there that leads to my handmaiden's room. If anyone asks, you spent the entire night with Viola and Giorgia after we discussed business. They are your 'reward' for saving me this morn. Understand?"

      "Understand, m'lady," Nic said with a nod.

      A moment later, he was dressed and out the door, leaving Evelina to lay there with her heart pounding as she stared up at the ceiling. Why couldn't Urbrus have found this young man before she married Pietor?
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        * * *

      

      Nic quickly made his way through the library and to the fireplace that Evelina had told him about. He was astounded by the number of books and tomes that were in here and he immediately wanted to stop and read. But he heeded the Queen's warning about not being caught with her in such a compromising situation. Maybe he'd be able to come back later to browse. Nic found the torch holder on the left-hand side and pulled it.

      The bookcase right next to it opened outwards and one of the beautiful brunettes from the Queen's handmaidens was sitting in a plush chair on the other side while she read a book of her own. She put it aside and jumped to her feet, frantically waving him her way, her simple white nightgown seeming to waft and flow around her as she moved.

      "Quickly!" she whispered urgently, ushering Nic through the secret passage before using a torch lever on her side of the wall to close it behind him. She then picked up another one of those magical candles that he'd seen in the hallway to lead him through the small room to the bed. "I was beginning to wonder if the Queen was ever going to be done with you this eve."

      When they reached the four-poster bed that was only slightly smaller than the Queen's, Nic saw that the other handmaiden was already in it, under the covers, waiting expectantly. He looked between the two as the one who'd led him here hastily took her nightgown off to climb into bed naked with the other.

      He got a brief view of the nude body of the girl already in bed. Now that they were side-by-side, he could see that it was Viola who had been waiting for him while Giorgia had been in bed.

      "Are you going to join us to claim your reward, spymaster?" Giorgia smiled up at him while batting her eyelashes at him.

      "Oh, the things I'm gonna do for my new country..." Nic smiled as he stripped out of his clothes in front of them and climbed into bed between them with Viola on his left and Giorgia on his right.

      Viola and Giorgia wasted no time in turning towards him, kissing him and running their hands up and down his now naked body. Giorgia reached down to start to stroke his cock while Viola ran her hand over his chest, tweaking his nipples in the process. He groaned as the pleasure swept over him.

      In the space of a couple of hours, he'd gone from a complete virgin to having multiple partners. He was living what had to be every one of his friends' fantasies of having a threesome with two other women on the night of losing one's virginity, let alone having a MILF fuck you on top of that. All while the girls were caressing him, they were alternating kissing him.

      Wondering if Evelina was just a one-off or if French kissing really wasn't a thing yet, Nic decided to test the waters. When it was Giorgia's turn next to kiss him, Nic snaked his hand around her to hold her head in place while he drove his tongue into her mouth. Her green eyes shot wide open in surprise but then fluttered languidly as she moaned with passion and started kissing him back in kind. When they broke off, she perked her head up to look at Viola. "He kissed me with his tongue!"

      "Really? How odd!" Viola commented. "How'd it feel?"

      "Strange... but wonderful!" Giorgia gushed.

      "Let me try!" Viola eagerly said as Nic turned toward her. She practically grabbed his head and pulled it her way as he French kissed her as well. Soon she was moaning with pleasure and was demanding more with her own tongue invading his mouth.

      While they kissed, Giorgia slid up onto Nic's body, straddling his hips and impaling herself onto his hard cock. Her hands went down between her legs to rub her clit while she rode Nic hard and fast. It didn't take long for him to feel her pussy clenching around his cock.  She then eventually slammed herself down and stayed there while her whole body shuddered in ecstacy. "Oooohhhh God!" she moaned to the heavens as she came hard.

      "My turn!" Viola declared, quickly taking Giorgia's place riding Nic's cock.

      Giorgia cozied up beside Nic to kiss him again using their tongues. It seemed now that they'd been introduced to it, they were all for it and couldn't get enough of it. Nic moaned with pleasure while Viola bounced up and down his shaft while reaching over to fondle Giorgia's naked breasts. He did note that Viola was doing the same thing that Giorgia had, in that she was fingering her own clit while she fucked him. Just like Giorgia, Viola clenched down onto Nic's cock right before she orgasmed.

      Nic couldn't hold back anymore. "Ahhhhhnnnngh..." he groaned loudly as he shot his load deep up into Viola's womb.

      Viola threw her head back and screamed her own pleasure as his throbbing cock pulsated in time with her quivering pussy. When they were both spent, Viola hummed with pleasure as she sank back down to the bed.

      "I must say that I could get used to this life of having a harem of my own," Nic mused as the girls snuggled up against him for the night. To his surprise, the girls both laughed.

      "What?" he asked, confused. "Isn't that what it's called when a guy has multiple women to sleep with?"

      "You are bold to assume that we are in a harem that you control," Viola laughed, smiling up at him and kissing his cheek.

      "We are in a harem," Giorgia laughed right along with Viola. "But you are in it with us. You are in the Queen's harem, Sir Nic."

      "Oh... shit..." Nic paled at the realization.
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        * * *

      

      The next day, Nic was back in Urburs' tower. "I got a couple of problems..." Nic said without any preamble as he stormed into the Wizard's inner workshop, causing the man to look up from where he was writing in a tome.

      "Only two?" Urburs asked wryly as he looked over the top of his spectacles. "Which one do you want to tackle first? You being spymaster, or you being in the Queen's harem?"

      That stopped Nic dead in his tracks. "You know about that?" he asked in shock. "How?"

      "When are you going to stop asking me that question?" Urburs sighed as he rolled his eyes. "You're going to make a lousy spymaster if you're going to be constantly taken off guard by me. First off, I'm a wizard, my boy. I control magic and as such have this castle, as you would say, wired from top to bottom."

      Nic got it almost immediately. "Those candles... they're not lit by hand. They're lit by magic. That's how you're getting your information and since I'm new here, you were looking at me last night, weren't you?"

      "Hey! He CAN be taught!" Urburs held up a fist in victory. "There's hope for you yet. So, let's continue down that route about you being a spymaster. What would you do if you were a spy in one of those games that you played back in your own time on your own Earth? Hm?"

      "Well..." Nic thought about it for a moment. "Probably keep a low profile, utilize stealth, make contacts among the people of the castle and the town, and make sure that the King and Queen are safe, I guess? Maybe also find out where those orcs came from and how they got so close to the castle?"

      Urburs smiled and pointed at him. "Then you know how to be a spymaster," he said. "Only remember that your loyalty is to the Queen first. She is the rightful liege of this land, and the King is just her husband who brought his little realm in with him. Your primary mission is to keep her informed and keep her safe from everyone, including the King."

      Nic arched his eyebrow. "You think that the King would harm her? But aren't they married?"

      "I know politics, and the King is just another noble," Urburs corrected. "I wouldn't put it past him to do something. So, keep your eye on him and his spymaster, who shares his bed just like you share the Queen's."

      "Noted."

      "Now, on to your second problem; being in the Queen's harem. Why is that such a problem?" Urburs asked. "You and the handmaidens sleep with her whenever she desires it. Outside of that, you're free to sleep with each other to your heart's content. What's the issue?"

      "I dunno..." Nic sheepishly shrugged. "It just feels weird, you know? I always thought that it was a guy who owned a harem of women."

      "Welcome to the progressive kingdom of this world," Urburs said dryly. He then pointed for the door. "Now get out there and do your job, spymaster. And I'd stop by the blacksmith on the way out to get you some proper weapons and some armor if you're going to go out looking for the orcs."
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        * * *

      

      It took Nic all of a couple of hours to find a couple of long knives that he liked along with a bastard sword that he felt he could wield with no problems at all. It felt weird to have real steel in his hands other than a couple of controllers, but he figured that he'd get over it pretty quickly. He was even able to find some hardened leather armor that allowed him to move quickly and quietly. If he was going to be a spy, he needed to be quiet about it. A backpack and provisions were easy enough to get after that.

      The biggest problem wasn't getting a horse but learning how to ride one in a hurry. It sucked up most of his morning to learn how to ride enough so that he wouldn't fall off on the first time he rode out of the castle. He glared at the squires and stable hands, and that silenced any of their jokes and snickers behind his back as he learned.

      Even so, he did enlist the help of a young stableboy named Daniela to ride out with him to mind the horses. It was well into the afternoon by the time he found the orc camp again. It wasn't hard, as he remembered the road to the castle from the woods. Then from the pond where he'd stumbled, literally, into the Queen's party, it was easy for him to backtrack to where the orc camp was.

      There wasn't much left as he picked across the ravaged camp. It was all things that he remembered doing in the game; busting up the tents and fighting the orcs before he realized that he was really outdoors, holding a real sword, and fighting real orcs in a very real life and death scenario. It was in that moment of hesitation as he got his bearings that the two remaining orcs had then gotten the upper hand on him.

      Nic looked towards the center of camp where the orc leader had been at in his game. He'd taken him out first since he was the hardest. As he walked that way, he wondered if that damn wizard who'd summoned him here had made some kind of avatar of him or just teleported him straight here and he'd been fighting real orcs from the beginning. Either way, if the orcs had anything to give any clue as to why they were here, it'd be with their chief.

      Nic picked through the remnants of the largest tent that was in front of a long since dead firepit. He used one of his long new knives to cut the fabric open so that he could get to what was inside. "Is it me or are these tents nicer than what orcs would have," he mused out loud.

      "They look something like people would have, m'lord," Daniela said from behind him. When he turned to look at him, Daniela blushed and looked down. "Sorry, m'lord, for bothering you."

      "No, no, no... keep talking," Nic made a rolling motion with his hand. "Stay with that thought you had. This is something that people... us humans... would have, right?"

      "Aye, m'lord," Daniela nodded eagerly even as he held the reins to both horses. "Everyone knows that orcs make huts out of the skins of the beast that they slay. These look like they're made for nobles."

      "Shit..." Nic breathed as he tried to remember the exact quest details from the game.

      Wasn't it something about a noble bringing the orcs into the kingdom to cause havoc or something? And if he was in a world that mirrored his game... or vice versa... then the book from the noble in question should be in the chief's chest. He dug in that corner and came up with what he needed, a small chest with a tome, a map, and a lot of gold coins.

      "Holy fuck..." he breathed. He plucked a large gold coin out and tossed it to Daniela before pointing at the stableboy. "You keep on coming up with those thoughts for me, ya hear?"

      He stuffed the tome into his backpack and used an orc satchel for him and Daniela to haul the gold coins back home. They had to get this back in a hurry.
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        * * *

      

      Evelina sighed because in order to make her scheme work, she had to sleep with her husband at least once during the time she had Nic visiting her bed. She waited impatiently for Pietor to come to her chambers. There was a knock at the door and one of the servants was there, who bowed quickly and announced His Majesty, the King before shuffling out of the way. Evelina gave Pietor a tight smile and a nod. "Husband," she said formally. "I thought that you might join me in bed tonight?"

      "Ugh... why?" Pietor sighed and rolled his eyes.

      "Because we need to produce an heir, and we have not lain with each other maybe one or two times since we consummated this marriage... a union, I might add, that you and your family agreed to," Evelina pointed out curtly. "That agreement comes with certain obligations."

      Pietor glared back at her. "You know that I cannot perform with just you alone. We've been over that many times," he countered. Then he rolled his eyes and sighed again. "Very well, if you insist on this... liaison... tonight, then allow me to go get Siricio to aid me."

      "Do what you must," Evelina relented. Pietor closed the door behind him, and she could hear his footsteps retreating fast down the corridor. Evelina turned on her heel at once and moved to her private library to pull on a call cord that went straight to the girls' room. Viola came through the secret passage. "Fetch me my spymaster, posthaste!" she hissed urgently. "Has he returned to the castle yet?"

      "He has already returned from his ride, my Queen," Viola said as she looked to her left and frantically gestured for someone to come to her.

      Nic appeared a moment later looking shocked and confused. Evelina didn't even give him a chance to talk.

      "Are you armed?" she asked. He nodded once. She nodded and hooked her arm into his and led him back to her bedchambers. "Good. I want you to stay behind the curtains by the window where you will have full view of my bed. The King is coming back with his spymaster and lover, Siricio. You are to watch them, and if I am in danger, you are to do whatever you must to ensure my safety," she explained while showing him where she wanted him to hide.

      "Gee, and here I thought that women would leap at the chance to have a threesome with two men at the same time," Nic quipped as he stepped in place.

      "I wish," Evelina admitted. "Unfortunately, they do just enough for him to spill and then they are gone."

      "But you think that they might do something to you?"

      "There have been... incidents," Evelina admitted. "It's not important right now, and we don't have time to go over them. They will be here at any moment." She then reached down to grope him through his trousers while giving him a quick kiss. "I will need this after Pietor and Siricio are gone."

      She left him hiding behind the curtain before retreating to her bed to wait for her husband and his lover to come back. It took almost forever but soon they were knocking at the door again and their breath reeked of wine. She let them in and removed her gown, lying back down onto the bed and waiting for them to get on with it.

      "Turn over and go onto all fours," Pietor told her, averting his eyes from her naked form and motioning for her to roll over. "You know I cannot do it that way."

      "Yes, husband," Evelina sighed as she eyed them cautiously while rolling over to her stomach and going up onto her hands and knees.

      Her breath caught when she saw Siricio casually check behind the curtains before moving to glance behind her changing screen. To her shock, Nic was behind neither. She looked around and saw Nic skulking in the shadow of the doorway of her library as he moved around to the head of her bed. He pressed a finger to his lips as he then hid low beneath the tapestry hanging from the wall there. She slowly let out a sigh of relief while behind her Pietor was climbing up onto the bed and lowering his trousers just enough to bare his cock.

      "Let's get this over with," Pietor grumbled as he motioned for Siricio to join him.

      Now it was Evelina who averted her eyes as the two men kissed and fondled each other enough for Pietor to get hard. A moment later, she felt her husband's cock penetrate her sex and immediately wished that it was Nic who was doing it.
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        * * *

      

      Nic watched as Pietor and Siricio, both of which were physically fit and relatively good looking, kissed. Siricio's right hand was down around Pietor's cock, stroking it, while the two of them made out. Only when Pietor was hard did they shuffle forward so that Pietor was actually fucking Evelina... and even then, it looked like he wasn't putting that much effort into it.

      He'd moved from the curtain spot almost immediately just because of how obvious of a hiding spot it was. Good thing too because it was the first place the King's spymaster checked. Nic had also played enough hide and seek, video games, laser tag, airsoft, and paintball back home to know how to move quietly. It'd all started early when he had to hide from his old man to avoid being beaten for no reason. He was proud that he was able to catch the Queen off guard, and he had to suppress a smile when he gestured for her to stay quiet as to his new position.

      Now at the head of the bed, hidden by the headboard and tapestry, he was able to get a better view of the half-hearted threesome that was going on. Nic had seen badly made porn movies that had more passion in it. Still, he saw enough of the Queen's ample breasts swaying back and forth beneath her to get him aroused. But he had to focus on the two men who had to be about his age.

      I might be a geek back home, but I'm pretty sure I could take these two... Nic thought to himself even as Pietor ordered his smaller boyfriend to stroke him harder, while they kissed hard and heavy. Shit, if that Siricio guy jerks the King off any harder, the guy's dick is gonna rip off, Nic thought with amusement.

      But however they went about it, Pietor finally leaned back and sighed, resting back on his haunches just as he blew his load all over the Queen's pussy and ass. Oh, that's gonna piss her off... Nic thought even as he heard Evelina groan with dismay. Pietor was already shuffling off the bed, hiking his trousers up, so that he and Siricio could beat a hasty retreat.

      Once they were out the door, Nic left his hiding spot to go over to the door to bar it shut. He then turned to give Evelina a pointed look. "Did he even get any of his cum inside of you?" he asked wryly.

      "Not as much as I would like," Evelina she sighed, already getting a handkerchief from her nightstand to wipe her ass and her mound off. She then tossed it aside and beckoned for Nic to come over to him. "I hate it when he has me in that degrading position and doesn't even put enough of his seed into me to do anything. But I suppose that it is enough for it to be possible when you finally impregnate me," she grumbled. "I hope that you can do better."

      "I think that I can be up to the task... I'm even willing to bet that I can get you off in the position that he had you in," Nic smiled at her as he started taking off his belt, putting it on the floor next to the bed before kicking off his boots and starting to strip down.

      Evelina scoffed. "I doubt that." Even so, she gave him a wry smile. "But very well, let's see if you can make me enjoy it. What do I get when you cannot make me come?"

      "I'll show you what else I can do with my tongue," he said, throwing her a wink as he climbed up onto the bed with her even as she got into position. He slid his hands down her arms and guided her hands up to grip her headboard. "Stay right there," he murmured as he kissed the back of her neck and moved his mouth down the length of her spine, making her shiver in the process.

      He reached over the side of the bed to get the handkerchief that she'd tossed so that he could clean her pussy up even more since he really didn't want to lick the King's seed out of her. She moaned as he gingerly cleaned her up and then she arched her back and shrieked when he bent down far enough to start licking at her clit and her labia. Unfortunately, he couldn't keep that up for long as his neck started to hurt so he straightened up and moved forward to properly take her from behind.

      He spread her labia open just enough to position his cock right inside of her before grabbing her hips and slamming his hips forward. Evelina threw her head back and screamed in pleasure again as he drove hard inside of her. He then dug his fingers into her thick thighs and pounded her hard from behind.

      All the while, she was gripping the headboard in a white-knuckled grip while crying out "Oh my God! Oh my God!" over and over again. Nic leaned forward, sliding his hands up her sides and around front so that he could grope her dangling breasts. He gently squeezed them, rolling her nipples in his thumb and forefingers, while he pounded her. His hips plowed into her nice, round ass, making a loud slapping sound in the process. Thanks to losing his virginity the other night, and subsequently fucking the handmaidens after that, he found that he had more staying power.

      And it felt fucking wonderful.

      Evelina came first, pushing back against the headboard to press herself against him as she orgasmed hard. She still had her head back as she screamed in ecstasy so loud that he wondered if he needed to gag her. Then again, she was the Queen and could do anything she wanted to. He felt her pussy constrict around his cock, gripping him even while he continued shoving it in and out of her as much as he could. He then drove it in as far as he could as he then blew his load deep into her pussy, flooding her womb with his cum.

      "Daaaaaamn..." he hissed as his world went white for a moment in a blindingly powerful climax.

      When he could see straight, and while his cock was still throbbing and spurting inside of her, he looked to his left where some movement caught his eye and saw that Viola and Giorgia had come to see what the commotion was. He grinned and winked at them when he saw that they were already kissing and fondling each other passionately as they waited for their turn.

      He'd get to them later. He was too busy with the Queen at that moment.
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        * * *

      

      Later that night, after he'd fucked the handmaidens into a stupor, Nic was up reading the tome that he'd found at the encampment. It didn't take him long to find the note inside detailing the plans for the orcs to scour the woods to look for the Queen along with a fucking map. He shook his head in disgust.

      Nic had seen enough spy movies, especially James Bond, to know that you don't leave evidence of your master plan like this. Yet, here it was, penned by Siricio, presumably on orders from the King, to make a hit on Evelina. It was the proverbial smoking gun that he needed. The fact that the gold that they had were all stamped with the kingdom's seal just cemented the conspiracy in his mind.

      But he couldn't come outright to just depose or kill the King. No, he had to be a bit more subtle than that. There was also politics in play here in that if the King were deposed, then his home realm might rise up against Evelina and that would be bad for everyone. No, there had to be a way to get the King out of the way that didn't resort in assassination. He came up with an idea and glanced at the magical candle that was by the table that he read at.

      "Hey, Urburs, I know that you hear everything through these things. You up?" He looked at it for a good minute before it flashed once at him. He took that as an affirmative. "Can you lead me to Siricio's chambers? He's got to be like me and not sleep the entire night with his harem lord, right?"

      Another flash, and the candles by the door to the handmaiden's chambers lit up, leading the way.

      Nic followed the lights as they lit up in the castle until he was outside the door he needed, then the candles went out. He silently thanked Urburs, drew one of his long knives out, and slipped into the King's Spymaster's chambers. Keeping to the shadows, he crept across the room until he was at the bed. Siricio was snoring loudly, naked on his bed after he'd probably banged the King longer than Nic had fucked the Queen. To each their own, Nic mused as he pounced on the bed, straddling the other man's chest.

      Siricio woke up immediately, but he was slowed by the stupor of sleep, sex, and wine. Nic easily pinned him down by clamping one hand over the other guy's mouth and putting the blade of his long knife down between his legs right next to the important parts.

      "Do I have your attention?" Nic hissed at him. Siricio's eyes widened as he felt the blade of cold steel against his balls, and he nodded rapidly. "Good, because I'm only going to say this once. I know that those orcs weren't some random attack nor were they just some renegade band. They were mercenaries, weren't they, paid with gold out of the castle's treasury." He clamped his hand harder down around Siricio's mouth when he started to shake his head 'no' to deny it. "Shaddup. I have all the evidence I need to put both you, and the King, away into the dungeon. But I'm not going to because that wouldn't be good for the kingdom. A divide followed by a civil war would only hurt everyone."

      "What do you want?" Siricio demanded, his voice muffled by Nic's hand.

      "I want you and the King to take a vacation. Nobles do that, right? Head back to their land of birth for a visit? So, take a nice, long visit back to where you two came from. Take all the time you want. And know that I'm here now, and I'll be watching... always watching. Got it?" Nic pressed the blade of his knife a little bit more into Siricio's nut sack. "And don't try anything stupid like plot against the Queen or me while you’re gone, because the next time we have a little talk like this, I won't be as nice." With that, he got up off the man and rapidly walked for the door, not once looking back.
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        * * *

      

      Evelina looked at the message that had been left in her library by Pietor before he, his spymaster, and all their attendants had packed up to head back south to Ancona to visit with their family for the next year. After reading it over twice, she went to the secret door to summon Nic, Viola, and Giorgia. The three of them came into her private library and took a knee before her.

      "Rise," she told them before holding up the letter. "This was left here by the King before he left early in the morning. You wouldn't happen to have anything to do with this, would you, Sir Nic?"

      "I am humbled that Her Majesty could think that I, a lowly man, could have such power as to make the King do anything he wants to," Nic said with a very obvious sarcastic tone in his voice.

      "Indeed," Evelina said dryly, arching her eyebrow suspiciously. "Speak plain; what did you do?"

      "Well, Siricio and I had a conversation late last night. You could say that he got the point that I'd made," Nic half shrugged.

      He then went on to explain everything to her.

      "It seems that I chose well in making you my personal spymaster," Evelina smiled after having a good, jovial laugh at her good fortune. "You have taken to your task well in the few short days that you've been here. As such, I told you that I would take care of you and so I shall," she told him. "You know that Viola and Giorgia have been my ladies in waiting for the past couple of years," she said, gesturing to the girls. "It is my desire to see the three of you married, to each other, at once. You already share their bed, and so the three of you will live in it together as husband and wives."

      "Can you even do that with your Pope here?"

      "As I said before, I have special dispensation with His Holiness," Evelina waved the question off. She then patted her belly. "Now, once my heir is born, you will then train them in your unique fighting style, so that they will be better prepared to defend themselves as they grow."

      "Me? Your highness?" Nic gaped at her. "I am not worthy of such an honor or responsibility!"

      "Oh yes you are," Evelina scoffed. "I watched how you brought down those orcs in the woods who were armed and clearly had the advantage over you in both size, strength, and weapons. I have not seen such a fighter as yourself. I also think that had you not stumbled onto us out there you would've either eluded them or have found some way to arm yourself and take them down. That shows that you are smart and resourceful, two skills that I want my heir to know when it is time for them to take the throne in my place. While you are training them in the martial arts, Viola and Giorgia both will go from being my handmaidens to being the child's nannies and the three of you will never once breathe a word of their true lineage." She then regarded both with a cool stare. "And, of course, once I am recovered and able to bear children again, I will be calling upon your services to sire another for me in the event, God forbid," she crossed herself piously, "something happens to my baby here," she patted her stomach again for emphasis. "Understand?"

      "Yes, your highness," Nic nodded at once, giving a sideways look at the girls.

      "Yes, your highness," Viola and Giorgia nodded as well, giving him the same look. Whatever their feelings were, they were irrelevant. For better or for worse, their fates and their lives were now tied to one another, and there wasn't anything that any of them could do about it.

      After all, it was for the good of the kingdom.

      THE END.
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            NEW OPPORTUNITY

          

        

      

    

    
      I woke to the feel of the softest lips kissing mine.

      Thank God, I got lucky last night.

      I kept my eyes closed as I returned her kiss, enjoying the moment and trying to remember the night before. Drawing a blank, I soon realized that I wasn’t lying down in bed. At that moment, she broke off her kiss, and I opened my eye.

      She was the most beautiful woman I had ever seen, literally glowing. Who is this blonde bombshell beyond human beauty? My eyes widened as she shifted into a red-haired elven beauty somehow having generous curves with a feeling of litheness and an ethereal aloofness.

      She laughed at my expression, breaking me out of my entranced state. I realized that we were surrounded by light, but there wasn’t any other thing visible. No walls, ceiling, floor, or landscape; it was just us.

      She smiled as she said, “Reno, I have an opportunity for you.”

      When she said my name, everything came back to me. I had been on my way to Milo’s for drinks, when a little girl ran across my path, chasing a ball rolling towards the street. I had yelled for her to stop, but she hadn’t. I leapt and grabbed her, pulling her away and pushing her towards the sidewalk. Unfortunately, I clipped my hip on a car and fell across the hood, sliding towards the front bumper and traffic. I had just caught myself before falling off the front side of the car when I had felt a blinding explosion of pain to the back of my head.

      My hand moved to the back of my head without thought, and I shook my head, coming to terms with what had happened.

      Seriously? Truck-kun? At least I have an option…with a heavenly babe.

      The thought of her brought my attention back to her. She was a gorgeous fox-girl. I licked my lips as I answered her. “That would be wonderful. I’m guessing things didn’t go well. May I ask why you keep changing forms?”

      She laughed again, posing and giving me even better views of her assets. I was so hard, it hurt. “I’ve been going through some of the images in your mind and trying out how I would look in those forms. You have quite the treasure trove of them. As much as I’d like to keep looking, we only have a few more moments. I’ll be making some choices for you.”

      I asked, “What’s the situation? Is it a mission or my new life?”

      “Your new life on a world with magic and gods. I’m Arielle, the Goddess of Love and Life. In terms of one of the games you used to play, one of my followers had a series of epic fails followed by a legendary success. That success is your window into their world and her answer from me. I wish that I could say your life won’t be on the line, but it will. This isn’t a safe world, but it is a passionate one, so the time you have will be enjoyable. Women significantly outnumber the men.”

      “So, I can easily die, but the women and opportunities are worth it?”

      She grinned. “I’ve seen your mind… This is a world you always dreamed of while playing those fantasy games. That said, don’t think this is a game. Your actions have consequences, and magic ensures that the truth will come out. It doesn’t stop evil, but people can’t hide behind deeds done in secret.”

      “Don’t be a murder hobo and stealing has consequences. Check.”

      She started to fade, so I quickly asked, “Will I see you again? What about the women?”

      She just chuckled before saying, “Nice guys actually get head in this world.”
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      She faded from sight, and the next thing I knew, I was sore all over. It was pitch black, and I was lying face down on a cool stone surface. Dust filled the air, and I started to cough. I did a quick hand check of my body, finding that I was wearing a robe and weird underwear. I also had real abs, my hair was longer, and my package had gotten an upgrade.

      In the darkness nearby, I heard some faint moaning. I couldn’t see anything, and I thought how nice it would be to have a light. I sat up and went to clear my throat and say something, when my hands moved in a gesture and I automatically whispered, “Light.”

      A warm glowing light filled my hand. The source was a globe hovering just above my hand. I thought about it moving a few feet in front and above me, and it did.

      I’ve got magic! You’re a wizard, Reno!

      I was in a rubble filled stone cavern about twenty feet by twenty feet. It looked like the only opening to this cavern had collapsed, sealing the entrance and filling most of the cavern with rubble.

      The sight of an outstretched arm in the rubble launched me into action, sending me running to them. My light globe followed me, so I was able to see. The arm belonged to a beautiful cat-girl in leather armor that was partially covered in rubble. I quickly started shifting the rocks and rubble off her, noticing that she was breathing by her breath moving some of her long black hair.

      When I had shifted most of it, I grabbed her under her armpits and pulled her across the floor away from the rubble. After I gently laid her down, I went back to look through the rubble. It only took a couple of moments before I spotted someone else.

      She looked much worse off, being covered in much larger rocks. It took longer to shift and move the rocks from her because more had slid down from above. I worked as quickly as I could until I was finally able to pull her out and lay her next to the cat-girl. The second woman was a fox-girl with red hair that matched her ears and bushy tail. On closer inspection, she had a nasty cut and large lump on her head, but she was still breathing… although very shallowly.

      I looked them over while I wondered what I could do. The fox-girl was wearing a heavy robe with some symbols. I got the sense that she might be a priestess. The cat-girl was in dark leather armor. Even covered in dust and looking pretty rough, they were both gorgeous.

      Maybe I have a character sheet type of thing?

      A screen like in a video game appeared in my vision, but I could see through it.

      

      Name: Reno

      Class: Wizard     Focus: Utility

      Level: 3          Experience: 3000 / 5000 (next level)

      Abilities: 5 Points available

      
        
        Brawn:

        5 (+)

        Wit:

        10(+)

        Agility:

        6 (+)

        Fortitude:

        4 (+)

        Will:

        5 (+)

        Social:

        15 (+)

      

        

      
        Health:

        45/45

        Magic Energy:

        45/45

      

      

      

      Arielle’s Blessing: +10 Social

      Special Abilities:

      Arielle’s touch (Passive): Healing rate increased (outside of combat) with skin contact

      Sacrifice: When an ally you see is hurt, you can choose to take the damage for them instead.

      

      Cantrips (unlimited castings): 4/4 – Wizard’s Utility, Magic blast, Light, and Detect Magic

      Spells (based on magic energy cost): 12/12 –

      Familiar (8 ME), Conjure Tool (2 ME per hour), Wizard Armor (10 ME for 8 hours), Speak and Read Languages (10 ME per hour),  Breath Underwater (12 ME for 8 hours for 3 people), Far Step (8 ME), Identify Item (10 ME), Wizard’s Room (30 ME for 12 hours), Missiles of Force (5 ME for 3 missiles), Invisibility (15 ME per 10 minutes), Disguise Self (5 ME per hour), Dispel Magic (20 ME)

      I said to myself, “Looks like I’m a level three wizard that is focusing on utility spells… Good to know.”

      I spent a few minutes going through my spells. I figured out that when I focus on a spell name, another window popped up with detailed information about it. I was overjoyed to see the Wizard’s Room spell. I knew I’d need to plan my magic energy use around that, but we’d have a place to rest. I also knew that I needed to focus on bumping up my magic energy as much as possible, so I allocated all five of my points into my Wit. My total Magic Energy jumped up by fifteen.

      I walked to back of the cavern and focused on the spell. My hands moved automatically, performing some gestures as I whispered, “Wizard’s Room.”

      A faint glow outlined a large rectangle about the size of a large doorway on the cave wall. I paused for a second before I stepped through it, finding myself in a large bedroom. I just stood as I looked it over. It was about thirty feet by thirty feet with a huge bed filling most of the wall opposite the doorway.

      Glowing ornate sconces along the walls provided light to discern a bed covered with plush blankets and piles of pillows. Going from left to right, the four corners provided context for four separate areas. My gaze first found a small cozy sitting area with bookshelves filled with books. The sitting area transitioned into an eating area with a small table surrounded by four chairs. On the table was some food and a couple of pitchers of drink, as well as silverware, plates and glasses.  On the other side of the room were areas for storage and washing. The chest of drawers and armoire were sufficient for a couple of people. The furniture efficiently used to the space to provide more room for the bathroom and shower area

      I grinned and laughed out loud at how cool this was. As much as I wanted to investigate the whole room, I knew I needed to look after the girls, so I headed back out. I picked up the cat-girl first, carrying her into the room and gently placing her on the bed. I didn’t see any blood, but I got the sense that something was wrong with her right foot.

      I left her and carried the fox-girl in, placing her on the other side of the bed. She looked even worse than she had. It seemed like she was struggling to breath, her skin was clammy, and she was still bleeding slowly. I used a towel to wrap her head, but I didn’t trust myself to try and stitch up the gash.

      My special abilities had to help, I positioned myself on the bed between them before taking one of their hands in mine. The passive health regen should help if I were touching them, while I focused on using the other ability on the fox-girl.

      It felt someone hit me in the back of the head with a baseball bat, and I was out like a light.

      I woke to the wonderful feeling of spooning a woman, and it took me a moment to realize I was also being spooned by another. I smiled in my sleepy state, just enjoying the feeling. It took a bit for my mind to catch up and for me to remember what had happened. I realized this wouldn’t be the best position to meet them, so I carefully moved the cat-girl’s arm off me while I slipped to the end of the bed.

      When I stood at the end of the bed, I looked them over. Both looked much better and were breathing normally. I couldn’t see any signs of the wound on the back of the fox-girl’s head, the towel had come off at some point. I felt the back of mine, and it felt normal as well.

      I wondered how long I had been asleep and was surprised when I just knew I had slept for eight and a half hours. I went to the bathroom area, making use of the facilities before moving to the table where the food was. Smelling the pitchers, I found that they were filled with ale. I poured myself a mug and snacked on some cheese and crackers.

      When I finished, I went back to the cavern to see how things looked.  I cast my little globe light and looked over the situation. It didn’t look like any more rubble had fallen. I found their packs and uncovered them, putting them in my room.

      As I inspected it a bit more carefully, I noticed a large slab of stone that had fallen in the rubble. I knew that I wouldn’t be able to move it, but it was leaning at an angle against one of the cavern walls. I decided to see if I could clear the rubble out from in front and underneath of it.

      After moving some of the larger rocks, I conjured a crowbar to help get rubble out from between the slab and the wall. It was slow going, but I was able to confirm that the slab rested against the wall and floor while making a dent in clearing out a small passage. I realized that three hours had flown by, so I stopped to go check on the women.
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      I walked in to find them both up and sitting at the table eating. They were staring at me with wide eyes and shocked expressions. The fox-girl’s robe was hanging open as she had a cracker with cheese on it at her mouth. It gave me a wonderful view of her generous breasts and tight stomach while hiding her nipples.

      She let up a small cry, “Ahhh” as she realized her disarray and quickly stuffed the whole cracker in her mouth, hastily closing her robe.

      I looked over at the cat-girl. She was finishing a bite of her food and took a quick drink from her mug as she looked at me then back at the fox-girl.

      I said, “Hi, I’m Reno…. How are you two feeling?”

      The fox-girl kept opening and closing her mouth like a fish, but the cat-girl gave herself a shake and responded, “Um, hi…. Ah, I’m Lacy and that’s Amelia. Well, we’re doing much better. We both thought we were dead when the cave collapsed. Where are we? How did you save us? Where did you come from and what class are you?”

      I grinned and walked over to them to sit down at the table. “Arielle sent me in answer to Amelia’s prayer. I’m a wizard with a utility focus. We’re in a special room created by a spell that exists in another dimension. We’ve got about twenty more minutes before the spell ends.”

      Somehow, Amelia’s eyes widened even more, and she lunged out of her chair, enfolding me in a tight hug. My head was cradled against her wonderful bosom, bringing the glimpses I’d seen back to forefront of my mind. I wanted to turn and enjoy them but knew that it wasn’t the time.

      “Thank the Goddess! She heard my prayer!” Amelia turned her head to face Lacy. “See, Lacy, she does care, and we’re not going to die!”

      Lacy rolled her eyes before focusing back on me. “Let him breathe, Amelia. Although it doesn’t look like he’s minding the attention at all.”

      Amelia and I both blushed as she pulled back a little before sitting back down with a smile.

      I said, “Um, want to fill me in on where you were and how you got there? I’m not from this world, so I need to know everything. We have a few minutes before we have to go back out to the cavern. I’ve been working on a passage through the cave-in.”

      Amelia said, “I’m a level three priestess for Arielle, so I heal and can use magic. You must have done something because I know I was going to die. I put all of my energy and will into a last prayer to Arielle.” She glanced at Lacy, who started talking. “I’m a level three fighter focused on speed and maneuverability, rather than strength. We’re in a cave called Darkens Deep outside the city of Lexorna in the kingdom of Jufered on the world of Hemvor. “

      I tried to memorize the names as she continued with a slight frown formed on her face. “We’d been clearing out a cavern maybe a mile into the cave when Amelia tripped, and we fell down a chasm. When we hit the bottom, it gave way in a rockslide. When we came to our senses and entered the nearest passage, the ceiling collapsed, burying us in rubble.”

      I nodded. “That does seem to correlate to the three epic fails that Arielle mentioned. How about”

      Amelia interrupted, “Are you on a timer and going to disappear back to wherever?”

      I shook my head. “No, this is my world now. I can die just as easily as you. Hence why I’m trying to figure out what the situation is.”

      Amelia sighed with relief and placed a hand on my arm. “Thank Arielle!”

      Lacy drew our attention by saying, “Umm, if we only have a few more minutes in here… Would it be horribly rude if we used the wash area really quickly?”

      I chuckled. “That’s fine. You’ve got ten minutes. I’ll be outside working on the passage. Make sure you bring your packs out with you. This room gets recreated each time with the spell, so nothing in it is truly permanent.”

      Amelia squeezed my hand as she said, “Thank you so much!”

      Lacy grinned as well as she said, “Thanks.”

      The timer was ticking, so I went back outside. I spent the ten minutes clearing the path a bit better to the small passage I was making. Seconds before the spell was over, they stepped out with huge grins and looking amazingly beautiful. They looked like they had just spent hours getting ready to model.

      I couldn’t help it as a “Wow,” slipped out of my mouth. They both blushed as they walked over to me.

      Lacy said, “Looks like you’ve been working hard on getting us a way out. Moving all this couldn’t have been easy. How often can you cast that spell?”

      Amelia wandered over towards the area that I had pulled her from. I answered Lacy, “There isn’t cooldown, but I must have a large chunk magic energy to cast it. It takes half my energy and lasts for twelve hours.” I heard Amelia gasp, and we both turned to her before she ran back over, throwing herself into my arms. She hugged me tight, melting against me like she fit perfectly. I wrapped her in my arms as she said, “You did save me. My blood still covers the floor over there. I knew I had been on the brink of death.”

      I hugged her as her fluffy ears tickled the sides of my face. “You can thank Arielle for sending me and giving me the abilities to help.”

      She said, “But you’re not a priest or cleric, so how did you heal me?”

      I looked at Lacy questioningly, but she was just watching us with a bit of a smirk. I said, “I have an ability to take the damage someone else has received as my own. I used that to take away the damage to your head. It knocked me right out.”

      She squeezed me that much tighter, and I knew that she could feel my body’s reaction to the feel of her body against mine. She didn’t shy away from my hardness but rubbed herself against me. I was having some serious thoughts about seeing how far she wanted to go, when Lacy cleared her throat.

      I cleared mine and said, “So only clerics and priests have healing?” Amelia loosened her hold on me but beamed up at me as she stepped back.

      Lacy answered, “Yes. Healing only comes from the divine, although there are many people chosen or called to follow a deity. Your ability wouldn’t be classified as healing. That’s how Arielle got around you being a wizard. Did she give you any other abilities?”

      I nodded. “If I’m touching someone, our healing rates are increased. It’s a bit vague, but I hoped that it helped both of you while I held your hands.”

      Lacy smile grew as she said, “That’s why I’m fully recovered. Arielle was pretty sneaky to slip those in around the rules. Thank you for your part in saving us. There’s no doubt that we’d both be dead otherwise.” She looked at Amelia before she continued, “Looks like I’ll be joining you for prayers at her temple. I can’t very well ignore Her provision.”

      Amelia squealed, running over to wrap Lacy in a tight hug while I chuckled. “I knew you’d see Her worth! This is awesome!”

      Lacy replied, “I’m not changing classes or anything. I’m just showing my appreciation for a bit.”

      Amelia gave her another squeeze as Lacy rolled her eyes.

      I said, “We should get to work on the passage, so we can get back to… um… Lexthorn? No, Lexorna. I’ll take point if you ladies wouldn’t mind removing the rubble as I pass it back?”

      Lacy nodded as she answered, “Sounds good. Thanks.”

      I conjured the crowbar again and went to work. As I loosened rocks, I passed them back to Lacy who passed them back to Amelia. It allowed me to stay focused, and with a few hours, I felt a rock give way in the other direction. I pushed on it harder, and it fell away and down a pile on the other side.

      I grinned back at Lacy. “We broke through! Shouldn’t be too much longer now!”

      Lacy said, “Yes!” before turning to let Amelia know when she came back.

      It took me another thirty minutes to make a hole large enough for us to fit through. Both women wanted to get out as soon as possible, so I squeezed through and helped them through after they passed me their packs.

      When we had gathered on the other side away from the rubble, I looked around to get a feel for where we were. We appeared to be at the bottom of a large chasm. A rockslide that I assumed the girls had fallen down filled much of the area with loose rocks of all sizes. A tall pile of rubble loomed in front of us, and I understood why they had chosen to go in the passage behind us before it had collapsed, of course.

      I sent my globe as high as it would go but didn’t see a ledge on the rockslide side. That whole side of the chasm looked like more could come down at any time. I sent my globe up the other side and saw a ledge about thirty feet up.

      Lacy excitedly said, “Yes! Looks like there might be a passage up there!”

      Amelia looked up where Lacy pointed and nodded her head.

      I looked again before I said, “All I see is the ledge.”

      Lacy said, “The shadow is different at that section. It’s darker so that means the light isn’t reflected from some part farther from the ledge.”

      I replied, “You two must have better eyes than me. I just see the shadows and they look the same. But at least we have a path to try.”

      They looked at each other before Amelia grinned and nodded to Lacy. I looked at them questioningly.

      Lacy said, “We think that you’ve accomplished enough for today. We’re out of the caved-in cavern, and we’ve got options. We’d like to celebrate with you in your magic room.”

      I couldn’t help smiling as I shrugged and said, “I’m good with that. It has been pretty crazy since I got here.” I cast my spell against the chasm wall. “After you, ladies.”

      She giggled as they went through the portal. I paused for a second just to chuckle and shake my head before stepping through. I wondered how the celebration was going to go.

      I’m not sure how they did it, but my internal question was immediately answered by both of them standing naked with big grins waiting for me.

      Lacy said, “We really want to thank you in bed for the next few hours.”

      Amelia asked, “Is that okay with you? We realize you don’t know us very well and may have different customs, but please?”

      I started chuckling as I nodded, starting to take off my clothes. Amelia said, “Yes!” while Lacy licking her lips before saying, “Please let us do that for you.”

      Lacy sauntered over to me, making sure that her boobs bounced as her tail swished back and forth with her hips. Her tits stole my attention for a moment before she was close enough to pull me into a passionate kiss. She ran her hands through my hair as I felt another pair of hands attacking my clothes.

      It seemed like only a moment before I was undressed, all while Lacy and I explored each other’s mouths. I moaned into hers when I felt a wet kiss on my steel hard dick. Lacy moved my left hand to her right breast and my right hand to Amelia’s head before she turned a little and began grinding against my hips.

      Amelia’s kissing switched to licking before she plunged my member into her mouth as she got more room to move from Lacy’s positioning. My left hand automatically started massaging and playing with Lacy’s breast and nipple, causing her to moan into my mouth. My right hand quickly found Amelia’s rhythm before gripping her hair and guiding her head up and down.

      The sensations were crazy good, and I quickly realized Arielle must have helped me out in the control area. There was no way that I wouldn’t have shot my load after a few moments in my old life. As it was, I was able to just float in the sea of pleasure for a bit.

      The need to breath broke me out of my trance as I stopped my lip lock with Lacy. We gave each other silly grins as we tried to catch our breaths. She stepped back to look at Amelia, causing me to do the same.

      Amelia’s eyes were closed, and she was moaning as she focused on taking me as deeply as she could with each thrust. Her tail was excitedly wagging back and forth behind her.

      Lacy dropped to her knees beside her and nudged her shoulder as she said, “We decided, if you were willing, that she’d get first dibs with her mouth, and I’d have first dibs with my pussy. We share everything though.”

      Amelia lifted her head, causing my dick to slip out of her mouth before she wiped her mouth on her arm. She grinned up at me and said, “We’ve been best friends since we were little.” She looked at Lacy. “Maypole?”

      Lacy nodded before they both started kissing and licking my dick while looking at me. I wanted to close my eyes to enjoy the feeling but seeing them looking up at me was way too hot. I didn’t want to miss a second of the view.

      Nothing like this had ever happened in my old life. As much as I wanted to mentally appreciate what was happening, thinking got exponentially more difficult with all the sensations, and my hips started thrusting as I looked back and forth into their eyes.

      They looked at each other and winked before they started kissing and licking each other’s tongue with my dick sliding between them. Watching them somehow made me even harder. I ran my hands through their hair before playing with their ears.

      They both must have enjoyed it as they started focusing on moving their heads and moaning as they went back to licking and sucking my member.

      I forced myself to think and finally was able to ask, “What about babies? Do I need to make sure to pull out?”

      Amelia paused in her attentions for a moment to answer, “No need to worry about that. We can’t get pregnant now. We’ll talk more later.” She went right back to what she was doing. I was glad she’d kept it simple because I wasn’t processing much beyond the sensations. I noticed that they each had slipped a hand down to their pussies while playing with each other’s titties.

      My tension continued to rise, and the sight of them both was amazing. After a while I couldn’t take such a passive role anymore.

      I growled, “To the bed. Now.”

      They both giggled and kissed before dashing over to the huge bed.

      Amelia moved to one side, lying her back, propped up on pillows while spreading her legs. She grinned with one hand teasing her pussy and the other one her breast. “This is going to be fantastic! Fuck her good!”

      Lacy went to the middle of the bed before turning to face me on her knees with them spread apart. She watched me approach the bed, enjoying me eyeing her assets. She purred, “It’s been a while for both of us, and we’d really enjoy a good hard fuck to begin with.”

      Her tongue lightly licked her lips before she bit her lower lip. Her hands moving up her sides accentuating her figure tore my attention from her face before they took her long hair and held it above her head.

      She looked like a goddess, and I had to have her. I was on the bed, kissing her and pushing her onto her back before I realized it. She passionately returned my kiss as I positioned myself at her entrance. Her legs slipped around my waist as I slowly pushed into her waiting womanhood.

      We both moaned from the pleasure as she slowly took me in until we were fully joined. She let out a heavy sigh before trying to catch her breath. “Give me a second. I’ve never been so full. You’ve filled up every part of my core.”

      She slowly started moving her waist in a small circle, squeezing me with each rotation. After a few moments, she focused back on me, looking me in the eyes with a big smile and a twinkle in her eyes. “Fuck me, you wonderful man.”

      I needed no more encouragement as I withdrew and thrust back into her, shaking both of us and the bed itself. I started slowly and gradually increased the tempo of my thrusts. It didn’t take long for Lacy’s moaning and responses to get more animated and louder with each thrust until she abruptly went silent and stiff. I kept thrusting, and on the next thrust, she started spasming as she let out a huge breath.

      It was wonderful to see her climaxing as I kept thrusting. She felt fantastic and I really wanted to let loose, but I had another level of control that I had never had before. It was great pounding away, knowing that I was going to take her through at least a couple more orgasms before I needed to go.

      I enjoyed every moment of making her come undone as I slowly built up to my release. I waited until she had another tsunami of an orgasm before I raced to my finish, erupting into her as she shook. Each of my spasms painting her womb with my cum was answered in kind as her spasms milked me until I finished.

      I lay down beside her as we both tried to catch our breaths. Amelia snuggled into my other side and started playing with my dick that was at half-mast. “That was so beautiful. I want you so badly it hurts.”

      I rolled her way, embracing her and kissing her passionately. She whimpered a little as she kept me rolling until I was on top of her as we made out. I was very happily surprised when I immediately hardened.

      She felt the change and quickly guided me into her. I was amazed that she felt just as wonderful as Lacy had, and I didn’t have any soreness or tiredness. Arielle had truly blessed me, and I was determined to use every bit of that blessing on these women.

      Amelia broke off our kissing to say, “Fuck me hard… please. I want to feel you cum in me.”

      I lifted myself on my arms and set about fulfilling her request. She spread her legs wide and grunted with each thrust as I bottomed out into her. It didn’t take long for her to go over the edge.

      She screamed out, “Fuck!” as she climaxed and went rigid. I kept thrusting as she shook and muttered, “Fuck,” with every breath.

      She wasn’t kidding about how badly she wanted me. She essentially rolled from one orgasm to another until after a while I heard her say, “Fuck, I can’t take much more. Give it to me! Fill me up, Reno!”

      I let go of my control as I fucked her, and it only took another couple of thrusts before I pumped her full of cum. I collapsed beside her, and both girls snuggled into me for a nap.

      The feel of their bodies woke me up first and motivated me to start caressing them as I admired their bodies. Their ears and tails looked completely normal to me now, and it was hard to imagine them without them. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was.

      Lacy’s tail started swishing from side to side, so I knew she was waking up. She grinned and started caressing my abs before she said, “That was wonderful. I lost count of the number of times you drove me crazy. I don’t think we’ll be able to let you go after we get back to the surface.”

      I kissed the top of her head. “Who says I want to get away? How do relationships work here?”

      “Well, because the ratio of males to females is about one to four, most guys have a harem. As far as babies, females can’t get pregnant unless both people involved agree that they are trying to. It’s not certain that you’ll get pregnant then, but the female can’t get pregnant without that agreement. The babies follow the mother’s kind.”

      I said, “Wow. That’s pretty great. I wish my old world had been like that. How do you know if a woman is in a relationship?”

      “Well, obviously don’t assume, but normally if a woman is wearing jewelry, then she’s spoken for. Some women wear jewelry, so they don’t get unwanted attention, but I’d say most women are confident enough to let a man know where they stand.”

      “Do harems normally get married?”

      Amelia answered, “If they want to, they can. Most people don’t care about their agreement being witnessed by a deity formally. Since I’m devoted to Arielle, I’d want to exchange vows before an altar to Her. It’s supposed to help the chances of having children.”

      “Hmmm. Looks like I’ll need to go jewelry shopping when I get out of here.”

      They both perked up.

      Lacy asked, “Really?”

      I nodded. “I’m no dummy. I’m not going to let you two get away.”

      They both pounced on me, kissing and showering me with attention as they thanked me.

      We spent almost all of the twelve hours going at it like rabbits and napping in between.  I lay in the middle of the bed with Lacy nestled into me on my right and Amelia on my left. I couldn’t believe how lucky I was to have two gorgeous women. This world was so much better than the one I had left, even with the increase in danger. The passion generated by the volatile environment more than made up for the risk.

      I had a whole new world to explore and experience, not to mention two fabulous companions to share it with. It seems that what Arielle had said was true, most decent men had a harem. Lacy and Amelia were excited about having first dibs on me.

      My internal alarm went off, causing me to rouse myself and the girls.

      Amelia groaned. “Can’t we just cast the spell again and enjoy a vacation? We wouldn’t need to get dressed to walk out and back in…”

      I laughed. “As much as I enjoy us lounging around naked and taking it easy, we still have to find a way out. Come on. Let’s see what’s up on the ledge at least before we have more fun. The spell’s going to end, so let’s go.”

      They both hesitantly got moving. I enjoyed watching them dress as I quickly did the same. By the time we left they were all smiles and ready to see what awaited us.

      I cast my light spell while Amelia and Lacy looked through their packs. They both pulled out a coil of rope, but Amelia also had ten iron pitons. I conjured a weighty hand mallet and set to work.

      It turned out that we didn’t need the rope. The pitons were enough to reach the ledge. It was about three feet in width, so I was able to help Amelia up before shifting over a bit.

      Lacy brought up the rear and asked, “Should I try to take out the pitons on my way up?”

      I answered, “No. We may have to go back down if this doesn’t lead anywhere.”

      She nimbly climbed up and onto the ledge without any help. Once she was safely up, I led the way along the ledge. The girls were right because it led to a small passage leading up at a slight incline.

      The term passage was being generous in its description; it was closer to a meandering wide crack. Fortunately, there was enough room that we could mostly walk although I had to keep my head down. We stayed close together as we followed it.

      After about a couple of hours we came to a spot that was large enough for all of us to stand together. I asked, “How far do you think we’ve gone?”

      Amelia shrugged while Lacy pondered for a few moments before saying, “I’d guess two to three miles. It’s really hard to tell especially because of those really tight spots.”

      Amelia suggested, “Maybe now’s a good time for an extended break?”

      Lacy agreed. “Sounds great!” They both looked at me expectantly. They were looking a little rough from all the spelunking, but no less attractive.

      I nodded with a smile before casting my Wizard’s Room spell. They were through the portal as soon as it materialized. I laughed as I followed them through. Both were shedding their clothes on their way to the bathroom area. I stopped to enjoy the view.

      They played something like rock, paper, scissors to see who got the shower first. Lacy won with a laugh, so Amelia turned back to me to help me with my clothes.

      Amelia called over her shoulder, “You probably needed to the shower the most because of that armor.” As she helped with my clothes, I started caressing her curves. She continued, “I feel so disgusting and dirty from exploring that passage, especially after that muddy part. It’s hard to imagine you wanting to touch me like this.”

      Lacy saved me to trouble of answering when she said, “Ha! He’s a guy, which means he’s almost always going to be thinking about it. Just getting naked probably has made it hard for him to think. I noticed he was already hard before he finished the spell.”

      I added, “What can I say? Two gorgeous naked women that are fun to be around? Sounds awesome to me.”

      Amelia dropped to her knees and started sucking me.  I groaned, feeling her wet mouth enveloping my head while her tongue swirled my tip. I lost a few minutes in bliss only to realize that Lacy had finished when she came walking over to us.

      Lacy said, “Your turn. I’ll take over.” Amelia lifted her mouth off me with a big grin as she got up to go shower. “I can’t wait until we’re back in bed.”

      Lacy lost no time in taking Amelia’s position and focusing on my dick. Next thing I knew Amelia was done, and they led me over to the shower. Between the three of us, I was very quickly washed. I admit that I spent most of the time playing with their boobs, since they were doing a fine job of washing me.

      Before I knew it, they had turned off the water and were leading me to the bed, each of them having one of my hands. When they reached the bed, they let go off my hands and jumped on the bed to pose seductively.

      I asked, “Who gets to go first?”

      Amelia said, “I’m first!” as she positioned herself on her hands and knees facing away from me.

      Her bushy tail was wagging as I moved up behind her, Her tail felt a little strange as it brushed back and forth across my chest as I thrust into her.

      She plunged her face into a pillow after telling me, “Fuck me hard!”

      I gripped her hips and thrust hard into her, making meaty slapping claps with each thrust. It wasn’t long before she was screaming into a pillow as she climaxed.

      Lacy moved alongside her in the same position, twerking her behind to tease me. I pounded Amelia until she climaxed again before shifting to Lacy. Her tail loosely wrapped around my left forearm as I thrust into her. By the time she had her first orgasm, Amelia slid over beside her.

      I couldn’t tell for sure, but I thought she started sucking and playing with Lacy’s titties until I felt one of her hands playing with Lacy’s pussy as I thrust in and out. Whatever she did caused Lacy to completely lose it. She jerked and twitched like she was getting shocked every half second.

      I felt Amelia’s hand reach and cup my balls before giving them a light squeeze when I bottomed out into Lacy. The extra sensation helped push me over the edge as I came deep in Lacy’s womb. When I finished spasming, I dropped to the bed beside them, and they lay down with their heads on my chest.

      I ran my hands through their hair and along their ears as I just enjoyed lying down with them. We had another couple of rounds before we were sated and ate all the food the room had.

      “I’m not that tired,” I said. “Let’s make some more headway on the passage.”

      Amelia shook her tatas as she asked, “Are you sure?”

      I laughed. “As much as this is better than any honeymoon I ever dreamed of, we do have to make it back up to the surface, and we can’t just lounge around and fuck all the time.”

      “What’s a honeymoon?” Lacy asked, as we started getting dressed.

      I answered, “Where I’m from, after two people exchange vows to stick together, they go off to be together by themselves for a while. The time they’re gone is called the honeymoon.”

      Amelia said, “Aww, that’s really neat. I think we should call it our harem-moon, since we’re committing to be in your harem.”

      Lacy laughed. “I’ll call it whatever you want as long as we get to keep fucking so much every day.”

      I joined her in laughing. “I’m right there with you. This is a dream come true, but I still want to see the world. We’ll get back to fucking in no time, but let’s make some progress on getting out first.”

      Amelia rolled her eyes. “All right, but we’re going to hold you to getting back to fucking soon.”

      Lacy nodded as we finished up getting ready.  I led the way back outside to the passage as we started making our way up it.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER 4

          

          
            TO THE SURFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      After about an hour, it widened out and opened to a large cavern filled with stalactites and stalagmites. I dimmed the light as soon as I noticed the change. As we quietly approached the entrance to the cavern, we smelled smoke.

      I indicated for us to go back down the passage a little way with my hands. Once we were away from the entrance, I whispered, “We need to get ready for a fight. Who knows what started a fire in there.”

      I moved the light globe into my hand, so I could better control how much it glowed. I cast my Wizard Armor spell as I mentally prepared to head back out. They dropped their packs, and Lacy drew her rapier. Amelia cast a spell, and a glowing glaive appeared. She closed her hand into a fist, and it disappeared, but I knew it would reappear when she opened her fist.

      Lacy led the way back out, and we immediately crouched, trying to be stealthy. Hiding my light, we could see a faint glow from a fire in the middle of the large cavern. Lacy led us along the wall to our left, using stalagmites as cover as we approached the campfire.

      As I peered around our cover, I saw three large orcs squatting around a campfire, eating some meat. They had pieces of bone worked into their armor and hanging from their waists. As I watched, a fourth orc, larger than the rest, came from the darkness on the other side of the campfire.

      It yelled at the other orcs before squatting and taking a piece of meat that was roasting on the fire. Lacy tapped my shoulder and motioned for me to follow. We moved a bit away, behind another stalagmite, before we had a whispered conversation.

      “Those are Bonebreaker Orcs,” Lacy whispered. “They’re at war with everyone else, so they’ll attack as soon as they see us. Between those two stalagmites would be a good spot to defend. What do you think?”

      Amelia looked back and forth between us as I answered, “Sounds fine. I could start things off by blasting the fire. You could be hiding in the shadow and surprise the first orc to reach us. Any worries about these four?”

      Lacy and Amelia shook their heads, so we quietly moved into position.

      When we were ready, I cast my Magic Blast into the fire. I was pleasantly surprised to see coals explode out from it, showering the orcs in embers and coals. As they screamed and leapt up to run at us, I cast it again, hitting the first orc in the chest. It yelled and stumbled for a moment, causing the second orc to run into it. They both went down as the third orc and leader ran by them towards us.

      I blasted the orc leader, hoping to keep his attention as it pushed past the other orc. It raised a huge war ax above it head as it neared to smash down on me. Amelia opened her fist, and her glowing glaive appeared in front of her. She grounded the butt and leveled it into the orc leader’s path as Lacy appeared from the shadows to stab it in the side as it hit the tip of the glaive. Both blades pierced deep into the orc, killing it instantly. Lacy backflipped as the other orc swiped at her with its ax.

      I blasted it as the orc leader slide off Amelia’s glaive, and she swiped at it. The orc blocked her attack, but Lacy reappeared to stab it before dancing back. The orc screamed even louder, but I cut it off with a blast to its face. Between that and Amelia’s next swipe, it crumpled to the ground dead.

      The remaining two orcs reached us focusing on Lacy as she stepped in front of Amelia. She deftly parried one ax while dodging the second. Amelia thrust at the one on the left that I had hit earlier. She sliced into its side as I blasted it in the chest again. It whimpered as it fell to one knee. Lacy pounced on the opportunity as stabbed it in the neck.

      The other orc swung at Lacy, but she continued in a dive under Amelia’s glaive as Amelia moved it to block its ax. I blasted its face as their weapons clashed. Amelia caught its axe for a moment so it couldn’t swing it, just long enough for Lacy to reappear slitting its throat with a flourished attack of her rapier.

      It dropped to the ground dead as we stood there breathing heavily. Lacy grinned and bounced on her feet in happiness as she said, “Yes!”

      Amelia grinned as she sighed. “Thank Arielle!”

      I grinned at them as they started looting the bodies. Not knowing what to look for, I watched and cast my Detect Magic spell. None of the orcs’ stuff glowed.

      Lacy said, “Just some coins. The other items aren’t worth the weight to carry them out. I don’t imagine we want to finish off their roast rat?” She laughed at my face and Amelia chuckled.

      I grinned. “At least we don’t need to. Let’s see where this takes us.”

      We stopped for a moment by the remains of the fire, just to make sure it was contained. The smoke was being drawn up between three stalactites, so I was hopefully that we weren’t too far below the surface.

      As I was looking up, Lacy said, “That explains it,” as she pointed to large hole a few feet away. When I moved my light closer to it, it was easy to see a seam of ore that the orcs had been mining. There was a pickaxe laying in the hole with a few chunks of ore.

      Amelia shook her head. “I wouldn’t have thought they were miners.”

      Lacy replied, “They weren’t. This is haphazard at best. This was them just making a bit of coin when times were lean.”

      I asked, “Is it worth taking the ore?”

      Both shook their heads, while Lacy answered, “We’re too far from town. The Bonebreaker’s have a bandit camp much closer, that’s where these guys came from, I’m sure. They were probably eating down here, so they wouldn’t have to share their food.”

      “Hopefully this won’t exit in the middle of their camp,” I said.

      On the other side of the cavern, we found a much larger passage that showed signs of a lot of use. I was about to lead the way into it, when Amelia said, “Wait a minute… I feel like we shouldn’t leave the cavern yet. Let’s search it…”

      I looked at Lacy who responded, “She gets these feelings every now and then. Most of the time they mean something, so we probably should.”

      Amelia said, “They always mean something. I’m convinced that it’s just whether we’re able to figure out what they mean before we give up.”

      I nodded as we methodically started searching the cavern.

      Amelia cackled, “Ha! I knew there was something!” when she found a stalagmite that pivoted to reveal a staircase.

      When I looked closely at it with the light, I saw a metal hook that would have kept it from moving, but it hadn’t been latched. Looking around the area and at the steps, it didn’t seem that anyone had come this way in quite a while.

      I led the way down the staircase which brought us down to the end of a stone hallway. Dust covered the floor and the corridor led away from us at least sixty feet. After about twenty feet, brackets for torches were mounted on the walls, but there weren’t any torches.

      We quietly made our way down the hallway until we reached a dead end after another fifty feet. Lacy took point as she looked over the walls.

      She grinned when she found the slim lever in between the joints of the stone slabs.  She looked at both of us to make sure we were ready, and I dimmed my light before she pulled the lever.

      The end wall opened away from us into a large room. Seeing no other light, I slowly increased mine until we could see a bit. Directly in front of us was a platform with steps leading up to it. At the top was an altar, and Amelia and I cautiously made our way up the steps until we could see the rest of the room. Lacy went around the side to our right. The room was a large amphitheater with stone benches. Based on the thick layer of dust, no one had been there in a very long time.

      Amelia gasped as she reached the top and inspected the altar. I increased the brightness of my light and focused on the altar. Amelia was staring at a rune, so a cast my Detect Magic spell. When I finished the rune glowed an ugly red color.

      Amelia said, “It’s the sign of Necron, the God of Death. This altar has been consecrated to him. You can see the blood stains covering the altar.”

      I hadn’t noticed the stains because the heavy layer of dust, but she was right.

      I asked, “So what do we do about it?”

      She replied, “I need to meditate and pray, asking Arielle to show me how to consecrate the altar to Her. I’m not sure how we destroy the rune though.”

      I said, “I can try dispelling it. It’s one of the spells I have.”

      She smiled as she sat down in the lotus position. “Go ahead and try it. It can’t hurt. I’m going to pray. It might take a while.” She closed her eyes.

      I cast my Dispel Magic spell on the rune, causing it to disappear with a slight popping sound. Nothing else on the altar glowed with magic. Lacy had checked the other side of the room and walked up to us by the altar.

      She said, “What’s going on?”

      I answered, “Amelia said the altar was consecrated to Necron, so I dispelled the rune on the altar. Amelia is praying to get guidance on how to consecrate the altar to Arielle.”

      Lacy grinned. “I have a feeling this will be fun.”

      I raised my eyebrow and waiting for her to continue. She smirked. “She is the Goddess of Love and Life….so I imagine sex will play an important part in whatever ritual there is.”

      “Well, I might as well clean the altar.” I smirked as I cast my Wizard’s Utility spell to clean a small section of the altar.

      Lacy said, “The main entrance opposite the wall we came in from has been completely collapsed. Looks like it was done intentionally to make it extra difficult to get down here. I’m going to check for any other secret doors like the one we came in.”

      I nodded as I kept casting and cleaning sections of the altar. I had just finished the whole altar when I heard her exclaim, “Yes!”

      Glancing over, I noticed where she was diligently searching a section of the wall. “Did you find something?”

      She called over her shoulder as she kept searching, “There’s definitely a door here. I just haven’t found the trigger yet.”

      Amelia stirred and stood up with a big smile. “My prayers were answered! I know how to consecrate the altar now.” She looked at me bashfully, as Lacy asked, “Let me guess we need to have sex?”

      Amelia blushed even more which I found odd, considering we’d been having sex quite a bit every time we walked into the room. Then it hit me, and I said, “Someone needs to get pregnant….”

      Her eyes widened, and she subtlety nodded as her eyes begged me and she waited for my answer.

      I asked, “You really want to be a mother?”

      She nodded. “More than anything, but I want yours… Please?”

      My emotions went all over the place as my heart pounded in my chest. I vaguely heard Lacy ask, “What’s going on up there?”

      I kept looking at the beautiful fox-girl and how desperately she wanted my baby. It was crazy. I had just met them, but I knew that I wanted them to be my family, my wives, and yes, the mothers of my children.

      I had never gotten to that point in my former life, but I was full of hope and courage that we could make this new world our home, our paradise. Beyond all sense, I was ready. I wasn’t going to let this life pass by without seizing it.

      I nodded, and she flew into my arms, knocking me back against the altar as she smothered me with kisses. She quickly got out of her robes as she kept up the barrage that I was happily returning.

      Lacy climbed the stairs up to us. “See, what did I tell you. Oh, no. I supposed we’ll be forced to have sex again. I suppose we should get naked…. Hey, what’s going on?”

      I broke off the kisses long enough to say, “I’m going to put a baby in Amelia.”

      Lacy shrieked, “OH MY GODDESS! Please tell me you’re going to put one in me! We must have a baby together! Please?!?”

      Mentally, I threw my hands in the air. “One baby for Lacy coming up.”

      Then I had two women attacking me with kisses and thanks as they not too gently removed my clothes. When I was naked, they pounced on my raging boner. Before I lost all thought I asked, “Amelia, don’t you have to do a ritual or something?”

      It seemed to remind her of her other goal, and she paused in her adoration of my dick. She took a deep breath before saying, “For the main part of the ritual, I need plenty of your cum to use to write Arielle’s symbols around the altar as I chant. When that’s finished, you need to breed us and then I close the ritual with some more chanting.”

      Lacy purred, “Titty fucks for the cum? I’ll go first!”

      My rod had been well lubricated by this point, so she repositioned herself with her back to the altar and at an angle. She squeezed her boobs together with my dick between them as I started thrusting.

      Lacy looked me in my eyes as she kissed and licked the tip with each thrust while talking in between. “We need your cum. I’m your cum slut. I want to feel your cum all over my face and breasts. I want to be dripping in your cum. Cover your little slut in cum, babe. Paint me with your cream!”

      The experience was beyond any of my expectations, and I found myself shooting streams of cum all over her until she really was dripping in my cum.

      Amelia said, “Wow! You really got creamed! Just sit on the altar, Lacy. My turn!”

      Amelia was on her knees and sucking me in just a moment. It didn’t take long for me to return to full-mast, and she repeated the process with the same results as Lacy.

      I was really amazed at how much had come out of me. “Arielle must have really done something.”

      Amelia laughed and she wiped some cum off from around her eyes. “She blessed you more than you know. Just relax while I work on the ritual.”

      She started chanting as she used the cum on her to write symbols on the altar. It took longer than I thought it would, and she used most of the cum from her and Lacy before she finished and turned to me.

      “Are you ready to breed your women?” she asked. “Lacy can go first. Take your woman and put a baby in her.”

      Lacy lay back on the top of the altar with her legs wide as she looked at me expectantly.  I moved to her and thrust all the way into her in one movement. I was overcome with the need to cum in her, and I went off the rails thrusting into her until I exploded deep in her womb. As I started coming back to my senses, I realized that she was stuck in an orgasm.

      Amelia said, “Quickly now! Fuck me and breed my little pussy!” She had taken up position opposite Lacy, so their backs were to each other. I moved around to her to see her eagerly waiting to be fucked. Not much blood was getting to my thinking head, and my other head was more than willingly and surprisingly able.

      I thrust into her wet pussy as she wrapped her legs around my waist. She leaned back so her cum streaked boobs bounced with each thrust. “Give it to me…. Put your baby in me… Breed your little bitch.”

      Once again, I was overcome and lost myself in fucking her until I exploded. As I started coming to my senses, I heard Amelia chanting in almost a whisper as she seemed to be orgasming. When she finished, the altar glowed with a golden light and both girls passed out on the altar. A wave of exhaustion hit me, but I noticed a blinking symbol in my vision that moved when I moved my head.

      I focused on it, and a window popped up.

      “Congratulations! You’ve leveled up. You can select four spells from the following list: Enhance Weapon, Illusion, Hold Person, Darkness, Pillar of Flame, Sleep, Cloud of Fog, Whirlwind, Levitate, Change Size, Mind Blast, Speed, Fly, Ball of Fire, Cloud of Poison and Lightning Strike. You can also select to upgrade the spell Wizard’s Room to Wizard’s Suite in place of selecting a new spell. Focus on the spell name to bring up more information about the spell.”

      I focused on the different spells to find out what they did before choosing to upgrade my Wizard’s Room and selecting Fly, Ball of Fire and Lightning Strike. The Wizard’s Suite spell doubled the space and added a large chest that was permanent. I’d be able to store things through multiple castings in different places. I was a real wizard, able to throw fireballs!

      I thought of my stats, and they popped up. The choices I had made were displayed as I expected. Surprisingly, I had ten ability points to allocate. I put five in Wit, two in Agility and Fortitude, and the final one in Will.

      By the time I finished the girls were stirring. I helped them off the altar with a kiss before I picked up all our clothes. We slowly walked down the stairs and I cast my new Wizard’s Suite spell.  We walked in and it took a moment for the girls to realize the change.

      Everything was twice as big and had been upgraded. I dropped the pile of our clothes on the floor as we walked over to the bathroom area. The new shower area was much bigger and allowed for all of us to be in it at the same time.

      We lathered each other up and played around getting clean until the girls couldn’t help their curiosity. We dried off quickly, and they ran around the suite looking at the new stuff.

      I went to the storage area to find the big chest. It looked like a massive treasure chest described in pirate shows. I opened it up expecting it to be empty, but it wasn’t. It was neatly divided into separate areas, one of which was empty for new things.

      Another section held an assortment of vials labeled neatly for their identification. There was a pile of folded exquisite mage robes in another, as well as two drawers with jewelry. A small chest contained gold coins and a bag of gems. I cast my Detect Magic spell and the rings and amulets in one drawer all glowed a pleasant blue.

      I took the other drawer that had an assortment of rings, bracelets, earrings, and necklaces over to the girls who were at the table eating some of the large spread of food.

      They looked at me questioningly, and I said, “Looks like I don’t need to go shopping after all. Do you see anything you like?”

      They both squealed in delight when they saw the jewelry, and immediately started looking through it when I set the drawer down on the table. It only took a few moments before they had both picked out a ring and necklace, which they quickly put on.

      Then they were in my arms again pushing me back towards the much bigger bed. It was another hour before we made it back to finish eating.  When we were full, we’d only eaten half of the food and drink that had been provided.

      While I put the drawer back, the girls checked out a couple of doors that hadn’t been there before. I heard another round of delightful squeals and went over to see what they had found.

      The doors led to walk-in closets, one of which was full of women’s clothes focusing on lingerie and sexy gowns. They were already slipping some of it on and making my mouth water.

      I reminded them, “You won’t be able to take these things out of the room. They only exist here.”

      Amelia was first to frown and say, “Aww…”

      I continued, “But I’m sure we can see about getting you both some nice things that are similar in town.”

      Lacy shook her head. “This material feels softer and is more intricate than any I’ve ever seen. This is one more reason why we’ll want to spend even more time lounging in here.”

      She tried on a black, push-up, lacy corset that gathered and presented her boobs like a delicacy while accentuating her figure. Every slight movement she made caused her titties to jiggle. Amelia went with matching lace panties and a bra. For some reason I was having trouble thinking, and the girls were giggling at the difficulty I was having focusing on anything except them.

      I glanced in my closet and selected a silk robe to wear as I forced myself to focus on the reading area. The bookshelves were full of books I had never heard of, but what drew my attention was a large map laid out on the desk.

      The girls came over to see what I was looking at.

      Amelia said, “That’s a map of our world! I’ve never seen one so detailed or extensive. Our town of Lexorna is right beside that blue dot there. I wonder what the blue dot is?”

      Lacy said, “It looks like it’s near the cave we entered…”

      I chuckled before saying, “I believe that’s the location of the portal, so we’d be able to know where we’ll exit. Now we just need to get back to the surface.” I looked at Lacy. “Did you find the trigger for the door in the temple?”

      She nodded. “Yeah. Once you know it’s there somewhere, it just takes a bit of time to find. I didn’t open it, so I don’t know where it leads.”

      Amelia chimed in, “We went up a level too! Now I have a couple more spells to try out. You know if we find more of those altars and consecrate them for Arielle, I’m sure we’ll be able to level up faster. You really want to get to the surface, don’t you?”

      I nodded. “I still feel somewhat trapped, not knowing that we’ll be able to get out. Even with how wonderful this place is, I want to feel the sun on my face again.”

      Lacy said, “We understand. I guess we can get dressed again, although I’m going to test out what happens to the underwear.”

      Amelia agreed, and they both dressed, leaving the lingerie on underneath. When we were ready, I led the way back out to the temple. I cast my Light spell as I watched the girls come out. Both shivered when they stepped out, and I laughed at the look on their faces.

      Lacy said, “That’s not funny. It’s quite the feeling to have your undergarments vanish in a second. I’m really missing their soft feel. At least the jewelry stayed. The door’s over here.”

      She led the way over to a wall and bent down before pressing a small piece of the wall. A doorway opened towards us to reveal a stone corridor similar to the one we had come to the temple through. The floor was covered in dust, and I led the way as we cautiously walked down the hall.

      After about fifty feet, the hall ended with spiral staircase. I led the way up at least thirty feet before the stairs ended in a small stone room with a large doorway blocked on the outside of the wall by a rough chiseled stone slab. On the wall beside it was a lever.

      Everything was covered in dust, and I waited until we were ready before I pulled the lever. I heard a click and the stone slab moved slightly. Lacy pushed on the slab, and it effortlessly swung out, revealing a forest at night.

      I peeked out, noticing two moons in the sky. The smaller reddish moon followed the larger yellow one by a quarter of the sky. I could hear insects and the sound of wind through the tree branches. The outside of the stone door was a massive boulder that looked immovable.

      Lacy looked for the trigger on the outside while Amelia looked around, trying to get her bearings. “I think we’re about a quarter mile from the cave opening… so a couple of hours from the town.”

      Lacy said, “Found it. If we ever want to return to the temple, we should be able to get this open from this side.”

      They both looked to me as Amelia asked, “So walk to town in the dark or head back down to your room and head out in the morning?”

      I smiled. “The portal is still there, and I feel much better knowing we can get out…”

      Lacy grinned. “Sounds like we get another night of our harem-moon!”

      We went back in, shutting the stone door and racing back to the temple to my room. Tomorrow, I’d have a new world to explore with my two luscious women by my side.
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      I peeled back the foil on the frozen strawberry cake I'd pulled out of the freezer. Kenzie's birthday last week had been a bash, and there'd been a lot of cake to go around. Too much for everyone's booze-filled bellies, so we’d kept a huge tier of the cake for ourselves.

      Some parts of the icing stuck to the foil, so I grabbed the knife on the counter to scrape off the dark chocolate icing with dots of raspberry cream icing onto a plate. They clattered onto it like little buttons.

      Raia walked into the house dressed in an accentuating green top and a pair of jeans that highlighted her generous curves with her arms full of grocery bags. She groaned and dumped all of them on the kitchen counter before plopping into one of the seats.

      “There's something so off about today. There's this funny-looking bubble in the sky, but I think those scientists have started their experiments again. Some hoverboards went wonky and a few people fell. Then a baby almost got smacked in the face by a metal detector. The ones that can detect metal in the skin. Yes, those. The stupid man holding it was wearing a protective suit, but he had the guts to take it near a baby!” She threw her hands into the air and groaned loudly. “Fucking stupid people.”

      I chuckled.

      “And now we know that Raia's home.” Kenzie walked out of her room into the kitchen in a bikini, her thick curvy body pressing against the material.

      I liked how her boobs pushed out of the bikini tops. Her large areolas peeked out the tops. A vague flash of me kissing them slipped through my mind, and I could have reached out just now if she hadn't walked past me.

      “Can't we always tell?” I carefully picked out the icing from the foil and dropped them onto a plate. I puffed out a labored breath. The cake was beginning to melt. Who knew handling cake could be so fucking annoying?

      “Did you get salmon from the frozen section?” Kenzie asked as she pried several of the bags open, searching for what she needed.

      “I didn't. And I would have if not for a fucking old pervert that said he'll give me the last one if I followed him home.” Her eyes narrowed as she stared pointedly at an empty spot on the kitchen counter.

      The angry look on her face told me she was visualizing the man, strangling him or maybe squeezing him like jelly and throwing him into the trash. A pink-headed bald guy with jowls larger than a pug's flashed through my mind when I thought about what the man might look like.

      Kenzie dropped a small can of tuna on the counter. Those things cost $250 these days. Outrageous price, but it was food for rich men. Tuna was nearly extinct. And I mean seriously endangered. Out of every three thousand fish in the ocean, according to scientists, only two were tuna, so it was a major fight for who got to eat it while they also tried to protect them.

      “Well, why didn't you follow him home?” Kenzie asked, her lips curving in that sarcastic smirk that always appeared when she wanted to step on Raia's toes.

      Raia's head snapped up to look at her. “You're disgusting,” she grimaced. “We all know why he wants me to follow him home. I'll not help an old man get his rocks off. Eww.”

      Kenzie smirked but Raia's intense glare wiped it off her face. “Yeah, I wouldn't, too.” She dropped some chocolate pudding bars on the table. One of the inventions from years of humanity experimenting with what they called the “world's sweetest dessert.” But I'd tasted something sweeter. I glanced at both of them and felt a stirring in my pants.

      “Plus, there might be no salmon in the stores anymore. I'm surprised they're not extinct yet. They already cost a lot of money.” She grabbed a bag away from Kenzie's reach and set it down in front of her while tucking a thick strand of golden blond hair behind her ear. The fire in her soul seemed to calm and she looked innocent but at the same time alluring.

      Raia had beautiful eyes. Eyes that drew you in when she was happy and held you bound. Eyes that reflected the fierce spirit that lived inside of her.

      “Most salmon are lab-originated, anyways. There should only be one percent of salmon in the world, and more than half of that goes to labs so they can multiply them and make more artificial fish.” I cut a triangle into the cake, lifted out the piece, and placed it on the ceramic plate beside it. The sweet smell of strawberry rose to my nose, but since it was a strawberry cake, nothing was surprising about it. Kenzie hugged me from behind and ran her hands down my chest, dropping tiny kisses all over my back, sending shocks down my spine.

      Raia got up from the kitchen stool, a small smile stretching her lips as she strode towards me, the heat in her eyes clear. She stood with her back to the wide window which silhouetted her lush figure. The deep orange, almost red, sunset outside highlighted the curves of her body, making her transcendent like she was an angel descended from heaven.

      Boom!

      The ground shook, dust floated down from the ceiling and Kenzie stumbled and fell away from me. Raia held onto the kitchen island which slanted sideways. The cake slipped off and splat on the floor like a pathetic piece of mud.

      I held onto the kitchen counter as the house shook, the floor beneath me quaked and spider-like patterns cracked the tiles, the little pieces clattering as the floor began to vibrate.  Reaching out for Kenzie who was struggling to get up off the floor. I let go of the countertop and walked slowly toward her, and that was when the quaking stopped. Losing my balance, I crashed to the ground and slid down the slanted floor.

      Raia screamed, and Kenzie yelped.

      I sat up and saw both women on the floor.

      “What happened?” Kenzie asked, dusting herself and slapping away a few rocks on her body, no doubt the ones that had fallen from the ceiling.

      I stood up and looked outside the window.

      “I don't know,” Raia said to Kenzie and both heaved.

      When I glanced back, I saw them standing, Raia patting off the dust on Kenzie's strawberry red hair that sat around her shoulders, loosened from the messy bun it'd been in.

      It must be my eyes. It had to be, because I saw the orange, reddish sky turn redder and redder until the whole sky was a scarlet blanket blocking out the light of the sun, making the sun look like a mere flashlight sitting in the sky. I looked down and saw people running in the street. A huge crack had formed because of the quaking in the middle of the road, dividing the street so that people had to jump to continue running. Some houses directly opposite ours had crumbled to the floor.

      Could it be an earthquake? The earthquake of 2030 had been terrible, and this seemed mild compared to how it had wreaked destruction on the world. That earthquake destroyed more lives and properties on the first strike than this one had, and that was 16 years ago. 16 years and scientists had predicted that the next earthquake would be in 4 years, in the year 2050, and they had already started preparing for it.

      Besides all that, I had never heard of or seen an earthquake that happened when there was a red sky. It was my first time seeing it

      “You need to dress up, Kenzie,” I heard Raia say. “I have a feeling we'll be facing more than that in a few minutes.”

      Both shuffled away whispering to each other.

      And that was when I saw it. A starburst dotted one part of the red sky. I didn't know where it had come from. One minute, it hadn't been there. The next minute, it appeared, and it was getting bigger and bigger. It was as big as my fist now, and I squinted at it. A few minutes crawled by, and I saw that it kept coming closer.

      I heard footsteps behind me as well as Raia's and Kenzie's voices, before I knew it, a missile launched in the air, leaving a streak of gas in its wake as it shot up high into the air, did a one-eighty-degree turn, and shot its way back down, shrieking as it got closer to the ground, heading for the city. Then, a loud boom! and the earth shook as fire plumed upwards in a giant mushroom. Both Raia and Kenzie screamed.

      I ran to the living room, grabbed the remote, and turned the TV on to the news channel. Their usual male and female anchor were in front of the camera for the evening news.

      “...several earthquakes in not less than three minutes. The sky has turned red, and scientists claim that the apocalypse might be upon us as we speak. Several of the AI seems to have gotten control over their functions, and they might be revolting. This does not explain the red sky, however. While many have disagreed with these results, many others have decided to make the wiser decision and run for their lives—” The white-haired male anchor had been saying while straightening the papers in his hand by holding it vertically and tapping it on the horizontal surface of the table in front of him when the TV turned black.

      I pressed a few buttons on the remote, but nothing was working. The lamps and bulbs in the living room burst, one after the other. Simultaneous bursts rang in other parts of the house, too, and it continued until after a high sound, it stopped.

      There were screams outside the window as people ran down the street, pulling people who were no doubt their children, family members, and friends by their hands.

      I turned to Raia and Kenzie. Raia's eyes were fixed on the explosion.

      Kenzie's eyes were fixed on the blank TV screen. “An apocalypse,” she said.

      “What did you say?” Raia turned sharply towards Kenzie.

      “That's what's on the news.” I walked past both and entered one of the many rooms in the house, the room we all shared sometimes. I got to the closet and pulled out clothes, throwing them over my shoulders haphazardly. “Whatever's going on, apocalypse or not, we'll need to take more than enough of what we'd need.” I pulled out a suitcase and dropped it open on the bed, stuffing clothes into it.

      “The city would be destroyed, wouldn't it?” Raia stood at the doorway.

      “Not just the city from the look of things, Raia. It could be the whole world.” I threw a few supplies from my closet into the suitcase.

      “The whole world?” Kenzie stood beside Raia, dressed in a pair of jeans and a blue shirt.

      “That makes no sense.”

      “It doesn't have to make sense, Raia. Just take everything you'll need. We should get away from this chaos as quickly as we can. Everything you brought from the grocery today, your clothes, food, take them all and stow them away in a bag or a suitcase, anything. There's no doubt we'll be needing them. Our survival might be dependent on how much we can take away with us.”

      “That is true,” a man bellowed. We all turned around. I saw a tall, cloaked figure standing in the living room from where I was. The living room door was next to this room's door, and it was wide open.

      “What are you doing here?!” Kenzie asked as she ran to pick up the bat sitting in the hallway and held it up, ready to swing at him. “How did you get in? Who are you?”

      “My name,” the man flicked two fingers and the baseball bat flew out of her hand and into his grip by the handle. He swung it forth and back and over his head with a smug smile on his face. “My identity. My powers. Where I'm from. All these things, you do not need to know.”

      “Then what are you doing here?” I walked towards him in the middle of the living room.

      I was 6'2" but he still stood taller than me, his sandy brown hair and green eyes an odd combination for the deep olive skin of his face. Every other part of him was covered in the black cloak. Black leather cloak. Probably the most expensive kind of leather.

      He raised a hand and pointed outside. “Because of that.”

      I looked outside and saw that the starburst was even bigger than before, almost twice the size of a basketball from where we were. The shouts from outside were louder and a few hands were pointing at the incoming ball of flames.

      “And because of you.” He jabbed a finger at my chest and pointed behind me at Kenzie and Raia. “And you…” He jabbed in the air.  “…and you!” He jabbed again. “I'm here because of you three. And we don't have time to waste.” He brushed past me.

      I spun around to see him walk past Kenzie and Raia.

      He got to the hallway then turned around and marched back into the room, facing all three of us. “You're all in danger,” he announced.

      “That's obvious,” Raia puffed out. “The sky outside tells us something huge is coming. The earthquake would surely take us under if we don't get the hell out of here quick enough.”

      “Which is why I'm here. Keep packing your things. Get ready.”

      “You don't tell us what to do,” Kenzie folded her arms over her generous bosoms.

      “Oh, I do now,” he smirked. “Unless you want to get crushed by a falling rooftop the moment you get out of this house, you should come with me.”

      “Where will you take us to?” I asked, folding my arms and stretching out my legs in a defensive stance. “We barely know you. What exactly do you want?”

      “To save your asses!” He bellowed. “You don't want to come with me? Fine. Go ahead and get yourselves killed. If you come with me, you get the chance of actually surviving all this.”

      “I'm sure you plan to kill us,” Kenzie said.

      “You'll die anyways, and sooner if you don't come with me.”

      The ground rocked beneath us, but not enough to put us off balance despite the screams outside getting louder.

      “Where would you be taking us?” I asked, widening my stance, ready for any attack he might have planned.

      I looked outside. A woman ran out of her car, and a huge rock fell on her, squishing her flat. I winced and suddenly felt the urge to run outside and lift the stone off her, but I knew it was hopeless. She was human, just like me and Kenzie and Raia. There was no way she would survive that, even if I tried to help her.

      He sighed, slipped his hands into his shirt pocket and pulled out a small medallion.

      “I belong to a magical society.” He shook the chain in our faces and the medallion dangled. “We need as many people as possible to survive this apocalypse. And you three have caught our attention. You might be able to do well for human society once the destruction is over. As long as you prove yourselves.”

      “Prove ourselves? How?” I asked.

      “I have to make sure you're safe first,” was his reply.

      “What makes you think we'll put that much faith in you?” Raia asked, sounding surprisingly calm, unlike the hot-headed woman I knew her to be.

      “Oh, you don't have to.” He walked over to the window and pointed outside. “You just have to choose between what I'm offering which safeguards your life, and that,” he pointed to the nearing ball of fire.

      “Guys,” Kenzie pulled me and Raia by the hand to a side of the room and we huddled together. “I think we should listen and go with him. He does have a point when he said we could die if we leave. I mean look outside. Let's give ourselves a chance. What could we possibly lose?”

      “You mean to give in to a total stranger,” Raia said.

      A huge truck crashed into the house next to ours followed by a boom, and a loud crumbling sounded right after a sharp crack! No doubt another earthquake was coming.

      “Let's do it. If it's not in our favor, we can back down at any time. That's a better choice than running outside where the danger is.” I straightened up and walked over to him.

      His eyes green were warm and welcoming, but the way he reached out his gloved hands were civil like we were getting some business agreement done. Our grip was firm, my hand was surprisingly wider than his despite how much taller he was.

      His broad physique was almost like mine, except that I had bigger muscles than he seemed to have. We looked each other in the eyes. It hadn't taken much convincing us about following him, but all I could hope for was that we were making the right decision by following him to wherever he planned to take us.

      “We'll go with you,” I said.
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      “Now that you're all set, let's get this show on the road.” The sandy-haired man who'd come in to ‘save us’ earlier swung one of our bags over his shoulder and instead of leading the way outside, he walked down the hallway with it, his huge feet making soft thuds on the wooden floor as he went.

      “Hey,” Raia called. “The exit is that way. Aren't you taking us to some kind of magical facility or something? That's what you're all about, right?”

      “You got that. I'll be taking you to a facility, but it's not the kind you're expecting to find.” The ground shook and a loud boom! sounded above us and more debris and dust floated down on our heads, coating us. Cracks zigzagged across the walls and a door beside me broke apart as the cracks went through it. “Walk faster. This whole place would be blown to bits in no time. There's a bunker under this house. That's where we're going. It'll keep us away from the explosion. It's built that strong.”

      “How do you know there's a bunker under this house?” I asked, not remembering anything about a bunker or being told about its existence. Or even building one.

      “The magic society put the bunker down there a while before. I'm glad it's finally getting used for what it was designed for.”

      “What? When was that? You broke into our home?” Something rose in me - the urge to crash into him.

      “Have you ever noticed any sign of forced entry and haven't caught the thief?” he asked casually as we walked further to the basement.

      “We don't usually have thieves around these parts. There's extra security, so no. That has never happened to us.” Raia pulled a bag behind her.

      “That's right. And that's because no one broke into your house. We have spells that do the tricks for us.” We got to the basement, and he pulled the basement door open with so much force that the hinges broke off.

      “You mentioned we have to prove ourselves back in the living room,” I asked. “What do we have to do? I know you want something from us”

      “For now, Draven, I need to make sure you're all safe. After that—”

      “How did you know his name?” Kenzie sounded cold and distant.

      “Information on you three, remember?”

      “Oh, yeah. Right.”

      The walk down the basement was fast. The cloaked man strode across the dark room. The earth was still shaking beneath us, but a sharp light came from nowhere. I looked at the man, making a mental note to ask what his name was, and I realized that the glowing came from his palm.

      A tiny spot started, and then the spot flared into a small ball of light. He walked towards the basement wall directly in front of us, several boxes blocking the actual wall from our view, stretched out his hand, drew it back, his palms facing the wall, and pushed it forward with such force that the light launched out of his hand and towards the wall.

      The boxes were blasted away, and what I saw made me gape. Raia gasped, and Kenzie cursed. The man chuckled in a these-puny-humans kind of way and walked towards the wall which was glowing a bright light with intricate circles rolling around each other, interlocking and thudding each time they slid over each other. I'd seen this before. In fantasy movies, I didn't need anyone to tell me that I'd just witnessed rune magic in action.

      The thuds slid to a stop as the wall melted away to reveal a huge gaping hole.

      “Come on in.” He walked through the hole at that same time the earth shook.

      “We're so much closer to the ground,” I asked as we slowly made our way into the dark hole. “How come the earthquake hasn't gotten here yet?”

      “As long as I'm here, it'll be delayed. Smart that you noticed all the other houses had crumbled to the floor.”

      “How can we be sure that's not a trap?” Raia hefted her suitcase forward. “It looks dubious to me. Magic or not, I have a bad feeling about this.”

      “What other choice do we have, Raia?” Kenzie said resignedly. “And most of your suspicions are just paranoid, wild thoughts that run through your head and are never fulfilled.” Kenzie stepped past the hole.

      “I have a serious feeling this time,” she said, even as she walked through the hole after Kenzie with me right behind her and the cloaked man right behind me.

      Before I could blink twice, I was engulfed in darkness.

      “We'll be in here for a while, so just brace yourselves for what will happen. The comet that you saw coming will be here in a few hours. We can't move during that time.”

      “This place won't get destroyed during that time?” Kenzie voiced what I was also thinking.

      “It won't be. After the comet is over, I'll let you know what you must do.”

      “Hopefully, we're not killing anyone,” Raia said.

      The man chuckled and said nothing.

      After a few minutes of putting our suitcases in the corner and settling on the floor, guided by the light he'd formed from his palm. Lighting up some of the space but not all.

      “My name's Justin,” he said, stretching out his hand to me. “I should have told you this before, but you must have figured it out yourself. I'm a light mage, and also a sorcerer.”

      “That sounds important,” Raia said.

      “It is.” He chuckled, obviously not taking offense at her sarcastic tone.

      “How long do we have to wait here?”

      “Only time will tell,” he answered. I didn't know when I dozed off to sleep, but when I woke up, I could hear several loud blasts from above us. The smooth metal floors and walls of the bunker shook endlessly, and we could hear loud cracks now and then. Cracks that, under normal circumstances, would have split the bunker in two as the earth quaked.

      After a few minutes, I could hear the deafening roar of what no doubt was the comet that would destroy the world because, after a few hours, the explosion was massive. The whole place shook so much, throwing us against the wall as our sweat-soaked bodies rubbed against each other.

      Only Justin was stable. The heat was unbearable, and I feared that the bunker would crack open from all the pressure. Our house was certainly debris by now. I'd heard the crumbling before the comet came, and now all we could do was hope that we would survive this. It seemed like we'd been there for three days, surviving on the little food we'd taken with us. Justin had magic to keep them fresh.

      And the destruction lasted for several days.
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      I didn't think it would stop, but when it finally did, my limbs were shaking, and my head was as light as a handful of cotton.

      After a few more days of staying in the bunker, Justin opened another secret passageway, and we walked down a long hall with lights hung all around, and this wasn't light made by Justin.

      The suitcases were proving to be loads for us. Loads that were too big for us to carry properly without dropping them, according to Justin.

      I had to shake my head twice to be sure we were heading in the right direction when we walked out of the passageway and past a small field of grass.

      “Didn't the world get destroyed?” I asked and glanced at Raia and Kenzie.

      Both looked extremely tired, but I couldn't help but see past all that tiredness at the beauty on their faces. A sultry image of them kissing while I watched slipped through my mind, and I had to shake my head to bring myself back to the present. “Why the hell aren't we seeing dead bodies and metal and gunk instead of grasses?”

      “The world wasn't destroyed, Draven. It was damaged. Lives were lost. A comet came. The apocalypse dawned. And even when many people consider the apocalypse the destruction of the earth, it's more like a signal that everything is about to change. Humanity. Lifestyle. Freedom. Human society. Scientists and sorcerers believe that this comet would pave the way for the influx of foreign life.” He stretched out his hand and light streamed out and blasted the wall in front of us. “To make us well-equipped to fight off all these threats, we need to become more and more powerful.”

      He guided us through the dark space.

      “How do we become more powerful? They've already destroyed a lot, and how come this place isn't blown to bits? Are we still down in the bunker? Is this part of it? How come the earthquake didn't rip that apart, too?” Trust Raia to ask the most meaningful questions. As beautiful as she was, she was also extremely smart. That was something one could glean at a glance within moments of meeting her. Her eyes spoke more than her mouth ever had, and her brows inquired more than inquisitive little children learning new things.

      The room we entered was extremely dark, and there was this funny smell, like dust and flames, wafting up my nose. I was tempted to feel the walls, and I didn't hesitate to. The walls were made of brick with interlocking stones. Where could this place be?

      “Before the apocalypse dawned, there was a moment when the scientists decided it might be time to equip a few people. Several tests, and experiments. The council for supernaturals and magicians decided the same thing, too,” he answered, ignoring the other half of Raia's questions. “We'd already put everything in place. You were chosen, but the apocalypse came sooner than expected, which is why you're here.”

      A bright light engulfed his palms and almost blinded us as he dropped the small bag from his shoulder on the floor. I looked around the place, noticing traces of a medieval influence. There was a huge chain hung on a huge peg on the wall in front of us, and there were unlit torches lining the walls and protruding like pikes out of them. It wasn't my first time feeling like I was transported to ancient English times, but it was my first time feeling it was as real as sunrise and sunset. We were in a dungeon.

      Justin whispered a few words and all the torches lit up one by one with a sharp flare of orange flames. The line of them went down the hall.

      “You're here to prove how well you can survive before we can grant you the power you'll need to survive in a post-apocalyptic world. You've been predicted to be worthy of such power, now we have to know that you live up to the predictions.” He waved his hand, and a piece of paper appeared from thin air and landed in his fingers. “This is a map.”

      He handed it over to me. I looked through the contents. As much as this was a dungeon, on the map, it looked more like a palace because of how wide it looked.

      “There are dangers in here. Terrible dangers. And you have very little time.”

      “What exactly are you saying?” Kenzie walked forward, looking ready to jump on Justin.

      Her height made her look intimidating enough to hurt him.

      “You'll have to escape this dungeon if you want to survive, and you have three days to do that. If you don't escape in time, you could get killed. If you do, you'll be granted powers that will help you survive. You'll have to fight off creatures in here.”

      “Are we some kind of game to you?” Kenzie marched forward. “You could have left us to die up top instead of bringing us down here and still telling us we'd die if we don't escape!” I grabbed her by the shoulders and pushed her so that her back was against a wall.

      “Kenzie has a point, Draven,” Raia said.

      “I didn't say she didn't. But her anger wouldn't solve anything. Justin, get us out of here.”

      “It's too late for that. You can't go back, and you have only three days.”

      The whole place went black as all the light snuffed out. We heard a jingle and the creaking of a metal gate, but we couldn't see anything. Suddenly, the orange torch flames lit up, and we looked around for Justin who was now behind a gate that had appeared from nowhere.

      “You're trapped,” he said. “You have only two options. Stay here, refuse the task, get attacked by monsters and die, or get your butts up, fight the monsters, find the exit of this dungeon and be free. It's all up to you, but my work here is done. Prove yourselves worthy.”

      He snapped his fingers and without so much as a gush of wind, he disappeared into thin air, but I could hear his retreating footsteps and Kenzie's groan of frustration.
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      I swung the bag over my shoulder. We'd finally discarded the suitcases. As useful as they might have seemed, they were too much load for us. We'd picked out the most important things from them. The groceries Raia had bought had come in handy. There was food in it, but the food had almost run out. It was a good thing that she'd bought fruits and a few other things.

      The food ingredients were useless since we had no cooker and no utensils. After we'd picked out everything we needed (a few clothes, food, knives), we made our way further into the dungeon, knowing that we might have to run almost all the way, especially when we sensed monsters near us.

      It wasn't shocking that Raia had bought knives on her trip to the grocery store. Kenzie always asked for new knives. It was something that always pleased her to see new knives in the house, and I was glad she had such desires now.

      “Did you hear that?” Kenzie jumped to her feet, and Raia's head snapped up to her.

      We didn't have any sense of time or day, but we kept on going, and we rested when we were tired. According to the map, we still had a long way to go. The many cells in the dungeon had proven to be a hideout, but sometimes, most times, the hideout was not for us. It was for the dangers lurking around, so we'd decided to avoid them completely when a huge spider would have bitten Raia to death with just one strike if I had not been there with the huge metal rod that I'd picked up close to the cell a few hours ago.

      “Hear what?” I asked, my voice rumbled through the dungeon, and I could sense that something was coming. Its footsteps were slow but deliberate. The growl was low but hungry. “Let's leave here.”

      Raia was already on her feet. We'd been contemplating sleeping there for a while to sleep, but we knew that was a bad idea now. The growling got louder and louder.

      “It's coming from the left,” I said, and sure enough, it was.

      “Here,” Raia said.

      She'd moved away from us completely and was inside a cell that was matted with hay and fodder.

      “Raia!” I bellowed and marched to her as anger flared in my chest.

      The low growl became louder. I pulled her out of the cell and behind me without considering anything else but her safety. She crashed to the ground and glared up at me.

      “What's your problem, Draven?”

      “Are you trying to get yourself killed? We don't know what's in there.”

      “I was going for weapons!” she shouted. “Look!” She pointed at the floor of the dungeon, her pack still on the ground, and I turned to see a dull glint in the light of the torch Kenzie was holding.

      “You should have said something before doing that,” Kenzie said, sounding equally angry.

      “Yeah, whatever.”

      The footsteps were so close I could almost swear that the monster was breathing down my neck as I dashed toward the weapons lying in the dungeon. I reached out and picked one of them up only for it to burn me slightly. Disgusted, I threw it back to the floor.

      “Draven!”

      “It's here!”

      “Get up, Raia! Run!”

      Desperate to protect both of my women, I picked up the weapon, and this time it didn't burn me like it had the first time. I lunged back out of the cell and came face to face with a monster I'd never seen before. It looked part bear, part human, and completely capable of killing me.

      “Kenzie! Get out of the way!” I yelled, and she dashed behind me, her knives at the ready. She held them the right way, courtesy of all the movies she'd watched and training she'd been to, but I could see she was still trembling even though she was trying to hide it.

      The beast wasn't much taller than I was, but its girth packed pounds upon pounds. It walked towards me methodically, one leg in front of the other as if it thought about each step. I swung the broad blade at it in hopes of keeping it from coming closer, but it didn't stop. Blades grew out of its fingers, and as the blades grew, blood dripped out of its hairy cuticles and dropped on the floor.

      My heart raced against my chest, but I felt the adrenaline rushing through my veins at the fear that this thing could kill not only me, but Kenzie and Raia, and that was something I didn't want to happen.

      I launched at it and swung the blade into its face, my mouth watering as I was thirsty to send the blood of the thing gushing out of its temples. It stumbled back at the sudden blow, but it charged forward, its blade-like claws extending toward my face and threatening to blind me. I escaped the blow by only a little because his claws almost sliced through my neck.

      A knife flew past me and embedded itself into the monster's leg. It looked down at it and stopped walking toward me. I launched at it again, swinging the blade wildly and slashing its stomach. It stumbled back again, and before I knew it, Raia dashed out from behind me, ran past the beast that wasn't focusing on her, got to its back, and jumped to stab it in the neck with a blade.

      It roared and spun around, bleeding like it had a tap on its face, stomach, and neck. The moment it turned towards Raia, I launched at it, turned the blade, so that the sharp sides would face its body, and plunged it down beside the knife Raia had struck it with. It slid in deep, almost to the hilt, and its roar was beyond deafening. It stumbled backward and fell, writhing on the floor as a worm sprayed with salt. I grabbed the hilt of the sword, lifted it out of him, focused the tip of the blade above his heart, and plunged.

      A roar sounded from behind us, and I pulled the sword and Raia's knife out of its body. Then I dashed over to the cell for the second sword, then grabbed Kenzie who was pulling her knife out of the monster's body.

      We ran straight ahead, a little closer to the exit of the dungeon, our chests heaving as we went. I hoped silently that we wouldn't see any other monster. We stopped after a while to catch our breaths, and that was when I realized that the blade that I held on to was cold. That explained why I could hold it up to the monster. It had cooled down during the fight, and my adrenaline had stopped me from noticing the heat the second time I picked it up.

      “You're injured,” Raia ran her fingers down my neck and showed me her blood-coated finger, the blood was no doubt mine. “The cut isn't deep. Just grazing off your skin.”

      She pulled the bag from my shoulder and searched inside it. I guess the monster hadn't missed my neck after all.

      “What do you want to do?”

      “Clean it up to prevent infection.” She rolled her eyes as she rummaged in the bag.

      “This place doesn't look safe. It was in a hallway like this we met those gloopy monsters a few hours ago, and I think we've been here for more than a day. Who knows what other motherfucking monster is watching us right now? Damn that shit face, Justin.”

      “Calm down, Kenzie,” Raia got up, and dashed some alcohol on my neck. It stung and burned, then she wiped away the blood and sweat with a few paper towels. “There are monsters everywhere. We can only hope they don't find us. Exhausting ourselves needlessly would be dumb if we want to survive. By the way, Draven?”

      “Hmm?” I was lost in staring at her pouty pink lips and the lush curves that accentuated her body.

      I placed my hands on her waist and pulled her closer. She chuckled. She'd changed from the green top and jeans she'd worn on the day of the apocalypse. Now she was in a black long-sleeved shirt that highlighted her curves, but her cleavage was out of sight, and a pair of black jeans. So delectable, I could just take a bite out of her.

      “I looked through the map yesterday.”

      “Yeah?” I moved forward to plant a few kisses on her ear and neck.

      She pushed me away from this position muttering, “You're distracting me,” and waited a while before she said, “It has codes.”

      “What?” I was leaning down to kiss her neck again, but I withdrew.

      “They have codes. That's how I knew we'd find weapons in that particular cell.”

      “What do the codes look like?” I grabbed her wrists to stop her from bandaging my neck, but she twisted them from me and did it anyways, determined as she was.

      “Here, I'll show you.” She bent down and lifted the map from the bag, opened it, and sat down on the stone floor of the dungeon.

      Kenzie crouched beside her and stared into the map. I had to move to her other side so I could see what she was pointing at.

      “These are the cells,” she pointed at little boxes on both sides of a short single streak on one section of the wide map.

      “Why should we care about them?” Kenzie asked dryly.

      “Look closer into the map, you'll see squiggly letters at the base corner of each cell. Can you see it?” She pointed at one of them.

      “That's a W,” I said, reading it.

      She pointed at the base corner of a different cell. “That's an M.” Then at another corner. “That's an F.” She looked up at me as if expecting me to blurt out the answer to what she was showing us. “What does it mean?”

      “Well, didn't you wonder how I knew those weapons were in that cell?”

      “Not really. You're always trying to get yourself killed so it's little wonder why you'll walk into danger with both eyes wide open.”

      “Kenzie.” Raia laughed. “Who spit in your cereal this morning?”

      “No one. There's no cereal to spit in,” she said, her brow furrowed.

      “Calm down, baby.” I walked over to her and gathered her into my arms, wanting to relieve the frustration I knew she was feeling. I rubbed her lower back the way I knew she loved me to, and she relaxed into me, placing her head on my shoulders. I cupped her face and planted a kiss on her lips. “Calm?” I asked. She nodded. “That's my girl,” I whispered before planting another kiss on her lips.

      I reached down and lifted Raia by her waist. A blush bloomed over her cheeks when I leaned to kiss her neck.

      “Show me,” I said.

      Raia opened the map again and held it with one hand as she pointed with the other. “The M stands for cells that have monsters in them. I gleaned that after checking the map moments when you saved me from that giant spider in that cell. I noticed that the cell we stayed close to some hours ago was quiet and peaceful. I wasn't sure why, so when I saw a cell with a W, I didn't know what to make of it until I sighted the weapons lying in the hay. Then it clicked. The M stands for cells with monsters, the F stands for empty cells, that's Free cells, and the W stands for cells with weapons.”

      “Wow. You figured it out pretty quickly. That means we can camp in a Free cell tonight to avoid monsters that roam the halls.”

      “Before that!” We all looked around for the snappy voice that cracked like a whip in the dungeon and echoed. “Tasks you must complete. Men you must defeat. Hurdles you must jump!”

      A short man turned around a corner, his robes looking torn as blood dripped down his lips and from a cut beneath his swollen eyes. He squinted at us, and on a normal day, I would have laughed at how comical he looked squinting with a black eye, but too many things had been unamusing lately for me to find this funny.

      He raised one hand slowly into the air, eyes not once leaving us, and we watched him, mesmerized by his focused stare, and he snapped one finger. The moment he did, his robes became whole, his injuries closed, and his eyes decreased and decolored until it was normal pale flesh just like everyone else's.

      “Who's the little man?” Kenzie asked.

      “Little man?!”

      “Well, you are little,” Raia pointed out.

      “Tell me what's not obvious, blondie!” He jumped.

      Raia gasped in mock shock, then broke out laughing. “What kind of monster is he?” She laughed.

      “A midget monster,” Kenzie said, and their laughter filled the place.

      He raised his nose at us, and I couldn't help but raise my eyebrows at him. Judging by his long white beard I decided to go with the most stereotypical explanation as I guessed, “You're a wizard?”

      His eyes snapped to mine, and a warm smile took over his face. “One sensible young man and two dumb women.”

      “Don't do anything,” I whispered loud enough for both to hear me. “You don't know what he can do.”

      “Yes, I'm a wizard! And I've escaped that den of flesh chewers to meet you!” He shook his puny fists at us. “I deserve more than some saucy welcome from two women!”

      “Why did you want to meet us?” I asked.

      “Oh, there is news, young man.” He snapped his fingers and a puff of smoke rose out of his hand. He turned his palm open, and smoke wafted out of it. He looked up at us, then down at the smoke, then he waved his hands to dispel it.

      “I'm being overly dramatic,” he cackled, and I forced a polite smile at the terrible sound. “No need for all that. It's just a wizard's superiority complex. Down to the real thing.”

      He walked towards us and that was when I realized my arms were still holding onto Kenzie's and Raia's waists, but I didn't drop it. There was no need to, so I didn't.

      “Apart from the monsters you've faced so far, there'll be a few more hurdles before you get to the gate that leads out of this place. You will have to look out for traps, and when you get out of this place, you'll have to look out for threats in the form of humans. They'll be one of your greatest enemies throughout this journey.”

      “By journey, you mean till we get out of this place, right?”

      “By journey,” he stated calmly, “I mean till the end of your lives!” he snapped at us. An awkward silence swept through the place, and he broke out into laughter. “You all look clueless.” He continued laughing. “Not the rest of your lives, of course, but for a very long time. The moment you agreed to follow the light mage, you signed up for a long journey. It has its hills and valleys, and there would also be stupendous rewards and extreme dangers. As long as you're ready for it. So, beware of the hurdles in front of you.” He pulled out a small pouch from inside his robe. “Take it, young man. When and if you finally escape this dungeon, you'll have to place this around the entrance of the next place you come across to repel monsters from following you. With the apocalypse many monsters rose, and from those monsters, more monsters will rise. One of the worst and most pestilent would look like humans, but rotted and deranged. You'll have to try to put them as far away from you as you possibly can. That way, you'll retain your senses.”

      I accepted the pouch and stuffed it into the bag along with the pack of bandages lying on the floor. Hooking the strap on my arm.

      “See you three when I see you. That's how the young ones say it, yes?” He raised an eyebrow. “Yes, that's how they say it.” He nodded his head as he walked away. “You still know the language of teens, Murphy,” he whispered to himself as he turned the corner he'd come from. “Wrong direction,” He speed-walked out of there, too sprightly for an old man, and crossed in the opposite direction before disappearing around the corner.

      Teens? We were not teens, but I found it amusing that he thought us to be.

      “Well, that was something.” Raia folded the map. “Let's keep walking ahead until we're tired. Then we'll find a Free cell to get some rest.”

      “That asshat Justin said we had only three days, right?” Kenzie inquired.

      “That's what he said,” Raia was unfolding the map again.

      “If we rest again, it'll be day two. We can't tell if it's morning or night, but the amount of time that has passed is enough to let us know how far we've come. Are we almost out of the dungeon?” Kenzie pinched a flailing corner of the map and peered at it.

      “Yep. We're almost out of it. Some serious walking tomorrow and we'll get to the end of it. Let's make the most of today by walking. We've stayed too long here.”

      “Lead the way, baby,” I encouraged.
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      I pulled Raia into my lap and kissed down her neck, sucking and licking as I went and drawing moans from her lips. Kenzie was right behind me, her hands caressing my bare chest, her boobs squishing into my back. My erection pushed against my pants. I was ready to tear them away from my body and screw both of them senseless, but I had the good sense to hold back. As much as I wanted this, I wanted it to last.

      We were in a Free cell, and it turned out that Raia had been right about the whole cell thing. Dinner had been some dungeon-torch-toasted hotdogs and some pieces of dry bread. Justin must have done something to our food. None had gone bad since, and I was happy about that.

      I unhooked Raia's lacy bra, pulled it away from her body, and dropped it on the growing pile on our bag as I moved in to suck her nipples. Her hands slid into my hair, sending shock waves down my spine and through my body as she moaned low in her throat.

      I withdrew from her and turned to Kenzie to lavish the same attention on her. I loved both equally, so I always tried to be fair. Before we went to sleep, I'd make sure to be more than fair. I'd make their toes curl and their bodies tingle. And even when there was no sky or clouds that we could see, I'd send them to cloud nine when they finally orgasmed.

      With that thought in mind, I got on my knees, crushed my lips to Kenzie's, and rocked my hips against hers. It would be a long night, but it would be worth it.
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        * * *

      

      I pumped my legs faster with Kenzie and Raia running right beside me as we ran from the hounds chasing us, almost on our heels. The broad blades I held were weighing me down as we ran. The farther we ran, the heavier they got. That was when I realized.

      I spun around and swung one blade at the dogs who scampered away from it while still baring their teeth and growling as saliva drooped out of their saggy lips. I swung my right blade, and as they ran away from it, I swung the left one and caught one of the dogs on the head, slicing a deep cut into its brain. Who knew these swords were that strong? The other hound looked at its collapsed partner, barked at me a few times, and turned away, retreating in the opposite direction, but my senses tingled, so I decided to pretend to turn away, too. The moment I did, it spun around and launched at me, but I was ready. I swung my blades at it, and it ran left and right madly, barking nonstop and looking for an opening so it could launch and bite me.

      As it ran left because I'd swung my right sword at it, a knife flew from behind me and hit its shoulder. It barked louder, its eyes getting redder, but this time, it forgot to run right, and I seized the opportunity to swing my left sword at its skull, slicing into it. It crashed back as a huge spurt of blood gushed out of its temples. The barking was now a whimper, and after a while, silence. That was a silence that wouldn't last long, though.

      Hounds like these probably could heal themselves. They were normal-sized bloodhounds, but they didn't seem like normal bloodhounds. Their eyes had been a deep shade of red. Their teeth were sharper and longer than any canine teeth I'd ever seen, and their speed was swift as air. It was a wonder Kenzie had been able to aim at it so perfectly.

      The map told us we were close to the exit of the dungeon, and I couldn't doubt that. For some reason, there was an unusual amount of light streaming into the whole place. That could mean clear skies, or maybe moonlight.

      “Let's leave this place before they get up,” I turned and jogged toward both Kenzie and Raia. They ran ahead. These few days seemed to have toughened them up. Or scratch that, it had toughened us up, and there was no way we could let anything stop us now. Not after the millions of monsters, we'd faced in the dungeon. Not after the millions of traps we'd almost stumbled upon if not for Raia's sharp eyes. Luckily, we hadn't gotten entangled in any trap.

      As we jogged towards the exit, which was still a bit far away from us, I wondered if the monsters would attack us quickly and try to pull us to the floor. To pummel us and probably eat us. It was funny how apart from roaming the halls, none of the monsters entered the Free cells.

      And apart from all the troubles we'd faced, we'd not come across a single soul apart from the little old wizard that had given me a bag of that grainy substance which had the uncanny smell of rust and something I couldn't recognize that he said was bound to protect us.

      We'd started early that day, and that was why we were already so far in. The bloodhounds were the fiercest. The others hadn't been close.

      We didn't stop running until we got to a spot that, according to the map, was the exit of the dungeon. There was a little pillar close to a huge wooden door, and the light was filtering in through a small square of steel bar hanging high above our heads.

      “How do you open this door?”  Kenzie asked, feeling around it. “It should have some sort of key or something, right?”

      “That's not the key that opens the door,” a smooth male voice said from behind us.

      “Who said that?” Raia did a 360 slowly, her head turning in every direction as she tried to find the person who had spoken.

      “Don't bother about finding me,” the voice said. “Bother about the mutant bull you'll need to break that door open for you.”

      “Mutant bull?” Kenzie asked.

      “That's what I said.”

      “We've been attacked enough in the past few hours. If a bull is the last challenge bring it.” Raia said while holding her knife up and ready in a posture that told me she was ready to stab anything that came close or proved to be a threat to her.

      “That's right,” Kenzie said.

      “Unfortunately, you don't get to choose your monster. Your monster chooses you.” A man dropped from the top of the dungeon and walked casually toward us. His glossy midnight-dark hair was a sharp contrast to his shocking blue eyes. With graceful strides, he got to us, and a lazy smile curved his lips. “You're tough to have come this far. For humans, that is.”

      “A beautiful face, but with backhanded compliments. You're still ugly,” Kenzie puffed.

      The man looked me straight in the eyes. “Looks like one of your women has taken an interest in me. Would you mind if I explored that territory a little bit?” He flashed his teeth, pristine white and made to draw attention.

      I didn't care because I knew Kenzie hadn't taken any interest in him. From being with her for so long, I knew that if anything, she was irked. Her tone told me she wanted to punch him hard in the face.

      “Well, we're ready to leave here. Where's the bull?” I asked.

      “We've survived thus far, a bull might be hard but not impossible,” Raia said.

      “That's right,” Kenzie agreed.

      I felt a tug of pride in my chest. Those were my girls.

      “That's bravery oozing out of you three right there. Impressive. Would that still be the case if I told you you're heading out to your deaths?” He stroked his smooth chin and reminded me of the stubble sprouting on my jaws.

      “Better we die outside quickly than in here with no sense of time and no true motivation. No happiness, and the fact that our food will run out with nowhere to get more. We'll rather die fighting,” I said, “but not in here.”

      He turned right to look at Kenzie, then left at Raia. Then he stepped towards her, a mischievous look appearing on his face. He lifted her chin with one finger and Raia turned her head away from him. “Would you stay here in the dungeon with me?”

      “Not in a million years,” she said and gave him a saccharine smile. The man's eyes glinted, and his smile grew wider.

      “A fierce young woman you have here. Firecracker to the soul,” he said to me then turned to her. “Tell me, what would you do if I decided to slit their throats?”

      “I won't let that happen.”

      “Wow!” He burst out laughing. “You believe that you could stop me if I wanted to? It might be news to you, so I'll say it, firecracker, you can't stop me.”

      “But I can hunt you down.”

      “Okay, I'm impressed.” He laughed.

      “Wait, what's going on here?” Kenzie asked. “Are we gonna leave here or not?”

      “Be calm, ginger, I'm coming to you.”

      “I wouldn't care if you weren't.”

      “Ha! Like you don't want me staring deep into your soul.” He laughed low in his throat, a rumbly sound that rolled through the space they were in.

      “Narcissist.”

      “Self-oriented is the word, princess.”

      I felt the urge to punch him in the jaw. It was one thing to pick on them, it was another to delay, but he was doing both and ultimately wasting our time. If there was nothing better that he had to do, he could just let us go through. Just like all the monsters I'd killed, I felt the urge to swing my blades at him and slice him in half. First, no one was allowed to be this handsome, and second, delaying us was getting on my nerves.

      “Ah, yes. Bloodthirstiness hidden behind a calm exterior so much so that you don't even know how bloodthirsty you are.”

      “What are you talking about?”

      “I can hear your thoughts, Draven. I can hear what you're all thinking, but before I let you pass—”

      “You're the one who'll let us pass?”

      He looked at Raia and said nothing. All of a sudden, he stretched his hands out to her and a golden sheen of light slid from between his fingers and surrounded her. She screamed at first, and as I launched at him to stop him from doing whatever it was that he was doing, he lifted one hand and blasted me away. I crashed a few feet away from them, and before I knew it, the golden sheen spread outward from his fingers and surrounded both me and Kenzie. The light was so bright and burning.

      “When you leave, remember that the journey continues,” I heard the man say before I passed out. “Remember the keys lie in the decisions you take.”
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        Draven — Berserker - Level 5

        Kenzie — Rogue - Level 4

        Raia — Pyromage - Level 4

      

      

      When we woke up, we were surrounded by destruction, and I felt power flowing through my veins. We were out of the dungeon, and I was glad Justin's words hadn't been in vain.

      “I feel powerful,” Kenzie said. She also looked powerful in a leather outfit and long clean knives. Where they'd come from was still a mystery, but I didn't have to guess too hard. I was also dressed in something different, and so was Raia in a black leather outfit and the bag swung over her shoulders.

      The end of my curved blade, wider than a giant's ax, sunk into the loose soil that was littered with bodies, while he saw the world through my bony mask — the skull of a bear long dead. My whole body was covered with bones. Draven the berserker was a feared name, but all that didn't matter at that point.

      Kenzie and Raia sat next to me, one on each side. From the hard set of their jaws and the concentrated look in their eyes, I could tell the dungeon had trained them to an extent.

      The world was a dangerous place. Ever-evolving, yet ever-diminishing in the material. In substance. In quality.

      Which was why since the days when men smashed stones and flints to light up spits so they could roast up their dinners while blood dripped to the sand, to the time when people had solid roofs—not leaves or stones—over their heads, and cookers to make their meat, I had known that this time would come.

      The time when everything would fade away and get blown by the wind. The time of destruction. But I had not expected it to come so early.

      The speculations had been there. 2030, 2050, but I'd thought more along the lines of 2087 when I was certain mankind would have successfully destroyed itself.

      But the year…? The year was 2046. And I, as well as Raia and Kenzie beside me, knew we had to run. The groaning mass of nearly undead men behind us pressed further, and the slashing limbs of flying little insects which were mutated mosquitoes, just as terrible as the monsters we'd seen in the dungeon, thankfully few and seemingly uninterested in them, posed a greater threat than an army tank at this point.

      “10…9…8…7…6…5…4…”

      “Be ready when I give the signal,” I paused my counting and said to them, my voice a chilling sort of groaning rattle.

      They nodded their heads, Raia’s golden blond and Kenzie’s strawberry blonde, both leather-clad and armed.

      “The signal had better come soon enough, or we'll be surrounded, and I don't think it's a fight we can win alone this time,” Kenzie said rather cheekily, but I could tell that she was afraid.

      “Don't worry, we'll be fast enough.”

      “Go!”

      And we threw ourselves forward, running towards the sunset, but heading for a black hole. The loose soil, a barren wasteland, had us almost sinking to the knees, but we stayed up, running as fast as we could as if the sand was magic water, and we had to run fast so we wouldn't sink.

      The groaning mass behind us? Ah! It was an army now. And they were speeding towards us like they had wheels on the soles of their feet.

      Our destination approached, the square door that would be our only escape.

      I whipped the bag I'd gotten from the old wizard into the dungeon.

      I waited for Raia to get through the huge door. Then for Kenzie to jump past, not resisting throwing a boomerang at the approaching crowd, slicing a few by the throats, and catching her weapon after it spun through the air and back into her hands. Before I got in, I took a handful of the grainy substance and spread it in a quick semi-circle around the door. Then I slipped through it and slammed it shut.

      “Where are we?” Raia asked, barely panting, her feet shuffling back and forth.

      “There's a torch over there.” Kenzie puffed and walked towards the wall with a flaming torch and lifted it.

      The moment she did, a million other torches lit up in rows down the four passageways of the place.

      “Let's walk further,” Raia said.

      “Stop!” I looked around, scanning here, scanning there. I felt the walls, and looked down all four passageways, the torches lining their walls guided my eyes through the halls.

      “So? Where are we?”

      “It looks like another dungeon.”

      “We're trapped in here, yes?” Raia asked.

      “With those killers outside, we won't be able to leave through here. So yes, we might be in danger, but we also have to complete our task.”

      I wondered how long it would take until we were done, and how much time we had.
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      This side mission takes place in between Chapters 40 and 41 of the novel ‘Young Dumb and Full of Charisma,’ which can be found on Amazon. However, you do not need to read it to enjoy this story.
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      Ignorance is bliss.

      For some reason, this was the thought running through Ryland Beck’s mind as he woke up. He had heard the phrase before, but he wasn’t quite sure what it meant. However, he did know that, sandwiched between a fairy princess and a giant warrior woman, he was in a state of bliss. And even though he couldn’t feel her, he knew that the half-drow sorceress was right on the other side of the barbarian, the little spoon to her big one.

      If ignorance was bliss, then ignorance must be having three wives to sleep with.

      That was what Beck the bard thought. But it wasn’t some profound thought. Quite the opposite. He had no idea what ignorance even meant, because he was cursed with complete ignorance, in exchange for extra charisma. His intelligence stat was so low that he was often a liability to his team.

      But with all that ignorance came oh so much bliss, and so he was happy.

      As he looked over the small fairy to his side, he thought he could get a little more bliss if he rolled over and thrusted between her hips. She looked so peaceful, but his cock was rising, ready to wake her up in the nicest way he knew how.

      But for now, he’d let her sleep peacefully. He was comfy too, after all.

      He would have lay just like that until sunrise, if not for the huge explosion that suddenly erupted from the courtyard of the castle.
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        * * *

      

      Rana, the half-drow, was up in a heartbeat. She had placed her bow near the bed and was able to get to the window before the light from the explosion even faded. In the dimming light of the fireball, Beck could see her tight body, still naked from the sexual escapades of the night before.

      Daisy, the barbarian, was up next. Like the flower for which she was named, she was beautiful. Unlike the flower for which she was named, she was huge and fearsome. She had her claymore sword still sheathed, but her naked form took up a fighting stance as she covered the door.

      Kay, the fairy, didn’t know what to do. She screamed and pulled the covers up over her head.

      And Beck, the human bard, with nothing else to do, covered Kay. He didn’t know what was going on, as usual, but he did know that he could comfort her instead of letting her panic.

      He still made sure to check on the safety of his lyre, which was still secure in its case on the near wall. Keep it safe, the thought echoed in his mind.

      “What do you see?” Daisy asked.

      Beck didn’t see anything except for the pink hair that his face was buried in. However, Rana spoke up. “I see a bunch of wreckage and…” She paused, as if not sure that what she was seeing was real. “I see a giant mushroom staggering around.”

      “How giant?” Daisy asked without hesitation. “Dragon size? Bigger?”

      “Only a giant by mushroom standards,” Rana cleared up. “Maybe two feet high. It just collapsed.”

      Daisy visibly relaxed a little. It was in that moment that the door to the bedroom flew open. It obviously took Daisy by surprise, as she tensed up and raised her arms to cover her face.

      It was only when she saw who it was that she lowered her hands, one covering her boobs and the other covering her pussy.

      “Oh, don’t worry,” the voice from the door said. “It’s nothing I haven’t seen before.”

      Still, Rana did the same at the window. Kay kept the covers up over her chin. Beck shrugged and, figuring the danger was over, calmly stepped out from under the covers.

      “Do you know who caused that ruckus? It woke us up earlier than I would have liked,” Beck said, not bothering to cover himself up in any way. He was still erect from when he was going to wake up Kay.

      If Kammie the vampire was affected by the sight of Beck’s body, she didn’t show it. “It was those damned fungusmen,” she said. Now that Beck was closer, he could see that she had a face mask on and was wearing a nightie. “They interrupted my sleep too, only I had just nodded off.”

      Beck knew that, as a vampire, Kammie slept during the day, so her face mask and pajamas came as no surprise. “I know you need your beauty sleep,” he said, trying to soothe her.

      “You’re right, I do. Which is why the four of you are going down to their cave today and getting them the hell out of there.”

      Beck looked at the two naked women in front of him, Rana and Daisy. Then he looked back at Kay, still snug in the bed. He knew that Kay still needed to recover from her broken ankle, even if magic had healed the broken bone. He was hoping to spend a leisurely day lounging around in bed with the three of them. “Today?” he asked.

      “Today!” Kammie yelled back. “Don’t forget that doing regular chores was one of the conditions for you to stay at this castle.”

      Beck had forgotten, but then again, he forgot a lot of things. But Rana was there to remember for him. “We haven’t forgotten,” she said from the window. Beck was sure he heard her eyes roll. Kammie never let them forget it.

      “Good,” Kammie said. “Now, we have just a few minutes before the sun is up, so let me show you where the door that leads to their cave is.”
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        * * *

      

      Rana, Daisy, and Beck followed Kammie to the courtyard while Kay stayed inside. Daisy and Rana had insisted on putting on clothes, but Beck didn’t bother. He did grab the one thing that really mattered to him, though.

      His lyre.

      Keep it safe, he thought to himself.

      The thought always came to him, as if from another place. It often echoed in his mind, the voice strange and not his own. He didn’t know why he was so compelled to keep the lyre safe, nor did he care. His songs carried him through life. They got him money and women, and therefore it was completely natural for him to want to protect it.

      So there he was, naked except for his lyre’s case strapped across his back, as Kammie hurried them to the castle courtyard.

      “Here it is,” she said. She pointed to a large wooden trapdoor in the dirt of the courtyard. It was in an area covered by plants, but it was clear that those plants had been disturbed recently. “They used to be such good neighbors, but lately they’ve just been pests. No matter what I put on top of the door, no matter what magic I use to enchant it, the fungusmen can still get out. And all they do is cause trouble.”

      Beck had heard this before when she was talking about her lawn gnomes. She was beginning to think that Kammie didn’t have a very good relationship with any of her neighbors.

      “Do you know why they shot a missile at your castle?” Rana asked.

      Kammie shrugged. “I have no idea. I’ve never even seen a missile like that. Might be worth a look.”

      “And you just want us to evict them?” Rana crossed her arms in front of her slim body, a hip cocked to the side.

      Kammie looked at her. “Well, I don’t want you to kill them, if that’s what you’re asking,” she said. She sniffed the air. “At least not all of them.”

      Rana nodded. “We’ll see what we can do.”

      Kammie looked at the castle wall. She yawned. “The sun’s coming up. I have to get inside, like, right now. Let me know when you’ve taken care of the problem.”

      With that, she hustled off, leaving the three of them there.
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      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” Daisy said.

      “It’s definitely not like any siege weapon I’ve ever seen,” Rana said.

      Beck looked at the wreckage strewn around. A long shaft of metal lay twisted and burning in the grass. It was an arrow shape but had some sort of explosive tied to it. Beck wasn’t sure if it was designed to go through the castle wall, but who could pull it back hard enough to break stone? Besides, it didn’t look strong enough to do much damage.

      “Could it be from a ballista?” Rana asked.

      “There’s just these two tiny men here,” Daisy said. “They couldn’t have constructed it themselves in just one night.”

      Beck looked at the two men. Both looked like muscular men, but they were very short. They’d barely come up to his knee if they were standing. But they were not standing. They were lying on the ground, very dead.

      They also had mushroom caps on top of their heads.

      “Maybe they used magic?” Beck asked. He liked thinking that he could help.

      Daisy shrugged. “I’m not sensing any magic here.”

      Beck was confused, but then he remembered. Her race of barbarians from the north could detect any kind of magic. Daisy said it felt like unseen hands, so she didn’t like it.

      “Well, we’re not going to be able to figure out anything just standing around here,” Rana said. “Let’s go down to those caves.”

      “Great. Have fun you two.” The last thing Beck wanted to do was go exploring some dank cave. “Kay and I will think of you fondly as we relax today.” That was a lie. Beck would probably only think of Kay as he plowed into her today.

      Rana shook her head. “Kay isn’t leaving my side, you know that. And there’s no reason why you shouldn’t go too. Get your clothes on and eat breakfast, we leave in one hour.”

      Beck looked at Daisy as if to ask for her help. Daisy just laughed and shrugged. Rana was the boss today, it seemed.

      Maybe it’ll be a short adventure, he thought to himself.
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      “I can’t see a thing!” Kay exclaimed as soon as the trap door shut behind them.

      Rana conjured up a ball of energy in her hands and released it. The ball lit up the path, but unfortunately, its light didn’t extend too far in front of them. It was better than nothing, though.

      “Does Rana’s magic bother you?” Kay asked Daisy.

      Daisy shrugged, tossing her blonde braid over her shoulder. “There’s a lot of things about Rana that should bother me, but I’ve gotten used to them.” She leaned her huge body down and gave Rana a kiss on the cheek.

      Beck saw a momentary smile cross Rana’s lips, but then she forced it away. “Come on, we need to get serious,” Rana said. She sniffed the air. “Do you smell that?”

      “I can’t smell anything else,” Daisy said, nodding.

      Beck sniffed. The scent of deep earth and musty growth. It reminded him of that time he forgot to do his laundry and things started to grow in his clothes. Beck smelled the air. “It smells like a messy teenager’s room,” he said, though he didn’t remember his own teenage years.

      “I didn’t know you grew mushrooms as a teen,” Kay said with a giggle.

      The two other women giggled as well.

      Beck didn’t know what they were talking about. “I didn’t grow mushrooms…” he said, trailing off.

      At least he didn’t think he did.

      Rana’s smile was very visible now. “Well, we’re either walking into Ryland’s old bedroom, or the place where those mushrooms live.” Rana smelled the air again. “We’re definitely dealing with a lot of them, if the smell is any indicator.”

      “I didn’t live in a cave at all!” Beck protested, to the sound of more giggles. He decided not to tell them about what he’d done with the mushrooms he’d grown.

      They walked forward. The cave stayed tall and enough for them to walk comfortably, except for a few spots where Daisy had to stoop down.

      “Look!” Rana said and moved her ball of light forward a ways ahead of them.

      A little man scurried away as the light followed him.

      “Should we go after him?” Kay asked. Her pink hair shone in Rana’s magic light.

      Daisy shook her head. “Even if he wanted to be, he’s no threat to us alone.” She smelled the air again. “They’re all over the place ahead of us, though. Be ready for an ambush.”

      Beck tensed up. He made sure the lyre was still securely fastened to his back.

      Keep it safe.

      They continued onward, occasionally seeing the mushroom man dart further into the cave, when suddenly Kay said, “I smell something new.”

      “Water,” Daisy said. “There must be an underground river nearby.”

      They didn’t need to go much farther to find the river. The cave opened into a much wider chamber. A low source of light in the ceiling provided just enough illumination to see around the chamber.

      It was massive, at least a hundred feet high and three hundred feet across. The mostly-even stone floor had a slow-moving trickle of water running right through the middle of it, dividing the chamber in two.

      Tiny stone houses, no more than three feet high, lined the river on both sides. A series of stone bridges crossed the river in neat rows. There were other houses that weren’t right on the river further back into the cave.

      It was a cute little town.

      Despite all this, there was no sign of life. Well, other than the mushroom man that had been one step ahead of them as they had come through the entrance corridor. And as they entered the larger chamber, he ran into a house and slammed the door behind himself.

      “Where is everyone?” Kay asked as they kept walking. There was a road between two rows of houses, but they had to walk single-file to avoid bumping into any of the waist-high buildings.

      Daisy smelled the air. “I can still smell them, so they’re around, but they’re hiding.”

      They all kept walking, but Beck wondered if they just didn’t know anyone was here. “Hello!” he bellowed.

      “Quiet!” Rana hissed at him.

      “It’s not like they don’t know we’re here,” Daisy said. “We’re basically giants compared to them.”

      A door flew open behind them. “Are you guys crazy?” a high-pitched voice yelled.

      Daisy whirled and drew her claymore. She looked around for threats, but then looked down. Beck followed her gaze. His jaw dropped.

      There, in a little white nightgown, was a beautiful woman facing up at them. Her blonde, almost white hair was cut in a bowl cut. Her skin was pale, pale enough that she could clearly be seen against the grey rock behind her. Her body was shapely, with an hourglass figure, highlighting a narrow waist and her huge breasts.

      Beck didn’t even care that she was two feet tall, or that she had a mushroom cap on her head. His body wanted to do things to her that would put color in those pale cheeks.

      “What do you mean? What’s going on?” Rana asked.

      The mushroom woman shook her head. “There’s no time to explain, The Burning will be here any minute. Quick, get inside!” She stepped back and held the door open for them.

      Beck stepped over to her house and stuck a foot in. The mushroom girl’s eyes went wide as he struggled to get into her house. If he tried hard, he probably could fit his whole leg inside.

      “I don’t think we’ll fit,” he told her.

      “You think?” Rana asked from the side.

      The mushroom girl looked around nervously. “Look, I’m sorry, I really am. I don’t have time to answer your questions. I have to get inside.” She stepped into her house and closed the door. Then she opened it back up just a crack to speak to Beck. “If you survive The Burning, I’ll help you. I’ll answer your questions, and I’ll even take you to see the village elder.”

      “Wait!” Daisy cried. “What’s The Burning?”

      The mushroom girl opened her mouth, then closed it. “Good luck,” she said softly, then slammed the door shut.
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      They stood in stunned silence for a moment before Rana snapped out of it.

      “Find us a defensive position,” she said to Daisy.

      Daisy’s eyes scanned the room. “It’s hard to see anything in here. We should either flee the area or go to the area with the highest visibility.”

      Rana shook her head. “It’s a far enough trek down here that I don’t want to flee just yet.” She pointed to a spot in the middle of the chamber. “Right under the light in the ceiling is where we’ll go.”

      Daisy still had her claymore drawn, but she was the only one with their weapon out. Even in the low light, it was easy to tell that there wasn’t any activity in the whole cave other than the river running through it.

      “What do you think The Burning is?” Kay asked as they walked.

      She looked nervous and Beck wanted to reassure her. Because she’d only ever lived in a tower, this was all very new to her.

      Rana shrugged. “Why don’t you ask Beck? I’m sure he has experienced The Burning a few times.”

      Beck shrugged. “The doctor said The Burning would go away in a couple weeks, last time I went in.”

      The only sound in the cave was the soft trickle of water over stone.

      “I’m thinking that we don’t need to be scared of it,” Daisy said, her voice confident. “Rana, do you remember those fire imps we faced down in the Deadlands?”

      Rana chuckled. “I remember you taking three of their heads off with one swing of that sword.” She paused. “It was sexy.”

      Daisy’s jaw dropped. “Why didn’t you tell me that then?”

      Rana shrugged. “We didn’t have that kind of friendship back then.”

      Daisy laughed. “You’re right. Anyway, I had no problem with three fire imps, but even one of them would terrorize these two-foot-tall mushrooms.”

      They all seemed to relax. Everyone except Kay. “So, you think it’s a fire imp?” she asked.

      “Could be,” Daisy said. Beck noticed that Daisy still had her sword out.

      “But what if it’s not?” Kay asked.

      Beck thought of the worst thing he could think of. A giant monster, twenty feet tall, with horns and a fiery whip that he used to snatch poor mushrooms to their doom.

      Apparently, the others were thinking about the same thing. Nobody spoke until they reached a spot on the bank of the river, right around the center of the chamber.

      “We’ll take up a defensive position here,” Daisy said.

      Beck looked up. He could see now that it wasn’t a light in the roof of the chamber. It was a hole, and it led all the way to the surface. In addition to the hundred feet up to the ceiling, it was another few feet to the surface, but not much higher. It couldn’t be more than twenty or thirty feet beyond the edge of the hole.

      Daisy stretched, then crouched down. Rana knelt next to the bridge. Kay, with her newfound healing magic, readied herself in case she needed to use it.

      With the three women on guard, Beck felt relaxed enough to dip his feet in the water. It had been a long walk down, after all.
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      The four party members waited.

      And waited.

      And waited.

      As the minutes and hours passed by, the tension grew. Kay, Daisy, and Rana were all sure that they would have the fight of their lives. Nothing but the sound of a nearby water wheel turning interrupted their tension.

      Not Beck though. “I’m bored,” he said finally.

      Rana scoffed. “Quiet, we’re trying to listen for The Burning.”

      Beck didn’t like to make Rana unhappy, so he tried to remain quiet as long as he could. The light from the hole above them hit the river and reflected off, creating scatters of light across the cave walls. It was very pretty, so he watched it for some time. When he got bored of that, he pulled the lyre off his back. He knew something that would cheer everyone up.

      With the first strum of the lyre, Rana groaned. “Oh goddess, no.”

      Beck cleared his throat.

      

      Left a good spot in my bed.

      Pleasin’ three women in the night and day.

      And I never cared if I lost sleep,

      Worrying about whether I was livin’ in sin.

      

      “I think we’re all quite committed at this point,” Daisy said.

      “Don’t push it,” said Rana, rolling her eyes.

      Beck continued to sing.

      

      Back to bed I keep on yearnin’.

      Instead, we gotta fight The Burnin’.

      Instead of moanin’. Groanin’. Bonin’ all these women.

      

      Rana let out what sounded like the biggest sigh of her life. Kay just clapped her hands.

      “More!” she cried.

      Beck took a quick bow then strummed the lyre again.

      

      Reamed a couple girls in Stemtown,

      Pumped a lot of pussy down in New Lorries,

      But I never saw the good side of a kitty,

      ‘Til I joined a party with these three queens.

      

      Back to bed I keep on yearnin’.

      Instead, we gotta fight The Burnin’.

      Instead of moanin’. Groanin’. Bonin’ all these women.

      

      With the light dancing around the cave chamber, it was almost like their own personal concert. Kay seemed to get into it, but Daisy and Rana remained vigilant.

      As Beck started to strum his lyre for a third verse, Rana held her hand on the strings. “Ryland Beck, I am asking you, begging you, to not play your lyre and give me a little peace and quiet while we wait for this creature to come.”

      Beck pouted but put the lyre away.

      More minutes passed. The light above them grew dimmer as the sun passed its peak, and Beck started to get hungry. He went to where Daisy had dropped off her Bag of Holding and dug into it, pulling out the bread and cheese he had stashed in there earlier. And despite the nasty look he got from Rana, he felt like all of them appreciated getting a pick-me-up snack.

      Just when he was about to suggest that they were being pranked, a door opened. A little mushroom man stuck his head out and looked around. Then he whistled loudly, clearly a signal. More doors opened, and mushroom people started streaming out from their houses. If they were as scared as the mushroom girl had been earlier, they didn’t show it now.

      Some of them looked at the four giants among them with curiosity, but most of them just ignored them and went around them.

      “Um, Rana?” Daisy asked.

      “I don’t know,” Rana answered. “What do you think, Kay?”

      Kay just shrugged. Nobody asked Beck’s opinion, but that was okay because he couldn’t think of anything to explain their behavior either.

      “Hey!” a tiny voice yelled. “Heeeeeeey!”

      All four whirled around and saw the mushroom girl from earlier. She was wearing a slightly different white dress now, that was only slightly less see-through than the one she wore earlier. The cleavage cut deeper, showing off her beautiful, if small, body.

      She grinned as she reached them. “You guys survived!” she said, practically jumping for joy.

      “Yeah,” Rana said. “I guess The Burning didn’t come today.”

      “No,” the girl said simply. “The Burning comes every day. But with this big strong man around to protect you, I could see why you might have remained safe.” She batted her eyes at Beck. “I heard you singing while facing down The Burning. So brave.”

      Rana rolled her eyes, but Beck just puffed up. Maybe that was why we were all safe, he thought. The Burning took one look at them and shied away. Whether it was actually Daisy who scared it away or Beck’s lyre, did it really matter?

      “You said something about taking us to your village elder?” Kay asked.

      “Oh, yes, of course,” she said. “Follow me.”

      “Wait!” Beck said. “We didn’t get your name.”

      “Oh, how rude of me. I’m Bella!” She held out her hand as if to shake Beck’s hand.

      Beck just held out a finger, and she grabbed onto it and shook it up and down. “I’m Ryland Beck, but my friends just call me Beck,” he said.

      “Beck,” she said with stars in her eyes. “Great to meet you. I’m Bella.”

      “You literally just told us that,” Rana said.

      “Oops!” she said, then turned and skipped away.

      “Should we follow her?” asked Kay.

      Rana shrugged. “We still have to ask about the weapon in Kammie’s courtyard. I don’t have any better idea.”

      Beck had forgotten all about the explosion of this morning.

      “Well, I think we should follow her,” Kay said. “I like her.”

      Rana rolled her eyes again. “Yeah, she seems like a real kindred spirit for you.”
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        * * *

      

      Bella took them to the biggest building they had seen since they got to the city, which was four feet tall instead of three.

      “Here’s our City Hall,” Bella announced. “Go on in and you can speak to the village elder.”

      She waited patiently for them to enter, but none of them tried to go in.

      “Bella, we still can’t go in your buildings,” Kay said.

      “Oh, of course!” Bella squeaked out. Her pale cheeks turned a little red. “Wait right here.” She skipped inside.

      A few minutes later, a mushroom man walked out with Bella’s arm around his. He looked around in front of him, then stared upward. “Great cordyceps,” he whispered.

      Other mushrooms filed out behind him, all looking as shocked as he did. Bella skipped out to between the two parties. “Elder Taki, meet Beck. Beck, meet Elder Taki.”

      Beck bent down and held out his finger. “Pleased to meet you.”

      The two-foot tall man still seemed too stunned to speak. Beck noticed that the old man’s mushroom cap was falling apart in places, and he thought that maybe he should grow a new one to match Bella’s full and beautiful cap.

      “Bella told me that someone survived The Burning,” Taki said. “At first, I didn’t believe her. After all, she has made up some fantastic stories-”

      “I do not!” she whined.

      It was a cute whine, Beck thought.

      Taki held up a hand. “But it seems she was absolutely right. You must be here to help us. You must be here to destroy The Burning.”

      Kay bent down next to Beck. “I’m afraid we don’t even know what The Burning is,” she said.

      Taki’s entourage burst out laughing. “You’re kidding, right?” one of them yelled out.

      “We weren’t attacked,” Daisy said.

      Taki held up a hand and the laughter stopped. “The Burning comes almost every day. It maims or kills everyone it touches. None have emerged unscathed from its blows.”

      Rana’s drow ears perked up. “Almost every day, you say?”

      The elder nodded. “Almost every day, but it is impossible to predict which days, so we hide in our houses every day anyway. We’re safe from The Burning in there.”

      Rana shook her head. “Nothing attacked us. Where does The Burning come from, anyway?”

      Taki gestured to the ceiling of the chamber. “From The Burning Hole, of course.”

      Beck couldn’t help but snicker. “The Burning Hole, you say?”

      “Be a grown up!” Rana reminded him.

      “Yes, The Burning Hole,” Taki said. He pointed to the hole where the light was still coming from, although a lot dimmer than it had been. “For the past year, The Burning has descended from that hole. From there, it strikes the river, which sends out shards of burning all over the chamber, randomly striking down anything in its path.”

      “Wait, wait, wait,” Rana said. “You mean, in the middle of the day, light shines down and hits the river, which causes reflections all over the place.”

      “Yes,” Taki said, nodding solemnly.

      “The sun,” Rana said. She looked around at the small mushroom people. “You’re talking about the sun.”

      All the men around Taki hissed. Even Bella put her hands up to her ears. “We do not speak its name around here,” Taki said.

      Rana closed her eyes, and Beck could see her becoming frustrated, like when Beck was singing his songs. Then she took a deep breath and opened her eyes. “Let’s talk about something else. There was an explosion this morning. We found some dead mushrooms-”

      “Fungusmen,” Taki corrected. “Mushrooms are food. Fungusmen are not.”

      Rana pinched the bridge of her nose and sighed like she was getting a headache. Beck would have to help her with that later. He knew the best way to stop a headache was with an orgasm.

      “Fungusmen. Dead fungusmen. They launched some kind of weapon at Kammie’s castle. Do you know why?”

      Taki’s men conferred amongst themselves. One of them whispered in his ear. “I’m only just now receiving word that their mission was a failure,” Taki said.

      “What mission?” Kay asked.

      “We constructed a device using a foul-smelling gas that reacted explosively to The Burning. The bravest among us were sent to the surface with a mission to combat The Burning with it.”

      A gas that smelled bad and also exploded? Beck could only think of the fireworks that were sometimes set off to celebrate holidays or ward off giant monsters. Is that what they did? Launched a firework at the sun?

      “I’m sorry, combat The Burning?” Rana asked. “You want to fight it? You tried to blow up the sun?

      Again, Taki’s men wailed and covered their ears. Taki puffed his chest up and stood up to his entire two-feet-tall height. “We mean to destroy it,” he said. “It’s a matter of life or death. It is it or us.”

      To the side, Daisy laughed. She quickly covered up her mouth with her hand, although her shoulders still shook.

      Taki looked furious. “Are you here to help us, or not?”

      Rana laughed. “Help you? Help you destroy the sun?”

      Taki sputtered. “We have tried using our most powerful magicks. We have emptied our coffers paying mercenaries. We have even tried pleading with the moon to side with us in our conflict. In the end, we decided we needed to destroy it by physical means.”

      “How close did your firework get to The Burning?” Beck asked.

      Taki looked at his advisors. A different one whispered in his ear. “I’m told that we reached the height of fifty men.”

      Daisy whistled. “Three hundred feet is pretty good, I guess.”

      “Try the math again,” Rana said. “You mean mushrooms, right?”

      “Fungusmen,” Taki corrected again. “And yes, that’s correct.”

      “So one hundred feet.” Rana pinched the bridge of her nose again. “First of all, you can’t destroy the sun.” Wails and jeers again. “I mean The Burning. You can’t destroy The Burning. We need it to live.”

      “We do not,” Taki said.

      Rana sighed. “Second of all, you simply can’t destroy The Burning. It’s a lot higher up than a hundred feet.”

      Taki shrugged. “Then we will try again. We will go to the height of two hundred men. My scientists insist we are capable of this height. Surely that will be enough. The Burning must be destroyed for the good of us all.”

      “An excellent plan,” Beck agreed. The numbers had him confused, but he wanted the mushroom people to have hope.

      “You know what? Fine.” Rana stood back up to her full height. She pointed her finger down at Taki. “We can’t help you. You keep trying, just don’t go into Kammie’s courtyard again, or we’ll be forced to take action.”

      “Is that a threat?” Taki asked.

      His men drew their swords, which Beck thought still looked pretty sharp and deadly despite their small size.

      “Rana, come on…” Daisy bent down. “Maybe we can help you, Taki.”

      “So, you can destroy The Burning?” he asked.

      Rana made a very audible UGH sound, but Daisy held her hand up. “You say that this only started a year ago, right?”

      “Yes,” Taki said. “Before that, we were safe in our city. We knew not to go to the surface when The Burning was out, and we thought The Burning knew not to enter our cave. But it did enter, and nowhere in our city was safe.”

      Daisy looked thoughtful. “Keep talking to him,” she said to Rana. “I’m going to check something out.”

      Rana just looked annoyed but turned to him. Beck decided to follow Daisy instead of listening to Rana talk. Rana was smart and clever. She didn’t need Beck’s help for much.

      Daisy walked back to where they had set up to defend against The Burning. Beck watched as she looked up, then moved, then looked up again. Beck watched as she tried to see up into the hole from different angles.

      “What are you doing?” he finally asked her.

      Daisy frowned. “I chose our spot earlier because I could see straight up and to the outside, in case whatever The Burning was lowered itself through that hole.”

      Beck thought about it too. “But it does lower itself through that hole,” he said.

      She nodded. “Yes, but why did it only start a year ago? What changed?”

      Beck didn’t know. He couldn’t know. She should know not to ask him any questions. They stayed like that for a while, until she probably realized the same thing. She headed back to the town hall. Rana looked like she was about to murder the mayor. She looked like that toward Beck most days.

      “We’ll fix your problem,” Daisy said.

      Rana looked at her with wide eyes, but the fungusmen all cheered. “You’ll destroy The Burning?” Taki asked.

      “We’ll fix your problem,” Daisy repeated without correcting him. She gestured to Rana to follow her. Kay and Beck followed behind Rana.

      Daisy returned to the spot where she had stood a moment ago, the same spot they had earlier defended from The Burning. “What do you think?”

      “I think these creatures are crazy,” Rana said.

      Daisy ignored her. “When I was a girl, my village dug a new well when the old one dried up. We covered up the old hole, but kids would play near it and occasionally fall in.”

      Kay gasped. “That’s horrible!”

      “We only lost a couple.” Daisy shrugged. “Maybe this well dried up when it connected to the larger cave system. Maybe somebody tried to cover the well. Maybe somebody uncovered it and forgot to cover it back up.” She looked at her friends and smiled. “Rana, can you enchant an arrow and shoot it up there?”

      Rana nodded. She nocked an arrow and enchanted it. Her dark magic flowed from the arrow’s tip to the fletching. Daisy’s nose wrinkled, but she kept watching. Rana aimed straight upward and fired.

      Beck couldn’t see where it went, but Rana nodded at her. “It’ll be somewhere around the wellhead, if that’s what it is.”

      “You didn’t fire it straight up?” Beck asked.

      Rana shook her head. “If I fired it straight up, it would have come straight back down into the hole.”

      “Ohhhhhhh,” Beck said, but he didn’t really get why that would be a problem.

      Rana sighed. “Let’s get moving. It’ll be afternoon before we get back and I want to find that arrow before nightfall.”

      Daisy nodded and began to move toward the exit.

      “Wait!” a tiny voice yelled. They all looked back. The funguswoman from before, Bella, had her hands on her tiny hips. “I’m coming too.”

      “You can’t come,” Rana said. “We’ll be in direct sunlight.”

      “I need to make sure that the mission is complete,” Bella said. She looked at Rana, then smiled shyly. “I have a box. Beck’s strong enough to carry me on his back easily.”

      “Sorry,” Beck said, tapping the lyre case on his back. “My back is already promised to another.”

      Keep it safe, the voice in Beck’s head insisted again. Beck shook it away.

      “I’ll carry her,” Daisy said. “But hurry. We don’t have a lot of time until nightfall, and I don’t want to be out in the woods at dark.”
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      “This is my first time out of the cave,” came a muffled voice from inside the box.

      “I’m also new to adventuring,” Kay said. It was true. She had lived most of her life in a tower and had only recently been freed from it by Rana, Daisy, and Beck.

      “This is so exciting, but I’m also pretty scared,” Bella said. “Also, is it always this bumpy?”

      “I’m just walking normally,” Daisy replied, securing the box a little tighter.

      Beck watched the box. It couldn’t be particularly comfy in there. There wasn’t much more space than Bella would take up. But maybe mushrooms liked it in cramped spaces. Besides all that, the box hit up against Daisy’s back with every step. Daisy would need a massage later, and Beck would be happy to give it to her.

      But then again, Bella might also need a massage later...

      Beck pressed the thought out of his mind for the moment. Daisy was his girl. One of his girls anyway. She would come first.

      “Are we still heading in the right direction?” Kay asked.

      Daisy sniffed the air. “We’re definitely headed toward the opening, but we’ll have to be pretty close before I can detect Rana’s magic.”

      “The sun is going down. Is it safe to be in these woods at night?” Kay asked.

      Daisy shrugged. “Kammie said she got rid of all those blood-sucking hummingbirds, so we’ll just have to deal with the usual ghouls and goblins.”

      “That sounds scary,” said the muffled voice of Bella in the box. “Good thing I’m in here!”

      They walked in silence for a bit more. The trees and bushes grew denser as they moved deeper into the forest. Daisy led them forward confidently, without looking back once.

      “Hey, Daisy?” Bella called.

      Daisy stopped and turned around slowly, making sure no one could see her face.

      “What is it, Bella?” she asked.

      Bella didn’t answer. Instead, she pulled her hood over her head.

      “Is something wrong?” Daisy asked.

      “No, nothing,” Bella said. Her voice was timid and quieter.

      “You don’t sound like you mean it,” Daisy said.

      “It’s just that...” Bella started.

      “Just what?” Daisy stopped walking for a moment, giving her attention to the box.

      “Well, I just wanted to say that I think you’re really brave,” Bella said.

      “Thank you,” Daisy said, a beautiful smile on her face.

      “And I know that you probably want to get back to your home soon, but I just wanted to tell you that I appreciate your help,” Bella said. “It’s not every day that somebody asks you to blow up the sun.”

      They walked in silence for a while longer.

      “So, how do you feel about us blowing up the sun?” Daisy asked Rana with a laugh. “It seems deliciously evil.”

      Rana laughed. “Just because I’m a dark elf doesn’t mean I want to be responsible for the loss of all life on Earth.”

      “Why not?” Bella piped in from within her box.

      “It’s a pretty bad idea,” Rana said.

      “Why?” Bella pressed.

      “Because if I blew up the sun, then everyone would die,” Rana said.

      “Everyone?” Bella asked.

      “Yes, everyone,” Rana said.

      “But why?” Bella asked.

      “Because the sun is the source of all life on Earth,” Rana explained. She sounded more patient with Bella than she usually did with Beck.

      “But wouldn’t the plants and animals survive?” Bella asked.

      “Not for long,” Rana said. “They need the sun to survive.”

      There was a long pause. “What about the fungusmen?” Bella asked. “The sun kills us.”

      Rana sighed. “Eventually, your river would freeze. It would become too cold for you to move. You would die, even if you wouldn’t die as quickly as others.”

      “I see.” Bella’s voice was soft.

      “Do you understand now?” Rana asked.

      “Yes.” The box wobbled as if Bella were nodding inside of it.

      “Good,” Rana said. “Maybe you’ll be able to explain it to your fellow mushrooms.”

      “Fungusmen,” Bella corrected.

      Rana didn’t respond.

      “Wait,” Daisy said, sniffing the air. “I can sense your arrow, Rana.”

      “Lead the way,” Rana said.

      Daisy started marching even faster, bouncing around the box on her back even more. Poor Bella, Beck thought.

      Suddenly, Daisy stopped so fast that Beck nearly ran into her.

      “Did you find the arrow?” Kay asked.

      “Even better,” Daisy said, and she pointed. There, about twenty feet away, was a stone well. Next to the well was a wooden slab that Beck thought was probably a table at one point. She stomped over to the well and peered in.

      “Do you think it’s the right one?” Beck asked.

      Daisy shrugged. “Either way, I’m taking a break.” She unslung the box from her back and set it on the ground. “The sun’s almost down, Bella. It’ll only be a few more minutes until you can come out.”

      “Okay, but don’t forget about me!” Bella squeaked.

      Beck peered down into the well. It was dark. “Hello!” he yelled. He didn’t hear an answer, but then again, they did speak rather quietly.

      Rana walked right up to the edge with a rock in her hand, then dropped it down.

      “Rana!” Kay yelled as she reached the well’s edge. “There could be fungusmen right under the hole.”

      “Well, then they’ll get out of the way for my second rock, because I couldn’t hear the first one hit the bottom over your yelling,” Rana said with a little smile. She grabbed another rock. “Look out below!”

      All four of them listened. Beck didn’t hear anything.

      “I heard something, but it was faint,” Daisy said.

      Rana nodded. “I think we got the right hole.”

      Beck laughed. “All the holes around here-”

      “Keep it in your pants, bard,” Rana said. She stroked her chin. “What do you think the best way to block it is?”

      “We could put this table back on it,” Beck said.

      Rana shook her head. “It probably got blown off in a storm and would do so again.” She looked around. “I guess we could weight it down with something.”

      “What if someone wants to open it on purpose, though?” Kay asked. “Could we enchant it somehow?”

      Rana shook her head. “I don’t think either of our magic powers are useful for this job. Kammie mentioned something about locking or enchanting the trap door in her courtyard. Maybe-”

      “Why don’t I just put a rock on it?” Daisy asked.

      They all looked at her. “I mean, sure, but we already said somebody might knock the rock off the well on purpose.”

      “Why keep the well at all?” She gave the stones that made up the well head a shove. “I can roll a much bigger rock than I can lift one onto here. It’s not like it’s useful to anyone.”

      Rana looked at Kay.

      Kay shrugged. “Yeah, that sounds good to me.”

      “Okay. I’m going to knock this over so we can put a rock on top of it.” Daisy walked around the well once, pushing on some of the stones. She frowned. “I’m going to have to sharpen this again when we get back to the castle.”

      Daisy unsheathed her claymore. “Stand back everyone.”

      Everyone took three steps back. “I sure hope they took my two rocks as a warning now,” Rana said softly.

      Daisy looked like she said a little prayer to herself. Beck had noticed her doing this a few times before they went into battle. Then, without warning, she twirled in a beautiful dance. With practiced precision, she smashed her sword into the lower quarter of the part of the well that was sticking up out of the ground.

      Stone and dust flew everywhere. Daisy stumbled. For one horrible second, Beck thought she was going to fall in. He rushed forward, knowing that he couldn’t hope to pull her up from the well if she fell in. However, he managed to grab her by her fur shorts and pull her to the side.

      Both of them tumbled and fell to the ground. Beck’s hand immediately went to the lyre case behind him. He knew it was undamaged, but it was enough to make his heart race a little faster.

      Keep it safe.

      Daisy got to her feet quickly. She reached out her hand to the fallen bard and easily helped him to his feet. “I knew you liked me,” she said, then slapped him on the back a little rougher than he would have preferred. Sometimes she didn’t know her own strength.

      Rana and Kay were already looking at the well head, or what was left of it. It was probably 90% gone, with only a few rocks remaining on the side that Daisy had hit.

      “Rana, can you come with me and give me a little light?” Daisy asked. Rana nodded. “Kay, Beck, try and clear some of those remaining stones away while we’re gone. Oh, and let Bella out of her box.”

      “We’ll do our best!” Kay said, eager to help.

      Beck sighed and got on his knees. He hated getting his hands dirty like this.
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      Beck threw rocks into the forest and away from the well head. It was hot sweaty work, and he didn’t particularly like it. Every time he bumped the rocks, some would fall down the hole and Kay would chastise him. He didn’t want to hurt the fungusmen below, but he couldn’t stop all the rocks either.

      “Is adventuring always this exciting?” Bella asked, carefully climbing over some fallen stones to stand near him.

      “Exciting?” He looked around. All he was doing was throwing rocks.

      She nodded. “All of my days are spent in that cave. I’ve never met anyone outside of it, let alone four giants who set out to solve people’s problems.”

      Beck chuckled at the thought that they were all giants. I mean, Daisy could be, but not the rest of them. From Bella’s perspective though, they were all huge. And from her perspective, they all lived exciting lives.

      “You know, I never really thought about it, but I guess it is kind of exciting,” he said.

      She smiled. “Intelligent giants, too. I mean, you’ve already found the source of all my people’s troubles.”

      He nodded, even though he knew he wasn’t intelligent himself. “Well, Daisy is quite brilliant.”

      “Yes, she is,” Bella agreed. “It would be my dream to travel with a party of adventurers as brave and smart and noble as you four.”

      She was really starting to inflate Beck’s ego. “Perhaps one day you’ll find your own party of adventurers, and you’ll explore the cave system that you live in further.”

      Bella bit her lip. “Well, I do want to see more of the world.” She closed her eyes, then spit out all her next words as if she had to work up the nerve to say them. “I was kind of hoping I could travel with you for a while.”

      “Oh, really?” Beck asked. He stopped throwing stones.

      Bella nodded, then leaned forward. In the near dusk, it was hard to see her beautiful blue eyes, but it was quite easy to see her hourglass figure, and those big breasts on her tiny frame. “I already feel such a connection with you, Beck, even if you are a giant.”

      If Beck could think with his brain instead of his dick, he would realize that Bella had fallen under the influence of his high charisma stat. But instead, as his dick began to grow, so did his confidence. Luckily, before he could speak, he heard a deep rumbling, followed by a grunt.

      Beck frowned. He had heard Daisy grunt many times before, but this was different. This was a deeper, harsher sound.

      “What was that?” Bella asked.

      “I don’t know, but I don’t like it,” Beck said. He walked toward the sound, and quickly found Daisy leaning against a giant rock. Her face was red, and she was breathing heavily.

      “Are you okay?” Beck asked.

      “I… I don’t know,” Daisy said. She looked at the well head. “I think I’ll make it, but it’s a lot of work. I just wanted to make sure you were both out of the way.”

      “I’ve got Kay,” Rana called from the well.

      With that, Daisy pushed on the giant rock again, then started rocking it back and forth. With one last hard shove, she got it moving again toward the well.

      “Did you have to get such a big rock?” Beck asked.

      Daisy laughed. “Any smaller, and it might have fallen in the hole. Or it might have been moved again. No, I needed the biggest rock I could possibly move.” She grunted again as she shoved the rock to keep its momentum going. “This one definitely pushed my limits though.”

      “A little to the left,” Rana called.

      Daisy grunted and shoved the rock with all of her might to the left. It shifted maybe five degrees as it rolled, then came to an abrupt stop.

      “Am I in?” Daisy asked as she collapsed against the boulder.

      Her chest heaved as she struggled to stay upright.

      “Hold on,” Rana said. She walked around the hole, checking the bottom with her magic ball of light. “It’s in, but…”

      “But…?” Daisy sounded defeated already.

      Rana sighed. “It will be a lot more secure if you lift it and slide it into the hole a little more.”

      Daisy stared daggers at Rana. For once, Beck felt sorry for her. But then, Daisy got to her feet. She braced herself against the rock, then grunted, then stopped and slid against the rock to the ground. The rock didn’t move. “It’ll have to hold for now. I think we’re all due for a break.”

      That was fine with Beck. He could always use a break. He plopped down next to Daisy, intending to lay his head on her lap and doze off. But Kay interrupted him before he could close his eyes.

      “I know the perfect spot,” she said.
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      “I found this place while Beck was flirting with lil’ miss mushroom,” Kay said.

      “I can’t believe it,” Daisy said, staring out at the space with awe. “It’s amazing.”

      A small hot spring bubbled, steam rising lazily from the pool. Round soft rocks surrounded the shore, making a natural soaking area. The moon hung low overhead, giving enough light to see.

      “I think it looks like a painting,” Kay said.

      “It does, doesn’t it?” Daisy said.

      “I wonder how long it takes to paint something like this,” Beck said.

      “I don’t know,” Kay said. “However, I don’t need to paint this. I’m getting in.”

      “Me too,” Bella said.

      Everyone turned to look at the little mushroom girl. Her outfit, already practically see-through, clung to her in the humid steaminess of the hot spring. She lowered herself down to the rocks and dipped a toe in. She sighed with contentment and put her entire foot under.

      “Will you be able to get in?” Kay asked.

      Bella lowered herself in, still clothed in her dress. The water came up to her neck. “I won’t be able to sit, but I’m tall enough to stay by the edge.”

      Beck shrugged and began removing his own clothes. No way was he going to get them wet, and he was hoping that the other girls would decide the same thing.

      Daisy didn’t need any encouragement to get naked, and Kay was right behind her. It wasn’t until Daisy began to take off Rana’s clothes that she began to disrobe herself.

      “I don’t know why you bother wearing these things,” Daisy said as she pulled off Rana’s greaves.

      “To protect myself,” Rana said.

      “I’ll protect you,” Daisy said.

      Rana looked at her warmly. Bella looked too, but her look was different. Her eyes were practically popping out of her head.

      “Oh my,” she said. “I didn’t realize you were all so comfortable around each other.”

      Daisy lowered herself into the water. When she sat down, the water barely covered her legs, but it was enough to take the tension out of her muscles. “Oh, we’re comfortable alright.”

      Beck sat down next to her and began to play with her breasts. “Yes, very comfortable.”

      Bella looked away. “Oh, I didn’t realize you two were…” She trailed off.

      Beck laughed, then beckoned to Kay. “Come here, Kay.”

      Kay lowered herself into the water next to Beck. Beck shifted from Daisy large chest to Kay’s small tits, playfully kneading at them. As Rana sat on Daisy’s other side, Daisy leaned over and kissed her.

      Rana eagerly returned the kiss, but then looked over at Bella. “Aren’t we making it a little awkward for Bella?”

      Bella just shrugged. "Fungusmen are known for having many lovers," she said. "I just didn't know that humans and elves were the same way."

      With that said, she swam over to Beck and rubbed up against him.

      Beck didn't see anything wrong with that. He absent-mindedly began to stroke Bella over her dress while continuing to make out with Kay.

      Daisy cleared her throat loudly. Beck looked over at her, and Daisy gestured to the little mushroom lady.

      "Oh no," Bella said. "I'm not overstepping, am I?"

      Beck shrugged. "I thought it would be okay if she joined in."

      "Well..." Daisy started.

      "It's just, I'm so attracted to him," Bella said. Then she moved to Daisy, pressing against her tummy. "I'm so attracted to all of you."

      "You're not going to get jealous, are you?" Beck asked.

      Daisy shook her head. "Not at all, but..." She bit her lip.

      Bella got up on her tip toes. Even with Daisy sitting down, Bella could barely reach the bottom of her breasts. "You're so beautiful," she said.

      Daisy giggled. “Look, it’s just that… You’ll destroy her if you fuck her.”

      Kay erupted in giggles. Rana just sighed. “Why’d you have to stroke his ego like that?”

      Beck looked down at his very-erect dick, then at Bella’s body. He wasn’t very good at the mental math, but he’d take Daisy’s word for it.

      Bella bit her lip. “There are other things I can do,” she said as her hand strayed to Daisy’s pussy under the water. Her hand made quick motions against Daisy’s clit, causing Daisy to moan.

      “She can stay,” Daisy said quickly. “If it’s okay with you two,” she added, talking to Kay and Rana.

      “I don’t mind,” Kay said. She moved to straddle Beck, but just sat across Beck’s legs, then kissed Bella on her back.

      “I’m not going to say no, but…” Rana kissed Daisy sweetly. “I don’t think you should be the only one getting any.”

      “Well then come here, you grouch,” Daisy said. She lifted Rana up out of the water and, with her massive arms, held Rana’s pussy up to her face, gingerly licking at her clit.

      Beck watched Kay kiss the little mushroom woman. When Bella finally leaned back to rub her fingers through Kay’s hair, Beck couldn’t wait any longer. He grabbed Kay by the hips and pulled her body to his. Kay squeaked as she found her tits pressed up against Beck’s chest as he kissed her fiercely.

      When he broke the kiss, he looked down at Kay. She was staring up at him with wide eyes.

      Bella moved next to the two of them. First, she kissed Kay, and then she paused as she looked at Beck. Her smile disappeared, replaced with a look of intensity, and then she moved in and started messily kissing Beck.

      Beck just leaned back and enjoyed it. He was still holding onto Kay when Kay grabbed Beck’s dick and slipped it inside of herself. He gasped with pleasure as she enveloped him.

      “Oh, my Goddess, that is so hot,” Bella said as she watched the little fairy bounce on Beck’s cock.

      Kay moaned loudly as she bounced up and down on Beck. Beck reached down and grabbed her ass, pulling her down harder on his cock. The water splashed around them as Kay lost herself to her pleasure.

      Bella began to concentrate more on Kay’s body. She ran her little hands up and down her body, pausing at each of her nipples to caress and pinch them. Suddenly, Kay reached over and gave Bella a deep kiss. She put her hands on Beck’s chest as if to brace herself and moaned loudly. Beck could feel her pussy tighten on his cock as she bounced. Her legs shook with exertion and pleasure.

      When Kay finally relaxed and fell against his chest, he looked over at Daisy again. She was still hungrily eating out Rana, but her legs were spread wide. She was ready for him.

      Beck slowly lifted Kay off himself, then stood. He positioned himself between Daisy’s muscular legs, then lifted her legs so they were bent at the knee. With her face still buried in Rana’s pussy, Daisy moaned as Beck stuck the head of his cock in her.

      He took his time, savoring the feeling of her tight pussy squeezing his cock. An inch in, then all the way out. An inch and a half, then all the way out. After a few dozen thrusts like this, Daisy began to gyrate her hips. Beck still didn’t fully enter her. Daisy lifted Rana all the way up over her head. “Come on, big boy. I’m not the delicate fairy or the tiny mushroom. Fuck me already.”

      Beck grinned and plunged all the way into her. Daisy smiled as she threw her head back, then set Rana back down on her mouth.

      As soon as he was completely inside of her, Daisy wrapped her legs around his waist. How she managed to hold this position while still holding Rana was nothing short of a miracle. She had the kind of abs that bodybuilders dreamed of.

      “That’s so hot,” said Kay.

      She moved to Daisy’s side and began to kiss her big boobs.

      “It’s amazing,” Bella said, a sense of awe and wonder in her voice. Her hands quested over Daisy’s legs and Beck’s chest.

      “Oh, my Goddess, that feels so good!” Daisy cried out. She set Rana down to her side, the other side from Kay. Rana began to tongue Daisy’s nipple from the other side. With Kay and Rana both licking her tits, it was only a matter of time before she came.

      “Oh, my Goddess, yes! Yes! Oh, Goddess,” Daisy screamed.

      Beck began to pound as hard as he could. As Daisy’s pussy slammed around his dick, he felt his orgasm building. He knew he wouldn’t last much longer. He tried to slow down, but Daisy was too excited. She just pulled him in deeper.

      “Beck, please pull out,” Bella said. “I want to see it.”

      Beck gritted his teeth. “I don’t know if I can,” he said. It wasn’t just a matter of his weak pull-out game. He was literally trapped between the barbarian’s legs.

      Daisy laughed and sighed. She relaxed her legs and let him go free. “Give the girl a show, bard,” she said. As Beck pulled out, Daisy’s hand went to her clit, rubbing fiercely.

      Beck stood up out of the water and began to jerk himself off. But before long, two hands reached up and created a tunnel for him. He looked down and saw only Bella’s mushroom cap, but those huge boobs of hers rubbed against his legs. He let go of his dick and began to thrust against her hands. With those beautiful spheres pressed against him, it was seconds before he erupted.

      Much of his first spurt landed all over the three girls, but after that, most of it ran down Bella’s hands, her arms, her mushroom cap, and, as she backed away a little bit, those breasts of hers. As he watched, she closed her eyes, and moaned as she rubbed her hands over her body. His semen made her already wet skin even slicker, and she cooed to herself as she coated herself in his juices.

      It was incredibly hot.

      “Make sure you don’t get any of that in you,” Rana said. “A human-sized baby probably wouldn’t be very good for your body either.”

      Bella giggled, then held her breath as she dipped under the water. In a moment, she resurfaced. “All gone,” she said, though her skin still glistened.

      Daisy laid back and giggled. Then she wrapped one arm around Kay and another around Rana. “If it’s okay with you guys, I’d like to rest for a while longer.”

      Bella walked over to the same side that Kay was on and laid her head on Daisy’s tummy. Her eyes fixated on Beck. “Take all the time you need. I’m in no hurry for this adventure to end.”
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      After a night of snuggles, followed by a pre-dawn morning of Daisy fixing the rock while everyone cheered her on, the party made it back to the castle. If Kammie missed them the night before, she didn’t say anything. She was already asleep when they arrived back.

      Bella made it back into the cave before she had to ride in the box again, and for that, everyone was grateful.

      They weren’t even to the main chamber of the fungusmen’s town before they heard the music and cheering. Bella ran ahead. “Come on!” she cried excitedly.

      Beck, still tired from the night of getting hardly any sleep, couldn’t drum up the enthusiasm to keep up. Neither could the rest of the women.

      The chamber was a lot darker when they got to it. “I guess it worked?” Kay asked.

      Despite a bunch of drunk fungusmen, Daisy managed to make her way to the spot under the well head. “I can’t see a thing,” she said.

      “That’s a good thing,” Rana said. She looked around. “They all know it’s over.”

      Bella returned with the mayor in tow. “There they are!” Taki yelled. “The heroes who defeated The Burning!”

      A bunch of the fungusmen surrounded them. “Did you really do it? Did you blow up… the sun?” one of Taki’s advisors asked.

      Beck bit his lip. He looked over at Bella. Bella hesitated, then jumped for joy. “These heroes came to an arrangement with The Burning. Though it still lives, it will not be trespassing into our homes any longer.”

      A huge cheer erupted from the mushrooms.

      Kay looked at Daisy. Daisy shrugged her shoulders. Rana rolled her eyes. And Beck figured that as long as everyone was happy, they could think whatever they wanted to think.

      “Three cheers for the heroes!”

      “Hip hip, hooray!”
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        * * *

      

      Bella ate and drank with the people of the village while showing off her new friends to everyone who would listen. And everyone did want to listen. They had dealt with The Burning for a long time, and to have it gone was a miracle.

      But eventually, Rana was tired of talking to people she didn’t know. Daisy was tired from having to push and lift that rock. And Beck? He was ready to go to bed with three women.

      Make that four, he thought to himself as he looked at Bella. He wondered if she would be comfortable in bed with the four of them, considering that any one of them could crush her in their sleep. That was something to worry about a different day.

      Rana came up to Beck. “Say your goodbyes, Beck. We’re grabbing Bella and going soon.”

      Beck nodded. He walked up to Bella. “Thank you for introducing us to all your friends. Have you said goodbye?”

      Bella bit her lip. She looked up and down Beck, as if trying to convince herself of something.

      “What’s wrong?” Beck asked.

      “I’ve decided that I can’t go with you,” Bella said. Her blue eyes welled up with tears.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you guys work great as a team. Each of you brings something to the party. Daisy brings her strength, Rana brings her magic, Kay brings her healing, and you bring the gift of your song,” Bella said.

      Beck nodded. His gift was the most important part of the team.

      “But me? I didn’t bring anything to the team. In fact, I was a burden, having to be carried around in a box.” She sounded very sad.

      “That’s not true,” Beck said, but he struggled to think of anything she had actually helped with.

      Bella nodded. “Thank you for saying so, but it is true.” She put her hand on Beck’s leg. “I had a lot of fun with you, but my people have decided that they need me now more than ever, now that I’m a brave adventurer. One day, I’d like to make a party of my own, like yours.”

      “I’m sure it’ll be a great group of adventurers,” Beck said.

      “Nothing like yours, but we’ll do our best,” Bella said. “But, as long as you’re living in the castle, remember that I’m down here. You can come visit me anytime you’d like.”

      Beck didn’t know what to say. So instead, he knelt down and gave her a kiss on the cheek. Bella grabbed his face with both of her small hands and gave him a soft kiss on the lips.

      “Perhaps you’ll even play another song for me,” she said, reaching behind him and patting the case on his back.

      Beck nodded. “I would love that.”

      A tear rolled down Bella’s cheek. “I should probably say bye to the other girls. I know I’ll never forget any of you. Don’t forget about me.”

      Beck’s mind flashed to the mushroom girl sliding up against him in the water last night.

      “We won’t ever forget you,” he said confidently.
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      Rana got away from the rest of the party by saying she forgot something. They said they’d wait for her at the entrance to the tunnel leading back to the castle.

      These people owe you, Rana thought to herself. And when the time comes, and you need a favor, you need to be sure that you can collect.

      Bella saw her coming and smiled. “Are you coming to stay with us?” she asked, knowing that that wasn’t it at all.

      “Not yet. I was hoping to talk to Taki.”

      “He’s right over there,” Bella said.

      As Rana started to walk, Bella followed her.

      “I need to talk to him alone,” Rana said.

      “Oh. Of course.” Bella bit her lip nervously and turned back to the party.

      When Rana had Taki alone, she spoke quickly. “Is there another way out of this cave?”

      Taki was taken off guard. “Yes, but it’s not easy. You must swim against the river at points, but it does lead to a lagoon some distance away from here.”

      Rana nodded. Her past was catching up to her, and if it did catch up to her while she was still living at the castle, it would be good to have a secondary way out.

      “There may come a time when I need to pass through here, and the creatures chasing after me will make The Burning look like a firefly. You’ll need to be prepared to hide and protect your people, even though they’ll only be after me.”

      Taki opened his mouth as if to protest, but then he closed it. “I understand,” he said softly.

      “Good,” Rana said, and didn’t wait for any questions.

      She turned on her heel and marched right out, without even waving another good-bye to Bella.

      She hoped she would never see this place again.
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      I felt Viktor’s BMW finally come to a halt. There were sounds, muffled voices, then the trunk opened. Anatoly and Dmitri reached in and hauled me out, dragging me over the bumper and setting me on my feet.

      I struggled for a moment to stay upright, which wasn’t easy because of the duct tape wrapped around my legs and arms.

      We were standing in a construction site. The shell of a building rose around us, and the girders and beams suggested a recently begun office tower. I glanced around the first floor, seeing scattered construction supplies and debris.

      Not far away was the reason they’d brought me here. A section of the concrete floor was unfinished, and two more of Viktor’s guys were pouring a load of fresh cement into an area about eight feet square.

      My stomach tightened as I looked at it. I knew what they had planned. I’d seen before how Viktor preferred to dispose of the inconvenient or annoying people in his life.

      Until earlier tonight, I’d been one of his key people. Now I was one of the annoying ones.

      To be fair, though, I’d done a lot more than annoy Viktor.

      I heard feminine whimpering behind me, and the source of my trouble came into view. Oskana appeared with Viktor. He held her arm, glaring murderously at me, while she stood there shivering and crying, still wrapped in the top sheet from my bed.

      I tried to remain calm as I looked at the long shimmering blonde hair and leggy frame that had once graced the catwalks in New York, London, and Paris. Before Viktor’s money convinced her to retire. No one could really blame her for doing it, giving up a modeling career to marry a wealthy gangster, even one who lived in Brooklyn. She’d grown up with next to nothing in St. Petersburg – nothing beyond cheekbones that could cut glass and a body that could sell ice to the fucking Yakuts.

      The problem with Russian women, though – especially the drop-dead beautiful ones like Oskana – was they want everything. Wealth and status aren’t enough. They want fairy-tale love and devotion on top of it.

      Which was the one thing an old man like Viktor could never give her.

      So, she’d gone looking for it somewhere else. And when a woman like Oskana sets her sights on you, well, it would have taken a much stronger man than me to turn her down.

      “Take a last look at your boyfriend, you filthy whore,” Viktor spat.

      “Viktor, please,” she sobbed. “I will do anything, please tell me what to do, I will do it. Please!”

      “You are going to stand here and watch him die,” he snarled. “That is what you are going to do.”

      Anatoly and Dmitri held my arms tightly as they dragged me over to the cement pit. Oskana wailed in despair, sobs wracking her body.

      I stared at her, saying nothing because there was duct tape over my mouth as well. Viktor didn’t miss the look. His face darkened even further.

      “Something to say, Andrei?”

      I tried to talk around the duct tape, which of course I couldn’t do. Anatoly and Dmitri looked at me, then at Viktor.

      “Take the fucking duct tape off, you idiots,” Viktor said.

      Dmitri tore the duct tape off my mouth.

      I knew I was about to die. I’d known it the moment Viktor burst into my apartment with Anatoly and Dmitri, catching the two of us in bed. The moment I’d looked past the perfect body straddling my waist and saw Viktor standing there in the door to my bedroom.

      But being Russian means imbibing the taste of death with your mother’s milk. If it’s time for you to die, well, you face that death with a bottle of vodka in your hand and your head held high.

      I had no vodka, so I’d spent the drive in Viktor’s trunk composing my final words to him and hoping that I would have a chance to deliver them. I wanted to say something to him that would stick with him to his grave.

      “What’s really killing you about this, Viktor,” I said slowly, “is the knowledge that everything you’ve done, all the money you earned being the biggest bastard in the world, everyone you’ve killed and every rule you’ve broken to get where you are, it wasn’t enough. Killing me won’t change any of that. And when I’m dead, it still won’t be enough, you fucking old дегенерат.”

      Viktor’s face went red in rage.

      “Get him in the fucking cement!” he screamed.

      Anatoly and Dmitri shoved me forward. I shut my eyes tightly as I fell face-first into the thick gray goop in front of me. As they pushed me under, the last sound I heard was Oskana’s voice.

      “Andrei!”

      
        
        ———
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      For a while, there was nothing. Just blackness and emptiness.

      Yet somehow my sense of self remained. I knew I was dead. I felt nothing, not even a body around me. My consciousness was somehow still here, but there was nothing else with it.

      Was this Hell? I belonged there after the life I’d lived – no question about that one – but this hardly seemed like the place. There was no fire, no pain. Really, nothing to it at all.

      If this was eternal damnation, I figured I could deal with it. It might be a bit lonely after a while, but at least it was quiet.

      For a while, I wondered if I was in a coma. But that hardly seemed likely. Surely ten minutes in cement, and I was dead and gone.

      It was hard to imagine that I’d been down there long enough to go into a coma, but not long enough to be dead. It was hard to imagine how anyone could have pulled me out in time to save me. Viktor would have made sure I was dead and sealed up neatly before leaving. He would have stood there enjoying every moment of what it did to Oskana. I’d seen him do it to other people before.

      So, I just sat there, figuratively speaking. When you’re a dead consciousness, there was no way to sit down, after all.

      A moment, or perhaps a millennium later, I heard a voice.

      You are called.

      “By what?” I asked.

      The one who is offering you another chance at existence.

      “Wait. You’re sending me back?”

      No. That life is over. But there is another life that aligns rather curiously with how that one ended.

      “And who the fuck are you?”

      I have many names.

      “Fine. Give me one.”

      You may call me Urgrud.

      “So, Urgrud, I’m dead, and you’re going to bring me back to life?”

      In a manner of speaking. I am dead just like you, but being a god, I still have responsibilities.

      “What the fuck – you’re a god, and you’re dead?”

      Death for gods is not the same thing as death for mortals, Urgrud replied. Do you want this new existence or not? The window for it is closing.

      “What is it?”

      In some ways, it is much like the life you led. In others, very different. Decide now.

      “Fuck!” I shouted into the nothingness around me. “Okay.”

      It is done. Enjoy.

      And do try to avoid repeating the mistakes you made previously, Andrei.

      
        
        ———
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      My eyes opened.

      Part of me expected to sit up with a gasp, but I didn’t. Oddly enough, I didn’t feel the urge to breathe at all.

      But I had a body again.

      I lay on my back looking upward. Above me was a circular array of wooden beams that radiated out from a point in the center. Smaller beams and planks had been built around and over them.

      I realized I was looking at the inside of an old cottage. And it was definitely old. The roof above me was dark with soot and dust, the beams thick with cobwebs and other debris. Hanging from the center of it was a wrought-iron chandelier that was lit by six oil lamps.

      My body felt strange – solid and heavy – and I couldn’t figure out why. I could feel it around me, and my senses told me it was more or less the same as my old one, at least in shape.

      I had eyes to see. What else did I have? It appeared that I had ears as well because I heard a feminine voice.

      “What now, Tiriana?” The voice was high and shrill.

      The voice that answered was much smoother and more lyrical.

      “Urgrud answered the call, Gluzzia. I felt it.”

      “It’s not moving,” a third voice said, this one low and liquid.

      Moving would be good, yes. I had spent so long in that formless void. But could I move?

      I tried to sit up. After a moment, I was able to, though the movement was slower than I expected, strangely thicker and more viscous than the body I remembered.

      As I came upright, I saw several remarkable things.

      First, I was indeed in some old cottage. Really old from the looks of it, like some medieval farmhouse. It was roughly circular in construction. There was a stone fireplace along one wall, and an iron cauldron hung over the coals. On the opposite side from the fireplace was the trunk of a large tree. The cottage seemed to have been built right up against it, and it rose through the roof and beyond.

      The place was filled with random crap. Bundles of branches and plants, herbs hanging from the ceiling, animal pelts, and hundreds of little wooden boxes, metal canisters, and stone jars of all sizes stacked randomly here and there. I saw two beds and a table with three chairs.

      But my attention was immediately drawn to the three . . . females in front of me.

      I wasn’t sure I could call them women, because they were clearly something other than human. The one in the center was the closest to it, but she was definitely something else. She had long, thick red hair and pointed ears like an elf.

      Her face had a strange ageless quality to it. She was beautiful, but she might have been fifteen or a hundred. Her sapphire-blue eyes were unnaturally large and sparkled in a way I’d never seen before.

      She wore an old, multicolored robe that was trimmed with beads and little pieces of stone. The robe was shapeless, but she was definitely not. Firm breasts stood out from her chest, and her robe was tied around a narrow waist, which flared gently out to her slim but shapely hips and thighs.

      The woman – or girl perhaps – next to her was something different. For one thing, she was much smaller. She might have been four feet tall at most. Also, her skin was green, and her hair, which hung down to the floor in an unkempt cascade, was bright purple.

      She was dressed like the redhead in a rough robe, though her body was much fuller. As small as she seemed, her body filled out in every direction – big breasts, rounded hips, and thick thighs. Her eyes were red, and she had pointed ears like the other woman, though much longer. She was beautiful as well, though in a very different way.

      The last one, though, was the strangest.

      Her skin was light brown, but it wasn’t brown of a woman from Asia or Africa. It was the brown of the natural world – earth, stone, and tree – and rough in spots like bark. Her long, flowing hair was the bright green of a pine forest, and her tall, slim body was articulated in a way that seemed more flora than fauna. Her green eyes were like emeralds. The robe she wore was much lighter than the others, so light that it was almost translucent.

      The three of them stared back at me.

      “It looks so stupid,” the little green one said.

      “Can it speak?” the brown one asked.

      “Can you understand us?” the redhead asked me.

      Could I speak? That was a good question. I had a mouth, but I seemed to have no lungs. How could I have a voice if I couldn’t breathe?

      I tried anyway. A rough sound came out.

      “Yes.”

      My voice sounded nothing like I remembered. It was much deeper, rumbling and gravelly.

      “Good,” the redhead said. “Now try to stand.”

      I finally looked down at myself and realized the greatest change here was not the location or these women.

      It was me.

      I was different. My body was a smooth, uniform gray that – to be perfectly honest – reminded me very much of the cement I’d died in. I brought my hands together, feeling them. My flesh, if it could even be called that, was much harder, almost like—

      Stone.

      I was a thing made of stone.

      Fluid, moving stone that was still rock-hard.

      “What is this?” I asked.

      “We called to Urgrud to help us,” the redhead replied, “and he sent you.”

      I remembered that brief conversation I’d had with him.

      “Who is Urgrud? Why would he send me here?”

      “You don’t know Urgrud?” the green one asked. “It is stupid.”

      “We asked for strength, not intellect, Gluzzia,” the redhead replied. “In that, Urgrud has answered us.”

      I’d been lying on a large table in the center of the cottage. I put my hands down and swung my feet onto the floor. The motion of standing up felt odd, because it lacked the feel of bones and muscle that I was used to. I had none of that now.

      As I stood up to my full length, I got another surprise. I’d been a fairly big dude when I was alive. I spent plenty of time in the gym like the other guys in Viktor’s crew, and while I stayed away from the steroids a lot of them liked, I was in pretty good shape.

      But now, I was something else.

      When I was a kid, my grandad used to take me up to the Queens County Fair every fall. There were always lots of performers, and for a few years, they had a guy who was billed as “The Strongest Man in Queens.” He was really big, like six-ten and three-fifty pounds easy, and his act was challenging people to out-lift him. No one was ever able to do it, and believe me, people tried.

      I made that guy look like a kid.

      It was hard to be exact since I wasn’t sure of my frame of reference, but if the redhead was about average height as she seemed, I had to be at least eight feet tall, maybe eight and a half. I appeared to be made of stone, so who knew what the hell I weighed now, but in terms of sheer bulk, I beat that guy easily.

      My body was still human in form, and looking down, I saw that I still had a dick – thank God there, right? – and pretty much everything else.

      Finally, I looked up at the women.

      “Who are you?” I asked. “How did I get here?”

      “I am Tiriana,” the redheaded elf said. “I am the leader of this coven.”

      “I am Gluzzia,” the green one said.

      “What are you?” I asked her.

      “Do you truly have nothing but rocks in your head? Have you never seen a goblin before?”

      “No.” Then I looked at the last one.

      “I am Laurelis,” she said, smiling warmly at me. “I am a dryad.”

      “A dryad?” I asked.

      “My spirit is tied to the tree behind me.”

      I looked over to it. That would explain why the cottage was built around the thing.

      “And this is a coven?” I asked. “Are you all witches?”

      “Yes,” Tiriana said. “That is exactly what we are.”

      Now, any kid with a Russian grandmother, especially one who grew up on a farm in the countryside and came over to New York in the ’80s, is going to hear a lot of fairy tales and fables. Mine would sit there with a Salem menthol 100 in one hand and a glass of vodka in the other, and just ramble on for hours. She especially liked to tease me and my brother about Baba Yaga coming to kidnap us and throw us in her stew pot if we misbehaved.

      When we got older and told her Baba Yaga wasn’t real, she would wag her cigarette at us and say, “That’s just what she wants you to think!”

      So, I wasn’t unfamiliar with the concept of witches and goblins living in the woods, although my grandmother’s stories didn’t include ones as beautiful as these three. The part of my mind that was still trying to center myself in what I remembered of my life in New York was rebelling against the idea that any of this was real.

      Then I looked down at my body again, and, well, the reality of my situation was fairly clear.

      “So, who is Urgrud?” I asked again. “Why am here? What am I now?”

      Tiriana narrowed her eyes at me for a moment. Then she motioned to the door.

      “Come.”

      I had to bend way over to get myself under the edge of the roof, but I followed Tiriana out of the cottage. We emerged into a dark, dense forest. The ground was thick with undergrowth and criss-crossed with old fallen trees that were heavily overgrown with moss. Not the sort of thing you ever saw in Brooklyn. We were in some ancient, almost untouched forest. From the state of things, it was summer right now, but this had the look of a place that got very cold in the winter.

      “This world is called Empyrea,” Tiriana said. “Does that name mean anything to you?”

      “No.”

      “Where are you from?” Gluzzia asked.

      “Brighton Beach,” I said. “Brooklyn. New York?”

      “So, you come from a different world,” Tiriana went on. “To answer your question, Urgrud is one of the Dead Gods, the god of war to be precise, who fell in battle millennia ago. We called on him to aid us, to fill the vessel we created to defend our home. He did so.”

      I looked down at my stone body again. Out in the daylight, even the dim light through the trees, it was even more striking. I looked like a fucking action figure, and an anatomically correct one to boot.

      “This was the vessel?” I asked.

      “We began with nothing but clay,” Laurelis said, her voice like the flow of a stream. “It took shape when your spirit entered. It would have taken on the form that represented your truest essence.”

      Her gaze fell to my dick. Not that I really blamed her. In fairness, it was as impressive as the rest of me.

      “I will confess I didn’t expect such . . . girth.”

      Tiriana and Gluzzia looked down as well.

      “That is not why we summoned him, Laurelis,” Tiriana said.

      Gluzzia smirked at her. “Don’t tell me you’re surprised.”

      “So why did you summon me?” I asked. “What do you need me to aid you against?”

      “We are peaceful,” Tiriana said. “Our coven has lived in this forest for many years. We aid the villagers in the area, offering healing and charms and other minor enchantments to improve their lives.”

      “We ask for nothing more than what they can afford to give us in return,” Laurelis said. “That, and to be left in peace. As Tiriana said, it has worked for many years. Some of them fear us, to be sure, but they respect us and the things we do for them.”

      “But they’re not leaving you in peace now?” I asked. “Or what?

      “It’s not the villagers who are causing trouble,” Gluzzia said. “They know better than to annoy us.”

      Tiriana nodded.

      “But the followers of Ameera have recently attempted to spread their faith to this area. They have set up a fortified church not far away, and their monks have been harassing the villagers, threatening them in various ways unless they attend the services.”

      I began to see the problem.

      “And they know about the three of you?”

      “Yes. They have denounced us as heretics. Anyone accepting help from us is to be punished.”

      “Several villagers have been flogged,” Laurelis said.

      “Worse, they are trying to find us and bring us to ‘justice’,” Tiriana said. “They have been threatening villagers in an attempt to find this place.”

      “What would happen if they did?” I asked her.

      “We would be flayed head-to-toe, and then slowly roasted alive over an open fire. That is the usual punishment for heresy in our world.”

      “And that’s in addition to fun they would probably have with us beforehand,” Gluzzia said. “Heretics or not.”

      “Quite,” Laurelis said.

      I nodded. I’d seen and done some pretty sick shit while working for Viktor over the years, but there were lines even he didn’t cross. And the things we did, that was between men. You just didn’t do something like that to a woman.

      “I will help you,” I said.

      Tiriana smiled.

      “Good. You should know that the spell we cast allows me to control you, but I think things will go much more effectively if you aid us of your own free will.”

      “And if you can solve this problem,” Laurelis said with a lascivious smile, “we will be most appreciative.”

      Gluzzia snorted. “His dick is the size of my thigh.”

      “Enough, sisters,” Tiriana said. “Let us face that issue should the time come.”

      
        
        ———
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      A narrow path led from the witches’ cottage through the forest. It crossed a small stream, where there was a little wooden bridge, and continued along the water for a while. Eventually, it reached a bend in the stream where a pond had formed.

      When we reached the pond, I saw obvious signs that people were coming to it for water. The grass and plants all around it were well-worn from the traffic, and the path from here was much wider and more obvious. It turned away from the stream and reached a meadow a few minutes later.

      Across the meadow was a small village.

      It looked like something right out of one of my babushka’s folk tales. Rude little cottages with peat roofs, some goat pens and a couple of barns, a well in the center of the village square, and a small stone building that might have been a church, or maybe the mayor’s house. Most of the meadow had been plowed, though I couldn’t tell what the villagers were growing there.

      The four of us stood at the edge of the trees.

      “What are we doing here?” I asked.

      “I was hoping you could suggest something,” Tiriana said.

      I looked at her.

      “I am a simple witch,” she said. “I am not a soldier. That is why we called on Urgrud for aid.”

      “How hard could this possibly be?” Gluzzia asked, throwing up her arms.

      I would have sighed if I could actually breathe, but since I couldn’t, I just stared at the village, trying to think.

      In truth, this wasn’t that complicated, and it was something I had a fair amount of experience with, when you considered the situation for a moment. If you saw these villages as the witches’ territory, which they kind of were, these monks were trying to push them out.

      I had dealt with this kind of thing working for Viktor. When someone came onto your territory causing trouble, well, there was really only one response that worked.

      “Where are these monks? Are they here?”

      “Do you see that building in the center?” Laurelis said.

      “Yes.”

      “That was once the home of the local jarl. A few days ago, Ameera’s people threw him out of it and took over.”

      “So, they’ve gotten very close to your cottage.”

      “Ho, he’s not so dumb after all,” Gluzzia said.

      “Yes,” Tiriana said. “That event was what spurred us to seek aid.”

      “All right,” I said. “I’ll take care of this.”

      “What are you going to do?” Laurelis asked.

      “They don’t belong here. I’m going to make that clear to them.” I looked back at the witches. “How do I recognize them? Do they wear uniforms or anything like that?”

      “Yes,” Tiriana said. “They all wear tunics trimmed in red.”

      I turned and walked toward the village. As tall and large as I was, each step took me six or eight feet forward. In less than a minute, I had passed through the rows of vegetables and approached the edge of the village.

      At first, no one was paying attention. But eventually one of the villagers saw the huge, naked gray man stalking toward them and screamed. The others looked where she was pointing and began to run. The eight or ten people who had been walking around as I approached now scattered, running into their homes.

      But I wasn’t concerned with them. I went around the well and straight toward the stone building. Just as I reached it, the front door opened, and a man in a tunic stepped out to see what the commotion was. He wore a long suit of chain mail, and his tunic had red fabric stitched around the edges.

      The man looked up when he saw me, eyes bulging in shock. I grabbed his tunic in my fist and lifted him up. It was like lifting a toddler. I tossed him over my shoulder, and he went tumbling through the air, landing with a thump about fifteen feet away.

      I bent down to get through the door and found myself in a large open room. A flight of stairs went to my left, and another door opened to what looked like the kitchen in the opposite wall.

      There were four more of the monks in the room. They cried out in alarm, jumping to their feet and drawing swords or maces.

      The first one stepped up and struck at me with his sword. The blade struck my chest – and promptly snapped in two. I grabbed him in my hands and lifted him straight up. I was tall enough to slam his head into the ceiling. Then I threw him across the room at the others.

      They jumped out of the way, and he hit the stone floor with a sickening crunch. The remaining three monks fell back.

      “What is this thing?” one of them shouted.

      “Evil magic!” another one replied. “It’s those witches, I’ll wager! Circle around it, lads, we’ll take it together.”

      They tried, anyway. When they spread out, I moved for the one closest to me. I wasn’t that fast, but he couldn’t get around the table behind him to avoid me. He struck at my arm with his mace, but it simply bounced off.

      I grabbed him around the neck, lifted him up, and began to crush his throat. He flailed his legs and struck at me again. Again, the mace just glanced off my chest.

      The other two monks rushed up. As one struck with his sword, I swung my fist around, connecting with the side of his head and crushing his skull. I dropped the first one, whose neck was now broken, and turned to the remaining monk, the one who had tried to rally the others.

      “Ameera, aid me!” he cried. “Give me your strength!”

      Was Ameera listening? I couldn’t tell and didn’t care. In any case, she didn’t stop me from grabbing his head between my hands and popping it like a watermelon as he screamed in terror.

      That was when I saw another monk coming down the stairs. This one had fancier clothes and armor than the others. He carried a very big mace, like a baseball bat with a studded steel grapefruit on the end.

      “Demon!” he cried. “Ameera, give me your aid!”

      “Yeah, she’s not home right now, asshole,” I said.

      My actually speaking seemed to throw him off his game, as if he wasn’t expecting intelligent conversation from this giant stone thing in his house. I stepped toward him, and he took the big mace in both hands, swinging it around at me.

      I raised a hand and caught it easily, then yanked it out of his grip. As he staggered backward in shock, I grabbed him in my other hand and held him up in the air.

      “Anyone else upstairs, jerk-off?”

      “What— No. I am the sub-abbot here.”

      “Good. Come on.”

      I carried him outside. The first guard I’d attacked was still there, trying to get to his feet. When he saw me, he screamed in fright and hobbled away from me.

      “Hodric!” the sub-abbot cried. “Save me, you coward!”

      Hodric continued trying to escape, but he could barely move. It looked like I’d broken his leg or least his ankle throwing him through the air. When I got up to him, I shoved him to the ground again.

      “Is this your boss?” I asked him.

      “Er – yes – that is Sub-Abbot Aspar.”

      I still had the big mace in my other hand. I brought it around hard and crushed Aspar’s skull with it. Then I tossed his corpse next to the horrified form of Hodric at my feet. He screamed again.

      “Calm down, pal,” I said. “I’m going to let you go.”

      “You are?” Hodric gasped.

      “Yeah. You head back to wherever it was you came from, and you tell your friends this is what happens to people who don’t respect the established order of things. You don’t belong here. You fucked around and found out, okay?”

      “Um— Yes. Thank you for sparing my life. Whatever you are.”

      I hauled him to his feet.

      “Get out of here.”

      He hobbled off as quickly as he could, shuffling down a little road that left the village on the far side.

      The villagers remained shut up in their homes, not that I blamed them. When Hodric was out of sight, I saw the three witches entering the village. They walked up to me.

      “You allowed one to escape?” Tiriana asked, an air of surprise in her voice.

      “We’re trying to send a message,” I replied. “Someone has to be left to tell the rest of them what happened here. So, he’ll go back and tell whoever’s in charge how this horrible monster beat all his friends to death. I doubt they’ll give up so easily, but this will hopefully scare the shit out of the rest of their muscle. That should make the next step easier.”

      “His plan seems wise to me,” Laurelis said, smiling.

      “You wanted strength,” Gluzzia said.

      Tiriana finally nodded.

      “Very well. As I said, this sort of thing is not my forte.”

      Gluzzia looked at the big blood-spattered mace in my hand.

      “Are you keeping that?”

      I tossed the thing once or twice. It was about four feet long and clearly seemed like it was meant to be used with two hands. But it felt as light as a billy club to me.

      “Yeah, I like this.”

      
        
        ———
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      Tiriana called to the villagers and eventually coaxed a few of them out of their homes to explain what had happened. She didn’t tell them much about me, simply that they were dealing with the trouble the Ameera people had brought. I got a lot of stares and strange looks, but no one said anything to me.

      Once Tiriana got her point across, things seemed to settle down. The village mayor, or jarl as they called him, reappeared and retook possession of his home. The villagers stripped the monks of their gear and dragged the bodies out of the house. I helped them with the burials since I could dig a lot faster than any of them.

      Since I wanted to keep the mace, I rigged up a leather strap from a couple of the monks’ belts so I could carry it over my shoulder. After a little bit of adjustment, I got it to work.

      Eventually, it was time to decide what to do next. It was still mid-day, and the witches wanted to continue things. I didn’t argue.

      Tiriana explained that there were two other villages where Ameera’s monks had moved in. The closest was about an hour’s walk through the forest. The other, larger village was the direction Hodric had gone, but it was maybe half a day away. So, we decided to start with the closer one.

      Shortly after we set off down the road, it became clear that I could walk a lot faster than they could, especially Gluzzia. So, I lifted the goblin up and – ignoring her protests – set her on my shoulders with her legs around my neck. Then I picked Tiriana up in one arm and Laurelis in the other, so they were sitting on my forearms.

      “Is this really necessary?” Tiriana asked, squirming briefly against me.

      “Just let me carry you,” I said. “We’ll move much faster.”

      Laurelis put her arm around my back and settled against my arm. “I am fine with this.”

      Gluzzia repositioned herself for a moment or two, putting her arms around my forehead.

      “It’s a long way down.”

      “I won’t let you fall,” I said.

      My new body was so large and strong that I barely felt the added weight of carrying the three witches. I walked as quickly as I could without losing my balance, and after five minutes of it, it became clear I had far more endurance as well. Whatever was sustaining me, magic or something else, it was very different from a human body.

      “Everyone all right?” I asked.

      Tiriana leaned closer to me. “I am fine. This is certainly more enjoyable than walking all this way.”

      “Yes, it is,” Laurelis said, leaning her head against my shoulder.

      When Gluzzia didn’t answer, I turned my head slightly.

      “I am not used to being up this high,” she said.

      “Enjoy the view, then.”

      I felt her pressing her plump breasts against the top of my head. “I am trying.”

      The road entered the forest again and wound through a series of meadows, going gently downhill. As I walked, I thought more seriously about what was going on here. I still remembered my old life, but the memories were flat and distant. They stirred no emotions in me – they were simply there.

      Even the thought of Oskana, who I’d once risked everything for – risked it and lost it – did little. I remembered what I’d felt, but I no longer seemed to feel it. All of it seemed dull and vague in contrast to the hard edges of this world.

      We reached the next village in about half an hour. Tiriana warned me when we were getting close, and I set them all down.

      “There,” she said, pointing through the trees ahead of us.

      The next village was in a clearing in the forest, along a river. I saw no evidence of farming, but it looked as if there was some fishing going on here. This village was a bit larger than the last one, and the homes and buildings were not as crude. Nearly all of them were built from long wooden beams and had wooden roofs.

      A large, two-story building stood in the center of the village. I saw several of the monks in their red-trimmed tunics standing around it.

      “These people know you, like the others did?” I asked them.

      “Yes,” Tiriana said. “Though Gluzzia more than Laurelis or me.”

      I looked at the little goblin witch.

      “I lived here years ago,” she said. “When I was younger. Before I met them.”

      “What’s the big building in the center? The jarl’s place again?”

      “The village hall,” she said, “but yes, that is where he lived. They have taken it over here as well.”

      “All right. Wait here, then. This will probably go the way it went in the last village.”

      The witches stayed back in the trees as I marched straight in. Like last time, the villagers began to panic and run around, dashing back into their homes. It took the monks in front of the village hall a few seconds to see what the cause of the uproar was, but when they saw me, they fell back in alarm.

      I stalked right toward them, and they called for help from inside. Then they tried to position themselves to stop me, holding out their swords.

      I held the big mace down by the ground as I walked, but as I closed with the first monk, I swung it in a circle at my side and slammed it into him like a golf club. The blow was hard enough to send him flying into the side of the building.

      The other two monks rushed at me, striking at me from both sides. But their blades just clanged off my stone flesh with a spray of sparks. I swung the mace around again, nearly decapitating one of them. The other chopped at my leg, doing nothing. I turned around, and as he tried to backpedal away from me, I brought the mace down on his head with a splat.

      The first monk wasn’t quite dead, but I took care of that now, stomping on his neck. Then I turned to the big double doors at the front of the building. They were closed, and I wasn’t at all surprised to find them blocked from the other side. So, I backed up a bit and then kicked out hard.

      The doors bent inward with a loud crack but didn’t quite open. I kicked them again, pushing them further forward. The third kick finally broke them down.

      Inside was an open room with two long tables going from one end to the other. At the far end was a staircase going up. There were five of the monks here. Two were holding crossbows, which they now fired at me. The arrows hit me but just glanced off, doing nothing.

      The other three monks were between the two tables, trying to block me from going any further. I swung the mace in a circle over my head and stepped up, sweeping it across in front of me.

      The monks tried to fall back, but I hit one in the side, crushing his arm and chest. He fell to the floor with a cry of pain as his buddies stumbled backward. I put him out of his misery with my left foot. The other two tried to attack me together, striking at my arm with their swords.

      I grabbed one of them by his armor and tunic just below his neck and threw him over my shoulder. I heard him hit the broken door and then scream in agony. The last one lost his nerve and ran for the stairway.

      The two monks with the crossbows fired again and then ran away as well. I turned around briefly, seeing that the monk I’d thrown had landed on the shattered door, where he’d been impaled on a broken beam. I left him there and went for the stairs.

      When I got there, the monks had regrouped at the first landing, where the stairs turned and continued upward. The ones with the crossbows had thrown them away and drawn maces.

      “Ameera, we beseech your aid!” one of them cried. “Give us your strength!”

      “Give us your strength!” the other two shouted.

      I threw the mace at them as hard as I could. It hit the monk in the center, slamming into his chest and knocking him backward. Then I picked up one of the wooden benches along the tables and held it in front of me. I charged up the stairs, crashing into the monks with the bench and knocking them all down before they had a chance to attack me.

      Then I lifted the bench over my head and slammed it down onto them. They cried out in pain, trying to get away from me. The big mace was on the floor of the landing, so I picked it up and finished the three of them off with a few well-placed blows like I was swatting flies.

      I turned around and looked up. The stairs continued upward, going back the other direction, where they reached another landing and a door. When I reached the door, I slammed myself into it, breaking it open.

      Beyond was a hallway with a door on each side and another at the far end. All were closed. The first two doors were not locked and led to simple bedrooms. The last door, though, was locked. I kicked it open, finding a large bedroom where two more monks were hiding. Based on their tunics and armor, I assumed these were the guys in charge.

      One was older, the other fairly young and good-looking, with a shaggy mop of blonde hair. They stood together, swords out. The young one was practically shaking in fear.

      “Which one of you is the sub-abbot?” I asked.

      “I am!” the old one shouted. “Ameera will punish your blasphemy, abomination!”

      I stepped up, ignoring the strikes from their swords, and grabbed the sub-abbot in my hands. I turned and threw him through the window at the end of the building. He screamed as he crashed through the frame and fell toward the ground. His scream ended abruptly with a wet crunch below.

      The younger one threw down his sword and fell to his knees.

      “Mercy! Mercy, I beg you!”

      I picked him up in one hand and carried him outside. By the time I got there, the three witches had followed me into the village and were now calling to the villagers to come out of their homes.

      I threw the young monk to the ground. He whimpered and sobbed as he saw the crushed bodies of the others around the front of the building.

      “Sit still and shut up,” I said, “and I may not kill you.”
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      Gradually the villagers emerged to see what had happened. Many of them began crying out in excitement or shouting our praises. Gluzzia stepped up in front of the four of us.

      “Most of you know me,” she shouted. “You know I and my sisters have served this land and its people for many years. All we wish is for all of us to be left in peace.”

      Most of the villagers called out in agreement with her.

      “What is that thing?” one of them asked, pointing to me.

      “A creature we summoned to aid us,” Tiriana said. “We called out to Urgrud, who opposes Ameera, and he arose from the clay we had prepared.”

      One of the men cautiously stepped up to me, holding out his hand.

      “I’m not going to hurt you,” I said.

      “It speaks,” the man said, eyes going wide.

      “It carries the intelligence Urgrud imbued it with,” Gluzzia said.

      “My name is Andrei,” I said, growing a bit annoyed. “I am not an it.”

      Tiriana looked at me. “We did not know that.”

      “You never asked.”

      The man reached out, touching my arm.

      “You’re made of stone.”

      “Yes.”

      A pretty woman with long blonde hair pushed her way through the crowd, I didn’t like the look on her face.

      “And what happens when they return?” she yelled to the others. “As they surely will? What then? How are we to explain this, that we have accepted aid from these witches?”

      “We all know where your sympathies lie, Malin,” the man beside me said coldly.

      Some of the others muttered agreement.

      “And what of it?” she shot back. “You fault me for seeing the benefits in allying ourselves with the priesthood of Ameera?”

      “They won’t be back,” I said.

      The blonde woman looked up at me, her face a mix of anger and unease.

      “Because you’re going to keep doing what you did here?”

      “Yes. Whatever it takes.”

      Another woman stepped up from the crowd.

      “Your words would have more weight, Malin,” she said, “if you were known as someone who could be trusted. Your actions do not inspire faith, to say the least.”

      There were more murmurs of agreement.

      “Say what you mean, Kiera,” Malin spat.

      “Your betrayal of Jaroslav has not been forgotten.”

      Malin glared at the other woman.

      “You speak of things you know nothing about.” She stalked away angrily, disappearing into the crowd.

      As Gluzzia talked to some of the people she knew, and Tiriana spoke with the old jarl to be sure things could get back to normal, I suddenly remembered the young monk I’d dragged out of the village hall.

      But when I looked for him, I discovered that he was gone. He’d apparently run off during the argument between Malin and the others.

      I found Tiriana and told her.

      “They already know we’re coming for them,” I said.

      “You said before that we needed to send them a message,” she replied.

      I grumbled. “One message was enough. We should get going.”

      “I am not sure we can reach that other village before nightfall.”

      I thought about the situation a moment. Going straight there would give them less time to prepare. Waiting until tomorrow, meanwhile, would give those two monks plenty of time to tell the others what had happened. And they’d likely all spend a sleepless night wondering if we were coming for them.

      “Should we go back to your cottage?” I asked. “And head there in the morning?”

      She nodded.

      “Yes, I think so.”

      When Gluzzia was done talking, I picked the three of them up and started walking. I wondered if we would catch up to the monk, but I saw no sign of him. We finally returned to the witches’ cottage as the sun was heading toward the horizon.

      The three of them started dinner, but of course I had no need to eat. I wasn’t even tired from that hike carrying them back uphill. It wasn’t clear to me that I could get tired.

      “What was the story with that woman?” I asked Gluzzia. “The blonde with the big mouth.”

      She looked up from the cauldron. “You mean Malin?”

      “Yeah, her. Sounded like there was some drama there.”

      Gluzzia nodded.

      “I don’t know all the details. But she was once betrothed to man named Jaroslav. He was a good man, but foolish. He was blinded by her pretty face and ignorant of who she clearly was. Others tried to warn him, to no avail.”

      “And she cheated on him?”

      Gluzzia nodded. “Malin is the sort of woman who has eyes for any man who pays attention to her beauty. When Jaroslav finally saw the truth, he left the village, saying he was going south. He has not been seen since then.”

      “Think she’s going to cause trouble here?” I asked.

      “Not unless the abbot is a wealthy man who gives her endless compliments about her pretty face, which he is not. The monks of Ameera take vows of celibacy.”

      “Vows that are often more honored in the breach than the observance,” Tiriana said. “But vows, nonetheless.”

      The witches ate and eventually prepared for bed. Gluzzia and Tiriana stripped down to these little white nightgown things, but Laurelis just stepped into the tree and vanished.

      “She is a dryad, as she told you,” Tiriana said.” She must return to her tree each night.”

      “I don’t suppose I need to sleep,” I said. “Not really tired here.”

      Tiriana shook her head. “No.”

      “I’ll keep watch outside then.”

      So, as they got in bed, I went out in front. The air had cooled off quickly after the sun set, but while I could sense the change in temperature, it didn’t affect me any more than anything else here had. Oddly enough, I could see in the dark just as well as daylight.

      The night was quiet beyond the insects and an occasional bat. I stood there silently for a long while. When the moon came up, shining down through the trees, I heard soft footsteps behind me.

      I turned, seeing Laurelis standing there beside the cottage.

      She was naked, her tall, slim frame shining in the moonlight. She had a body like Oskana had – lean, taut, and sculpted, with perfect perky breasts.

      She smiled at me.

      “Do you enjoy what you see? I know there is a man in there somewhere. You have made that clear.”

      “You’re beautiful,” I replied. I could see that very well, but I also knew I wasn’t human anymore. “I’m not sure what you’re expecting here, though.”

      Laurelis stepped up in front of me. “I told you I would show you my appreciation for your help.”

      She reached for my rather sizable cock, taking it in her hands. I looked down, wondering. Did it even work the way my old one did?

      What she was doing felt good, but in a different way than I remembered. I didn’t feel myself getting erect. This body wasn’t reacting like a human body would.

      Then I had a thought. If my dick wasn’t reacting on its own, could I control it myself?

      So, I tried. It responded exactly like my hand would have, rising and standing up as Laurelis played with it.

      “Ah, I knew it,” she said, smiling again. “Now lift me up.”

      “Lift you?”

      “You are much too large and heavy to mount me. I will ride you this way.”

      I got the picture. I took her in my hands and lifted her up against me. She wrapped her legs around my waist and her arms around my neck. Her body felt cool against my chest, quite different from a human woman would have. I appreciated for the first time that she was truly a dryad – not human, not even a mammal. She was a thing of the plant world.

      Laurelis positioned herself over the head of my cock and began to push herself down. I felt her wetness around me. My girth began to stretch her open, but her flesh expanded much like a tree would bend in the breeze.

      She groaned, fingers digging into my arms as my length sank into her belly.

      “You are like a mighty oak,” she gasped.

      But once I was inside her, it began to feel halfway normal. She was tight and slick, and it felt good. I moved her up and down over me. She let me control everything, just hanging from my arms and waist. I bent to kiss her. She kissed me back eagerly, moaning into my mouth.

      I had no clear idea how dryads were put together in terms of lady parts, but she felt human enough that I just went after her the way I would have normally, grinding her against the base of my cock. She seemed to enjoy it, throwing her head back and gasping.

      That put her tits right below my face, so I sucked on them as I continued ramming her down on my dick over and over.

      “Yes!” she gasped. “Show me your power, Andrei. Give me your strength!”

      “I don’t want to fucking kill you,” I moaned.

      “You will not,” Laurelis gasped again. “I am a dryad. I am made of stronger stuff than the others. Give it to me!”

      Figuring she knew what she could take better than I did, I started pounding her on my cock. And sure enough, though I felt her bending around me with each thrust, she didn’t break.

      Instead, she started to cry out, fingers gripping my arms tightly. After a minute of this, she began to shudder and shake in my hands. She let out a long, shrill cry, and then clutched at me tightly as she crashed over, coming hard around my cock.

      As she shook and quivered against me, I wondered what my own body would or even could do here. But it was starting to feel like I could at least complete the act on my end too. I spun Laurelis around in my hands, so she was facing the ground as I held her waist. She wrapped her feet around my thighs and arched her back.

      “Yes, yes, again!”

      I kept pounding her, just ramming her down onto me over and over. She took it like a champ, reaching back to hold my arms and keep herself level. She cried out with each thrust. It felt like I was getting close, whatever was about to happen here. I kept going. Laurelis came again with a gasp, shaking in my hands.

      Then with a groan, I went over the edge myself, ramming as deeply into her body as I could get. Whatever it meant, I felt myself coming into her, felt something leaving me and entering her.

      “Yes,” she moaned, still shivering in my hands. “Give me your seed, Andrei. Give it to me.”

      This was the point I would normally need to catch my breath. The tension had left my body and I felt the same afterglow I usually did, but I wasn’t the least bit winded after all that.

      I finally set Laurelis down. She dropped to her knees in front of me.

      “Are you all right?” I asked.

      “By the Dead Gods,” she gasped. “I have never been taken like that. Never.”

      I knelt next to her, and she crawled into my lap. I held her for a few minutes.

      “I hope we didn’t wake the others,” I said.

      She laughed softly and kissed me. “I am sure we did. And I am sure I have made them quite jealous.” She kissed me again. “I must return to my tree now, to nurture the seed you have given me.”

      I gaped at her.

      “Wait, are you saying—”

      “I have no idea what it may do. But I am eager to see. After all, we are both things of the earth, and it is high summer, the time when dryads may bloom.”

      She kissed me one last time and walked slowly back to her tree. She gave me a final, lingering look, and disappeared.
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      In the morning, whatever Tiriana and Gluzzia might have heard, they betrayed no sign of it. The three witches enjoyed a breakfast of tea, dried fish, and oatmeal while I waited. When they were ready, I picked them up like the day before, and we set out.

      Laurelis cuddled against my shoulder and rested her hand on mine. Tiriana held onto my arm but positioned herself so that her breasts were pressed against my bicep. I couldn’t tell if it was intentional, but she didn’t seem to mind.

      Gluzzia, for her part, seemed much more comfortable on my shoulders than the day before. She just leaned forward with her arms around my forehead, pressing her full breasts into the back of my head.

      We passed through the first village and headed down the other road, the one Hodric had taken.

      “There’s a pretty good chance they’ll be waiting for us,” I said, “and they’ve probably prepared some defenses.”

      “I would tend to agree,” Tiriana said.

      “If it comes to it, is there anything you three can do to help? I know you said you’re healers or whatever, but is there anything?”

      “We are not warriors,” Gluzzia said.

      “Our spells are those of the land, sky, and the earth,” Laurelis said. “Not to kill, but to heal and grow, and nurture.”

      At the last word, she squeezed my hand quickly. I tried not to react.

      “What kind of things does that involve? Can you make it rain?”

      “Yes,” Tiriana said. “Though the spell is a bit demanding and time-consuming. I do not think it would be helpful here.”

      “What can you grow?”

      “Anything in the earth,” Gluzzia replied.

      “How fast?”

      “No faster than normal.”

      “Let me think,” Tiriana said. “But the very reason we summoned you was because we could think of nothing else to do.”

      The witches had told me it was half a day’s walk to this next village, but that was at their pace. At mine, we came into sight of it after about two hours, coming over a hill and looking down onto a collection of buildings spread along another river

      The place was as large as the other two villages combined. Tiriana told me the river was the same one we’d seen the day before, just further downstream, which made sense because it was bigger.

      The forest here was not as dense, and there were several areas of farmland around it, both vegetables and what looked like wheat.

      The buildings were a mix of wood and stone. At one end, near the river, was the church the witches had mentioned. It wasn’t big by Earth standards, but it was still the biggest building in the village, just a long stone rectangle with a wooden roof.

      It turned out that I’d been right about their getting ready for me. In front of the village, right across the road, was a hastily constructed barricade made from several wagons turned on their side. I saw at least ten of the monks behind it.

      “There are our friends.”

      I set the witches down, and they circled around me.

      “Any ideas?” I asked Tiriana.

      “I am afraid not. I am sorry.”

      I pulled the mace down from my shoulder. “Guess I’ll handle this.”

      I stalked rapidly down the hill toward the barricade. The monks began shouting to each other. As I closed in, I realized there was something behind the barricade, some kind of narrow structure they were doing something with. All at once, a beam came flying up from behind it, and I realized a big rock was flying directly at me.

      It all happened so fast that I only had time to think Is that a fucking catapult? before the rock slammed into me with a crack.

      I felt nothing at first beyond a sudden loss of equilibrium. Then the monks started cheering, and I looked at the ground.

      My left arm was off.

      The rock had hit me hard enough to break it. It hadn’t hurt, but this was a problem.

      Then I heard Tiriana screaming at me.

      “Reattach it!” she cried. “Put it back on your shoulder, and it may reattach!”

      Not having any other ideas, I bent down and picked it up. I held the broken end up against my shoulder.

      Now it hurt. Oh fuck, the pain. I roared in agony for a moment, but as quickly as it started, the pain was gone, and my arm was back in business.

      I turned back toward the monks. Fuck this shit.

      I saw them getting ready to throw another rock at me as I jogged forward. This time, though, I was ready, and when the catapult arm came up. I jumped to the side. The rock flew past, missing me by several feet.

      In a few more seconds, before they could get another shot off, I crashed into the barricade, shoving it over on top of the monks right behind it. The four who were working the catapult fell backward as I climbed over the wagon.

      One of the monks under it was within reach, and I crushed his head with the mace. Then I leapt off the wagon toward the catapult. I shoved the thing over as the monks scattered. Two of them tried to come at me with their swords, but two swings of the mace took care of that. The other two ran full tilt away from me, toward the church.

      There was another small wagon nearby, and in it were the rocks they’d been using. I grabbed one and threw it as hard as I could after them. I hit one of them in the back, knocking him down. He didn’t get up, and his buddy didn’t even slow down.

      I turned around, seeing the remaining monks trying to get out from under the overturned barricade. I grabbed the edge of one of the wagons and flipped it over. One monk was right at my feet, and two more were on the ground nearby. There were two others behind the wagon who were now scrambling away from me.

      I picked up the monk at my feet and threw him up in the air. He screamed as he went tumbling head over heels. The other two on the ground were struggling to get up. I whacked one over the head with the mace, then stomped on the other.

      The remaining two were fleeing for their lives, running back toward the village screaming. I threw the mace at one, knocking him down. The monk I’d thrown was crawling across the ground nearby, sobbing in pain. I put him out of his misery and went after the others.

      The one I’d hit with the mace was limping away, holding his chest. He looked over his shoulder in terror as I approached.

      “Ameera!” he cried. “Save me!”

      It really didn’t seem like Ameera gave a shit here, because nothing happened when I grabbed him and snapped his neck. The last injured one, the one I’d hit with the rock, was still lying on the ground moaning. I knelt next to him and flipped him on his back.

      “Mercy,” he groaned, blood streaming from his nose and mouth.

      “Who’s left over there?” I asked. “In the church. How many more of you?”

      “Ten, I think,” he gasped. “All in the church. It is barricaded.”

      “Where’s the big man?”

      “The what?”

      “The man in charge, the abbot.”

      “He’s not here. He went for assistance. We were left to defend the church against you.”

      “When is he coming back?” I asked.

      He groaned, coughing up another big wad of blood. “I am not sure. We had hoped it would be tomorrow.”

      It was pretty clear this guy wasn’t long for the world, so I left him be. I stood up and waved for the witches to follow me.

      I watched carefully for any more catapults or other surprises, but I saw nothing. The villagers seemed to have all shut themselves up in their homes and businesses.

      The church was on the far side. As I got closer, I wondered why the monks had tried to face me out on the road instead of hiding in here. It was solid stone all around, with just a big iron-bound wooden door in the front. Most likely the abbot had ordered them to do it.

      The door, not surprisingly, was bolted up tight. I considered whether to batter it down with the mace before deciding it wasn’t quite heavy enough. So, I looked around for another option.

      The church had a thick stone foundation, and there was a short set of stone stairs that led to the door. I picked up one of the stone slabs that formed the stairs and hefted in my arms. It was about three feet long, and a foot wide. This would do.

      I began pounding the stone slab against the door, right at the hinges. The door was heavy and solid, but the slab was heavier. After three or four blows, the door and the frame began to crack and move inward. On the fifth blow, something on the other side broke. On the sixth, the frame started going too, and I realized the door was probably barred in the middle.

      So, I started pounding lower, right where the bar appeared to be, and the door kept moving inward. On the eight or tenth blow something on the other side broke free with a crash, and the door fell forward, landing on the floor beyond with a loud boom.

      The monks were clearly waiting for me.

      The moment the door was down, half a dozen arrows smacked against me. I saw that the monks had piled all the church benches up into another barricade from one wall to the other. They were cowering behind it, most of them with crossbows that they were now frantically reloading. I heard several of them calling out to Ameera.

      I decided that my previous tactic of just crashing the barricade would work here. I held the stone slab in my arms and charged forward. When I slammed into the line of benches, they went flying everywhere as the monks cried out in alarm.

      There were ten of them, as the one outside had told me. I realized that one was Hodric, the monk I’d let go in the first village. Too bad for him.

      I crushed two with the stone slab. I threw two more against the church walls. The remaining six I beat to death with the mace as they begged Ameera for aid and swung their swords and maces against me in vain.

      After they were all dead, I explored the rest of the church. When I reached the back, I heard a low voice praying over and over behind a door. I tore it open, finding the young monk from the second village cowering in a storeroom. He cried out in terror when he saw me.

      I grabbed him and dragged him out into the street, tossing him down into the mud. The three witches ran down the street toward us.

      “One of the other guys told me the abbot’s not here,” I said to the monk. “Where is he?”

      “He is seeking aid.”

      “Where?”

      “He did not tell us.”

      I turned to Tiriana. “Where could he have gone?”

      She shook her head in confusion.

      “I have no idea,” she said. “There are no other settlements of any size within several days of here. Certainly none where he could have found others to help them. As I told you, they brought Ameera’s faith here. They have no support beyond what you have seen.”

      I looked down at the monk at my feet. He’d crawled through the mud and was now clutching a post in the ground next to a tavern.

      “I hate to tell you this, kid, but I think your boss ran off and left you guys on your own.”

      “No! That’s not true!” the monk cried. “That’s impossible! He has Ameera’s blessing!”

      I shrugged. “That blessing doesn’t seem to have done much for you guys.”

      The kid began sobbing in despair. I almost felt bad for him. Almost.

      “I guess we’re done here, then?” I asked Tiriana.

      She smiled.

      “Yes. Thank you.”

      She came over and hugged me. I returned the hug carefully, not wanting to hurt her. Laurelis joined us, and a moment later, Gluzzia did likewise.
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      When the villagers had finished celebrating and marveling over me, we headed back to the cottage, leaving them to deal with the kid.

      “So, what happens now?” I asked as I carried the three of them back.

      “We can release you,” Tiriana said, “if that is what you desire.”

      I looked at her. “Release? What do you mean, ‘release,’ exactly?”

      “I would end the spell, which would release your spirit from this body you inhabit.”

      I glanced down at myself for a moment.

      “Meaning I’d be dead again?”

      “Essentially.”

      “Yeah, I don’t like that idea.”

      Laurelis hugged my arm. “Nor do I.”

      “Nor I,” Tiriana said. “If I am to be honest, you have proven very useful. You could stay with us. I am sure there is much you could do to help.”

      “As am I,” Laurelis agreed.

      Behind my head, Gluzzia snorted in amusement.

      “Does this spell have, like, a time limit?” I asked. “An expiration?”

      “No,” Tiriana said. “What is done, is done.”

      I nodded slowly.

      “So . . . unless someone smashes me up with another rock, I’m immortal?”

      “Effectively, yes.”

      I thought about this for a few moments. I didn’t know how I felt about living forever but living for a while with three hot witches wasn’t exactly unattractive. If I ever got bored with it, well, I had a whole new world to explore here.

      “Yeah, let’s see how this thing goes.”

      When we finally got back to the cottage, the witches dispersed to get caught up on whatever it was witches did when they weren’t dealing with overzealous monks. Laurelis began tending the little garden they maintained behind the cottage, while Gluzzia needed to collect some mushrooms. I asked Tiriana what I could do, and she suggested I chop some wood.

      Knowing I had a dryad to keep happy, I didn’t want to cut down any trees. Fortunately, there were quite a few dead ones in the area. I gathered up four of them and dragged them back to the cottage. They had a bow saw and an axe, so I got to work.

      As big, strong, and tireless as I was now, it didn’t take me long to get through them. I was just splitting the last few logs when Tirana came out of the cottage and stopped short, gasping.

      “This is quite a bit more wood than I meant for you to chop.”

      I turned around and looked at the roughly fifteen-foot long, six-foot-high pile of split wood that I’d stacked up beside the cottage.

      Okay, yeah, this was a lot of fucking wood. I’d gotten a bit carried away because it was so easy.

      “We should bring it inside, so it does not get wet,” she said.

      “Yeah, let me take care of that.”

      In about fifteen minutes, I’d stacked it all up around the fireplace. The cottage was pretty big, so it didn’t take up too much space. I figured they were set for a while, maybe the next six months or a year.

      “You should rest,” Tiriana said.

      “I don’t need to rest,” I said. “That’s the thing. I don’t seem to get tired at all.”

      “I have noticed that.”

      I looked down at myself. I was covered in mud, bark, and sawdust from all that work, and there was still blood in various places from beating all those monks to death.

      “I guess what I could really use here is a bath.”

      “Yes, I agree,” Tiriana said. “There is a hot spring not far away. Let me show you.”

      Tiriana took a little bag from one corner of the cottage and led me out. The hot spring was a couple of minutes’ walk through the forest, and we finally reached a steaming pool of water that was up against a broken portion of the hillside.

      The pool was about fifteen feet across, because they’d piled up a bunch of rocks along the downhill side to hold the water and make the pool deeper. The water spilled over the little dam and flowed down the hill.

      “This flows into that stream between here and the village,” she said.

      “Yeah, this looks great.”

      I climbed in, feeling the heat, and though I had neither muscles nor bones now, it still felt good.

      Then I turned around and saw Tiriana shedding her robe and stepping in with me, and I felt even better.

      I didn’t have breath to lose, but damn. She had a body the likes of which I’d seen only a few times in my life. High, firm breasts, taut stomach, tight butt, and long, shapely legs. She had more meat on her than Laurelis did, but all of it was in the right places. I wasn’t clear what the elves in this world did, exactly, but helping Santa didn’t seem to be one of them.

      Tiriana smiled slyly as she watched me appraising her. She settled into the water, letting her breasts float where I could still see them.

      “You seem uncommonly fixated on something, Andrei.”

      “Yeah, you could say that. Two things, I guess.”

      She smiled and leaned back to wet her hair. Then she stood up and reached for the little bag. Inside were several chunks of raw soap.

      “Let me wash you,” she said.

      I wasn’t going to argue. She washed herself first, then soaped me all over. When she got to my dick, I made it stand up for her. She soaped me up and down with both hands.

      “I heard you and Laurelis last night,” she said.

      “I figured you would. And I guess you expect your fair share here.”

      She smiled at me. “Well, creating you was my idea.”

      “Is this even going to work?” I asked. “I mean, I have to be a lot larger than most elves.”

      “You are twice as large as any male elf in existence.”

      “So?”

      She smiled even more broadly. “There are spells that can make the necessary adjustments. I cast one on myself earlier.”

      I pulled her to her feet.

      “How do you want to do this? I don’t want to crush you.”

      She looked around. Along the back of the pool was a flat sheet of rock. I picked her up and set her on the edge of it. The depth of the water at this point was just enough to get us aligned properly.

      Tiriana lay back on the rock. I bent over her and kissed her. She wrapped her arms around my neck and kissed me back for a few moments. Then I moved down, sucking on her magnificent breasts. My mouth was almost big enough to suck an entire tit into it. Tiriana moaned and clutched at my head.

      Since we were both nice and clean now, I decided to see what else I could do to her. I worked my way down her body. The hair between her legs was as bright red as the hair on her head. I parted her thighs and began to lick her.

      But I realized I could do a lot more here. My tongue was so long and thick that I could basically fuck her with it. So, I did. I probed and rubbed her from the inside out, sliding my tongue up and down along her clit. Tiriana moaned, arching her back and groping at my head. Her feet drummed against my shoulders as I pleasured her.

      It didn’t take long to produce results. She began to thrash around under me, but I held her waist tight, keeping her from getting away. Another minute of tongue-fucking, and she let out a sharp cry. I felt her start to vibrate and contract around my tongue, and I kept it up, ignoring her shrieks of ecstasy and pleas to stop because it was too much. She came again, then a third time, before I let her go.

      Then I leaned back, looking down at the shivering, quivering elven witch under me. I took her legs in my hands and spread her apart, aiming myself forward.

      It really should not have worked. Laurelis was basically a plant, and she bent easily. Tiriana was flesh and blood, and not that big a woman. But whatever spell she’d cast, it worked. Her body somehow stretched to accommodate my enormous cock. I watched her belly start to bulge outward as I filled her up.

      “Gods!” Tiriana moaned, groping at my hands around her waist.

      By the time I bottomed out against her, I had to be rearranging her guts. But she showed no signs of pain. If anything, she was more turned on by it than Laurelis had been.

      I began to fuck her slowly, not wanting to test the limits of this spell. Tiriana lay there letting me use her, eyes closed, gasping for breath.

      She felt good, hot and wet, even as stretched out as she was. After a minute of thrusting into her like this, I wanted more. I pulled her to me, lifting her off the rock and against my chest, so she was now suspended on my dick. She cried out again, clutching my arms tightly.

      From there, I just moved her up and down my dick steadily. She sobbed with pleasure against me, and after a few minutes of this, and she threw her head back and screamed as she came again, body shaking uncontrollably. Even as stretched out as she was, I still felt her spasming around my cock.

      That was enough for me. I laid her back on the stone and began to thrust into her. Tiriana gasped and moaned as I pounded her. As I got closer, Tiriana clearly felt it and pulled at me, wanting me against her. I bent down as I reached the edge.

      “Yes, yes, breed me, Andrei! Breed me! I want it!”

      It was too late to give any thought to that demand, and a moment later I was coming hard inside her, filling her with, well, whatever this body was producing at that moment. I kept thrusting until the tide of pleasure finally passed.

      Then I withdrew from her, half expecting to see her gaping open from what I’d done to her. But the spell was still working, and she seemed unaffected, at least by my girth. The rest of it, well, she lay there gasping for breath, chest heaving and breasts rolling up and back.

      I picked her up and cradled her in my arms, sinking down into the water as I held her. She felt like a little kid.

      “Please tell me you will stay,” she whispered. “I would have this again, and often. We have been alone in these woods for many years. We have each other, but it is not the same as having a man around as well.”

      I cuddled her close to me. “I’m not going anywhere, baby.”

      She nuzzled my neck.

      “Thank you.”

      “That spell you used, would it work on Gluzzia?”

      Tiriana laughed weakly.

      “It would be stretching the limits of what it can do. But I imagine she will want to find out.”

      We went back to the cottage. Laurelis and Gluzzia had returned. We briefly discussed the pile of wood and what Tiriana and I had been doing, that we’d gone to take a bath.

      The witches made themselves dinner. When they began getting ready for bed, I went outside to stand watch. Tiriana came out to kiss me good night. When she went inside, Laurelis emerged, She stepped up close to me, leaning her head against my chest. I gently stroked her shimmering emerald hair.

      “Tiriana said you promised to stay,” she said.

      “Yeah. Think I’m going to do that. Not much reason to go anywhere else.”

      She looked up at me, smiling.

      “That is good. Because your seed has quickened in my belly, as I hoped it would.”

      I considered several responses to this before going with the obvious one.

      “You know already?”

      “I am a dryad.”

      “What . . . what is this kid going to be?”

      She smiled and pulled herself up on my arms to kiss me.

      “I suppose we will see. Good night, my love.”

      Then she smiled at the look in my eyes.

      “I am not a mortal woman, Andrei. I am a spirit of the natural world. We love instantly and forever. Why would I not love the father of my child, especially when he has promised to stay with us?” She kissed me again. “Your love will come in time. My heart is content.”

      She lowered herself to the ground. I watched her walk away and disappear into her tree.

      I spent a quiet night pondering my new existence. Urgrud’s last words were stuck in my head for a while.

      Do try to avoid repeating the mistakes you made previously, Andrei.

      My main mistake was probably leaving Viktor alive after I started fucking his wife. But viewed another way, letting her climb into my bed in the first place wasn’t too smart either.

      I mean, Oskana was really hot, and plenty of nights we’d basically set the bed on fire, but I’d never been able to shake that concern in the back of my mind as to whether I could really trust her.

      She’d said she loved me, and like these witches apparently did, she wanted my baby. She even told me I needed to kill Viktor. But Viktor had taken me into his crew when I was seventeen and flunking out of high school, and I owed him a lot when you considered things. I’d never quite been able to get my mind around to killing him.

      In a way, Oskana reminded me of Malin, that woman in the village by the river. She loved listening to people tell her how beautiful she was. She liked me to do it while she was riding my dick. She needed constant reassurance.

      Even if I had taken Viktor out and given Oskana a few kids, could I have trusted that she wouldn’t eventually find someone else who was better with the compliments and reassurance than I was? My dick told me one thing, but my head had said, No, idiot, you can’t.

      So, I’d put the decision off until it was too late.

      In this place, though, I was tying myself to three women who had no such issues. There were no other men around that they appeared to have any interest in. From what I’d seen, the villagers respected them, but that respect was in a lot of ways the same kind of respect Viktor commanded. People wanted and valued their help, but they were nervous about having them too close. Because when you came down to it, they were afraid of what these witches could do.

      And that was before I came along and pounded all those monks into sausage filling.

      Whatever else you wanted to say about them, these witches were clearly possessed of normal female needs and desires. There were surely a lot of things they could have summoned to help them, and what they picked was a walking, hulk version of Michelangelo’s David with a giant dick.

      I’d only been here a couple of days, but everything I’d seen told me that I could trust them. They’d gotten exactly what they wanted and needed with me, and they’d asked me to stick around.

      So, it looked like I was going to stay.

      
        
        ———
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      When the sun rose, I decided to take a walk around and see what else might need to be done. The cottage was old, and I didn’t like the condition of the foundation in a few spots. My dad was in construction, and while I’d taken a different path, I grew up listening to him talk about his work and helping him around the house. There was even a period before I started working with Viktor when my dad brought me along on a few jobs.

      Basically, things could stand some shoring up, and I could see a way to do it with a few well-placed rocks. There was certainly no shortage of rocks in this forest, so I went around gathering up the ones I could find in the right size and shape.

      When I got back, I found Gluzzia picking a couple of things that looked like weeds from the garden in back, except she held them carefully in one hand. She looked up as I approached.

      “More rocks?” she asked. “You are made of rocks.”

      “Just going to do a little work on the house,” I said. “Foundation over there needs some re-building. I don’t suppose you ladies have a shovel, or a spade, or anything like that?”

      She pointed at a crude shed along the back of the cottage. “In there.”

      What I found wasn’t what I expected. Instead of sheet steel, the business end was a roughly shovel-shaped block of hardwood that had been reinforced with steel along the edges. But, what the hell, it looked like it would work.

      Gluzzia went inside but returned a minute later with a steaming mug of something. She sat on my pile of rocks and watched me digging around the cottage.

      “What is that?” I asked.

      “Tea. From those plants I was picking. They must be used fresh.”

      I appraised her for a moment or two. Gluzzia was tiny compared to the others, but she was definitely all woman. The way she was sitting, I could barely see her legs because her breasts were so big. The contrast between her green skin and bright purple hair was like nothing I’d ever seen.

      She smirked at me. “You really haven’t seen a goblin before, have you?”

      “Not outside my grandmother’s stories. How’d you end up with Tiriana and Laurelis?”

      Gluzzia narrowed her eyes at me and snorted softly through her nose.

      “In a goblin tribe, females have only two roles, breeding and serving males. Males care for nothing but fighting and plunder, and they fight each other when there are no enemies to fight. My mother took me from her tribe in the desert when I was a child and ran away. She ran until she reached that village.” She took a sip of her tea. “Did you see any other goblins there?”

      “No.”

      “No. Because there are none. So, I had nothing to do but help my mother gather herbs and mushrooms from the forest to sell. One day Tiriana came to our house and asked if I wanted to learn magic. I told her I did, and I left with her that day.”

      “Your mother didn’t care?”

      “She told me to go, that there was nothing in that village for me anyway. She was right.”

      I hadn’t imagined their coven coming together like that. They seemed all about the same age.

      “How old is Tiriana?”

      “At least a hundred. I don’t know.”

      I guess I’d been right about that bit when I first saw her.

      “And how old are you?”

      “Goblins don’t live as long as elves.” Gluzzia stared at me. “You had a life in this other world?”

      “Yeah.”

      “What happened to it?” she asked.

      I wondered how to put this. “I was in something like your goblin tribe. I took the, I guess, chief’s wife away from him. He didn’t like that.”

      “Why did you do it?”

      “She said she loved me.”

      “And he killed you for it?”

      “Yeah,” I replied.

      “That seems like a stupid reason to die.”

      I shrugged. “Love can make you stupid, I guess.”

      Gluzzia stared at me.

      “Well, I suppose there are worse reasons.”

      She got up and went inside. I followed her, seeing that Tiriana and Laurelis were awake and eating breakfast. I heard laughter that stopped suddenly as I stuck my head in the door. They looked over at me with grins on their faces.

      Yeah, no mystery about the topic of discussion there. I told them what I was up to out back.

      “Thank you, Andrei,” Tiriana said. “This cottage is old, and we can certainly use your help.”

      I nodded. “Shouldn’t take too long.”

      I was just getting started on rebuilding the foundation when I saw someone coming up the path from the stream.

      It was an older human man wearing a simple brown tunic. He was leaning on a walking stick, and he looked little different from the villagers – at least at first.

      I didn’t like the look on his face, which was quite different from the wary mood the others had taken around the witches. He looked at me as he approached.

      “Can I help you, pal?” I asked.

      He nodded slowly. “So, this is the thing they called to aid them, which has caused so much trouble.”

      That was when I realized who this had to be – the missing abbot.

      I lifted one of the stones I was working with and cocked my arm to throw it. As I did, he raised his walking stick at me and shouted something in a language I didn’t understand.

      My arm froze. And so did the rest of me.

      “No, not this time, I am afraid,” the abbot said.

      Tiriana came out of the cottage, followed by Laurelis and Gluzzia. The redheaded elf cried out in alarm as she saw what was going on, raising her hands and starting some kind of chant. The dryad and goblin stood on either side of her, joining her a moment later.

      For the first time, it occurred to me what they’d meant about being a coven – they could cast their spells together. And for a moment, it seemed to be working.

      The abbot fell back a step, having to stop concentrating on me and turning to face them. I felt my body start to unlock, but it still felt like I was swimming in cement. I could move but only barely so.

      Then the abbot shouted something else, raising his staff and calling out to Ameera. And this time, she answered.

      A gust of wind burst out of him, lifting the leaves on the ground into the air and slamming into the three witches. They lost their concentration for a moment, and my body locked up again.

      The abbot stepped up, holding his staff toward me and his free hand toward the witches. I wondered how he could stand against three of them, but then I remembered what Tiriana had told me about the sort of magic they used. The abbot, unfortunately, seemed to specialize in combat.

      And that was making the difference. He sent another blast of wind at them, knocking all three of them backwards. I would have shouted in anger if I could have moved, but I couldn’t.

      The spell broke their concentration entirely, and he used the opening to cast a different spell. The earth surged around the three witches, burying them up to their chests. Tiriana cried out, reaching for her sisters and trying to resist what was happening.

      I struggled to get free, but I was still completely immobilized. My stone body seemed to have frozen in place.

      The abbot turned back to me.

      “Now to take care of this inconvenience. Ameera has suffered a setback, yes, but a temporary one at worst. Minions such as those you killed can be replaced, after all.”

      A wave of energy surged into me. My head swam, and I felt my connection to this new body weakening. I fought against it, trying to hold on.

      I remembered what Tiriana had said the day before about “releasing” me. If the spell was ended, I would leave this body and go back to being dead.

      It hadn’t occurred to me that someone else might be able to end the spell too.

      And that was exactly what the abbot was trying to do to me.

      I fought it, but bit by bit, I was losing my grip on this world. I heard the witches crying out in dismay.

      No.

      I raged, fighting it as hard as I could, but there was nothing really to fight. It was like fighting water. Nothing was there to fight. I was simply losing my grip.

      I needed something to hold onto, or I was going to be gone from this world in a few more seconds. Gone and dead again.

      I tried to focus myself. Was there anything? I couldn’t see it.

      And then, at the last possible moment, I did.

      It was Laurelis.

      Or rather, the kid I’d put in her. There was a thread connecting me to the child, to this world.

      A really thin thread. So thin it would break if I pulled too hard. The child was only a day old, after all. But I had no choice.

      I drew on it, holding tight.

      And that was when I realized that the abbot had made a big mistake.

      Laurelis was a dryad. A tree spirit. And he’d buried her in the ground. The very thing she drew her strength from, why she had to return to her tree at night.

      Through that thread, I drew on her, on her connection to the earth. My grip on this world came surging back. I drew on it as hard as I could. I heard Laurelis cry out in excitement as she realized what was going on.

      All at once, I threw off the effects of the abbot’s spell, regaining control of my body. I stepped forward, and he let out a shout of dismay, shaking his stick at me.

      “No! Get back! You are released!!”

      I grabbed him, lifting him into the air, and tore the walking stick from his hands. I tossed it toward the witches, who immediately broke free from their confinement in the ground.

      The abbot flailed around in panic. I smacked him across the face, stunning him momentarily. I turned to the witches, who were now pulling free from the dirt and scrambling to their feet.

      “You ladies all right?”

      They ran over, clustering around me.

      “Yes,” Tiriana said, hugging me quickly.

      “You did that through me?” Laurelis asked, wide-eyed. “Through our child?”

      I smiled. “That was what did it, baby, yeah.”

      Gluzzia stepped up next to me.

      “What are you going to do with him?”

      I looked back at the abbot. He definitely didn’t strike me as the sort who was going to go away quietly if given the chance. He’d fucked with my women and fucked with me. Had I not been able to shake off that spell, he’d probably intended to go through with that “execution for heresy” thing. Something told me he’d done it before.

      I’d started out a couple of days ago wanting to send a message about who was in charge here. That message had pretty much been sent. So, while part of me wanted to do something especially gruesome with the abbot, it was probably overkill. No one cared anymore.

      So, I just snapped his neck and tossed his body out in the forest for whatever random animals were looking for a snack.

      “Now we’re done with this shit,” I said when I returned.

      The three of them huddled around me, and I hugged them gently.

      “Thank you, Andrei,” Tiriana said. “Urgrud chose you well.”

      “Yeah. You see him again, I guess we owe him some thanks.”

      
        
        ———
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      I finished rebuilding the weak spot in the foundation by the end of the day. That night, as the witches ate dinner, I sat down by the fireplace to warm up. I didn’t mind being cold but being warm felt better somehow.

      When she finished eating, Gluzzia came over and sat in my lap. She didn’t react to the mild surprise on my face, merely pulling her ankle-length purple hair around in front of her and leaning back against my stomach.

      I wondered how comfortable a seat I made with my stone legs, but her thicc behind likely provided enough padding. In any case, the position she was in gave me a view right down into her ample cleavage.

      “So, it was Laurelis’s child who saved us?” she asked.

      “Pretty much,” I said.

      “I am quite intrigued that you are able to feel it,” Tiriana said. “Your connection to this world seems to be strengthening.”

      “It does.”

      “What else can you feel?” she asked.

      I closed my eyes, still sensing the thread that connected me to Laurelis and our child. As I relaxed and listened, I felt something else. It was newer and weaker, but it was there.

      I couldn’t say that I was too surprised. She’d asked for it, after all.

      I looked at Tiriana.

      “You got one in the oven too, babe.”

      Her eyes went wide, and she put her hand on her stomach. “One in the— Truly?”

      “Yeah,” I said. “I can see it.”

      She laughed in glee, reaching for Laurelis’s hand. My dryad laughed with her, then looked at me and smiled.

      Then they both looked at Gluzzia. The petite, busty goblin let out a laugh.

      “You are mad. It would be impossible.”

      She shifted onto my thigh, then grabbed my dick and lifted it up. Her hand was so small in comparison that it barely reached halfway around.

      “Look at the size of him! A goblin cock is the size of his finger. He’s as big as my leg!”

      She stuck out her left leg to make the point. She wasn’t exaggerating too much. Laurelis and Tiriana both laughed.

      “The spell worked for me, Gluzzia,” Tiriana said. “Do not tell me you are not curious.”

      “You must try, sister,” Laurelis said. “It gave me pleasure like I have never known.”

      “Indeed,” Tiriana said. “And his tongue is equally large.”

      Gluzzia continued examining my dick. She pulled it upward as if she wanted to get me hard to see what it looked like. So, I made it hard for her. She tried to put both hands around it, but her fingers didn’t quite reach the whole way. She stared at it for a few moments, then looked up at me and snorted.

      “I suppose no one is likely to bother us here now. He may have a head full of rocks, but Andrei clearly has a habit of defending his females regardless of any risk to himself.”

      Tiriana smiled.

      “If Laurelis and I were both fertile, surely you are as well. We are a coven.”

      Gluzzia smirked.

      “Was it truly so pleasurable?”

      “Yes,” my other two witches said at once.

      After a moment or two, Gluzzia stood up and dropped her robe. I admired her lush little figure with the bright purple tuft of hair between her legs. Her tits would have been big on a human woman. On her little frame, they were positively huge, though they were still quite firm and barely sagged at all.

      “All right, then cast the spell. I wish to see this.”

      Tiriana quickly took care of it.

      “I don’t feel any different.”

      “You will,” I said.

      I picked Gluzzia up and lifted her to my mouth. I kissed her briefly, spent a few moments sucking on her wonderful tits, then hoisted her the rest of the way and plunged my long stone tongue into her purple-fringed pussy.

      Gluzzia was soon moaning and squirming around in my grip as Tiriana and Laurelis watched. The goblin witch was so small that I didn’t have do a whole lot, and before long she was crying out and battering my head with her thicc little thighs. After a couple of minutes, she came with a squirt and a long, shrill moan.

      As soon as she was done, I pulled her down and planted her on my cock.

      “Let me do this,” I said, “It’s better to just get the first part over with.”

      Gluzzia didn’t protest. I wasn’t entirely sure this was going to work, because I really was as big as one of her thighs. But as I pushed into her still-quivering wetness, her flesh expanded around me. She was tight – really tight – but it worked.

      Her belly swelled outward as I moved into her. Gluzzia just gripped my arms and hung her head backwards, moaning loudly. When I was entirely inside her, it looked almost as if she was pregnant.

      Gluzzia was now so distended around me that she could barely move, so I had to do all the work – not that I really minded. She felt awesome, and the sight of her short-stack body impaled on my cock was delicious. I held her in my hands and moved her up and down like some kind of pocket pussy.

      Laurelis and Tiriana were both watching this so raptly that I decided to kick things up a notch. Keeping Gluzzia where she was, I stood up and walked over between them, fucking their fellow witch right in front of them.

      Gluzzia cried out over and over as I pounded her down onto my cock, big tits bouncing around wildly, arms and legs flailing as she came again.

      Laurelis’s hand went into her robe and between her legs.

      “Yes, breed her, Andrei! Breed her!”

      Gluzzia cried out again. I was nearly there. I sped my thrusts, balls slapping against her plump little butt, trusting the spell to keep her from getting hurt. With a final groan, I buried myself into her as far as I could go and came hard. It felt like I was coming directly into her womb. Gluzzia shook and shivered as she came with me.

      I finally laid her back on the table and withdrew. She lay there gasping for breath but unharmed as her guts sprang back into their normal alignment.

      “By Melhem’s balls,” she gasped.

      Laurelis stroked Gluzzia’s hair with her free hand.

      “Tiriana and I did not exaggerate, you see.”

      “That was quite a performance, Andrei,” Tiriana said, standing up and opening her robe. “When you have rested a moment, perhaps you might favor us as well.”

      I smiled at my three beautiful witches. Urgrud had warned me not to repeat my mistakes, and however you wanted to spin things, betting on the wrong woman was one of them. I had no idea where things were going in this world long-term, but I was pretty sure I’d corrected that mistake here.

      “Who needs rest?” I laughed. “I’m made of fucking stone. Let’s go, baby.”

      
        
        END

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17. THE BALLAD OF CONRAD LINGUS

          

          BY RON D’VOUS

        

      

    

    
      Howdy, traveler. Welcome to my campfire. Sit a spell and help yourself to some vittles.

      No, I don’t rightly know what they are either, that’s just what the can I buy them in says they’re called.

      Where are you headed?

      Cytheria Springs?

      Why, I just come from there.

      Real shame about what happened ‘round them parts.

      Oh, you haven’t heard?

      Well, let me sing you the ballad.

      The Ballad of Conrad Lingus.

      

      
        
        ♫ Sit right back and we’ll spin you a tale,

        ‘Bout a medicine man off the Oregon Trail. ♫

        He’d saw any bone and soothe any ail,

        That man named Conrad Lingus ♫

      

      

      

      
        
        ♫ When destiny began to manifest,

        He picked up his shingle and headed West,

        With a Hippocratic oath to be the best, ♫

        That silver-tongued Conrad Lingus

      

      

      

      
        
        ♫ This allopath with his healin’ hands.

        Cured the sick and the ill ‘cross the sunburned lands.

        If he can’t lick your problem, then nobody can,

        ♫♫♫ Cooooonrad Lingus. ♫♫♫

      

      

      

      Long ago, out on the prairie, in the town of Cytheria Springs, there was a doctor. A young, helpful fella by name of Conrad Lingus. Folks would come from all over to seek his aid with the latest advances in medical science, coupled with some good ol’ fashioned Pioneer common sense. He’d fix everything: a little dropsy, the odd milk leg, and the occasional consumption. He was hanging out his shingle one morning when the gen-you-wine mayor rode up with his wife side-saddle behind him.

      “Howdy there, sawbones!” called the Mayor, a man of refinement and book-learnin’.

      “Mayor Maynt,” said Conrad. “It is a pleasure indeed. Annabelle, how are you?”

      “FINE!” Annabelle cried out, nervously. “I’m fine. Everything’s fine.” Well, it didn’t take the kind of genius that'll guess your weight at the fair for a wheat-back half-penny to realize that Annabelle was the furthest thing from fine. She began giggling nervously. Something was wrong. The Mayor checked around for prying eyes and near-bying ears.

      “May we speak inside?” he asked in hushed tones.

      “Of course! Step right in,” Conrad said, leading them within. “I keep a hygienic practice, so if y’all got any blood or humors on your hands, please rinse them in that barrel where I keep my drinking water.”

      They settled themselves, Annabelle trying to lounge as best she could on a re-upholstered fainting couch as nervous ticks and light spasms shuddered subtly through her body.

      “Now,” Conrad asked, putting on his spectacles, “How may I help you good folks today?”

      “Well, Annabelle’s been a bit out of sorts as of late,” the Mayor began.

      “I’m fine!” Annabelle exploded. “I’m… I’m just fine…” she continued somewhat calmer, “I just can’t seem to focus!”

      “It looks like she may be going through some excessively emotional times,” Conrad speculated. “I hate to ask the obvious, but I have to check all possible avenues of diagnosis in a professional manner. Has she tried using opium?

      “We’re no simple yokels, doctor!” Annabelle said defensively, “Of course I have!”

      “So have I!” the Mayor added.

      “Oh, Pervis!” Annabelle said turning to her husband, “May I have some more?! Could I please chase the dragon on the white horse again?”

      “I wouldn’t advise it,” broke in Conrad, “The corn-shucking festival is coming, and you’ll want to save your pennies. Let me examine you if I may.”

      For the next hour, he read her pulse, checked her reflexes, and took her temperature three ways. Annabelle held her husband’s hand tightly and pressed her forehead to his. The good doctor was as perplexed as he was flummoxed with a hint of bamboozlement. He went to his small library shelf of medical journals and thumbed through a few volumes.

      “Aha!” he snapped. “I might have something here.”

      “Enough tunin’ the instruments, doc, give us the fanfare!” the Mayor said desperately.

      “Mrs. Mayor,” he said, dog-earing a page of particular interest, “I believe that you may have what the European alienists call ‘hysteria.’”

      “Hysteria?!” Annabelle quailed before breaking into a nervous fit of manic laughter.

      “Where could she have caught it?” the Mayor asked, “A toilet seat?”

      “It’s entirely possible,” confirmed Conrad. “There’s much we don’t really know about it yet. But it is believed that it’s caused by a buildup in uterine energies which is why it is seen most commonly in women. The material I’ve read suggests that if these energies aren’t released, then this ‘hysteria’ will increase leading to erratic behavior, emotional outbursts, and the adoption of multiple cats.”

      The Mayor gasped in fear, his eyes wide, “My prize show rats!”

      “Is there a cure?” Annabelle pleaded. “Perhaps a week in the country?”

      The Mayor volleyed back, “My dear, we live in the country.”

      “A week in the city, then?”

      Conrad shook his head with professional compassion. “This isn’t smallpox, near-sightedness, or being born with red hair. I can’t just hand you a vial of cocaine and a jar of leeches and have you back in a week. There is a treatment for hysteria, a hands-on procedure…” He flipped through the pages of his medical journal. “It’s on the tip of my tongue. I know once I put my finger on it, it’ll be right on the nose…” He stopped on a page with elaborate diagrams. “Ah! Here it is. There is a method of releasing these energies practiced by French physicians. And French alienists. And French nobility. And French artists, musicians, writers, stylists, deliverymen, and plumbers.” He paused, his brow furrowing in worry.

      “Oh, dear,” he continued. “This won’t do at all. The procedure is far too intimate for a medical professional to perform. It would be an abuse of the trust inherent in the doctor-patient relationship.”

      “What is it?” asked Annabelle.

      Conrad turned the book to them. They looked upon a medical illustration of a man using his tongue to stimulate the patient’s clitoris. Close-up diagrams suggested different paths the tongue could take, from circles, to up-and-downs, to writing out the alphabet with one’s tongue tip. Annabelle turned the page and eye-gorged upon other options including sucking upon one’s Devil’s doorbell and the use of fingers within.

      “Yes,” she said in a hoarse, wanting voice. “That. I want that.”

      “Well,” Conrad volunteered, “I could loan your husband the book and he could try to replicate the exercises.”

      The Maynts shared a knowing look.

      “I think we’d rather you do it,” ventured the Mayor.

      “You’re the medical professional after all,” Annabelle added.

      “Oh, well, I’ll be glad to help, of course.” Agreed Conrad, “It shouldn’t take more than ten-to-twenty-five minutes. We might be able to exorcize your energies two or three times depending on your view of mustaches.”

      With that, Annabelle removed her bloomers and lay back upon the couch.

      “I’ll just step into this closet with her unmentionables and monitor the procedure,” The Mayor said, closing the door behind him, leaving a small crack to peer through.

      “There’s no need for that,” Conrad said. “You can sit right here next to her and hold her hand if you like.”

      “No,” the Mayor said through what sounded like the muffling effects of bloomer fabric, “It’s better this way.

      “It really is…” Annabelle said with a bite of her lip.

      “Hysteria manifests itself in strange ways,” thought Conrad as he removed his spectacles and filed down his nails to begin his silent, healing words. He brushed his lips gently up her line, as if introducing himself to her with a respectful bow. He flattened his tongue and drew it up slowly to acquaint himself with her, getting her accustomed to his presence and lubricating the area. His tongue stiffened to a round point, and he moved it up and down over the small nub atop her fertile valley. Annabelle gasped with a strange mix of hesitance and need. He sped his licks slightly, knowing not to be too anxious. He knew that when befriending an unfamiliar pussy, you don’t run at it, you gently get to know it with light strokes before it opens up and mewls for firmer pets.

      “Oh,” said Annabelle, reacting to the sensation.

      “Oh,” she said again, in a tone of understanding.

      “Ohh?” her body asked, processing the new sensations within her.

      Three minutes passed as he worked his craft upon her. He sopped up a finger with his lips and slid it within her slowly, curling up and around as if seeking a special, magical spot.

      “AAAAAAAAAGH!” Annabelle screamed.

      The closet flew open, and the Mayor’s concerned face popped out. “Annabelle? Are you alright?”

      “Don’t…” Annabelle moaned. “Stop…”

      Conrad quickly raised his face, his mustache and chin sodden with his ministrations.

      “Don’t you dare fucking stop!” Annabelle clarified angrily, taking a fistful of his hair and pulling his face back down to her slippery butterbean.

      Conrad continued and within a handful of heartbeats, a long, loud scream of pleasure, like a Banshee wailing at a petite mort broke through the countryside. Conrad continued for a quarter of an hour until all assembled were content that Annabelle had indeed purged her built-up energies.

      Conrad stood up from his work, wiping his chin and mustache with a hanky held in wrinkled fingertips. “That ought to set you for a spell, Mrs. Maynt. How do you feel?”

      Annabelle lay back in a dreamy haze. “Like the fires of Heaven filled my body and burst forth from my Pearly Gates. As if my skin turned to sunlight, bathing the world in contentment.”

      The Mayor burst from the closet with jubilant energy, “You’ve done it, Doctor Lingus!”

      Conrad nodded walking back to his bookshelf and removing another volume, “She’s not out of the proverbial woods yet. You’ll need to send her back here for further treatments or try them on your own at home. I’ll write up a pamphlet with the process detailed out, but in the meantime, I’m going to mark a chapter in this book that will help get you started.” He handed it to the Mayor.

      “‘The Memoirs of Jaques Casanova?’” The Mayor read aloud. “Is he some sort of Eye-talian doctor?”

      “Something like that. Also, Mrs. Maynt, the journal says that you may be able to get some of the same effects if you stop riding your horse sidesaddle.”

      “Anything you say,” Annabelle breathed in her post-treatment stupor. “I am sunliiiiiggghtt….”

      The Mayor dropped a dime in the doctor’s jar and escorted his wife out of the practice, both glowing and grateful.

      “Thank you for coming!” Conrad called after them.

      

      
        
        ♫ The Mayor’s wife had a nervous tick,

        A medicine man came and saw it licked.

        Call on the doctor who knows all the tricks,

        ♫♫ Coooonrad Lingus. ♫ ♫

      

      

      

      It wasn’t too long, maybe one sunset and sunrise crossed the horizon before another townswoman came by. The bell over his door announced the entrance of one Daisy Mae, the town’s schoolmarm. She was a lovely young lady with hair the color of an Autumn sunset and a smile just as subtle.

      “Why hello there, Miss Daisy Mae,” Conrad greeted. “How are you feeling this lovely day?”

      “Oh, I’m faring well enough, I reckon,” said Daisy Mae through her sunset smile. “I was speaking with the Mayor’s wife yesterday and she said she came, and you gave her a treatment that really turned her around. She was gushing like mad.”

      “If she has confided that in you, I can confirm that yes, she did.”

      “The thing about it is…” Daisy began, affecting a nonchalant air, “I think I might have some o’ them histrionics.”

      “Hysteria?” Conrad ventured.

      “Yeah, that,” Daisy confirmed. “Thing is, I ain't been treated for hyperbole since I attended that all-girls preparatory academy. I was wonderin’ if there was room in your schedule for a treatment today.”

      “Well, I don’t know,” Conrad mused. “You don’t seem to be displaying any of the classic symptoms of emotional excess.”

      “Oh…” Daisy Mae was thrown a moment. She looked down in thought, then broke out into theatrical wails, “AAAAA! Blblblblblblble! Caw! Caw!”

      Conrad was shocked at his own presumptions, diagnosing a patient so quickly. “I am rightly sorry, Ms. Daisy Mae,” he said in supplication. “Please throw a dime in my jar and hop up on the lounge, and I’ll see to your treatment.”

      Daisy Mae was delighted. “Thank you, Dr. Lingus. Would you mind if I drew the curtains and set up a few of these candles I brought?”

      Conrad quirked a manly eyebrow, “There’s no need for that, I have candles of my own.”

      Daisy set the candles and began to light them, “I had the local chandler mix in the scent of lavender to these.”

      Conrad chuckled to himself. “Hehhehheh. Havin’ scented candles made. Forgive me, but you sound like my bratty sister from out Atlanta ways. Whatever makes you most comfortable, I’m happy to oblige.”

      He washed up properly and set to his work, giving the bald man in her boat a thorough tongue-lashing.

      “Fuckfuckfuck! Yes, Jesus! Oh, Holy fucking cats, I love it, don’t stop, Fuuuuuuuuck!” she cried.

      Daisy Mae was a tougher patient to treat than Annabelle Maynt, for while she signaled orgasmic release many times through clenches and screams, she kept him to his work for the better part of an hour until she finally collapsed in a heap of contentment and expelled tension.

      “Thank you, doctor,” said Daisy Mae. “Are you available Monday morning?”

      “I believe I am, yes.”

      “Oh, good. Sign me up. Sunday night the Magic Lantern show is premiering the story of the Nurse who travels back in time to romance a highland warrior and I imagine I’m going to be just chock-a-block full of them energies.”

      “I’m sorry to hear, Ms. Daisy Mae. I can make a house call if it’s serious.”

      “Yes.” Daisy Mae responded hoarsely. “That. I want that.”

      “Well, I’ll be by, rest assured.”

      With that, Daisy Mae took up her candles and walked out with a lighter step.

      

      News of his abilities swept the town and neighboring counties. Soon women folk from all over were coming. His dime jar was filled to bursting. He provided individualized service to ensure that their needs were met with a surgeon’s precision and an artist’s touch.

      He even obliged special requests they might have had. One calm afternoon, Raven-haired beauty Betty June, a spinster of twenty-eight, came by for her treatment.

      “Dear doctor,” she asked, “Would you wear this wig for me? Long, red, and purty? I know it would make me far more… comfortable during the process.”

      “Why, certainly,” Conrad agreed. “I dare say this looks exactly like the quaff of Miss Petunia Kate, the farmer’s sister.”

      “Yes,” Betty June said with a wide, knowing smile, “It certainly does.”

      

      The Mayor’s wife returned to a session with a bandit mask, the sort popularized in the traveling shows of outlaw heroes down South in Mexico.

      “Wear this mask,” Annabelle instructed. “And if you would, call me ‘Señora Alcaldesa.’”

      Conrad nodded, tying the mask upon his face, “Whatever you like.”

      “Oh,” Annabelle added, lying back and placing her feet in the stirrups he had added to the couch, “I will pull your hair. I will not be gentle.”

      “Sounds agreeable, ‘Señora Alcaldesa.’”

      

      Petunia Kate came by with a wig of a dark and raven hue. “Would you mind if I called you Betty June during the process?” she asked.

      “Whatever makes you most comfortable, Miss Petunia Kate.”

      

      Reports of his expert talents spread far and wide, even unto our nation’s capital, Washington DC. During a tour of the territories, the president himself and his lovely wife stopped by for a treatment.

      “What a relief!” cried Mary Todd, “I almost feel myself again.”

      “Well, if your husband’s talented tongue can be used for more than just debates and addresses, I think he can keep you in fine form,” Conrad speculated.

      “Doctor Lingus,” President Lincoln stated, “You’ve done your country a great service. We are in your debt.”

      “Think nothing of it, Mr. President. She just needed to relax and release some tension. With the war of the States behind us all, I hope you’ll find time to relax yourself.”

      “Don’t fear for me,” Honest Abe assured him, “We’ll be back home in Washington next week. We’re going to take in a play, ‘Our American Cousin.’”

      “I’ve read great things,” Conrad volunteered. “They say it’ll blow your mind.”

      

      
        
        ♫♫ Coooonrad Lingus.

        Tooo sooooooon….♫ ♫

      

      

      

      Conrad was the talk of the territories- and also the moans and screams until that one fateful day in Autumn when a mysterious, new merchant’s wagon appeared in the center of town. Everyone gathered around. Murmurs of excitement and speculation flowed through the crowd.

      “What’s a-transpirin’ here, Mr. Mayor?” Conrad asked from the back of the crowd.

      “I can’t rightly say, Doctor,” the Mayor replied as the door to the wagon began to open and the crowd’s murmurs silenced.

      From out of the wagon burst a dazzling man in a silver-blue suit with a matching bowler hat. He wielded a dark cane topped with a silver rabbit’s head that had its ears pointed forward.

      “Hello, hello, hello!” cried the man in a fast-talking, Trans-Atlantic cadence. “How are you doing and howdy hi-ho Silver to you all! My name is Professor Lucius V. Rabbit and I have here in my wagon of wonderment devices, widgets, and gizmonic novelties that will excite and delight, astound and pound, as well as titillate and clitellate!”

      “Tell us more, trusted expert!” a man from the crowd in a brown suit of the same cut as Professor Rabbit’s asked.

      Professor Rabbit told more, “Well, Danny, I mean, stranger, I heard talk from all of the neighboring counties that the females of Cytheria Springs were under the sway of a mass hysteria and that the treatments they were undergoing were old, slow, and outdated.”

      “Ladies like it slow!” Conrad called in protest.

      “But I have these marvels of motorized massage machination,” Professor Rabbit held up a fantastical wand, as if Jules Verne himself had redesigned a cucumber for space exploration. The shine of it glinted off the eyes of the women and some men in the crowd. “Why, just flip this switch,” he said, engaging the mechanism which then hummed with a teasing tone of promise, “and your pent-up uterine energies will gush out of you! But don’t take my word for it!”

      “It’s true!” called an old, bent woman at the edge of the crowd. She looked very much like the man in the crowd from earlier, but wearing a shawl and leaning upon a cane, though she had the exact same suit on underneath. “Well now, I was lonely, unfocused, and frustrated. I was adopting more cats than I could handle, when I came across Professor Rabbit’s marvelous inventions. They put the whoopie back in my cushion! Now look at me! I can walk!” At this, she cast away her cane and danced around in circles.

      Professor Rabbit nodded at her, “That’s right, we forgot to establish that she was previously an invalid, even though we went through it five times in rehearsal.  Who else wishes to speak out about my amazing new marital aids?”

      Conrad stepped forward, clearing his throat. He had a great deal to say. “Now see here—” he began before he was cut off by a dapper man on the other side of the crowd.

      “I say,” interrupted the man in a very accurate British accent. He wore the same suit as the man and old woman from earlier but had on a monocle, top hat, and a mustache. “I made purchase of one of the good Professor’s vibrating novelties for my good lady wife and she was so delighted that she showered me with kisses, affection, and a second sexual position!”

      “There you have it, friends!” Professor Rabbit concluded. “Marital bliss! And they say money can’t buy love!” He reached into the cart and pulled some unseen lever. With a clunk, the side of the wagon facing the crowd fell forward and an assortment of vibrating manipulators, buzzers, and medical-grade percuteurs slid forward on velvet-covered, tiered trays, glittering hypnotically in the morning rays.

      The crowd swayed in awe at the sight, both dazzling and razzling.

      The wave of “oohs” and “ahs” was broken by the sound of Conrad stepping forward to address the crowd. “Now see here! Good people of Cytheria Springs! Do not be taken in by this charlatan peddling his motorized snakeoil! With his fancy clothes, and his fancy devices, and his trousers that aren’t missing buttons! He wants you to try his new-fangled whatsits, but we’re good folks of the prairie who like our old-fangled ways and getting fangle-banged with them. We don’t need our fangles finagled.”

      A hush fell over the crowd, more confused than uncomfortable.

      “You lost me,” said the Professor.

      “The point is,” said Conrad, “you can take your wagon and just turn it around and head out of our good township!” He turned back to the crowd with a triumphant look on his face, certain that he had made his point. His expression fell as the gathered citizenry looked awkwardly away.

      “Well…” ventured Annabelle Maynt, “I mean… It couldn’t hurt to try?”

      “Yeah,” agreed Daisy Mae. “For…” she thought a moment. “Science’s sake!”

      “Science!” cried many in the crowd.

      “Tarnation,” Conrad grumped, “You all sound like my bratty sister from out Atlanta ways.”

      “Say…” said Professor Rabbit with a tone of recognition, “You’re that town medicine man, aren’t you?” He paused for only a moment as a plan formulated in his mind. “Well, I’ll tell you what. Let’s put your money where their mouths are. I’ll put one of my modern medical miracles in the hand of one of your townswomen and leave her alone in my wagon of wonderment and if she doesn’t want to take the hysteria machine home with her, I’ll owe you one American dollar, which is a lot of money back now.”

      “You’re on, you confidence trickster!” Conrad agreed. “I can’t imagine anyone would want to try—” he said before he was interrupted by a cacophony of women-folk crying “Me!” “Me!” and “No, Me!” A small group of them fought their way to the wagon, Annabelle reaching it first.

      “Here you go!” the Professor said, handing her the device in his hand. “Try the three-speed ‘Steel Horse’ model!”

      “WellifImustokaythen!” Annabelle said in a brief show of gratitude before stomping into the wagon and slamming the door behind her.

      There was a squeak of a mattress and a click of a button. A hush fell over the crowd as a buzz fell over the wagon.

      Folding his arms across his barrel chest, Conrad smirked at the Professor. “Prepare to pay up, because there’s no chance—”

      “Aaaaaaauuuugh!” He was interrupted by a deep, feminine moan rumbling from the wagon.

      All fell silent again, save for the buzzing within.

      “I say, there’s no chance that she—”

      “FUCK! FUCK! FUCK!” cried Annabelle from within, “YEEeeeeeesss!!”

      “I say,” Conrad floundered, “there’s no chance that she—”

      “Give it to me! It IS MIIIINE! YEEEAAAAH, BITCH!”

      He faltered, “--- in Hell that she…”

      “AAAAAUUUUuuuuuuugh…..” came Annabelle.

      All but resigned, he continued, “That… she…”

      The door to the wagon almost broke from its hinges as it banged open.

      “I’ll take it!” Annabelle roared.

      “Blast it!” bemoaned Conrad.

      “Oh, I will!” Annabelle continued. She held it close, looking down at it like the missing piece of her heart restored to her, “And I will name him… ‘Eduardo.’”

      “Well,” said the Professor in triumph. “‘He’ is all yours now!”

      “Thank you, Professor!”

      “The pleasure was mine,” Rabbit said.

      “Nah,” shouted Daisy Mae. “We’re pretty sure it was hers.”

      The crowd shared a laugh. Those looking to purchase and window shop stayed behind as the rest of the town went on with their day, murmuring at the events of the morning. A man of his word, Conrad approached the wagon, drawing out a greenback, which, to reiterate, is a lot of money back now.

      “That’ll be one dollar, sawbones,” Professor Rabbit said with a carpetbagger’s smirk.

      Conrad handed off the dollar and turned with a “Humph!” walking away with as much dignity as he could muster.

      

      
        
        ♫♫♫

      

      

      

      For Conrad Lingus, the good times had gone as hard and fast as they’d originally come.

      “Hi, there, Daisy Mae,” he said in greeting one afternoon, later that week. “Fine weather we’re having. Aren’t you about due in for your bi-daily hysteria treatment?”

      “Oh, hi Doctor!” Daisy Mae said through her Autumn smile, somewhat strained. “I do believe that I’ve…” she thought a moment, “been cured! All thanks to you!” She changed her direction slightly, angling toward the other side of the street and hiding her purse behind her.

      Conrad was confused. The journals never spoke of such a sudden and successful recovery. “Are you sure you don’t—”

      “NOPE!” she asserted with eyes wide. “I’m right as rain! I need to get home now,” she finished, quickening her pace.

      “I see,” Conrad said, still perplexed. He spotted the Mayor’s wife out shopping at the apple stand, “Oh, Mrs. Mayor! I have a new mask in if’n you—”

      “Eduardo doesn’t want me speaking to you,” she said, cutting him off, before shuffling quickly away.

      He spied Petunia Kate and Betty June walking down the street, holding hands like the best friends they surely were. “Hello, ladies! It’s lovely to see you two! Why, if you two would like a side-by-side treatment like we discussed, I’d be more than happy—”

      “Ain’t you heard?” Betty June asked, “There are these new magic wands bein’ sold in the Town Square in a reputable-lookin’ wagon!”

      “Yes,” Conrad said, non-plussed, “I was aware.”

      “They are just the very best!” Petunia Kate agreed. “I mean, you do a fine job with what you have an’ all, but these vibra-dongers are Heaven-sent!”

      “I’d rather not hear any more.” Conrad said in an attempt to conclude the conversation.

      Betty June continued, “Why he even rigged us up with a system of straps that allows us to wear them in front of us so we can treat each other.”

      “I said I don’t—” he interrupted, “actually, you have my attention. Do go on in detail and at length.”

      

      
        
        ♫♫For Conrad the good times came to an end.

        His pride was the one thing he couldn’t mend.

        It turns out diamonds aren’t a woman’s best friend.

        We’re sorry, Conrad Lingus.♫♫

      

      

      

      And so, Conrad’s business started to dry up. And I swear, I honestly wasn’t trying to go for a pun there. He took to drinkin’ because he’d been going down for so long. Again, not trying to be funny. These things just write themselves sometimes.

      One night, it all came to a head.

      

      “Rabbit, Rabbit, Rabbit!” He yelled in a drunken stupor outside of the Professor’s wagon. “I’m callin’ you out!”

      “Now see here, you swizzled, zig-zagged drunkard, this had better be good,” the Professor said, emerging from his workshop and pulling goggles off of his eyes. “I was just about to put the finishing touches on my greatest creation: a motorized saddle.”

      “To hell with your fancy devices!” Conrad shouted, throwing his empty bottle of whisky to the side. “I’m going to put an end to your reign of satisfaction! I challenge you!”

      The Professor’s left brow raised with skeptical curiosity, “To pistols at high noon?”

      “NO!” Conrad roared, “To a gasm-o-rama! A gettin’ off… off! A, uh… box social!”

      The Professor’s other brow joined its twin in high curiosity, “Are you suggesting what I think you’re suggesting?”

      “That’s right!” Conrad shouted, trying to jab his finger in the general direction of the Professor. “High noon tomorrow! Your extraordinary contraptions versus me, my tongue, two fingers, and this mustache, with two lines of ladies burstin’ to the seams with unreleased uterine energies. An impartial third party uses a points system to measure the biggest and highest number of successful releases we inspire in two hours’ time and the winner takes all. The loser takes down his shingle and rides out of town with his tail between his legs.”

      The professor strode forward, removing a welding glove, and held out his hand to seal the challenge with a gentleman’s handshake. “You, sir have yourself a bet! But let’s do it a week from now so we can advertise, sell tickets, and split the profits.”

      Seeing the logic through his haze, Conrad nodded and shook the proffered hand. “That sounds agreeable.”

      

      
        
        ♫♫♫

      

      

      

      And so that day came. Folks from three counties traveled to witness this Tash of the Cli-tons, I mean Clash of the Titans. Tickets were sold, inns were filled, and it was all sponsored by Colonel Pemberton’s Cola tonic. Always open the delicious and refreshing happiness of Colonel Pemberton’s Cola tonic. Ladies lined up around the block to volunteer. The tension was palpable as the spectators further tensed their palps. Make-shift seating stands were erected around two tents set up side-by-side with a circuit judge and an accountant sat between to gauge and tally the results.

      Outside of Conrad’s tent, Mayor Maynt pulled Conrad aside for a last-minute chin wag. “Are you sure you want to go through with this, Conrad?” he asked.

      With a brave heart, Conrad looked his friend in the eyes and said, “I have to, Mr. Mayor. The world needs to see the importance of hand-crafted orgasms, personalized to the recipient with tender loving care. We can’t allow ourselves to lose that human touch and let this most important of jobs be lost to heartless machines.”

      “There’s still time to get out of it,” the Mayor reassured him, “I mean we did sell tickets, but we can refund their money. Though, come to think of it, we have a huge sponsorship deal with a cola company out of Atlanta with a severe termination of contract penalty.” He paused in thought, “I take it back, you’re stuck with this.”

      “I can do it, Mr. Mayor,” Conrad finished. “And not just for my own selfish pride, but for all of those who revel and delight in the feel of a swollen nub below their tongue-tip, the squeeze of a lover’s muscles around their fingers, and the flowery scent of a woman erupting with joy.”

      “Glad to hear my boy, glad to hear,” said the Mayor proudly. “But if you have to pause for a drink, make sure the crowd sees you drinking a bottle of Colonel Pemberton’s Cola tonic with the refreshing kick of good ol’ fashioned American cocaine.”

      “I have my nails filed to nubs and my mentholated breath tablets in my pockets.” Conrad assured. “I’ll make this town proud.”

      

      JUST THEN!

      

      The judge stepped forward to address the gathered audience. “Ladies, Gentlemen, gamahuche enthusiasts!” she cried. “Our first two volunteers are laying back in their modesty tents, ready to start this competition! When I turn over this two-hourglass, the dive begins! Gentlemen! To your spots! On your mark! Get set! Blow!” And with a wave of the pink flag, they set to their slippery work.

      Quickly, within a few, short minutes, the volunteer in the Professor’s tent reached her climax. The accountant from Price Waterhouse & Company rang the corresponding bell.

      “That’s one, mid-level orgasm for Professor Rabbit!” the judge announced. “Mark it. Next volunteer!”

      The first volunteer was escorted out reluctantly, despite her attempts to go back and the second volunteer entered the Professor’s tent.

      A scream of joy broke from Conrad’s tent and cascaded over the valley.

      The accountant rang Conrad’s bell and the Judge judged, “That’s one mid-to-high-level orgasm for Doctor Lingus! Mark it! Next volunteer!”

      And so, it went on in this fashion. While the Professor turned out a higher quantity of big O’s, Conrad’s O’s were understandably bigger, keeping the scores mostly even through most of the competition. With ten minutes of sand left in the two-hourglass, Conrad stumbled out of his tent to the Mayor for rehydration and encouraging words.

      “Conrad!” called the Mayor, “Speak to me, lad! Are you alright?”

      “Am doin’ mah beth, Mither Mayor,” Conrad lisped with tangled tongue, “But God hep meh, mah neck is killin’ meh, and my jaw’th fallen athleep.  I don’ know if I have many more in meh.”

      “Look at me, son,” the Mayor said as the band began an inspirational march. “All you need is one, last grade A+ crotch-splosion and you could lock this down for good. Now, my Annabelle’s next in line. She’s been riding that midnight cowboy the Prof gave her pretty regularly, if you can win her over again, I think you’ll have her gushin’ like Ol’ Fathful.” He raised his fingers to his brow in salute.

      “I got thith,” Conrad said, returning the salute as the music swelled to its most triumphant verse. “Mither Mayor, hand me that bandit mathk.”

      “Go get ‘er, Conrad!” the Mayor called out. “Get her as sweet and fizzy as the cocaine-licious taste of Colonel Pemberton’s Cola tonic!”

      Conrad strode with renewed purpose into the tent. “I’m coming, Sra. Alcaldesa!”

      “And so will she, Conrad…” the Mayor said as he dabbed a tear of pride from the corner of his eye with a kerchief. “So will she.”

      Professor Rabbit looked ready to plug narrow victory, but Conrad dove down deep, starting gently, but quickly. He applied increasing, varied pressure. He lubed up his fingers and crossed and uncrossed them in Annabelle’s tight grip. As luck would have it, he tried beckoning her pleasures out of her with a coquettish crooked finger and in the process landed the tip square in the center of her spongy G-spot, a thing that hasn’t been discovered yet.

      “Oh my God in heaven!” Annabelle cried.

      He pursued his advantage and lightly, but deftly quickened his pace, growing more and more fervent until at last, her moans of bliss and her screams of ecstasy split the heavens.

      “AAAAAAAAAGGGGH!” she cried.

      Annabelle came like a freight train smashing through a waterfall. They say her screams of joy could be heard across three states and still reverberate off of the canyon walls to this day.

      The accountant dinged Conrad’s bell.

      “One Quintuple-high-level orgasm for Conrad!” the judge cried, caught up in the moment, “Mark it!”

      Within half-a-moment, the final sands poured from the two-hourglass and the finishing bell was rung.

      “And that is TIME!” cried the judge. “The competition is over! Conrad Lingus wins! Conrad Lingus wins!”

      The townsfolk roared with collective joy. The Professor exited his tent and stood to the side as Conrad stumbled out and sat down at the apron of the stage.

      “Congratulations, Doctor Lingus,” The Judge said, draping a medal over his neck. “And our thanks to everyone here and the good folks at Colonel Pem—”

      “Conrad?” The Mayor’s cracked voice shattered the joyful moment. “Conrad?! Speak to me, my boy!”

      Conrad slumped back to the dismayed cries of the crowd.

      Dead.

      Now, we don’t know what really happened to him on that day. Records were spotty back then, by which I mean, a few months ago. Much was lost to popular myth. Some say he had an aneurysm. Some say his heart exploded and his jaw fell out. Some say he died of a stroke; no pun intended. A few folks think that the Mayor’s wife might just have snapped his neck in the throes of joy. Whatever the case, Conrad won, but paid the ultimate price.

      

      
        
        ♫♫ He shut his mouth and he died, yes, he died.

        He laid down his head and then he diiiiied.

        Cooooonraaaaaad Lingus. ♫♫

      

      

      

      Conrad was laid to rest in the Cytheria Springs Boneyard, Motto: The best place to plant a stiff. Our story ends a week later, when the Professor stopped by Conrad’s grave to pay his respects to his fallen, but all-too-worthy opponent.

      “Well, Doc,” Professor Rabbit croaked through feelings we in these times don’t have the emotional acumen to process, “Doc, I never meant no harm. I just wanted to bring joy to folks and make a little money. I never tried to run you out of business, I just forgot about my incredible charisma and stunning good looks. And now they’ve taken another life. I wanted to stick around and treat the bereaved, but a deal’s a deal. The better man won, so I’m going to take my surplus inventory and head out to where they need me most: Florida.” He heaved a heavy sigh in an effort to push the pain from his lungs. “Goodnight, sweet prince. May flights of angels…. Cream all over your face.”

      “Pretty words there, partner,” came a voice from behind him.

      A woman of dignified build and an artfully crooked, flat-billed Stetson approached.

      “I’m sorry, miss,” said the Professor, “I didn’t see you there. I just came by to pay my respects…” he looked back to the gravestone with swelling pride, “to a great man.”

      The mystery woman’s eyebrows met above the bridge of her nose in remorse, like consoling hands. “That’s why I come by too. I just got into town and came straight here. If you don’t mind, I think I’d like to take that extra inventory off your hands. “

      “You would?” the Professor gasped.

      “Yes sir,” said she, “I’m fair sure that if one were to pair his techniques with your devices, working together instead of at-odds, why there wouldn’t be a dry set o’ bloomers in three counties.”

      “And just who are you, mystery woman?” he asked.

      “Me?” she asked, drawing out the reveal for dramatic effect. “Why I’m Conrad’s bratty sister from out Atlanta ways. They call me… Connie Lingus.”

      

      
        
        ♫♫ She rode into town on a stout, white mare.

        With a seven-inch tongue and a sapphic flair.

        Her gadgets and digits are beyond compare.

        She's, Con-Nie, Coooonnie Lingus! ♫♫
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            CHAPTER 1

          

          
            A MEETING WITH THE GODDESS

          

        

      

    

    
      Liam paced in front of the Great Hall’s doors. He gazed at the sun that trickled down the walkway’s floor-to-ceiling, stained glass window. From the cast of the light on the passageway’s red rug, he could see it was already past midday. They were late.

      Where are they? he wondered. I gave them specific instructions to be here early so we could recite our lady’s prayer. Yet here I stand alone. This is what I get for giving them enough rope to hang themselves with.

      The warmth inside of his full plate armor overwhelmed Liam. He pulled off his helmet and wiped his brow. When he looked down at his hand, sweat covered it. He pulled at his collar and rolled his shoulders. All his gear felt too tight.

      What is the sudden unpleasant sensation? he asked himself. I feel submerged in unease. Like I’m being squeezed from within. Is this… fear?

      Liam smirked and shook his head. No, surely it can’t be, he thought. I am Sir Liam Ashmore, valiant paladin for the Sanctum of Bliss, servant of the goddess Gwendolin. I have slain great wurms, banished demon lords back to hell, and destroyed countless cultists with my very own hands. I do not feel fear. But no matter the lie he told himself, the clenching feeling of his chest remained as the minutes went by.

      A pattering of footsteps pulled his attention further down the hall. Three goblins raced down the walkway with the largest pulling the other two. By the time they reached him, they all panted heavily.

      Ari was the largest and the most responsible of the three and the one he left in charge. She had blonde hair and blue eyes. The goddess had blessed her with thick arms and legs. That complimented her with voluptuous breasts.

      Standing to her right was Yinny. The blue-haired, violet-eyed goblin had the thinnest body. While her breasts were smaller than the others, her wide hips and large bottom more than made up for them. Then there was Killi. Her red eyes and red hair matched her chaotic attitude while her athletic form suited her excessive energy.

      They each adjusted the outfits worn by the nuns of their parish. A gold and white coif that extended just above their bottoms, sat on their heads. Their dresses buttoned around the neck and split open, revealing a green skin window for their breasts. It extended tightly around their sides and split at their hips. A small belt that held pouches wrapped around their waist, allowing for the front and back of their dress to hang between their legs. But their habits were in disarray.

      Liam scowled as he examined each of them. Ari had ripped panty hose and dirty shoes. Yinny was missing her panty hose and her beaded necklace. Killi was missing everything the others lacked in addition to her shoes. Then there were white specks that dotted her worn dress.

      Are those chicken feathers? Liam wondered.

      “I’m so sorry we’re late, Master Liam!” Ari said, adjusting her coif.

      “You’re late.” The paladin placed his fists on his hips. “You all were supposed to be here early. And, Ari, it was your duty to ensure everyone arrived on time.”

      “I know, and I really tried. But we ran into issues.”

      “What issues?”

      Ari glared at her two kin before looking back up. “This morning we didn’t hear the rooster’s caw as the sun rose, and Killi put up a deer fur over the window in our room after I had fallen asleep, so I didn’t awaken when I normally do.

      “Sun too bright,” Killi said. “Killi like sleep.”

      “Out of all the days you chose yesterday to do it,” Ari said with a curled lip. “You knew today was important.” Killi shrugged before Ari continued her tale. “Last night, before everyone was supposed to go to bed, I laid out all our clothes and gear for the morning. However, Yinny sleepwalked and moved all her clothes.”

      “Yinny sleepwalks?” Liam asked. “Why is this the first time I am hearing about this?”

      Before Ari could respond, Yinny stammered, refusing to look up. “I-I’m really sorry. I didn’t mean to.”

      “I know you didn’t,” Ari said, rubbing Yinny’s back. “It took us almost an hour before we found them in the food pantry.”

      “Okay, I understand that, but what happened to the other hours?” Liam asked.

      Both Yinny and Ari turned their heads toward Killi. “Killi happened,” they said in unison.

      “It not Killi’s fault,” the red-eyed goblin said, throwing her hands up.

      “It is your fault!” Ari shouted. “I turn my head away to speak with Sister Abitha for five minutes, and when I turn around, you’re gone. Then, as soon as I heard the barking, I found you fighting with Sister Margaret’s dog.”

      “Dog hate goblins!”

      “You’re the only one it hates because you keep stealing his food.”

      “Killi no eat since yesterday. Killi hungry!”

      “You were given a full helping of porridge yesterday evening and you chose not to eat it.”

      Killi stuck her tongue out. “Porridge yuck. Killi want meat.”

      “You’ll eat what is served. Otherwise, you’ll starve.”

      A brief smile formed on Killi’s lips. “Killi no starve.”

      “T-that’s because you got into Sister Mildred’s chicken coup again,” Yinny said.

      “You said you no tell!” Killi shouted.

      “Don’t yell at her, the evidence is on your clothes,” Ari said, flicking a feather from Killi’s dress. “If it wasn’t for you, we would have been on time! This is all your fault!”

      “Is not!”

      “Is too!”

      As the three argued over who was to blame, Liam rubbed his forehead. Six months of around the clock work and this is what I have to show for it, he thought. I’ll never understand why our most Holy gave me such a task. I am not a teacher. I am a warrior. Maybe she wanted to see me fail? But why?

      Liam’s thoughts were interrupted by the shouting of his wards. Their anger fed his own. He snapped.

      “Silence!” Liam shouted, unleashing a partial might of his aura.

      The goblins dropped to the ground at the sound of his voice. Seismic waves of pressure blasted from his body throughout the hallway. His wards’ screams went unheard as they gripped onto the red rug, flapping in the wind. When he relinquished, the trio fell to the ground with heavy thuds.

      “Each of you should be ashamed of yourselves,” Liam said, pointing his finger down at them. “Have I not spent hours with each of you teaching the ways of our faith? Yet here you stand before me, undisciplined and fighting amongst each other like children.”

      “We’re sorry, Master Liam!” the goblins said, cowering on the ground.

      The paladin let out a heavy sigh, got down on one knee, and set his helmet on the ground. He lifted each of his wards up, one at a time, as he addressed them.

      “Ari, you are incredibly smart and determined,” Liam said. “I gave you the task as the group leader because you needed to learn responsibility. And while the others may be partially to blame for being late, a good leader owns the faults for those under their command. When I offered it to you, you assured me you were ready.”

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Hold on, I’m not finished. I know you are ready. But do not forget you are not alone. You could have come to me this morning to help. By trying to shoulder this burden yourself, you did more harm than good. Learn from this.”

      “I’m sorry, master,” Ari said, bowing. “I just wanted to prove myself capable in your eyes. I will learn from my mistakes.”

      Liam smiled and nodded before lifting Yinny up next. “Yinny, we have spoken at great length about the difference between tattling and reporting. I’m proud that you had the courage to speak up this time. However, you must ensure you speak up at the beginning of the issue to report a potential problem, not waiting until the damage is done.”

      The violet-eyed girl wrapped her hands and legs around Liam’s forearm. “I’m so sorry, master. I-I promise I will do better.”

      “It’s okay,” Liam said, peeling her off his arm and setting her on her feet. “Just remember for next time.”

      “I-I’ll try.”

      Finally, he picked up Killi. The hothead’s cheeks were flush with tear-filled anger. She refused to look at him. “And Killi, you have this fire inside of you that will never be quelled. It makes you such a strong combatant. Yet, unless you practice control, that fire will rage, burning everything around it, including yourself. That is not what you desire, is it?”

      Killi glanced at him and shook her head. “No, master.”

      “Then recognize Ari’s authority that I gave her. If she asks you to do something or not to do something, listen. Her authority is mine. Going against it is going against my wishes. And if you have problems, let your voice be heard. But it needs to go through Ari first and then through me. Is that understood?”

      “Killi understand.”

      “Good,” Liam said, setting her down. “I will see about getting you all different rations.”

      “You will?” Killi asked, her long ears perking up.

      “It won’t be a whole chicken, but we both agree that the porridge is better with bits of meat inside.”

      “Thank you, master!”

      Liam smiled and helped each of his companions straighten their garb. He tightened their dresses, set their coif’s, and adjusted their belts. But when he got to Yinny, the blue-haired girl shuffled in place, rubbing her legs together. She stared at him with a blush filled face, biting her bottom lip. And that’s when the sweet waft of her scent hit him. He checked his plated bracers and noticed the wet, shimmering smear from where she’d slid off his arm.

      Liam leaned next to Ari’s ear and whispered. “I’m guessing you forgot to relieve Yinny this morning, didn’t you?”

      Ari took one look at Yinny and lowered her ears. “I totally forgot to. With the chaos of everything, I—I’m sorry, master.”

      Liam rubbed Ari’s shoulder. “It’s okay. Don’t beat yourself up about it.”

      “I won’t,” she said, smiling.

      He turned to Yinny and straightened her dress. The small goblin let out a soft moan through the simplest touch. “Yinny… discipline…”

      “Y-yes, master,” she said, nodding and looking up at him with lustful eyes. “I-it’s just your power is so overwhelming. A-and I didn’t get to partake in this morning’s release.”

      “If Ari didn’t do it, then why didn’t you take care of it yourself?”

      “The day got away from us. And… I-I was hoping you’d have time to do it, master.”

      Liam grinned and shook his head as he straightened her coif. “You knew there wouldn’t be time for that. We had plans to meet with the goddess. Now, are you going to be able to control your urges?”

      Yinny looked down, twisting in place. She slid her hands down her dress and tucked the front flap between her legs. For a second, Liam thought they were going to be in trouble when she let out a pleasure filled groan. But when she looked up at him, her eyes were focused. “Y-yes, master.”

      Liam picked up his helmet, stood, and grabbed the circular handle of the great hall before addressing his companions. “This is your moment to shine, to show all the hard work you’ve accomplished. This is the time to prove to all those outside and inside these walls that you deserve to be here. Are all of you ready?”

      The trio shared glances of excitement and nodded.

      The paladin pulled on the door and waited for his companions to enter before shutting it behind him. Like every time he entered the goddess’s presence, when he turned around, he stood in awe.

      Gwendolin, Goddess of Bliss, lay upon a fifty-foot-long lounge chair. Dozens of Sisters sat upon her, catering to her every need. Many stood with body-sized golden combs, brushing through her long vibrant white-blonde hair. Others stood in a congregation line, feeding her enlarged fruit from golden platters. But only the worthiest lay nude underneath her semi-translucent white dress, kissing and pleasuring their goddess to their heart’s content.

      Liam ushered his companions forward, walking between the lit columns of pink flame. Each of his brothers in arms, paladins of bliss that stood guard, saluted him with an arm slammed across their chest. A precession of metallic thuds played throughout the chamber for nearly a full minute as Liam and his wards crossed the giant stone dome.

      Shadows from the light illuminated the glorious pictures painted on the ceiling. They included depictions of the goddess’s glorious acts, everything from the scene of her arrival, the founding of the church, and the war of her paladins against the army of darkness to bring light and pleasure back to Heratia. Even though Liam had been there at each event, the depictions always left him with chills.

      Upon entering the goddess’s chambers, Gwendolin’s eyes shifted on Liam. He grunted through his march as the force of her powerful gaze weighed heavily on him. But the smile that appeared on her luscious pink lips gave him the fortitude to bear the burden. It was another test of wills, one that he smiled at.

      When they reached halfway to their destination, the goddess snapped her fingers. The dozens of Sisters of Bliss scrambled off their most holy. Each of the guards spun on their heels and marched out of the room. By the time Liam and his companions stood before their divine, they were the only ones in the goddess’s presence. Liam waited for the three goblins to kneel, clasp their hands together, and bow before he followed suit.

      “My sword, you have finally returned to me,” Gwendolin said into their minds with unmoving lips. “It has been too long. Please look upon me so that I may gaze into your beautiful eyes.”

      When Liam did, he felt exposed. Her vibrant blue eyes pierced through his soul. She saw everything he was, is, and would be. The only woman who would truly know him, and for that, she meant more to him than his life.

      The goddess’s brows drew together. “I see uncertainty in you. Tell me, what troubles you so?”

      Liam winced and looked down as her words cut through him. “I wish not to disappoint you, my goddess.”

      “Oh? And what makes you think you have?”

      “I wanted everything to be perfect. That is what you deserve.”

      Gwendolin raised her hand above her mouth and laughed. “My sweet sword, oh how I love your passion. I do not seek perfection. Happiness can be derived from the simplest of pleasures. You are but a mortal man. There is only so much I can ask for.”

      “If only I had more time—”

      “I gave you an impossible task, Sir Ashmore, one that only you could accomplish. To take one of our greatest enemies, spawned from the very darkness we drove from this land, and turn them into the one thing that the people need more than myself…”

      Liam looked up with furrowed brows. “I-I don’t understand.”

      “Hope.”

      “But you are our hope, our salvation. I could not understand the thought of something being needed above you, my goddess. Without you we would still be consumed by the darkness that once plagued our world. You united us, pushed back the darkness, and gave us a world worth living.”

      Gwendolin’s smile faded and her tone lost its wonder. “For a time…”

      Liam jumped to his feet. “My goddess… is something happening? Just say the word and I’ll pick up my sword and shield.”

      “For the first time in a long time, I am uncertain. Humanity is but a pebble in the expanding mountain that is our world. There are so many other races that inhabit Heratia like the goblins who kneel next to you. Beastkin, drow, orcs, trolls… the list goes on and on of those that have spilled from the Great Chasm. If there is a return of the horrors we’ve faced before, we need allies. We need people like you.”

      “I’ll do whatever it is you ask of me, my goddess.”

      Gwendolin’s smile returned, brightening Liam’s spirit. “Your devotion is admirable, my sword. But before we delve further, let us speak of your accomplishments. Please, tell me of the progress of your wards.”

      “Yes, my goddess,” Liam said, turning to present his companions. “As directed, I have spent the last six months training the three in front of you. They have focused on studying and memorizing your holy tenets, including those of the carnal arts. I have trained them daily in the art of combat, allowing them to become acceptable warriors in their chosen areas of expertise. And they have learned to give in the form of service among the church.”

      “Yes, the halls have been quite abuzz with gossip from the other Sisters. Some speak of… concerns of the lack of oversight as of late. Something about a lost chicken?”

      Everyone’s eyes turned to Killi, whose ears dropped. “Yes, my goddess,” Liam said. “An exercise in teaching responsibility and self-reliance for my wards that did not go quite as planned.”

      “Killi sorry, oh great one,” the goblin said, throwing her arms and head to the ground. “Killi just hungry.”

      “Hunger is a basic desire for everyone, my red-haired disciple,” Gwendolin said. “And to satiate that desire, one must eat. Are you not getting enough nourishment?”

      “Killi no like Sister Abitha cooking. Porridge yuck. Killi want meat.”

      “Killi—” Liam said sternly before Gwendolin interrupted him.

      “It’s all right my sword, this is an interesting discussion. Should we wish to grow in allies, we must be able to accommodate them. However, my capable Killi, there is a difference between wants and needs. A need should be provided. A want should be earned.”

      “Killi understand. Chicken want.”

      “And how should that want have been obtained?”

      “It earned through Killi labor. Killi promise to repay Sister Mildred.”

      “Excellent. As stealing is a what?”

      “An ana, anata—”

      “An anathema, my goddess,” Ari said.

      “Exactly right,” Gwendolin said with crescent moon eyes. “It seems as though you have trained them well, my sword.”

      “I have done my best, my goddess,” Liam said, bowing.

      “That I have no doubt. Listen well, my disciples, if there is one thing you must understand, it’s that the pursuit of bliss must be done without the harm of others unless they wish to harm the church or its followers. Use that token of wisdom in your decision making to help guide you.”

      “Yes, goddess,” the three goblins said in unison.

      Gwendolin chuckled, enamoring the room with the shake of her massive breasts. “I’m thrilled at each of your progress. Liam, you spoke of combat. How is their proficiency?”

      “Would you like a demonstration, my goddess?” the paladin asked.

      “No, just an understanding of their abilities. How have my gifts fared them?”

      “Quite well, my goddess. Once they each accepted your love in their hearts, their gifts quickly developed. It only took months of refinement. Ari is an excellent tantric battle cleric. She possesses a gift of impressive strength and healing hands. I’ve seen her massage broken appendages like they never happened.”

      “Most useful to a soldier like yourself, I’d imagine,” Gwendolin said.

      “All of them are quite useful, my goddess. We make a good team.”

      “That’s wonderful to hear. Please continue.”

      “Killi is a bestial Brewmeister. The carnal concoctions she’s able to craft can leave an entire room in a blitz filled orgy or aflame from the heat of her own chaos. Then there is Yinny. She was gifted the blessing of eromancy. She’s a competent sorceress, able to wield powerful spells drawn from her own heightened lust.”

      “Yes, I can feel the radiance of her desire. She’s quite gifted.”

      “T-thank you, my goddess,” Yinny said, her legs twisting with restraint.

      “They are all, my goddess,” Liam said, smiling at his companions.

      “Only possible through your efforts, Sir Ashmore, and for accomplishing such a feat, you shall be rewarded. From this day forward, you will no longer be just my sword. You will be the very first Archon.”

      Gwendolin reached out and wrapped her hand around Liam’s body. She lifted him up to her lips, smothering him in the softest kiss. He melted in her embrace, wanting nothing more than to linger in the warmth of her breath. When she pulled away, Liam’s eyes shot open.

      A surge of holy energy filled him. His muscles bulged with power, growing and snapping rivets in his armor. His divine pool of stamina soared. He gritted his teeth as the sensation consumed him, yet; he dared not shout in his lady’s presence. When his feet touched the ground, he collapsed to his hands and knees, panting. His companions rushed to his aid.

      “Master Liam, are you alright?” Ari asked, touching her hands on his plate armor.

      Killi and Yinny jumped in front of him to his defense, with the red-eyed goblin growling at Gwendoline. “What goddess do to master!” she shouted.

      “I’m okay,” Liam said, straightening to his knees. “The power just overwhelmed me.”

      “It’s quite commendable that your wards jumped into action for you,” Gwendolin said.

      “He’s our warden,” Ari said, looking up at the goddess with heartfelt eyes. “Even though we may not show it every day, he’s special to us.”

      “What would you three do should he be in trouble?”

      “Killi fight!” the red-eyed goblin said, raising her arm.

      “Me too!” Yinny said, wrapping herself around Liam’s leg.

      “We’d protect him,” Ari said, grabbing onto one of the paladin’s fingers.

      “And I them,” Liam said, pulling his companions to him. “With my body, mind, and soul.”

      Everyone shared a smile before the goddess spoke once more. “Then I believe you all are ready for my next ask.”

      “Yes, goddess,” the group said in unison bowing before her.

      Gwendolin snapped her fingers, and a rolled-up scroll on a golden wheel appeared in front of them. Liam reached down and picked it up, unwrapping the leather tie around it. When he read it, his eyes grew wide.

      “You will take the western roads by caravan, stopping at each town along the way,” Gwendolin said. “You will spread my holy message of union between humanity and the other races. You will be a shining example of what cooperation and love can achieve. Do everything you can to help those in need. Once you reach the coast, you will pray, and I will have more for you.”

      Liam secured the scroll before slipping it inside of his endless bag that hung on his belt. He rubbed the back of his neck as he looked up at Gwendolin. “My goddess, I would never question your guidance, but do you think humanity is ready to accept such a decree?”

      Gwendolin’s brows pointed, and she frowned. “There is no alternative. Those who do not wish to accept this will do so without my protection and will be forced to leave our lands. Those who wish to go against my will shall do so at the end of our army’s blades. I will be mobilizing the paladins and inquisitors over the next few weeks. They will be sent as a second wave to secure our holdings and root out any remaining evil from our lands. For if we do not adapt, I worry for the fate of all of us.”

      Liam stood and grabbed his helmet. “Your will be done, my goddess.”

      With a blow of a kiss, she smiled. “Go with my blessing, my disciples.”

      The four allies, filled with determination, marched out of the Great Hall, and readied themselves for the journey ahead.
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            ARRIVAL AT OATHWOOD

          

        

      

    

    
      Liam passed between the two mares, ensuring he’d tightened their straps to the covered wagon. When he was certain, he pulled out two carrots and fed the horses. He walked along the length of the carriage and pulled open the back flap.

      Several crates, his shield and sword, and a leather travel bag were sufficient for their journey. Liam figured they would have to stop and resupply along the way. But he was certain the thousands of gold that he carried with them would be plenty. The horses frantic neighing pulled his attention to the front of the church’s entrance.

      Ari, Yinny, and Killi walked down the stairs and approached him. Yinny carried a small backpack suitable for her size. Killi carried only a cooked turkey leg in one of her hands. Then there was Ari, who was wearing a backpack as large as she was.

      Liam moved to the front of the wagon and hushed the horses, who eventually calmed. When the trio of goblins stood before him, the paladin reached for Yinny first, who gasped when he set her on the front seat. After tossing the clean bone, Killi took her own route. She used his armor like climbing spikes before jumping into the back of the wagon. Ari unshouldered her bag, causing it to crash to the ground with a metallic thud.

      “What’s all this?” Liam asked, pointing down at the backpack. “I thought I said to bring only what you needed.”

      “I do need all of this,” Ari said, pointing her nose in the air. “It’s essential for my daily routine plus extra for Killi, since she never brings anything.”

      Liam bent down and unclipped the top flap of the bag. He rummaged through it, pulling out a pure silver box. When he opened it, he saw it was full of white powder and a brush. He lifted it to Ari. “What’s this for?”

      “It’s face powder. It helps my face from getting sweaty.”

      “Ari, we’re going to be traveling for weeks. We need to pack light.”

      The blonde goblin grabbed the silver box, closed it, and placed it back in the bag. “You may not need such things, master, but as a Sister of Bliss, I need it.”

      Liam sighed and shook his head. He stood, picked up Ari’s bag, and threw it in the back of the wagon. I don’t feel like fighting about this right now, he thought. I just want to get us on the road. They don’t take up a lot of space, anyway.

      “Fine, but if we need to clear space for supplies, your bag is the first thing I’m looking at to make room,” Liam said.

      “Thank you, master,” Ari said, hugging his leg before climbing into the back of the wagon.

      Liam jumped into the front and grabbed the reins. Laughter, shouting, and popped bottles pulled the group’s attention to the front of the church. Several of the elder Sisters stood waving and pouring glasses.

      “O-oh look, they’re wishing us goodbye,” Yinny said.

      “Bye Sisters!” Ari shouted, waving.

      Liam’s lip curled under his helmet. He knew that was not the other Sister’s intent. They were glad to be free of him and his companions. Even though this was the goddess’s directive, he knew that many in the convent did not appreciate his wards and were celebrating their departure. But he decided not to say anything after seeing the excitement on his girls’ faces. Ignorance is bliss, he thought.

      Once they were beyond the church’s owned lands, Liam unraveled a travel map and plotted their destination. Their first stop was Oathwood, a small town less than a half a day’s journey. It’s as good a place as any, the paladin thought, rolling up the scroll. Many of the inhabitants are firm believers of Gwendolin’s faith. If they take her decree well, then that’s a good sign. And if they don’t… then this is going to be a really long journey.

      The rest of the day was uneventful. The only thing Liam had to worry about was his increasingly soaked gauntlet that Yinny held between her thighs. But it was a minor concern for the complacency of his ward.

      He drove the caravan through the surrounding hills of the countryside. Lush, green trees peppered the low valleys, giving them moments of reprieve from the warm summer sun. The dirt road was dense and well-traveled, allowing for a smooth ride to their eventual destination.

      The group stopped only for restroom breaks. They ate on the road. Ari prepared lunch in the form of dried salted beef sticks and an assortment of dried fruits and nuts. It wasn’t quite fulfilling, but it satiated their hunger long enough until they could stop for supper.

      By the time they reached the outskirts of Oathwood, the sun barely peaked over the horizon, filling it with vibrant orange and blue hues. The group waved at the farmhands who tended to the wheat fields. They swung their hands back and forth only for a moment before cupping them above their brows.

      It wasn’t until they passed the second farm, did Liam believe there would be trouble. At the sight of his wards’ friendly smiles, a lone man dropped his pitchfork and sprinted toward the town.

      “Fuck,” the paladin muttered. He flicked the horses’ reins and motioned them into town. After a small hut, the wheat fields opened up, revealing a town of less than a dozen buildings staggered on both sides of the main road.

      They were all built from the bright brown wood of the local trees. Many had covered patios with lines of rocking chairs and benches. Painted hanging signs identified the purpose of each building.

      Liam couldn’t understand the words of the farmer’s frantic shouts, but their effect was immediate. Once they passed a nearby barn, the residents of Oathwood rushed into the nearest building. Doors and windows slammed shut; window lit candles extinguished. It only took a few moments for the stacked buildings to become a ghost town.

      Liam guided the horses to the building labeled Tavern. He pulled on the reins, bringing the mares to a stop. The wood axles groaned under his weight as he stepped from the front seat. The hair on the back of his neck raised; they were being watched.

      Caution is warranted, he thought before reaching over the edge of the wagon and retrieving his shield and sword.

      “W-what’s that for?” Yinny asked.

      “Our protection,” Liam said before tying his scabbard to his belt and running his arms through his shield’s handholds.

      “Should we be expecting trouble?” Ari asked, climbing into front.

      “I taught each of you to always be prepared. Even when you feel safe. This is no different. You all climb down and stay close to me.”

      Liam waited until the three goblins descended from the carriage. He turned and walked up the single step onto the tavern’s patio. As they passed the first window, he could hear the scrambling footsteps inside. He tightened his hand around the grip of his blade before opening the front door.

      A small bell rang when they passed through the opening. All the candles except a hanging black iron chandelier were blown out. The main floor was full of circular tables and chairs. Along the far back wall was a fully stocked bar and an open window into a kitchen. A staircase led to an upstairs balcony with several closed doors.

      The inhabitants scattered among the bar and upstairs railing. All eyes grew wide once his companions shuffled through the doorway behind him. The patrons gasped and whispered to each other. It was not uncommon for his sect to visit Oathwood, implying to Liam that it was the physical appearance that drew their ire.

      The paladin scanned the room, ensuring there were no weapons drawn or indications of violence. Once he was certain it was safe enough, he walked in between the overturned chairs and tables to the bar. The customers split upon his approach, leaving a lone barman cowering before him.

      The man was short in stature with a bulbous belly. He had a bald head and a large mustache that covered the bottom half of his face. His black suspenders were strung over a black-collared shirt. A dirty waist apron hung over his trousers.

      “C-can I help you, sir?” the barman asked, trembling.

      “We need a room with two beds preferably,” Liam said, untying his endless bag from his belt. “A single bed will do if there are no other options. Is the kitchen still open?”

      “Yes, sir. We’re still serving dinner.”

      “What’s on the menu?”

      “Yesterday’s elk boiled in a vegetable stew. Served with freshly baked bread. Water and mead to drink.”

      “We’ll take five helpings with an extra piece of bread and five mugs of mead. An extra gold for you for the largest portions of meat.”

      “Five, sir?”

      “Two for me and one for each of my companions.”

      The barman looked around Liam and leaned forward to whisper. “But sir… You can’t certainly mean the goblins?”

      Liam looked over his shoulder at his three wards. Ari stood in front of her two kin, radiating confidence. Yinny cowered behind her, clutching her staff, while Killi barred her claws and fangs at the closest patron. The paladin turned back and shrugged. “I’m not sure why you think I wouldn’t imply them.”

      The barman swallowed the lump in his throat and nervously smiled. “But sir. They are beasts. Fowl creatures born from the unholy. It would dishonor Gwendolin if we shared the same space as them.”

      As murmurs of agreement rolled through the crowd, Liam slammed his hands on the top of the bar. The wood creaked under his increasing strength.

      “Do you know who I am?” Liam asked, his tone cold and direct.

      “N-no, sir.”

      “But you know what I am.”

      “Judging by the symbol on your armor and shield, a paladin of our most Holy.”

      “I am Sir Liam Ashmore, Archon for the goddess Gwendolin. So, what makes you think you would know what would dishonor our most precious goddess more than I?”

      “I-I don’t, sir. My apologies.”

      “Exactly,” Liam said, standing up. “We are here to issue a decree on behalf of our goddess at the rise of tomorrow’s sun. The three behind me may be goblins, but they are Sisters of Bliss foremost. They deserve the same treatment as any other Sister in our sect. So, I ask again, how much do I owe you?”

      “My dearest and humblest apologies, sir,” the man said, bowing before Liam. “You owe us nothing. We’d be honored to host you and your wards here.”

      Liam reached into his pouch, grabbed a handful of coins, and slammed them on the counter. “We do not need your false patronage. Think wise next time a thought of ignorance lingers in your mind.”

      The barkeep’s eyes widened at the handful of gold. He swiped it under the counter before bowing once more. “Thank you for your generosity, Sir Ashmore. I will take your words to heart. Please give me a moment and I shall prepare you a room.”

      “We have belongings in our wagon outside. I’d see them cared for during our stay.”

      “Of course, sir, of course. I’ll speak with Mr. Uttenboro at the town’s stables to ensure your belongings are secured.” The barkeep walked to the back wall and pulled a key from a metal hook. He snapped his finger and pointed at a young lad who sat underneath the stairs. “Boy! Go help take Sir Ashmore’s belongings up to room three and then send word for Mr. Uttenboro on the double.”

      “Yes, sir,” the lad said, jumping off the barrel he sat on. He ran and grabbed the key on the counter before joining Liam’s side.

      The paladin led the boy and his wards back to the wagon. He handed him Ari’s bag first. The small-framed boy grunted as he tried to lift it from the ground. However, after several tugs, the boy relented and hung his head. Liam picked it up and handed it to Ari, who wore it with ease. He then gave the lad Yinny’s bag. The boy smiled when he shouldered the satchel.

      After Liam grabbed his bag, he and his wards followed their small chauffeur up the tavern’s stairs as the patrons stared and whispered between each other. Liam grunted as his words seemed to hold little meaning based on the scorns on the men and women’s faces. They all sipped on their beverages, whispering to each other, eyeing them intently. Once they reached the bedroom door, the boy inserted the key and pulled on the door handle.

      The tavern’s rooms were small and quaint. Two wooden frame beds held bundles of feathers and were covered in large animal furs. In between them stood a single small side table with two drawers and a water basin. In the corner near the door sat a pisspot. A single window hung mounted on the far wall, allowing the fading sunlight in. It’s better than sleeping in the wagon, at least, Liam thought.

      After the young boy set Yinny’s bag on one bed and the key on the side table, he picked up the water basin and headed for the door. “I’m going to bring you fresh water. I’ll be right back.”

      “Thank you,” Yinny said.

      The boy smiled and shut the door behind him. Ari set her bag in front of their bed before climbing on top of the furs. She pushed herself up and down on it, judging its plushness before sighing. Killi climbed on the bed and made herself a nook in the corner with one fur.

      While the others got themselves settled, Liam took off his sword, shield, and helmet. He rested them in a pile next to his bag in front of his bed before sitting across from his wards. Before he could speak, a knock at the door preceded the young boy, the barman, and a third man wearing an apron entering their room.

      The lad set a full water basin and two fresh towels on the counter, while the barkeep handed out fresh mugs of mead. Once everyone had their drinks, the man that Liam assumed was the cook gave each of them their soup bowls with wooden spoons.

      “Is everything to your satisfaction, sir?” the barkeep asked.

      “Everything looks fine,” Liam said after a nod from his companions. He reached into his pouch and pulled out three gold coins, handing one to each of the men. “If there are any issues at all, please notify me immediately.”

      “Of course, Sir Ashmore,” the barkeep said, his eyes not leaving the coin. “Shall you be needing a courtesy knock at a particular hour?”

      “No. We shall rise with the sun.”

      “Very good, sir. If you need anything, myself or one of my employees will be at the bar all night. Breakfast will be served at daybreak.”

      Liam nodded, and the men exited the room. The boy lingered and smiled at Yinny before his employer yanked him from the crack and shut the door. Sounds of stirring and slurping filled the room as the group finished their meals.

      Killi was the first done. After soaking her bread in the soup, she ignored her spoon and drank straight from the bowl. To her kin’s ire, the dark broth spilled down her neck, wetting the top of her dress. She let out a satisfactory belch as she set her bowl on the counter.

      “Could you be any ruder?” Ari asked, recoiling from her sister.

      Killi wiped her mouth with the back of her hand before shrugging. “What?”

      “You were given a spoon for a reason. And you burped. It’s not proper.”

      “Stew best to drink. Spoon take too long. Belch sign of good meal.”

      “Ari is right, Killi,” Liam said. “You need to work on your patience. Going forward, I want you to use a spoon. Maintaining basic manners is going to be important for your integration and acceptance by the common folk.”

      “They really seemed upset, didn’t they?” Ari asked.

      “Yes, and I imagine it’s going to only get worse the further we travel from the convent. We’ll need to be careful.”

      “But you’ll protect us, right master?” Yinny asked, her wide violet eyes full of fear.

      Liam smiled. “Of course, I will. But that doesn’t mean that we shouldn’t take every precaution necessary.”

      “For a second, I thought we were going to have to fight our way out of the tavern,” Ari said.

      “I don’t think that would happen. But one can never be too certain. What the goddess is asking for from the people is a tall order.”

      “Because of the war?”

      Liam nodded. “It’s only been five years since the last of the portals were closed. All the other races that have spilled upon our world are going to be looked at negatively. For until those portals were closed and the control that the demon lords had over you was severed, you and your people caused nothing but heartache upon humans, elves, and dwarves. The wounds are still very fresh. We will have to win the hearts and minds of the people before they will change. And even then, I’m not sure that will be enough.”

      “How do we do that?” Yinny asked.

      “Well, we need to do as the goddess instructed. We need to help people. The smallest of tasks is not too great. But we should prioritize the ones that will have the greatest impact. We can’t stay in each town more than a few days at most before moving on to the next one. The goddess is waiting for us to spread her message and reach the coast. So, time and efficiency are of the essence.”

      “So, should we start tonight, then?”

      “No, tonight we rest. We’ve had a long day of travel and many more days of travel ahead. We’ll need to conserve our energy. So, you three should rest. I will watch over you. In the morning, we will issue the decree, judge how the people react, and then help as many as we can.”

      Ari jumped from the edge of the bed and grabbed all the bowls from everyone. She opened the door and stacked them out front. The crowd noise and laughter from the main floor helped put Liam at ease.

      After closing the door, Ari waltzed across the room before stopping in between Liam’s legs. “Master, would you like our help to disrobe?”

      “Yes!” Killi shouted, springing from the bed. “Killi, help take off armor.”

      “I-I want to help too,” Yinny said.

      Liam smiled and nodded. He extended out his arms to his side, exposing the underside of his bracers. While Yinny worked on those, Ari focused on his chest plate, and Killi focused on his greaves. They worked together to set Liam’s armor in front of the bed, near his weapons. The three laughed as Killi went flying across the room after tugging hard on his boots. In less than a minute, he was down to his chain mail, tunic, and trousers.

      “Okay, I can take care of the rest,” Liam said, slipping off his chain mail.

      The girls groaned in disappointment before resuming their own disrobing. Ari helped the others first. She snapped at Killi, who was trying to tear her own clothes off. But once she got her undressed, the nude goblin bounced around the room, performing cartwheels and backflips.

      “Killi free!” the red-haired ball of chaos said.

      Liam laughed before grabbing her in midair as she jumped between the beds. He wrestled with her while she playfully bit him. Once he had her subdued, he tucked her in the nook of furs she’d built for herself to only where her head was exposed.

      By the time Liam got her settled, Ari and Yinny stood nude, holding onto each other. The light from the rising moon glistened off their forest green skin. Ari’s luxurious curves overshadowed Yinny’s smaller, thinner frame, but that did not make it any less majestic. The violet eyed one’s wide hips and smaller breasts left him wanting to always protect her. Whereas Ari’s generous proportions made her the perfect cuddle companion.

      They both looked up at Liam with longing in their eyes, but it was Ari who pressed their desires. “Master, would tonight be a night you could teach us another ritual from Gwendolin’s holy scripture?”

      It took every ounce of his willpower to shake his head. “I’d love to, but I do not think it is wise. We’ll all need our strength for tomorrow. But if things turn out well, we can do so tomorrow evening.”

      The two girls looked at each other and smiled. “Promise?”

      “I promise,” Liam said before kissing them both on the forehead.

      “Hey!” Killi shouted from her blanket fort before her voice softened. “Killi want kiss too.”

      Liam smiled and tucked in the two girls in front of him before kissing Killi’s forehead. The cheeky goblin took the opportunity to extend her long tongue and tickle Liam’s inner neck. He chuckled, rubbed her messy red hair, and pulled away before returning to his bed.

      Before he had time to sit down, Yinny called from the covers. “Master?”

      “Yes?” Liam asked.

      “Can you crack a window? I like the breeze.”

      “Of course.”

      The paladin raised the window only to have it shut with each attempt. He downed the remaining mead in his mug before propping it under the window. The cool air weaved its icy breath across Liam’s shirtless chest. His body shook as goose pimples formed across his skin. He lifted the top fur on his bed and climbed in.

      The paladin rolled to his side and watched the eyes of his companions grow heavy. He waited until each of them was asleep before daring to roll over. Yet, in the middle of the night, he awoke to their soft hands and warm bodies crawling underneath his furs. Only then did he allow sleep’s embrace to pull him into its deep grasp.
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      Liam let out an enormous yawn and scratched his chest when he awoke. He recalled the feeling of his companion’s warmth against his skin. He smiled and stretched his arms wide to pull them closer. When he didn’t feel them, a frown quickly followed.

      His eyes shot open, and he twisted toward the opposite bed. They weren’t there. He scoured the room, looking for any sign of the goblins. The cup on the windowsill was gone. Their clothes were no longer neatly folded on the floor. Yet, their bags were still there.

      Liam threw on his boots, belt, and tunic before grabbing his sword. He opened the door with a hard tug. Conversation and clinking bowls filled the room from the morning’s breakfast. A heavy smell of freshly cooked eggs filled his nose. But once he stepped out onto the walkway, he heard a familiar scream outside the tavern.

      “Yinny!” Liam shouted. He jumped over the railing and landed on the floor with a heavy thud. The tavern’s dozen patrons gazed upon him as he sprinted for the door. He charged his shoulder into the thin wood, shattering it from its hinges. The children’s unified scream froze him in his tracks.

      “Master!” Yinny yelled, running from the children who were playing in the middle of the street. She jumped into his arms and squeezed him tight. The children in front of him cowered underneath his shadow.

      “What’s going on, Yinny?” the paladin asked, his voice full of concern. “I heard you scream.”

      Yinny’s smile faded, and she lowered her ears. “T-t-the kids and I were just playing a game. I was running around chasing them.”

      “But where are Ari and Killi?”

      “They went around town helping. Last I saw, Ari was helping heal a few folks. Killi was handing out some of her concoctions.”

      Liam set Yinny down and gazed down the street. He couldn’t see either of them in the immediate vicinity. A thousand scenarios rolled through his mind of what could be happening to them.

      “Why did you all go out by yourself?”

      “W-we wanted to surprise you. To show the people that we were helpful. That we meant no harm. I’m sorry… master.”

      Liam opened his mouth, then closed it, before kneeling in front of her. “I know you were trying to help, but it isn’t safe for you three to wander away from me. At least not until I can confirm there’s no danger around.”

      “Ari said it was okay, which is why we left.”

      Liam let out a sigh and stood. “I’m not happy about it, but if Ari made the call, then I’ll respect it. I’m going to get suited up and pay for the door I just destroyed. Wait for me here, and we’ll find them together.”

      “Yes, master. Oh, and can we stop by the well I helped build?”

      Liam gave a slight smile and leaned back. “You built a well?”

      Yinny nodded with a shy smile. “With help from the townsfolk.”

      “Then yes, I’d love to see the well you helped build. I’ll be back soon.”

      When Liam turned around, the crowd in the tavern was peeking out of the broken door frame. They scattered like rats once he caught their gaze. The sensation of everyone’s scowls raised the hair on the back of his neck. He knew he messed up, but it didn’t matter. At the end of the day, he would do anything to protect his wards.

      After returning to his room, Liam put on his armor. It always took him longer to dress himself. He’d grown accustomed to having his pupils do it for him. But the years he’d spent alone on the road provided him with plenty of experience to do it himself.

      With his shield on his back and his sword on his belt, Liam put on his helmet and exited the room. When he opened his door this time, the room grew quiet. All eyes looked up at him before he turned and locked the door.

      The squeaking wood of the stairs was all he could hear as he descended. He approached the barkeep, and he reached his hand in his pouch. With a weighty jingle, he set another handful of coins on the man’s counter.

      “I apologize for my actions this morning,” Liam said. “I believed my protégés were in danger. I hope that this should cover any damages and loss of income from any frightened patrons.”

      Drool fell from the corner of the barkeep’s mouth as the sparkle of the pile of gold danced in his eyes. He quickly swiped it underneath the counter and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Of course, sir. No problem at all. As a matter of fact, I was looking to get new doors and windows in the first place. So, you’ve done me a kindness.”

      After Liam nodded and started to turn, the man extended his arm and shouted. “Wait! Um, surely you’d love to stay for breakfast. We’ve got fried eggs and thin slabs of that elk left. I can simmer it in brown sugar if you’d like.”

      “Tempting, but no,” Liam said. “I need to check on my wards.”

      “Are you planning on sticking around long?”

      Liam tilted his head and loomed over the barkeep. “Why do you ask?”

      The man rubbed the back of his bald head and nervously smiled. “Well, we could certainly use you around town. I mean, one of your wards, that taller one with the big t—um, blue eyes.”

      “Ari?”

      “Yes! That’s the one. I’ve had a crick in my neck for almost ten years. When I told her, she hopped up on this counter and rubbed the pain away. I feel like a lost treasure!”

      Liam smiled and nodded. “That’s good. That’s what we’re here for.”

      “So, will you be staying long, then?”

      “Unfortunately, no. We’re here to spread the goddess’s decree and help with what little we can. We’ll be leaving tomorrow.”

      “Ah, that’s unfortunate, but understandable. Well, should you need anything, feel free to let me know.”

      “Thank you,” the paladin said. When he went to turn away, he paused and looked back at the barkeep. “Actually, you could help me with something.”

      “Anything,” the barkeep said. “Just give the word.”

      “I’ll be reading the decree once I retrieve my wards. Would you have a few hands that can spread word around town and gather everyone nearby?”

      “Sure can,” he said with a twist of his mustache. “I’ll gather a couple of the youngins. They do a good job hollerin’ and can move quicker than my old bones.”

      Liam nodded and marched across the room. He found Yinny sitting on the front porch, twirling her staff in between her hands. When he loomed above, her pointed ears perked up and she jumped to her feet.

      “Are you ready to show me this well of yours?” he asked.

      “Uh huh,” Yinny said, nodding. She reached up, grabbed the paladin’s hand, and led him down the road. As they walked past the various shops and homes, they drew everyone’s attention.

      The elderly that sat on the front rocking chairs lacked any desire for subtlety. Shopkeepers gawked out of their windows. Only the children that Yinny played with paid them no mind. It built the paladin’s unease.

      Once they reached the middle of the town, Liam spotted a small thick figure waddling as she carried two ten-foot logs on top of her head. She dropped them off in front of a cleared plot of land. A wooden frame of a new building stood on top of a stone foundation. He watched several carpenters give their thanks before loading the wood onto a cutting block.

      “Ari!” Yinny shouted and waved.

      The blonde-haired goblin turned and smiled, rushing toward her companions. “Yinny! Master! I’m glad to see you.”

      “It seems you’ve been rather busy,” Liam said, crossing his arms. “It was quite the shock to wake up with all of you gone.”

      “Please don’t be mad, master,” Ari said, lowering her head. “We just wanted to show that we could make this work. If there was any opportunity to try, this would be the place to do it, given this is one of the safest places we could.”

      “While you’re not wrong. I would have preferred we went together. People can be… unpredictable.”

      “I know, but we’ve already done so much good work here. I was able to heal several people at the tavern. There were so many people with minor injuries. Then I saw some of these carpenters carrying logs. I asked if I could help, and they said yes! You should have seen the look on their faces when I carried enough wood for two of them!”

      Liam patted the top of Ari’s sweat filled head. “I’m really proud of you. It seems you made the right call.”

      “Thank you, master,” Ari said, her smile extending from ear to ear. “Oh, Yinny, did you show master the well you helped build?”

      “We were just headed there when we saw you,” Yinny said.

      “Have you seen Killi?” Liam asked.

      Ari pointed her thumb down the dirt path. “She’s down the road. I think she set up a booth or something and was helping people with her potions.”

      “Leaving Killi by herself is not wise. Come on, let’s group up and find her. Once we’ve got everyone together, we can meet with the townsfolk.”

      “I know, but if I was going to leave Yinny by herself, it didn’t feel okay not to give Killi the same chance.”

      Liam sighed and rested his fists on his hips. “Well, let’s go find her then and just hope she hasn’t gotten herself in trouble.”

      Liam led the two goblins further along the path. When they reached the last building, he heard the faint sounds of shouting. He took off in a slight jog and continued up a hill.

      Once he reached its peak, he saw Killi standing on top of two stacks of barrels, jumping up and down. She was screaming at several townsfolk below her. Two women, a man, and what looked to the paladin, a goblin, yelled back. A crudely painted sign leaned against her platform that read Killi’s Koncoctive Miracles 1 gold.

      Liam rolled his eyes. Requiring payment for their services was not what they were supposed to be doing. They were servants of the people. The three approached the shouting group. When Liam struggled to get a word in, the paladin tapped into his holy magic and opened his mouth.

      “SILENCE!” he shouted, his voice sending the nearby fowl airborne. The disagreements quelled in an instant and pulled everyone’s attention toward him. He cleared his throat before speaking.

      “Now, does anyone want to tell me what’s going on?” The paladin raised his hand as the barrage of words spilled from each townie. “Please, one at a time!”

      The old woman with a stained apron, cane, and matted gray hair spoke first. “This… thing gave my husband a potion to increase the size of his manhood.”

      “Okay… that’s a fairly common request that we get. So, why are you here?”

      “He can’t move! His pecker’s swollen redder than a chili pepper. It’s so big he’d have to walk around with a wheelbarrow!”

      Liam let out a sigh and looked over at Killi, who was trying to hide her grin. “Killi, what did you do?”

      Her red eyes widened, and she pointed at her chest. “It no Killi’s fault. Killi do what man ask!”

      “What did he ask for?”

      “Man ask for big cock. Killi ask how big. Man says big as Killi can make it. Killi do nothing wrong!”

      “Ma’am, is that correct?”

      The elderly woman threw up her hands. “I don’t know what that idiot asked for. I wasn’t here. All I know is he came here with a gold piece and returned home bedridden. And she caused it.”

      “Okay… don’t worry, ma’am, we’ll get it sorted,” Liam said before snapping his fingers up at Killi. “Hand me the yellow vial on your belt.” Killi grumbled before doing as she was told. The paladin took the small vial she gave him and placed it in the woman’s hand, folding it into a fist. “Give this to him as soon as possible. The effects should be rather immediate.”

      The woman jerked her hand away from Liam. She gave Killi a mean case of side eye before turning away. The alchemist growled as the woman used her cane to limp away.

      Once she was out of earshot, Liam turned to the bearded, frail man who was holding his hands over his pants. He was grunting and constantly shaking. When the paladin examined him closer, he could see the front of his trousers were completely soaked down to the bottom. A pungent smell assaulted the paladin’s nose, causing him to jerk away.

      “Sir, can you explain the reason you’re here?” Liam asked.

      A frustrated moan and quick breath interrupted every attempt the man took to speak. When he raised his hands away from his groin, he stood with a massive erection. He was in an orgasmic loop, something Liam had seen from those who had taken too much yurnia root, a native nearby plant used by the sect to induce moments of bliss.

      The paladin raised his head and pointed down at the man. “How much did you give him?”

      Killi crossed her arms and looked away. “A gold piece’s worth. One bottle.”

      “An entire bottle?” Liam shouted, placing his hands on his helmet. “Did you tell him not to drink it all at once?”

      “Man ran away before Killi give instructions!”

      “Is that true?” Liam asked, putting his hand on the man’s shoulder. The frail man hung his head and nodded in defeat. “Well, I’m sorry to say you did this to yourself. Let this be a lesson of patience. But fret not, we’ll get you taken care of.”

      Liam snapped his fingers, and Killi handed him another yellow vial. He popped the corked vial and helped pour the contents into the man’s mouth. Once the townie swallowed the last drop, the shaking subsided.

      The man straightened and smiled. “Thank you for your help, sir. I am in your debt.” When he extended his hand to Liam, the paladin shook his head. The man looked down at his smut covered hands and unapologetically wiped them on the side of his pants. With a half-cocked smile, he looked back and forth between Liam and Killi. “It… uh… wouldn’t be possible to get another bottle, would it?”

      Liam crossed his arms. “I think you’ve had enough for one day.”

      “O-of course, my apologies,” the man said before bowing. He quickly turned and shuffled down the dirt road.

      “Now me!” the small goblins shouted, stomping in place.

      “And what can we help you with?” Liam asked.

      “What can you help me with?” she spat. “Just look at me! She turned me into a damn goblin!”

      “Wait, you’re not traditionally a goblin?” Liam asked, leaning forward.

      “No! I’m a human.”

      “How did this happen?”

      “I asked her for a potion. I asked her to make me beautiful.”

      “Lady is beautiful!” Killi shouted.

      “No, I am not. I am an ugly green beast!”

      “Hey!” Ari said, crossing her arms. “We’re not beasts. We’re beautiful.”

      “Y-yeah!” Yinny added.

      The woman’s anger quickly turned to tears. “I don’t care! I just don’t want to be a goblin. Please, turn me back!”

      Liam snapped his fingers again and extended his hand to Killi.

      The red-haired goblin fumbled over her belt before looking up wide eyed. “Killi have no more dispel potion.”

      “Just make some,” Liam said. “You have plenty of reagents, don’t you?”

      She shook her head. “Not dispel reagents. Those in Ari’s bag.”

      Liam groaned and turned to the other two goblins in their party. “Can either of you dispel this?”

      Yinny shuffled next to him and waved Liam down to her face. When he bent down, she whispered in his ear. “M-my lust pool is low. I-I don’t think I could cast a high enough spell to dispel it.”

      “Is something the matter?” Liam asked.

      “I don’t think so. I felt… hot this morning. But I used that when I created the pit for the well.”

      “Well, let me know if it stays that way. We need you to be in top shape.”

      Yinny nodded, and Liam stood straight. By the time they finished their conversation, Ari was already holding her hands on the other woman. Golden light spread from her palms, covering the other goblin.

      The green pigment slowly faded from her skin. Her bones and tendons popped and snapped unnaturally as she grew. Yet there were no groans of discomfort. Her body filled out the simple dress and shoes. By the time the transformation finished, Ari was holding onto the woman’s legs.

      Liam tilted his head. The young woman was pretty. There was dirt on her face and her brown hair was matted, but underneath the gruff was a soft pale face dotted with freckles, a fit frame, and supple breasts.

      When the spell finished, the woman opened her eyes and smiled. She tapped her face before examining her body. She twirled in her dress in a moment of recognition.

      “Thank you so much,” she said, looking up at Liam. “It feels so good to be back to myself.”

      “It is not I you should thank, but the one next to you.” Liam said, pointing down at Ari.

      The brown-eyed woman hesitated before turning and bowing to Ari. “Thank you for turning me back to normal. I… I’m sorry for what I said earlier. I was just scared.”

      With bright blue eyes, Ari smiled. “Apology accepted.”

      The woman bowed once more before leaving. With everyone taken care of, Liam approached Killi, who was now sitting on top of the barrel, picking at her teeth. “Killi, while I can’t be upset with you for being… precise. You should not have charged the folks for the service you provided. You may accept donations, but that is the church’s money, not yours. Do you understand?”

      Killi huffed and nodded. “Yes, master.”

      The paladin helped her off the barrel before looking down the road. The barkeep had done his job. All the town’s inhabitants gathered in front of the small store. They stood patiently, eyeing the group while they awaited their arrival.

      “Looks like everyone is ready,” Liam said, looking back at his companions. “Let’s go deliver the goddess’s decree.”

      The group of four walked down the dirt path and headed for the shop. As they approached the crowd, Liam fell back and allowed his companions to step in front of him. The mob parted, giving them a path to the front patio. Soft whispers rolled through the crowd as they made their way to the front, and Liam could see his companion’s unease on their faces.

      On top of the patio, Liam’s tall stature allowed him to gaze over the crowd. He was thankful for the added height, allowing him to quickly judge how the people of Oathwood would receive the goddess’s word. Wasting no more time, he reached inside of his endless bag and pulled out the scroll.

      He unraveled it and placed his hand on his chest, casting a cantrip on himself to increase the volume of his voice before speaking. “I, Sir Liam Ashmore, Archon of the Sanctum of Bliss, stand before you to read our holiest of holy’s words. The following decree echoed from my lips shall be interpreted the same as words spoken by our goddess, Gwendolin.”

      Liam took a moment to scan the crowd before taking a deep breath and continuing. “By the power vested in me, from this day forward, all races within the goddess’s lands are to live in harmony under the principles of bliss. All laws, tenants, and commandments must be exercised by everyone within the territory controlled by the Sanctum of Bliss. Brothers shall love brothers and sisters shall love sisters, no matter their origin and nature of their birth. This includes any races that were once our enemies. All previous sins during the War of Chaos shall be forgiven for those who repent and seek enlightenment in our lady’s bosom.”

      The townsfolk’s voices grew louder than a whisper as they all contemplated the implications, but with Liam’s continued words, they were silenced at once. “Anyone who does not abide by this decree shall lose the protection of our goddess and be expected to vacate her divine lands immediately. Anyone who seeks to undermine our goddess shall face her divine wrath in the form of the Sanctum of Bliss’s inquisitors and paladins. Only through togetherness shall we keep the darkness at bay. Shall Gwendolin’s reign be forever and eternal. Amen.”

      Liam rolled the scroll and slipped it back into his endless bag. He stood with arms clasped forward, waiting for the eventual questions. Once the whispers grew to a ramble, the first shout came from the crowd.

      “So, the goddess expects us to open our doors and let beastkin and trolls into our homes?” the man said.

      Liam lowered his head and let out a sigh. This is going to be a long day, he thought before looking back up and addressing the concerns. “You shall treat them just like any of your fellow neighbors. Do the neighborly thing.”

      “What about businesses?” the barkeep asked.

      “You would treat them just like any other patron.”

      “Well, I’m not worried about my neighbor trying to kill me or my family,” the previous man shouted.

      “This decree applies to everyone in our goddess’s realm. Any elf, dwarf, goblin, orc, or any other intelligent races who do not abide by the rule have two options. Stay and live peacefully under her authority or leave.”

      “Who is going to protect us?”

      “The goddess will mobilize her forces over the coming weeks. My companions and I are just the tip of the spear. Paladins and inquisitors will be sent across the land. Any lingering evil shall be dealt with swiftly and justly.”

      The crowd’s displeasure eased with a frequency of nods until the heckler spoke out again. “And if I disagree, I’m supposed to leave as well?”

      “Yes,” Liam said bluntly.

      “What if I refuse?”

      Liam drew his sword and extended it over the crowd. “Then I will make you, personally.”

      The man swallowed the lump in his throat, and the crowd moved away from him. He glanced at each of his peers before throwing up his hands. “Where are my family and I supposed to go?”

      “Across the sea.”

      “I can’t afford that. It would take me years to save up enough just to pay the fees.”

      Liam sheathed his weapon. “Then I’d recommend you stay and learn to listen to your goddess’s words. Rather than focus on the past, look to the future. Imagine for a moment of a world where everyone banded together. No more raider attacks, no fear of traveling alone at night, everyone working together toward a common goal. Just think of what we could accomplish. Human ingenuity, elven magic, dwarven engineering, orc might. The possibilities could be endless.”

      As the mob smiled and nodded, Liam stepped to the side and picked up each of his companions, one by one. “Today is a perfect example of what is possible under this new world our goddess envisions. Yinny, with her own magic, helped several of you build a well. Ari carried lumber and healed your wounds. And Killi… while not quite as successful as the others, had the best intentions. She supplied miracles in a bottle for exactly what was asked for.”

      “My dick got better!” a man called from the back, sending the crowd into a roar of laughter. Liam set his companion down and the four shared a smile. For a moment, he thought everything would be okay, that their journey wouldn’t be as difficult as expected. But the crowd gasped as the ground beneath them rumbled.

      A large crack formed down the main road, splitting it in two. It ascended the small hill and around the bend, further back to a point where Liam couldn’t see. A wave of rock and dirt preceded a deep growl beneath the surface. His eyes widened, recognizing the familiar sound.

      Ari ran to Liam’s side, pulling her staff wielding kin. “Yinny, did you dig the pit too deep?”

      The violet-eyed goblin stumbled as the crowd scattered and screamed. “I-I don’t know.”

      But as the earth rolled like a snake under sand, Liam knew it was not the work of his pupil. “Hush,” he commanded. “Ready your weapons and magic. This is not Yinny’s fault.”

      “What is it?” Ari asked.

      “A stone wurm.”
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      Liam jumped off the patio and ran into the middle of the main dirt path; his protégés followed closely behind. He pulled his shield from his back and shoved the pointed bottom into the overturned dirt. The underground quakes subsided for a moment, allowing the paladin to address his team.

      He extended his hand and spoke incantations, covering himself and his companions in a bright yellow light that shifted with the colors of the rainbow with each spell. “Divine shield. Holy weapons. Maximum resistance. Defy chaos. Litany of vengeance. Oath of protection.”

      “Wow, you’re going all out,” Ari said.

      “We don’t know how large the wurm is. We need to draw it out and away from the town. Otherwise, it will destroy it.”

      The red-eyed goblin pulled out a bottle and mixed a few reagents in it before handing the bubbling green mixture to Liam. “Monster pheromone. Master use to draw stone wurm!”

      “Good thinking, Killi,” Liam said before smashing the bottle on his chest. “I’ll draw the monster into the nearby fields and try to trap it above ground. If this is an adult wurm. We’ll need everyone fighting together.”

      An underground roar pulled the party’s attention down the road. The wave of overturned dirt approached their direction. Liam picked up his shield and pressed his hand against his chest. “Divine Speed. Divine Strength. Divine Constitution.”

      His muscles tightened and his heart thumped with the beat of a war drum. He bent down and lunged into a sprint at the incoming foe. When he met the rolling wave, he jumped, knowing the creature would try to consume him.

      The soil split, revealing six arm-length claws surrounding an open maw of hundreds of needle-like teeth. Liam pulled and swiped his sword, deflecting off one of the nearby claws. The creature’s mouth snapped closed just behind him.

      He knew if he had jumped just a second too late, the beast would have swallowed him whole. Judging by its person sized-mouth, Liam was certain the wurm was an adult. But he didn’t have time to think, as the creature lunged for another attack.

      His buffs gave him the increased speed to avoid the crushing bite. He rushed away from the road and didn’t stop until outside the town and into the nearby wheat fields. When he felt like he was safe enough to not cause any collateral damage, he slid to a halt and turned to face his pursuer.

      He could see the spray of rock and clay as the wurm grew close. But once it reached fifty feet from him, he lost sight of it. He’d fought enough of the creatures to know their tricks. And so, he readied a jump and waited.

      When he felt the subtlest vibration beneath his feet, he dove and rolled in front of him. The wurm burst from the ground where he stood, using its mandibles to crush large rocks. It extended fifty feet high and hooked its body down at Liam.

      Its long body was covered in gray hard plates that layered on top of one another. The six mandibles connected to pink tissue around its mouth, allowing the creature to dig through the solid surface. Blood dripped from the many rows of teeth, indicating a fresh kill. Liam raised his shield in front of him and braced his blade on top of it.

      The creature roared at the sign of aggression and lunged at the paladin. He dodged to the side, allowing the beast to dive into the ground. He swung his sword at the gray hard plates along his body. To his displeasure, it deflected back at him, only leaving a chiseled cut.

      I knew this was going to happen, he thought. This sword isn’t going to cut it. I’ll need to find a soft spot or weak point or wait until the others get here. I can buy them some time.

      When the creature lurched back up, Liam scoured its body. The overlapping plates left no opportunity for weakness. There were no eyes either, given that the creature saw through vibration. The only flesh he could see was inside its mouth, and he wasn’t about to get voluntarily swallowed. Maybe I can hit the same spot multiple times and break my way through one of the smaller plates up near its mouth.

      Liam sheathed his sword and sprinted toward the creature’s neck. He punched the hard surface three times. Each blow cracked deeper into the creature’s carapace, but he did not feel that he did enough damage.

      When the creature retreated up, it swung its head. It clashed upon the paladin’s shield, sending him tumbling head over foot through the air. He got his bearings in time to land on his feet. With a quick pull of his sword, he dug it into the ground to slow his slide.

      The creature roared and lurched backward. Large gusts of wind pulled him toward its open maw. Liam turned and dug his blade deep into the ground, but the force of the beast’s breath proved too powerful. He shouted as he floated into the air. He grabbed a mandible just in time to slow his ascent.

      Once he entered the animal’s mouth, he raised his hands and feet, bracing himself in the opening. His muscles strained as the creature’s powerful jaws tried to crush him. He dropped his sword arm before plunging it into the roof of its mouth. The wurm squealed, tossing and twisting its head, but Liam was undeterred. He stabbed the beast repeatedly until its vile green blood soaked his armor.

      A gargle of spit sent the paladin tumbling out of the beast’s mouth. He smacked into the ground with a heavy thud and rolled to his feet. Blood sprayed from the animal like a geyser as it recoiled in agony.

      I got to keep it above ground, Liam thought. He extended his hand and shouted. “Chains of Damnation!” Six yellow chains composed of holy light erupted from the ground. They shackled the foe and shocked it with holy energy. The beats roared and strained the spell. As it tried to recoil, the chains held firm, keeping it in place.

      “Master!” Ari shouted, pulling his attention to his side.

      The nearby wheat split, revealing three tiny goblins. They panted with sweat covered brows. A smile formed on his face at the sight of his companions. It was now time to take the fight to their foe.

      “The stone wurm is heavily fortified,” Liam said, pointing up at the creature. “The only weak points are inside its mouth. I couldn’t carve through its stony hide.”

      “What about acid?” Killi asked. “Burn through stone, yes?”

      “We’d need an awful lot. Do you have enough reagents?”

      Killi fumbled through her pouches before shaking her head. “No…”

      “What if I punch through it?” Ari asked.

      “I had the same idea, and it didn’t work. We would need too much of a concentrated attack to make it happen. I think the better plan is to lure it into attacking us, allowing Yinny to unleash a massive spell inside its mouth.”

      “B-but master, my lust…” Yinny said, tightening her grip around her staff.

      Before he had a chance to respond, Ari shouted. “Master! The wurm!”

      Liam swung around to see the wurm snap its chains. Its blood-filled maw trembled with anticipation. It coiled back and readied itself for another attack.

      “Ari, together!” Liam shouted, shoving his shield forward. “Greater Shield Wall!”

      “Shield of Love!” Ari yelled, extending her arms to the side. A vibrant multicolored barrier surrounded the group, just in time for the beast’s mouth to wrap around them. Its giant mandibles clasped around the shield, sending yellow sparks of light as it squeezed tighter.

      Liam gritted his teeth as he concentrated on his spell. They wouldn’t be able to hold out forever. This was their chance.

      “Yinny, now!” he shouted.

      “I can’t!” Yinny cried. “I don’t have enough power.”

      “Killi, you can make her a potion really quick, can’t you?”

      “Yes, master!” Killi said. With a quick swipe of her hands, she pulled several ingredients from her pouch and placed them in a bottle. She shook it until it turned into a pink glow. The alchemist smelled it before handing it to her ally. “Here Yinny, drink!”

      Liam watched the sorceress down the contents in a single gulp. Her face blushed, and she bit her lip. She braced herself on her staff, looking up at him with lust filled eyes.

      “Yinny, cast your magic now!” he ordered.

      The thin goblin nodded and leaned her scepter in between her legs. She slid along its length, coating it in her fragrant juices. It glowed with a pink energy before a bolt of electricity shot from the tip.

      The creature groaned, but the only effect it had was to enrage it even more. The mandibles tightened, and the shield cracked. Liam reinforced it with another cast of his own magic before looking back at his smaller companion.

      “Yinny, you have to give it more power,” he said.

      “My pool is still too low!” she cried, pushing herself up on her staff.

      “Killi, do everything you can to help her.”

      The red-haired goblin let out a nefarious laugh before wrapping her arms around her ally.

      Yinny gasped at the sudden assault. “Killi, what are you—”

      “Shhh,” Killi said. “Just stay calm and let Killi help.”

      In an unexpected sign of affection, the fire-eyed devil kissed Yinny’s face delicately, dragging her fingers along her body. She moved from her cheek down to the side of her neck. Her hands slipped their way under her dress, teasing the peaks of her breasts with soft little twirls.

      Liam could see the motions were working, the diameter of the bolt grew, and the color shifted to a brighter pink.

      “Keep going, Killi, it’s working!” Liam shouted with his voice full of excitement.

      The pocket full of chaos took the words as incentive, increasing her veracity on her lover. Her kisses grew in intensity as she suckled and lightly bit Yinny’s neck. With one hand massaging the blue-haired goblin’s breast, Killi pressed her hand lower until it slid over the soaking wet mound of her prey.

      Yinny gasped. As Killi’s hand fluttered over Yinny’s peach, the power of the attack grew. A second bolt of electricity shot from her staff.

      Killi pressed her advance. Her tongue moved up from Yinny’s neck to her ear, licking and nibbling as she played with her body. Liam couldn’t hear the words she whispered in the smaller goblin’s ear, but whatever they were, they worked. The sorceress’s staff glowed with a bright light.

      The two intertwined their lips and tongues as Killi continued to massage her lover’s pearl. The drip of Yinny’s lust was almost a constant flow, soaking the front flap of her dress. As Yinny’s moans matched each quickened breath, Liam could tell she was getting close.

      With an earth-shaking shout, Yinny pulled away from Killi’s lips. Her hands tightened around her staff, and it filled the surrounding area with a bright light. A third bolt shot from the tip of her staff and combined with the other two strands.

      The creature let out a horrifying shriek that was silenced when a surge of power blasted from Yinny’s weapon. In a shower of rock and gore, the maw of the stone wurm split in meaty chunks. The creature’s limp body crashed to the ground and sent a minor quake through the surrounding area.

      When Liam was certain the beast was dead, he relaxed his power and the surrounding shield slowly vanished. He turned to look at his companions. They all slumped to their knees, panting and smiling. They shared a small laugh at their victory.

      At that moment, a sense of pride overwhelmed the paladin. They’d accomplished an enormous feat, and it was only their second day. That deep fear of their ability to work together as a cohesive team vanished.

      He picked up Killi and set her on his shoulders before carrying Yinny and Ari in his arms. On their way back to the village, they showered each other with praise with their involvement in defeating the stone wurm. But even in their success, Liam took the moment to share feedback on how they could each improve for their next battle.

      Once they reached the village, the townsfolk swarmed them. They were keen to hear the tale of their battle. The inhabitants showered them with thanks for saving the small village. While other villagers led to the tavern of the bar, many of the residents left to claim the beast’s meat for their own.

      Throughout the remainder of the evening, Liam and his wards celebrated their victory with the commoners. They wanted for nothing. The barkeep supplied all of their meals and treats for free. Their drinking cups always found themselves full. A makeshift band played music that echoed late into the night.

      It was in that evening that Liam learned his companions could hold their own when it came to the amount they could drink. A drinking challenge hailed from one of the many locals put them against several of the men. Initially, he took their size for granted. But after each of the men dropped, leaving his companions standing, he couldn’t help but be impressed.

      By the end of the night, Liam found himself alone outside, staring up at the cyan moon. He’d always enjoyed staring up at the stars, wondering what mysteries they held. But as his mind wandered, he couldn’t help but shake the feeling of concern that came with their victory.

      What was an adult stone wurm doing so close to the Sanctum of Bliss? he wondered. I’ve killed countless wurms that have spilled from the Great Chasm. But it’s been years since I’ve heard of such an attack. And so close to our holy church. This can’t be a coincidence. Maybe the goddess is right. Maybe something stirs in the darkness, and this is just the beginning. I’ll have to send my report with the local courier tomorrow morning.

      The soft tap of approaching footsteps caused Liam to turn to the broken tavern entrance. His companions stood in front of them, all holding on to each other. Their glistening eyes looked up at him with nefarious smiles.

      “Master…” Killi said, wrapping her arms around his leg. “You have a promise to fulfill…”

      Liam cocked his brow. “Promise? What promise?”

      Yinny ground herself along his shin while biting her lip. “You were supposed to teach us more rituals from the goddess’s holy book.”

      “Oh… that’s right. Are you sure you’re up for it? It’s been a long day.”

      Ari crossed her arms and pouted her lip. “We’ve been waiting all day. We’re not going to sleep until you teach us something new.”

      Liam chuckled before picking up Ari in his arms. “Okay, I guess that’s fair.” The three women shouted with excitement as Liam waddled into the tavern and up the stairs. The patrons that remained shouted their goodbyes as the four headed for their bedroom.

      Once Liam entered the room, he pulled each of the girls off him and set them down on the bed. He smiled as he walked back to the door, hearing them scramble to remove their clothes. Once he shut the door and locked it, he turned around.

      Killi let out a battle cry, jumping from the bed’s wooden end post and clasping her nude body to the paladin’s face. As she vigorously humped him, he couldn’t stop laughing. He did his best to feel around the room for his bed. Once his greaves hit the edge, he plopped down with a heavy thud.

      “Killi!” Ari shouted. “Stop humping his face and help him get undressed.

      “You do it!” Killi snapped back. “Killi busy with master.”

      “All right,” Liam said, peeling the red-eyed goblin from his face. “Let me get undressed first and then we can all have our fun together.”

      “Aww…”

      The three goblins helped him disrobe from his armor. Once they neatly piled his armor next to his sword and shield, he took off his tunic and trousers. Each of the girls let out a giddy laugh as their eyes explored his muscular body.

      When he sat back on the bed, they each stood in front of him, waiting patiently. The sight of each of his companions’ nude bodies aroused him. He wanted to suckle on Ari’s massive breasts as they swayed side to side. His tongue wanted to explore Killi’s athletic curves. He wanted to trace his fingers along Yinny’s sharp hips and grab handfuls of her thick bottom.

      His manhood grew as his imagination took hold, eliciting gasps from each of the goblins. When Killi reached for it, he swatted her hand away playfully. He held up his finger and smiled. “No touching unless instructed, okay?”

      “Yes, master,” they each said in unison.

      “Good. Now, since there’s four of us, we’ll start with the grinding pole.”

      “Ooh, what’s that?” Ari asked.

      Liam brought his thumb to his chin, examining each of his companions before deciding their spot. He picked up Killi and Yinny first and set them across from each other on his lap. “Okay, this is probably going to work best this way. Killi, you’re going to press yourself along the side of my cock while intertwining your legs with Yinny. Yinny, you’re going to do the same.”

      “Like this?” Killi asked, scooting forward.

      “Yup, you too Yinny.”

      “Like this, master?” she asked, her already soaked slit covering him in her juices.

      “Exactly. Now the both of you will grind yourselves along my rod in a manner that pleases you.”

      “Like this?” they asked in unison. The two braced their arms behind them, sliding their warmth along his skin. Naturally, they fell into a rhythm, sliding up and down together, looking up at him for his approval.

      “Y-yeah,” Liam said, already feeling the effects of their efforts. “You can extend yourselves up higher if you want and play with each other should it suit you. But this is the goddess’s grinding pole.”

      “What about me?” Ari asked, looking up at him through her downturned brows.

      “You’re perfect for the next part,” Liam said with a smile. “Since the other two are smaller, you will add your breasts and mouth, working the top half.”

      Ari clapped her hands quickly. “Yay! My favorite!” Without paying the others any mind, the blonde-haired goblin slipped Liam’s cock in between her breasts. While the others continued their grind, Ari opened her mouth, allowing strands of spit to drool in between her cleavage. When she seemed satisfied with the amount, she got to work.

      Liam slowly fell into a stupor as each of the goblins focused on their tasks. He leaned back on his elbows and watched his companions work. It was the one area they needed little guidance, always performing exactly as instructed.

      Killi and Yinny’s soft grunts and moans echoed with the constant slosh of their heightened lust. Their smaller size kept them focused on the base of his rod. They rubbed their soaked slits to their heart’s content. Each press and squeeze of their legs came with more force as they built toward their eventual release.

      Ari kneaded her breasts down his shaft, massaging him between her soft, wet pillows. With light brushes of her tongue, she flicked the underside of his tip, playfully eyeing him as he twitched with heightened sensitivity.

      “No fair!” Killi said. “I want a taste of master cock!”

      “M-me too!” Yinny said, almost out of breath.

      Ari rolled her eyes. “You two can wait your turn. Focus on the task given.” After scolding the others, the goblin leader grew bolder. She pressed the sides of her breast in with more force, stroking Liam’s shaft with more vigor. With her lips tightly secured around his tip, she sucked hard with each breath.

      Seeing the intensity of their kin, Killi and Yinny also picked up speed. They pushed their bottoms off Liam’s waist, and clasped one hand each, using the strength of their arms to pull each other tighter. They glided their hips up and down with the same tempo as Ari slid her breasts. The flowery smell of their desire filled the room.

      The three goblins furrowed their brows, staring at each other with wicked smiles. The ritual became a competition. Their cadence increased until it was constant, with each trying to outperform the other.

      “Y-you three can slow down,” Liam said, feeling a warmth building in his core. “It’s not a race.”

      The red, violet, and blue jewels looked over at him, filled with a fiery hunger for their lover’s essence. His words only fueled their intensity of their friction. Liam’s toes curled and his muscles tightened. With a guttural moan, he released himself into Ari’s mouth.

      The thick goblin took as much as she could before pulling back, releasing his gift onto the others. They screamed in happiness as Killi and Yinny reached their own climax. They fell backward onto the bed, panting and laughing. Once they recovered, they returned to their knees, seeking a taste of the paladin’s dessert.

      “Woah…” Liam said, jerking back at the heightened sensitivity. “Easy…”

      “But Killi want more,” the long-eared vixen moaned.

      “Yeah, you didn’t save enough for us,” Yinny complained before running her tongue along the side of his shaft.

      “Don’t worry,” Liam said, pulling them up into his arms and sliding back into bed. “I’m sure there will be plenty of time for more in the morning.”

      “Really?” the two asked in unison.

      “Yeah… there’s another ritual I’d like to show you all, the holy sword.”

      “I want to be the first one to go this time,” Ari said, climbing on top of Liam.

      “I think you all will like this one better. It allows for everyone to rotate positions, and I’ll be the one pleasing each of you.”

      “Do we have to wait till tomorrow?” Ari asked before resting her head on his chest.

      Liam chuckled. “Even though I am the archon, even I have my limits. I spent most of my spell slots in the battle this morning. Depending on how early we get up, we can spend most of it… training.”

      “Yay!” they shouted together.

      Liam pulled up the fur blanket over them before he laid his head back on the feather pillow. The three goblins nuzzled themselves into his arms and chest. Just like before, he waited until he heard his companions’ soft breaths before he allowed sleep to pull him into its embrace.

      The paladin’s and his plucky protégés’ first visit to the town of Oathwood was a resounding success. But the lurking darkness that lingered along their westward path would soon push their abilities and relationships to their limits.
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      Jimmy browsed the thrift shop on the way home after another failed interview. Finding work in the current economy was proving harder than he thought. A bit of shopping usually went a long way to lift his spirits. Still, considering his tight budget, he didn’t want to spend any money.

      There were a few shirts he could have picked up. Maybe some kitchenware to replace his scratched-up kitchen pan. There were even a few cool figurines he thought he might be able to paint and flip online for a bit of extra money.

      But in the end, he only bought a single old, tattered book. It was sitting in a heap along with many others, just like it. The thrift store hadn’t bothered sorting or pricing them and simply had a sign on the bin stating that they were a quarter each.

      As it happened, Jimmy had spotted a quarter lying on the ground in the parking lot just after his abysmal interview, and he picked it up. Perhaps that was a sign that he should buy something for himself after all.

      He flipped through the pile of books, some on self-help and some on science fiction and fantasy. Unfortunately, the pile had already been picked over, so there weren’t any hidden gems to be found. But as Jimmy flipped through the pile, a certain ancient leather-bound tomb kept floating to the top.

      There was no title on the front, just plain leather. Flipping through it revealed that it wasn’t a book at all. It was someone’s personal journal. From the yellowing of the pages and the bleeding of the ink, it had to be at least a decade old. Probably older.

      He checked the cover, looking for a name. He didn’t find one, but he did find something approximating a title.

      The Diary of an Evil Wizard

      Whoever reads this book; know that my memories and power lie within it. By reading this journal, you are offering your mind and body up to become my legacy.

      That was all the first page contained. All the other pages that followed it were rows and rows of cramped text in a language Jimmy couldn’t read, followed by diagrams he didn’t understand. Basically, the book was filled with complete nonsense. No wonder nobody had seen fit to buy it, even for a quarter. The entire thing looked like the ravings of a lunatic, and whoever had written the book was probably in an asylum by now, assuming they hadn’t killed themselves in their delusions about being a wizard.

      Jimmy figured he should throw the book aside and pick up something that would at least entertain him for a few hours so he could console himself about the terrible interview he’d just come out of. But something in his heart just wouldn’t let him put the leather-bound tome down.

      Shrugging, he decided the other books could wait until tomorrow. Perhaps he’d get lucky and spot another quarter on the way home. So, he purchased the Diary of an Evil Wizard.

      He couldn’t stop thinking about the book under his arm the entire way home. He could hardly wait to read it. and the moment he returned to his apartment, he planted his rear on the couch and started flipping through the pages.

      He snorted to himself as he saw all the nonsense drawings and endless scribbles. But he kept flipping through the pages all the same. He forced himself to put the book down when his stomach growled, and he realized it was dinner time. He’d come home just after lunch. How had time passed so fast?

      Jimmy fixed himself a peanut butter and jelly sandwich, though he carried the book with him to the kitchen so he could keep staring at some images while he ate. There was something odd about those diagrams. There were patterns there, hidden among the lines and esoteric symbols. It was like something Jimmy knew he’d known once but had forgotten. It was like a word caught on the tip of his tongue and yet just beyond reach.

      The sun set, and Jimmy found himself in bed with the book. He kept poring over it late into the night. He didn’t stop until he glanced at his clock by chance and realized it was already three in the morning. If he didn’t sleep soon, he wouldn’t get the chance. Reluctantly, he shoved the journal beneath his pillow and closed his eyes.

      He fell asleep instantly, mind drifting off to a far-away place.

      In it, he wasn’t Jimmy West, a country boy intent on making it in the big city. He was Jaemeron of Harthwood, a farm boy intent on attending the royal academy of wizardry. As Jaemeron, he excelled in his studies, years passing by as his knowledge of magic grew far beyond his peers. He graduated as the greatest wizard of his class, and from there was granted a research fellowship at a nearby institute of magic.

      That opened the doors to powerful magic forbidden to most magic-casters of the realm. Topics like powerful void magic, demon summoning, sacrificial rituals, and portal magic. He lived a lonely life isolated in his tower for countless years, but Jaemeron cared little for friends and relationships. He’d seen many of his peers throw away their careers to get husbands and wives and raise little brats of their own. But Jaemeron’s only love was magic, and his only children were his discoveries. He needed nothing else.

      Jaemeron took to these esoteric studies like a fish to water. He loved the idea of being among the few who could explore these fields of unknown knowledge. The young wizard tore through what his peers had discovered and then rapidly turned to conducting experiments of his own. He made one brilliant discovery after another, his analytical mind and unceasing determination making short work of what had puzzled his peers for generations.

      But that progress had not come without a cost. To continue making progress, Jaemeron needed power and resources, the kind of power and resources one couldn’t get from a royal sponsorship.

      He started making deals with demons. First, he called on a few imps and forced them to share their secrets with him, which he patented and sold to add to his growing list of inventions. Then, when that failed him, he turned to larger and more powerful demons. Eventually, he’d plundered all the undiscovered secrets they had to share, forcing them to stalk wealthy townsfolk and steal a little of their gold. All to fund his research.

      Unfortunately, a few of his demons got out of hand when they slipped their magical leashes, and they unleashed chaos and carnage over a local village. That was something Jaemeron couldn’t have gotten out of. He’d lose his royal charter to practice forbidden magic if it was traced back to him. He’d become a criminal living on the run, making research so much harder.

      So Jaemeron silenced the village. And since he had to kill the villagers anyway, he might as well use their deaths for good. His sacrificial magic had advanced as far as it would using sheep and cattle. To harness more power, he would need to use living human sacrifices. Really, the death of these villagers was a necessary sacrifice. If they could only understand how much good he could do with their lives, perhaps they wouldn’t have screamed so much as he cut their hearts out.

      “I promise your sacrifices will not be in vain...” Jaemeron muttered as he stroked his blood-soaked beard.

      But Jaemeron had underestimated his peers in the wizarding community. Others had noticed the activities of the demons he summoned, though they hadn’t traced them back to him. Not until now. He’d been among a large list of suspects. When one of his fellow wizards used a scrying spell on Jaemeron just to discount him from among a list of suspects, he gasped at the grisly sight he saw in his scrying orb.

      For all around Jaemeron were piles of massacred villagers. His hands were covered in blood, and he channeled the magic of three hundred lives through his body as he worked yet another forbidden spell. Every available wizard in the kingdom was dispatched to stop him.

      Jaemeron had felt the scrying spell peer down on him at the worst possible moment. Normally he had countermeasures for this sort of thing, but he had to take them down lest they interfere with his sacrifice. Left with no other option, he poured all that power into an escape plan. Specifically, into building a portal.

      He didn’t care where he was headed, so long as it was away from where he was. His portal spell was a success. He used his sacrificial magic to forge a key that could open a gateway between his realm and another. Jaemeron turned the key and stepped through the doorway that appeared before him, only to find himself in a very peculiar world indeed.

      Horseless carriages, lightbulbs, radios, and other devices opened new possibilities for Jaemeron. He’d never witnessed such magic before. There were countless wonders in this new world, and Jaemeron was certain they could improve his magic far beyond his current levels. With this knowledge, he would--

      Beep! Beep! Beep!

      Jimmy flung the sheets off him with a scowl and shouted at his alarm clock. “Who dares disturb this great wizard’s work!?”

      He frowned as soon as the words left his lips. That didn’t sound like him at all.

      “Sorry, clocky...” Jimmy gave his clock a pat, turning off the alarm as he did so. “Not sure what came over me there.”

      Jimmy’s body felt strange, like his skin was an unfamiliar set of clothes. Putting on an outfit he hadn’t worn in years would have felt much the same. And when he went to brush his teeth, he almost didn’t recognize the face staring back at him in the mirror.

      “Wow, that was a vivid dream...” Jimmy muttered as he made himself breakfast.

      He supposed that was what he got for staying up so late reading. Spending all night flipping through that odd book was bound to give him strange dreams. He had to keep reminding himself who he was. Otherwise, he might really start to believe that he was an evil wizard from another world. That was a weird feeling.

      Jimmy promised himself that he would avoid the book until he’d sent out at least ten more job applications, so after eating breakfast and making himself some coffee, that was exactly what he did.

      It was harder than he thought it would be, but his draw toward the book wasn’t quite as strong as it was the previous night. He was able to resist long enough to finish the work he promised he’d do. To his surprise, he worked swifter and more efficiently than ever before. His fingers flew across the keyboard, and his mind focused to a degree of sharpness he wasn’t used to. It was a welcome and pleasant surprise.

      But the bigger surprise came when his coffee started getting cold.

      Without even thinking about it, he wrapped his hand around the cup and muttered something under his breath. Instantly, the cool coffee steamed again. Jimmy dropped his cup in surprise, spilling the hot liquid all over himself.

      He tried to figure out what had just happened, but the explanation came easily. Obviously, he’d cast a fire spell to increase the temperature of his coffee.

      “A... spell?”

      One half of his mind thought the idea was completely obvious and that he was a fool for acting so surprised. The other half of his mind was in complete shock. Magic wasn’t real! And yet here he was, casting spells as though he’d trained for thirty years at the Royal Academy of Magic!

      The two parts of Jimmy’s mind warred with one another.

      “Okay... okay, think Jimmy. There has to be an explanation for this. Magic isn’t real. It’s never been real. This is just an illusion, and I can prove it to myself...”

      He looked at the broken mug on the ground. His sister had given it to him when he graduated high school, and it was pretty special to him. He was sad to have lost it. And then, as though of their own accord, his finger pointed at the broken mug.

      “Repair.”

      The broken chunks of ceramic flew together, and suddenly the cup was whole. It levitated back into Jimmy’s hand, and even the coffee on the floor returned to the glass. It was like it had never broken.

      ***

      Jimmy spent the next few minutes practicing his magic. He ran around his house smashing things, then repairing them into the state they’d been in before they were broken. Next, he spilled water on the floor and then cleaned it up instantly. Then, he placed a cup of cold ramen on the table and then heated it up with his hand. It all worked just as it had in his dream.

      “Holy shit... you're a wizard, Jimmy...” he whispered to himself.

      Inside, the part of his mind that had been shaking his head at his antics snorted at him as though to say that the answer was obvious all along.

      Jimmy knew there was only one thing that could have given him these sudden powers. The journal he’d been reading the previous day.

      He grabbed the book under his pillow, opening the book to peer through the pages. But something was very different this time.

      All the pages were blank. The words and images that had once laid on them were gone.

      Jimmy’s heart leaped in his chest. His one lead had vanished on him. Perhaps part of passing on this knowledge to him meant removing it from the book. That made sense, both to his usual self and to the wizard half of his brain that seemed to know these things instinctively.

      He flipped through the book one last time, reaching the back of the book for the first time. When he finally opened that last page, something fell out of the book that he wasn’t expecting.

      A key tumbled to the ground at his feet.

      No... not just a key. This was something Jimmy recognized from his dream.

      This was Jaemeron’s gate key, the key that let him flee his world and arrive in what Jimmy was pretty sure was Earth in the 1920s. That must have been when he wrote all his knowledge in his diary which Jimmy had bought at that thrift store.

      Jimmy held the key in his hands, and the little chunk of molded brass took on new weight as he realized what it stood for. This key could open the door to a world of magic and fantasy, just like the kind he liked to read about.

      More than that, Jaemeron had been one of that world’s most powerful wizards. If Jimmy had gained even a tenth of his knowledge, then he’d be a force to be reckoned with in that new world. The thought excited him. He could have gold, glory, and... hmm... he was missing something from that list.

      “Ah, women! That’s it!” Jimmy grinned.

      He’d never been fantastically successful with the ladies, but being an amazing wizard had to up his game a little, right? But even as he said the words, he felt the wizardly half of him shaking his head in disapproval.

      “What?” Jimmy frowned at the feeling as his mind ground against itself.

      He soon realized what the problem was. Jaemeron had never cared for love or romance. In fact, he looked down on those who wasted their time on it. Those thoughts and feelings had come through the book along with Jaemeron’s magic.

      Jimmy didn’t like the feeling. He wasn’t Jaemeron the wizard. He was Jimmy! He was thankful for the wizard’s powers, but he was still a red-blooded guy. The moment he got magic powers, and the ability to travel to a land of fantasy, his first thought should have been about rescuing princesses and saving clans of sexy elf women from certain destruction. Maybe even collecting a harem of beauties to entertain him during those long days of research in his wizard’s tower.

      So why didn’t the idea sound all that appealing to him now?

      Thinking about the future, he saw himself alone in a tower, hunched over some experiment while he worked day and night to refine a new spell. The part of him that was Jimmy saw it as an incredibly lonely and sad existence, but Jaemeron would have loved it.

      Jimmy grit his teeth and performed an experiment of his own. How much of Jaemeron was really inside of him? How much of him had been filled with the mind of a ruthless wizard who would sacrifice an entire village’s worth of people for his own ends?

      To find out, Jimmy performed a little experiment of his own and visited a few of his favorite porn websites.

      “No... nothing... boring... droll...” Jimmy muttered, unable to find anything at all of interest to him. Fear crept into his heart. “No! I refuse to believe that I’ve turned into some sort of sexless wizard married to his work...”

      He glanced at the key in his hand.

      “Gold, glory, and girls. Gold, glory, and girls. That is exactly what I want...” Jimmy muttered to himself.

      Then he turned the key.

      A door opened before him. It started as a line stretching from the floor to the ceiling, centered right where he held the key. The line spread outward, and the portal that appeared looked much like a pool of water standing vertically. Taking a deep breath, Jimmy stepped through the portal.

      ***

      When Jimmy stepped through the gate, he stood shin-deep in sludge. He’d opened the key to its default location, which was somewhere secret Jaemeron had set.

      But that secret location had been converted to sewer at some point because that was where Jimmy found himself. So, the first thing Jimmy did upon getting to this alien world was turn right back around to shower and change.

      Giving himself a few extra moments to think helped. Everybody would have been startled by his strange clothes if he’d gone as he was. And besides that, he’d have no money. The people of this alien world used silver and gold as currency, and he had neither.

      He needed to think this through a little better.

      Jimmy found some canvas joggers somewhere in his box of clothes he never wore. They didn’t exactly look medieval, but they didn’t scream of modern manufacturing processes either. He wanted nothing brightly colored or eye catching since dyes would be extraordinarily expensive in a technology-poor civilization like the one he was going for. He tore through the rest of his belongings in search of a drab cotton shirt and found something close enough to plain to work.

      Then he set about finding things that would make him money. He grabbed a box of ball-point pens, tore them out of their packaging, and tossed them in a brown paper bag. Then he went for his spice drawer and dumped most of what he had in the bag. He thought about bringing some glassware too, but that was a bit too bulky to move. For now, he’d just pass off the ballpoint pens as exotic quills and the spices as goods from a far-off land.

      He dug through his jar of spare change, looking for old coins. Eventually, he found a few dated before 1965, which meant they were made of silver. He also pocketed a few pennies from before 1982 for some copper coins. He wasn’t sure how good they were about checking coinage, but he didn’t want to be caught with plated coins if he could help it. He’d need a little money to get past the city gates, and they should be used to getting currency from unknown foreign lands. Then, once he had some time to get set up, he could sell his goods for some local currency.

      He also dug up a pair of heavy leather boots that went up to his shins. These weren’t nearly as historically accurate, but he was willing to compromise.

      And so, Jimmy returned to the alien world through the portal, this time far better prepared than before. He waded through the muck and soon found himself on the outskirts of Imarth, an ancient city with a long and august history. It was the Byzantium of one of the oldest empires in this world, and people from far-off lands passed through it all the time.

      Trade and tourism were this city’s bread and butter, and it wasn’t uncommon for people to come to do both. Someone like Jimmy could visit the markets and make a small fortune in an afternoon, only to waste it all on gambling and girls before the sun had set in the pleasure district.

      He would have a much easier time making his way as a stranger here in Imarth than in some backwater medieval village that hadn’t seen a stranger in decades. There would be people of all ethnicity and accents here, so his broken understanding of the local language would go unnoticed.

      He followed the light until he stared out of an isolated cliff face. He had to shuffle along a precarious maintenance path to get free. The reason Jaemeron had chosen this place was pretty obvious. Nobody would be here when the portal opened.

      After a difficult escape from the sewage outlet, he walked upstream a little to wash his boots off. He’d been careful not to splash his clothes, so he was pretty sure he didn’t smell like sewage. That would be just as offensive in this culture as walking around like that back home. He changed from the clothes he’d brought strictly to get through the sewers and into his medieval-esque garb. Then he turned and headed to the city proper.

      Imarth was in clear view when he arrived. Its graceful arches and domed roofs were a sight to behold, and soon Jimmy would get to behold them up close and personal. The city had a slightly different character than he remembered from his memories, so perhaps it had been conquered and was now under new management. Or perhaps the past hundred years had changed it to where Jaemeron would have barely recognized it.

      But the language was a little more recognizable. It started as a never-ending babble of shouts and words he could not recognize. But Jimmy focused on the individual words until he separated out the parts that were supposed to make sense. He could speak the local language, though not with the fluency of a native. Still, that would put him head and shoulders above many of those who came to the city from abroad.

      “One silver to enter!” the guards at the gate said. “One silver for all foot-bound travelers, and one extra silver for every wagon you plan to bring into the city, with special waivers for food and bulky low-value goods!

      Jimmy held out a few of his old silver coins, and the guard grabbed a few and placed them on a scale against a weight, working out a precise quantity of silver. He couldn’t get the weight exactly, so he took his knife and sliced a dime straight down the middle until the scales balanced, handing one of the half-dimes back to Jimmy and taking the other along with the rest of the coins.

      “Odd coinage. What realms do you hail from, stranger?”

      “America. It is a long way from here,” Jimmy replied.

      The guard nodded, letting the odd word roll off his tongue. “Well, your people make some fine currency. I’ve never seen coin faces struck so well and with such detail. Whoever wields those hammers must have a hand as steady as a mountain!”

      Jimmy made a little small talk with the guards. His understanding of the local language improved a bit with the conversation, and he was quickly talking much more easily. It was enough that the guard at the gates commented on his sudden improvement.

      “You speak imperial well for someone from so far away!”

      Jimmy smiled. “I’m rusty, but I hope to hone my tongue during my stay here.”

      “Is this trip for business or pleasure?”

      “Both,” Jimmy replied.

      “Ah, then head that way to the markets. There are a few warehouses always looking to buy goods from abroad. Then, once your pockets are full of coin, you can head two streets over for a good time and an inn for the night.”

      Jimmy thanked the guard with another dime. He wasn’t sure if it was polite to bribe the guards like that, but a gift was rarely ever considered impolite.

      A quick trip to the warehouse district let Jimmy unload his belongings. He thought the strange materials and odd packaging would raise some questions, but the clerk accepted they were samples of goods from a far-off land. He walked off, certain he hadn’t been paid nearly as much as the goods were worth. When they shook hands, the clerk had worked to conceal a grin, and Jimmy was sure she got a commission off the sale.

      Jimmy chuckled as she ran off with excitement the second his back was turned. Little did she know, she’d just given him a pouch full of silver and gold for what amounted to nothing more than pocket change. Those spices and pens were as cheap as dirt to him, and he’d profited a thousand to one. If he melted these coins down back on Earth and sold them as scrap metal, he wouldn’t have to worry about finding a job for a couple of months. And that assumed he didn’t come back here tomorrow to repeat the transaction.

      As pleased with the transaction as the clerk was, Jimmy left the warehouse district to secure a place to sleep for the night. Sure, he could have headed straight home, but he hadn’t come to this world just to make money. If that was all he was interested in, he had a couple of spells that came to mind already that would have helped him on a trip through any casino back on Earth. He wouldn’t waste a trip to another world just to make some money. There were sights to see and new things to experience!

      So, he picked one of the most luxurious inns he could find. It stood facing the water and even had servants for the individual rooms. A single gold coin would buy him a month’s stay at such an establishment, and he had about a dozen from his brief exchange.

      Jimmy bought a week, figuring that was about as long as he planned to stay before returning to Earth. After that, he figured he’d convert most of his remaining gold coins to silver, since that would be easier to pawn off back home than gold.

      “I was told you could get a personal servant here as well. Someone to show me around the city?” Jimmy asked.

      The clerk at the inn nodded, showing remarkably white and straight teeth for the society she lived in. “Of course, sir. Do you have any preferences?”

      “Nothing in particular. Someone familiar with the ways to have fun here in Imarth, if you know what I mean...” Jimmy winked. He’d come here mainly to have fun doing things Jaemeron would never have done, like gambling, drinking, and having a good time.

      A light of understanding lit up behind the clerk’s eyes. “Of course. We can certainly find someone both familiar with the city and capable of showing you a good time. I’m fairly certain we acquired a good fit recently. She’ll cost five gold, cheap, mostly because she’s a little scarred up. But she knows her way around Imarth’s seedier districts. She is a bit of a troublemaker, but the trainers in Imarth are very good, and she learned to behave.”

      Jimmy thought five gold to hire a servant was a little steep, considering renting a rather spectacular inn would buy him a month’s stay. But he was an advocate of paying people good wages, and what was spreading a little of his newfound wealth around to him? It wasn’t like getting more would be hard for him. A few trips between home and Imarth and he’d be swimming in more gold than he knew what to do with. Besides, from the sound of things, this servant had gone through some really intense training. He imagined some sort of butler, assistant, and tour guide rolled into one.

      “I don’t care about her scars.” Jimmy shrugged.

      “Perfect! If you have anything to drop off, the porter will retrieve your things for you. Then, you can sit down in the lounge for some refreshments and entertainment or head up to your room. The sword dancers will begin their evening show at sunset, and until then, we have a musician playing in the lounge.”

      Jimmy headed to his room after grabbing a few snacks. The locals were quite impressed with having a musician playing for them, but Jimmy was used to having as much music as he wanted at the press of a button, so he wasn’t as excited by the idea. But the sword dancers sounded entertaining.

      The snacks were little round balls of dough dipped in honey. Local standards probably considered them quite decadent, but to Jimmy’s modern sugar-laced diet, they just tasted like donuts to him.

      He headed to his room to find the servant he hired waiting for him. She was a brunette with sun-kissed skin. She was tall and probably on the thin side, but Jimmy couldn’t tell because the girl was on her knees at the moment.

      “Welcome home, Master,” the brunette said.

      Her face was an unreadable mask.

      “You don’t need to do the whole floor thing,” Jimmy said as he looked at the woman on the floor. She looked pretty young. He would have expected someone a little older for a servant who cost five gold. “And I’m a pretty informal guy, so you can just call me Jimmy.”

      “As you wish, Master Jimmy,” the brunette replied.

      Jimmy waited a moment before he realized the girl needed to be prompted to introduce herself.

      So much for that impressive training I imagined...

      “Do you have a name?” Jimmy asked.

      “My name can be whatever Master Jimmy chooses to give me,” the brunette replied.

      Jimmy gave her a pointed look. “I’m bad with names, but I’m not that bad. What do you like being called?”

      The brunette looked surprised for a moment, and she pulled her eyes off the ground and met Jimmy’s gaze for the first time.

      “Lyra is the name my mother gave me,” the brunette said.

      “There we go. That name doesn’t even seem hard. With a reply like the one that you gave, I was expecting something practically unpronounceable!” Jimmy chuckled. “So, I’m told you know your way around Imarth. Is that true?”

      “Yes, I do,” Lyra replied. Her stoic mask slipped a little for the first time, showing steel hidden just behind the demure veil of servanthood. This girl was spunky. And now that she had her head turned toward him, he could see quite a few thin scars lined her body, with a vibrant one running straight along her face. How many fights had she gotten into to get those scars? Jimmy promised to remind himself not to get Lyra’s bad side.

      “Fantastic. Tell me about them,” Jimmy asked.

      He prodded Lyra for a while longer. She refused to tell him much about her personal life, which Jimmy took as a subtle hint that she didn’t want to mix her job with her private affairs. In the end, he learned little about her at all.

      What he got was a chance to hone his understanding of the local language a little more. When he asked how he sounded to Lyra, told him his manner of speech sounded dated. But that was a common problem for those who learned Imperial outside the Empire.

      “So, you’re saying I sound like a grandfather?” Jimmy asked.

      “I would not dare make such an accusation,” Lyra replied, brows furrowed with the first sign of worry he’d seen on her face.

      Jimmy laughed. “I’m joking, Lyra. You look like you’re afraid I’m going to break out a whip and smack you with it or something!”

      Lyra winced. “If you would care for a tour of the city, I recommend we begin soon. Some places you would like to see are unsafe to visit after sunset unless you are confident you can defend yourself.”

      She looked Jimmy up and down, taking in his soft physique, better suited to sitting in front of a computer than fending off thieves.

      “Then I would be foolish not to heed your wisdom. Let’s go!” Jimmy rolled to his feet, and Lyra stood from where she’d been kneeling while they were talking and followed him.

      ***

      Jimmy let Lyra take the lead, since she was the one who knew where they were supposed to be going. Lyra seemed troubled with the idea of having him follow her around though, and she positioned herself just behind him where she could point him in the right direction.

      The next few hours were spent checking off a list of things Jaemeron wouldn’t approve of. Jimmy sampled ale from six different taverns, getting well and truly tipsy. In one of them, he spotted a dice table and a few other games. In a sober mind, he might have been a bit more worried about using magic to cheat at a game of chance. This wasn’t Earth, where magic was unheard of, after all.

      Fortunately, Jimmy’s magic was too subtle for the men to catch. Either that, or his shaking drunken hands were too sloppy at letting him win often enough to be suspicious. He walked out of the tavern with just a few gold coins more than he entered with.

      “Alright, that was reasonably fun. What’s next, Lyra?” Jimmy asked.

      “This way, Master Jimmy. You should sample the local brothel next.”

      “Brothel?” Jimmy was wondering if he should refuse out of principle. Still, thinking on the idea, whorehouses were something Jaemeron avoided at all costs. Just forcing himself to set foot inside one would prove without a doubt that he wasn’t Jaemeron reborn. He was Jimmy.

      And so, Jimmy bravely let Lyra lead him to the local brothel.

      A couple of gaudily dressed women stood by the doors. One of them blew a kiss at Jimmy as he approached, but the other turned to Lyra.

      “Oh, honey, look what’s happened to you...” she shook her head. “I told you that you and your sister should have joined the house. A year on the sheets, and you’d be out of debt. Now, look what’s happened to you? Tell me, where is your sister?”

      “That is none of your concern,” Lyra replied coldly.

      There was definitely some history between Lyra and the prostitute before him, but Jimmy decided not to pry. From the look in her eyes, it wasn’t something Lyra wanted to talk about.

      “I’ll be headed inside then,” Jimmy said as he stepped through the doors.

      A few minutes later, Jimmy was headed right back out.

      “That was fast,” Lyra commented. She caught her words as soon as they left her mouth. “I mean... what I meant to say was that I didn’t expect you to finish so soon, Master Jimmy.”

      “That isn’t much better,” Jimmy grumbled. “I just discovered I wasn’t in the mood.”

      Something about the noise, the cheap makeup-laden women throwing themselves at him, and the dozens of men standing around watching them just felt incredibly irritating. He didn’t like the feeling one bit. His throat turned tight, and his stomach ached. His head pounded, and his entire body felt like a coiled spring. The prostitutes cast coy glances at him, and he felt disgust instead of arousal.

      Worse, he definitely knew what part of him disliked it. It was the wizard half, the part that came from Jaemeron.

      It was all Jimmy could do to keep his hands from involuntarily casting a fireball spell and burning the place down. He had to get out of there before he did something he would regret.

      So, he did what he had to do, but he certainly wasn’t happy about it. These magic powers had a price, and Jimmy hadn't agreed to pay it. He would not become some sort of woman-fearing misanthrope. But how exactly was he going to throw Jaemeron’s feelings off? The wizard’s impressions came with the very magic now in his head.

      “You seem unhappy, Master Jimmy,” Lyra said.

      Jimmy turned toward her with a glower. “You have secrets, and I don’t press you. So please don’t press for mine either.”

      Lyra nodded hastily. “Of course.”

      “I’m going to get something to drink.”

      They headed to the best of the bars Jimmy had spotted earlier, and this time, he didn’t sample drinks or chat with his fellow customers. He doubted sharing his problem of being unable to use a brothel properly would go over well with the rough-looking men here. He was sure many of them frequented the place and used it just fine.

      He nursed one heavy glass of something partway between beer and wine and then soon followed it up with another. The sunset was growing dim as Jimmy’s mood turned for the worst. He couldn’t even use a brothel properly! Perhaps he was possessed by the lingering spirit of Jaemeron of Harthwood, a wizard from another world.

      If that were true, were these powers his? Or was he just a puppet in the wizard’s plans?

      Jimmy sighed, wondering if he should head home to Earth soon. Perhaps he could do it in his room at the local inn. That should be private enough to open a gate unnoticed, and there didn’t seem to be many magic users here in Imarth. In fact, he hadn’t spotted a single one. His big worry and the reason behind appearing in such an isolated location as the sewers had been his fear of getting in trouble with the local magic users, but they seemed entirely absent.

      “Umm... Master Jimmy...” Lyra prodded, but Jimmy just kept glowering into his cup.

      Lyra seemed about to say something, but she hesitated when she saw the look on Jimmy’s face, and she went silent.

      Hours passed, and the evening turned to night. Lyra tried to speak up several times, but Jimmy had lost track of time as he drank and brooded to himself.

      Jimmy looked up from his cup. He’d pulled his hood up and snuck his headphones in so he could listen to some music. Just because this world was stuck in the middle ages didn’t mean he had to be. He’d brought his cellphone with him so he could listen to music or an audiobook if he so chose, and that was what he’d chosen to do for the last few hours. By the end of it, he wasn't feeling nearly so glum. But he hadn’t noticed Lyra quietly standing behind him, trying to get his attention.

      But eventually, he realized he’d drunk enough alcohol that he was feeling sick. He’d never drunk quite so much or for quite so long before.

      He searched his head for a sobriety and stomachache cure spell but came up empty. Jaemeron never indulged in alcohol, so he’d never designed a spell to make himself sober. And he never got stomach aches because he had a spell that let him survive off magic alone without needing food, and water only once every few weeks.

      His mental search didn’t turn up empty-handed, though. There were a couple of physical enhancement spells that would improve the health and capabilities of his body, but they required a few reagents and a bit of time to cast. This kind of magic was as much alchemy as spellcasting. But thinking about the spell, it seemed like it might be possible to use it to get abs. Jimmy had never been a gym rat, but he thought looking like one could be a lot of fun. Maybe it would be worth sticking around one day more just to get the materials to cast that spell.

      The thought brightened his mood, and he took out his earphones and pulled down his hood when the bartender approached a moment later.

      “The bar is closed! You don’t have to go home, but you can’t stay here!” the barkeep said late into the evening.

      “Ah, sorry. We’ll get out of your hair then.” Jimmy stood.

      Lyra shuffled behind him, still trying to get his attention without disturbing him.

      “What is it?” Jimmy turned when he finally noticed her.

      “Sir, it’s night out. This part of Imarth isn’t as safe after dark. We should head back to the inn. You can enjoy the evening show, or we could go to your room and... I could entertain you myself... I suppose.”

      “Shoot, you mentioned that earlier,” Jimmy grimaced. “I wish you’d reminded me.”

      Lyra did her best to hide her sour look.

      They left the bar, Lyra ushering him along with urgency. Jimmy followed along with only the scarce torch lights here and there to illuminate the way. The lack of lighting made Imarth a less pleasant place to be at night than a modern city.

      Jimmy wondered if he knew a light spell, and it turned out he knew several. He was busy figuring out which one he could cast without startling Lyra when something heavy struck him in the back of the head.

      “Master Jimmy!” Lyra shouted, jumping back as Jimmy toppled face-first to the ground.

      “Well look at what we have here! A traveler who didn’t know enough to tuck himself in before dark!” A large, bearded man chuckled. “You know the guards don’t patrol these streets after sunset, don’t you?”

      Jimmy groaned. The world spun around him. He’d blacked out for a split second there when he got hit. He definitely had a concussion. He might have even lost an IQ point or two from that blow. Hopefully he had a spell for that.

      “Tervon! What are you doing here mugging people in the streets?” Lyra demanded.

      “Well, to be honest, I would have let the two of you pass by if I hadn’t seen your once-pretty face, Lyra. Too bad you made me mark you up like that. You could have gone for a pretty price, just like your sister Tyra,” Tervon the thug chuckled. Jimmy was sure he was the one who’d hit him in the back of the head.

      “Bastard! What have you done with her?” Lyra growled.

      “Nothing much yet. But with how well her training’s come along, we’ve got plenty of wealthy clients who could use a concubine like her. She’ll be a pampered present for some rich visiting merchant to give his son. Unlike you, who went into the bargain bin.”

      Jimmy finally flipped himself over. His addled thoughts were only clueing him in on what was happening. He was being robbed!

      He scrambled for his offensive spells. He knew Jaemeron had plenty of them. Defensive spells too. He just needed to cast a few, and these muggers would roast in their boots.

      “Shit, he’s still awake after that. I must be getting sloppy,” Tervon said. “Well, don’t just stand there! Hit him again!”

      Something slammed into the side of Jimmy’s head, and consciousness faded.

      He dreamed of Jaemeron. In his dream, the phantom image of a wizard spat profanity after profanity at him. Not only had he wasted the entire day getting drunk and visiting a brothel, but he also got mugged in the alley by some common thieves. Jaemeron was a wizard who’d taken on an entire army of magic casters. Yet here he was with his memories getting bested by a man with a stick. How humiliating.

      When Jimmy woke up, the muggers were already gone. They’d taken everything he had on him with them, including his shirt and pants. Muggers in the middle ages were on another level. They didn’t just empty your pockets. They took your pockets, and everything else you were wearing as well.

      Jimmy supposed it made sense, considering how expensive clothes were here. Everything was handmade, so some pants might set someone back a few weeks’ wages, especially for a weave as fine as he’d been wearing. It was a shame to lose his phone and earphones though. Maybe he shouldn’t have brought them on this trip after all.

      Oh well. He’d have to take a trip home for some clothes and more things to sell.

      Then he could come back, make some gold, and buy a better phone and earbuds than the one he’d just lost. Maybe he’d buy a handgun as well. It seemed like the logical thing to buy with a bit of gold of suspicious origins. It was a lesson learned though. From now on, he’d start equipping some defensive spells he didn’t know he knew. He wouldn’t ever be caught off guard like this again.

      Unlike most people, all this would cost him was one quick trip home.

      Jimmy reached for his hip where he’d been keeping the gate key. All he touched was his bare thigh.

      “Ah, crap.”

      ***

      Jimmy spent the next few minutes breathing deeply and trying not to panic. He’d screwed up royally. Without that gate key, he couldn’t get back to Earth. Without the power to get back to Earth, he was a stranger in a strange land. Worse, he was broke. They’d taken his coin purse, and he had no money. Once he ran out of time on his room at the inn, he’d be homeless.

      Lyra led Jimmy home in a daze, both from shock and from his lingering discussion.

      “Master Jimmy, I don’t suppose you still want to see the sword dancers?” Lyra asked, trying to lighten the mood. Her clothes hadn’t been as nice as Jimmy’s, so they’d only taken her shoes. Their ramshackle appearance had drawn a few looks from the other guests, but Lyra helped Jimmy slip by with whatever was left of his dignity.

      Jimmy pinched his head between his hands, skull throbbing. He felt a bump forming on the back of his head, keeping him from thinking clearly. Taking care of that was the first order of business.

      “No, I don’t want to sword dance,” Jimmy mumbled between throbs. “But you can dance if you want to.”

      Lyra’s brows furrowed in concern at his nonsense, and Jimmy himself sensed something was wrong. Jaemeron had to have a healing spell. He just needed to remember what it was...

      It felt like it was on the tip of his tongue, but it came to Jimmy eventually. There were actually dozens to choose from, but Jimmy couldn’t muster the concentration to pick the best one for the job. So, he just chose one at random and started casting it.

      Warmth flowed over his entire body, and the aches in his hands and knees from hitting the ground were the first to ease. Compared to the throbbing in his head, he didn’t even notice the pain.

      Only after that was done and the spell kept running for a few seconds did it start to fix his head. But bit by bit, the throbbing subsided. Finally, his thoughts cleared enough for him to realize he was using a generalized healing spell. Things would go much faster if he used one specialized for brain injuries. He switched and suddenly felt well a moment later.

      He worked on himself a little further, even after he was done. The directed healing spells were more useful than he initially believed, and he could do a little work on himself with them. He enlarged a few of his muscles and made himself a bit leaner and tougher. He waved his hands over his eyes, fixing his vision. Back home, he usually wore glasses, but he had to take them off to blend in here in Imarth. Now he didn’t need them at all.

      Jimmy stood, healed and whole once again. He found Lyra sitting on the other side of the room, wiping off some of her own wounds with the help of a basin of water in what was probably supposed to be the bathroom. He hadn’t even noticed she had wounds of her own until now.

      Jimmy stood, approaching her from behind.

      “I can help you with that,” Jimmy said.

      “Master Jimmy, don’t—” Lyra began, but Jimmy had already started.

      He waved his hand over Lyra’s wounds, and his healing spell got to work. Lyra watched in amazement as her wounds receded and were replaced by clean, healthy skin.

      “M-magic?” Lyra whispered with her eyes wide in fear.

      “I’m trusting you with this secret. Please don’t spread it around,” Jimmy said.

      “I won’t! I swear!” Lyra fell to her knees, head bowed so low it brushed against the floor. “Please, I’m certain I can still be useful to you!”

      “Get up,” Jimmy said. “I told you earlier I don’t like the whole bowing and groveling thing, didn’t I? And you’ve been plenty useful to me, Lyra. In fact, I should have heeded your advice and left that bar earlier. We might not have gotten mugged if I’d listened better.”

      Lyra looked up from the ground. “You’re not going to... turn me into a newt?”

      Jimmy chuckled. “I think that’s more of a witch thing. Want me to heal that scar on your face too?"

      Lyra bit her lip. "Y... you could?"

      Jimmy nodded.

      "Just lighten it a little. You know, so it doesn't scare people off. I've accepted it's a part of me, and I'm not sure I'm willing to pay whatever price you need of me to get rid of it completely..." Lyra replied.

      Jimmy healed the scar, and the deep gash lining her face lightened to a smooth discolored line. The worst of it on her lip returned to normal, and Lyra touched her own face in wonder and amazement.

      "Now that this secret’s out in the open, why don’t you tell me what you think about wizards?” Jimmy asked.

      It turned out that wizards had become a dying breed ever since Jaemeron left a hundred years ago. It was like he’d opened a drain with his departure, and all the world’s magic started spilling out. Magical artifacts that had served their masters for generations started fading the day they left, and by now there were precious few magical things left at all. Losing magic had been quite disruptive.

      The world’s remaining wizards cloistered themselves away, siphoning off power for storage even faster than it was being drained away. Between the two, the world had gone from being magic-rich to magic-poor in just a few generations. Most wizards stopped casting any of the big flashy spells like summoning rain or fighting armies, so their influence on the world was being confined to myth and legend.

      Worse, quite a few had turned to Jaemeron’s notes and discovered them full of ways to generate magical power through human sacrifice or pacts with demons. The era of warlocks and sorcerers that followed his departure was the nail in the coffin for this world’s magical capabilities. In another hundred years, they’d probably be as mundane as Earth. The only saving grace to the situation was that the lack of magic meant technology was more reliable and making rapid advancements.

      “Damn. Looks like this place has seen better days. It’s impressive Imarth is in as good a shape as it’s in,” Jimmy replied. “So, here’s my problem. Those muggers stole my money. That’s a pain in the rear but not something I can’t fix. What I need is a little brass key they took. That is something I can’t replace.”

      Lyra nodded. “I know where they might sell it. Tervon’s gang controls a little shop. It’s a tiny little thing in a bad neighborhood, but it’s the front they use for all their black-market deals. We can approach them there and try to buy your stuff back. They return stolen items for a price."

      “You sure they won’t just mug us again?” Jimmy asked.

      Lyra shook her head. “The people who run the store are usually higher in the gang than the street thugs who do the muggings. They don’t want any crimes on their names. That was why I was surprised to run into Tervon. Normally he’s above that kind of thing. I fear he wouldn’t have attacked you if he hadn’t recognized me.” She hung her head in shame.

      Jimmy gave her a pat on the head. She couldn’t blame herself for his misfortune.

      But he did sigh when he heard how expensive this was likely to be. Money problems. This was something he hoped he’d never have to deal with again after gaining magical powers. But apparently, he’d dreamed too big for that. With the ability to return to Earth, earning this amount of coin would be trivial. But it looked like he would have to do this the hard way.

      “Money...” Jimmy frowned, drumming his fingers against the side of his head. Jaemeron had dealt with this kind of thing several times. He had a couple of tricks for getting money fast, but the one he’d started with involved summoning minor demons to steal it for him.

      But that eventually led Jaemeron to his doom. There had to be a better way.

      Money was gold. So really, he just needed gold. Could he use magic to scan for it?

      Yes, he had a spell for that. The problem was most of the gold it would pick up would be in people’s pockets. Maybe there was some sunken treasure in the ocean to dig up, but otherwise, he’d be back to robbing people. He could try panning for gold, but that would take ages, and he wanted that key back in his grasp quickly.

      That was when he touched upon a useful idea. He remembered from chemistry class that a huge amount of gold was dissolved in the ocean. It wasn’t economical to separate it from the water with modern techniques. But Jimmy had magic, and plenty of spells used in alchemy did exactly what he needed here. They inverted entropy and turned a mixed solution into its individual pure components.

      “Lyra, we’re headed to the beach. See if you can scrounge up a bag or two somewhere around here.”

      Lyra stole the pillowcases while Jimmy mentally prepared himself, bringing the spell he would use to mind. It was a bit more complicated than what he’d been casting, but it was still within his capabilities.

      Eventually, they made their way to the shore. Being shirtless and barefoot from his recent mugging didn’t attract as much attention here. Jimmy waded into the water with Lyra holding the bag close behind him.

      “Now, we stand here for a few hours and do this a lot.”

      Jimmy focused on the bag, forming an invisible barrier with his mind. The ocean water flowed in, and pure water flowed out, leaving everything it carried behind. There was one minor problem with that, though. Most of the stuff dissolved in the water was minerals and salt instead of gold. Fortunately, that turned out to be more of a boon than an issue.

      “Master Jimmy, instead of dumping all the salt out, why don’t I run to the market and sell it? This much salt is probably worth five or six silver coins. It’s not gold, but it should still be worth keeping. It normally takes people on the shore a week to make this much.”

      “Lyra, you’re a genius.” Jimmy congratulated her.

      Four trips to the market later, Lyra was returning not just with silver but with a new coin pouch, shirt, and shoes for Jimmy. The pouch was soon brimming with silver coins, and Jimmy was doing pretty good himself.

      He’d made four counterfeit gold coins over the day, though personally, he suspected they were of higher quality than what most people were walking around with. The coin faces were blank, but from what Jimmy had seen at the gates, it was more about the metal and mass of the coins than the face value. Imarth accepted currency from all over the world, so a few blank coins wouldn't be too odd.

      “You think this is enough?” Jimmy asked Lyra. A long day of working together, occasional praise from Jimmy, and going through a mugging together had eased some of the stiffness of her tone. She was relaxing a lot more around him than she had been before.

      Lyra nodded. “As long as nobody else wants the key, you should be able to pluck it off the shelf before anybody realizes what it is. I’m assuming you can’t activate it without magic?”

      “It takes special conditions to turn on. Otherwise, it won’t work. So, unless the thieves have a wizard among them, it should look just like a normal key.”

      They practically ran to the store, a quiet back-alley shop in a rundown street. Jimmy noticed he was getting fewer looks this time. Lyra had bought him cheaper-looking local clothes, and he blended in with the locals more than before.

      The store Lyra led them to was an ordinary thing by local standards. It had a stone foundation about to head height, and everything above that was wood and thatch. A sign hung before the door, displaying an array of items from swords to jewelry. The sign indicated that this store-bought and sold all kinds of things. When he entered and saw a few gruff-looking men standing around guarding walls of items on display, Jimmy decided it was probably the local equivalent of a pawn shop.

      “I’m here to buy my stuff back,” Jimmy said, slapping his coin purse down on the counter before the store owner. “I was robbed yesterday, and my things are here.”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. All the items in our shop were purchased in good faith from our valued suppliers,” the shopkeeper said with crossed arms. “But there may be things surprisingly similar to items that may or may not have been stolen from you. I can show you a few recent acquisitions.”

      Jimmy waved the shopkeeper along before he got too deep into denying any knowledge of his merchandise being stolen. He brought out a tray of items, mostly jewelry and family keepsakes. Sitting on the tray in the corner were his earphones. But he couldn’t find anything else.

      “There was a square block of metal and glass here earlier, along with a little key.” Jimmy glanced at Lyra, who nodded.

      The shopkeeper behind the desk rang a small bell at his side before he answered Jimmy. “Sorry, but the boss told me to call him if anyone asked about that item. He’s been playing with it himself, you see.”

      A moment later, Tervon emerged, the very alleyway bandit who’d led the gang that robbed Jimmy in the first place. Jimmy felt his fingernails dig into his palms. A fireball spell came to mind, but he held back. There were four thugs in this room besides Tervon, and Jimmy wasn’t sure he could fireball them all before one reached him.

      On the other hand, he was sure he could throw enough fireballs to burn this place to the ground while he and Lyra ran away. The feeling gave him a lot more confidence for the coming confrontation than he otherwise would have. If they tried to steal from him again, they’d lose everything. He was almost hoping they try something.

      “Ah, there he is. Lyra’s new master.” Tervon chuckled. “You know, I really wanted you to go to a man too poor to afford an unscared beauty like your sister, Lyra. I was laughing, imagining you spending every night with a bag over your head while your new master got his gold out of you.”

      But when Tervon rounded the corner and finally looked at Lyra, he frowned in surprise. Her face had healed well, and the mark he'd given her was a shadow of its former self.

      “You’ll be disappointed to learn that Master Jimmy has been surprisingly good to me,” Lyra stiffly replied. As she'd been healed, she'd lost the weakness her voice had held before and replaced it with newfound confidence. “Perhaps one day he’ll buy my sister from you too.”

      Tervon looked like he had another cutting remark, but Jimmy interrupted him. “Alright, I’m here for my stuff. It’s all yours. Hand over the key, my clothes, and my phone.”

      Tervon looked at Jimmy’s coin pouch appreciatively. He tipped it over, spilling out about fifty silver coins and two gold coins. Jimmy had stuck one extra gold in either shoe just in case he needed to negotiate upward, but for now, he wanted this to look like it was all he had.

      Tervon turned to Jimmy with a sly grin. “Tell me, do you think I’m stupid?”

      Jimmy scowled. “Do you want a real answer?”

      “Why would I give a genuine magical artifact away for a single pouch of coins?” Tervon asked.

      Jimmy did his best to hide his look of shock. Lyra glanced at him. He’d been certain Tervon wouldn’t be able to figure out the key was magical.

      But Jimmy realized what Tervon meant a moment later when he pulled out Jimmy’s phone. He pushed the button on the side, and the screen illuminated.

      “A tablet of light!” Tervon said as he held up the phone and gazed into it. “This is an odd one. I’ve never seen a tablet of light that illuminates with the image of a large-breasted woman with cat ears, but some wizards have gone mad in their towers. I think it only makes it even more authentic!”

      Jimmy cursed under his breath, and not just because he’d forgotten to swap off his anime catgirl wallpaper. That was how he’d been undone. Tervon hadn’t noticed anything odd about the key at all. The phone drew his attention, and he falsely believed it was a magical object. He hadn’t even noticed the key. If Jimmy drew attention to the key now by asking for just that, Tervon might get suspicious that there was something special about it as well.

      Worse, now that Tervon knew Jimmy had obtained one incredibly valuable magical artifact, he would probably keep a close eye on him. Jimmy wouldn’t be surprised if he were ambushed in another dark alley later that day. His fingers twitched, and that fireball spell was moments from leaving his lips.

      “You’re not willing to part with it for any price?” Jimmy pressed.

      Tervon snorted. “I’m certain I could find a buyer for this thing that would pay a hundred times its weight in gold and gemstones!”

      Jimmy chuckled inwardly. Maybe he could, but at the rate Tervon was using it, he was probably going to run out of batteries long before then. At that point, the phone would be little more than a rock.

      “What about my other things? You stole the clothes off my back,” Jimmy said, hoping for an opportunity to get the key back that way.

      But Tervon shook his head. “No can do. What if the tablet is connected to the shirt you were wearing? It would cease to function, and I’d be out a valuable magical artifact.”

      Jimmy shook his head. “This is your last chance to return what’s mine. If you do so, I promise you ten times its weight in gold, just as you said. More than that, I’ll forget my anger over getting hit in the back of the head while walking home after getting a drink. Otherwise...”

      Tervon laughed. “Ha! You’re going to have to show me that kind of gold first! If you had that kind of money, you wouldn’t be walking around with someone as cheap as Lyra here. You would have bought a quality slave for yourself.”

      Jimmy’s face turned sour. “I have no interest in either slaves or slavers.”

      For some reason, Tervon and his thugs all burst out laughing.

      Jimmy took advantage of the moment of levity to grab his pouch of coins and make himself scarce, with Lyra following behind him.

      It was time for plan B.

      ***

      Jimmy scanned the market. One of the first things he bought was a piece of parchment and a pen. He was surprised to find one of his own ball-point pens on display like a treasured artifact.

      “Oh, you have a good eye, sir!” the shopkeeper said. “This exotic artifact hails from a very distant land! You can see the mark on the side, right there. It hails from the land of Bic, home to tiny people so small that they can forge the little ball that rolls out ink on the pen’s tip! The clear glass-like case around the pen is made from the congealed semen of a unicorn, and—

      Jimmy interrupted the shopkeeper’s obviously made-up facts about the pen and just bought the thing. He didn’t trust himself with the local quills.

      Then, he started writing down everything he remembered about the physical enhancement potion he would need to brew. He handed that list to Lyra.

      “This is called the basic physical enhancement potion. Wizards used to sell it to prospective warriors rather quickly to get them into fighting shape. It’s the best I can make without having access to magical ingredients,” Jimmy explained. “We’re going to need to gain everything on that list so we can get at least one dose.”

      Jimmy and Lyra searched the market, and together they found half the items on Jimmy’s list. The potion would require everything from glassware to peculiar spices. Once again, Jimmy thought about how much easier this would be if he still had access to Earth. He could have bought a proper chemistry set and ordered a few things online. As it was, he’d have to make do with what he had.

      The sky turned orange as the sun grew closer to setting. Not wishing to repeat his earlier mistake, Jimmy called it quits early, and they were back at the inn well before sunset. They kept a careful eye and took a roundabout route just in case they were followed. Tervon would come for him eventually, but there was no sense in making his job any easier.

      They settled in, and Lyra watched patiently as Jimmy prepared a few of the base ingredients. He wasn’t ready to make the potion yet, but he could make some components for the potion. Soon, their little room in the inn smelled like nutmeg and rose petals, and two vials sat off to the side in the kitchen, awaiting the third and final batch of ingredients.

      “You look as though you’ve done this often,” Lyra said.

      She’d grown warmer to him again after their confrontation with Tervon. Jimmy was hoping she’d call him just Jimmy instead of Master Jimmy soon.

      “Believe it or not, this is my first attempt at it,” Jimmy replied. “But I definitely feel as though I’ve done it before. In fact, you could say I have the memories of a wizard who’s done this pretty often, so it feels like I know what I’m doing.”

      Lyra placed a hand on his shoulder. “Well, I admit I know nothing about wizardry, but it is very impressive to me all the same.”

      Jimmy grinned. “Want to crack open that bottle of wine we bought? I’m afraid we’re going to entertain ourselves tonight. We can’t risk going out after dark.”

      Lyra did as he asked, twisting the bottle open. The first cup of wine, she was as silent as ever, but a few more loosened both their lips. Jimmy was the first to pour his life out for her, and he told her about his life on Earth. Lyra seemed to take the idea that Jimmy was from another world as something not nearly as surprising as learning he was a wizard. Of course, wizards could go to and from other worlds. That only made sense to her. Jimmy also finally explained what the key did, and Lyra realized why he needed to get it back so desperately.

      “This wizard’s key opens up a door to another world? A world full of magical things anyone can pick up and use?” Lyra asked with wonder in her eyes.

      “Yes, that thing Tervon was holding was my cellphone. Back home, anybody can buy one of those. If you sold one of those gold coins for our local money, you could probably buy two or three of them.”

      “Amazing!” Lyra smiled; it was the first time Jimmy had seen her looking so bright.

      She still had that scar running across her face, but Jimmy thought Tervon had it all wrong. It didn’t ruin her. It made her unique.

      He told her as much a moment later. “You’re really pretty when you smile, you know that?”

      Lyra’s cheeks flushed in embarrassment. “You don’t have to flatter me, Master Jimmy.”

      “No, I mean it!”

      Lyra’s cheeks flushed again.

      “What about you?” Jimmy pressed. “I’ve told you a bunch of my secrets. How about you?”

      Lyra shrugged. “My story is not nearly as impressive as yours, Master Jimmy. My mother was a whore in a brothel. My sister and I have no idea who our father was. Our mother needed money more than she needed children, so as soon as we were weaned, she indentured us to a local shopkeeper willing to raise us for the extra pair of hands. Those were a good couple of years, and I had a happy childhood with them. I learned to sweep the shop floors, organize the shelves, and picked up letters and numbers.

      “But those times didn’t last forever. The old man who owned the shop died unexpectedly, and his son sold the entire thing off, including my sister and me. Tervon and his gang bought it, and it became the shop we had just visited. They didn’t plan to make shopkeepers out of us, so they sent the two of us through a different training program. They hoped to one day sell the two of us as concubines to a wealthy merchant. Many of them like to keep their bookkeepers and accountants in their family, so they know they aren’t being stolen from. My sister and I already knew our letters and numbers and would be good fits for the job, and a pair of pretty virgin twins would have fetched quite a lot on the slave markets.

      “But letters and numbers aren’t the only responsibilities of a concubine. My sister took to the job well, but I did not. I got this scar because of my training.” She ran her hand across her face. “As a result, Tervon sold me off early. I think he’s bitter about no longer being able to offer a set of twins, which is why he taunts me whenever I see him.”

      “That sounds rough,” Jimmy sighed. “How’d you escape slavery?”

      “Pardon?” Lyra asked.

      “How’d you get away from whoever bought you and start working for the inn here?” Jimmy asked.

      Lyra gave him a peculiar look. “The inn was the one who bought me. All this ended just two weeks ago. As for escaping slavery... I never managed to. Truthfully, I don’t know what I’d do with my freedom if I had it. I would have no home or money, and jobs are tough to come by in the city. I would be on the streets long enough for Tervon and his gang to capture me again long before I found myself safe and secure.”

      Jimmy scowled at that. “And here I thought I was hiring you on as a servant. They mentioned nothing about you being a slave. I’m guessing your working conditions aren’t too good when your employer literally owns you. How were your past clients?”

      Lyra shook her head, coming to a sudden realization as a smile spread across her face again. “I had no past clients. You are the only one I’ve ever served. And the only one the inn thought I would serve. The five gold you paid wasn’t to hire me. It was to buy me. You are my official owner now, not the inn.”

      “Well, shit.” Suddenly, Jimmy realized why Tervon and his companions had started laughing.

      Lyra looked at him with a smirk on her face. “Perhaps I should have kept that secret. Maybe I could have collected pay from you each week until I had enough coin to buy my freedom.”

      Jimmy chuckled. “Well, now the whole Master Jimmy thing makes a lot more sense. Honestly, though, this is awkward. As for buying your freedom, there’s no need to save up coins. Just tell me how to give it to you.”

      Lyra looked up in surprise. “You... want to free me?”

      Jimmy nodded. “Yeah. Slavery is illegal where I come from. I know it seems to be a thing here, but owning another person just seems weird. I’ve gotten to know you a little too well for that. So yeah, you’re free to live your own life. Is there any paperwork I have to sign?”

      “A written statement from you stating your intent to free me should be enough,” Lyra said.

      Jimmy nodded and flipped over the parchment he’d bought for the ingredients list. Then, with the neatest hand he had, considering all the wine he’d just drunk, he scribbled out a brief note stating Lyra was a free woman.

      Lyra accepted the piece of paper like a priceless treasure, but Jimmy wasn’t finished.

      “Now, hold up. I know you are worried about being thrown out on the streets, so here. Take the silver and gold we made earlier. I planned to give you half anyway, but you can just take the whole thing and use it to establish yourself. Don’t worry, I’m sure I can make more. You’ve been a fantastic help getting to know the city.”

      Lyra hefted the pouch of coins, fingers feeling its weight. She’d touched the coin before and handled it without issue, but that was when it had been her master’s coin. Now, it was hers, and her eyes grew wide at the implications.

      “Are you certain? This is a lot,” Lyra asked.

      Jimmy nodded. “I’ll just do my gold trick again. Of course, without an assistant, it’ll be harder, but I’ll manage. Oh, but do me a favor, and don’t tell anyone about the whole wizard thing. Otherwise, a terrible curse will befall you!” Jimmy laughed at his little tease, but Lyra nodded with a grave look as she took him at his word.

      She held her hand over her heart and made a promise. “If I so much as whisper the secrets of my benefactor to another, may my soul never find peace.”

      “Well, you’re welcome to spend the night too,” Jimmy shrugged. “I doubt whatever city department of slavery is open this late.”

      “Thank you, Jimmy,” Lyra said, calling him by his name for the first time.

      Jimmy smiled. “Now, let’s finish this bottle of wine to celebrate your newfound freedom!” He held up the half-empty bottle and poured each of them another glass. He finished his in one long gulp, but Lyra set her cup on the desk she was sitting on without drinking it.

      “Something wrong with the — oof!” Jimmy yelped in surprise as Lyra jumped into his lap. He was surprised and was about to say as much when Lyra’s lips locked around his own and she kissed him.

      Jimmy wasn’t sure when they finished the bottle of wine, but he was pretty sure he ended up drinking most of what was left. And at some point, Lyra stole his clothes.

      “You sure about this?” Jimmy asked one last time.

      “I have been indentured as long as I can remember,” Lyra explained. “For years, Tervon and the others forbade me from so much as touching any man for fear it would decrease my value. But now? I’m a free woman who can do as I please.”

      Jimmy grinned, and to his surprise, his cock leaped to attention. The little problem he had at the brothel was nowhere to be seen.

      Turns out I am still Jimmy, after all...

      Lyra practically dragged him down into the sheets, pulling his body down on her. He kissed her neck, chest, and breasts, running his hands along her soft skin.

      She was above average height for the locals, though a bit short for those on Earth. The scar on her face wasn’t the only one he found, but Lyra didn’t seem to mind when he looked for them. She had the body of someone who’d labored long and hard throughout her childhood, and Jimmy was embarrassed when Lyra gushed at how soft his hands were when he touched her.

      But then she wrapped herself around him and pulled him close, and he forgot everything else.

      They both moaned quietly, their bodies entwined. Their breathing quickened as their tongues intertwined, and soon neither could stand it anymore. They broke apart and gasped for air; the sounds echoing through the room.

      The moonlight illuminated the bedroom window, casting a faint glow upon the bed. The only other light source in the room was the single candle burning on the desk.

      Caught by surprise a few glasses of wine deeper than he ought to be, Jimmy was caught unprepared. But Lyra made up for any slowness on his part with eager anticipation. She grabbed Jimmy’s hard shaft in her hand, tugging on its length. Her fingers wrapped tightly around it, jerking it up and down.

      “Would you believe I trained for this?” Lyra said. “The real thing feels different from what I expected.”

      Jimmy placed his hands on her lips as she jerked him off between them. “Seems like you know what you’re doing. I’m wondering what else they trained you for.”

      As if in answer, Lyra slid out of his lap and down to the floor. She brushed her lips against the tip of his cock while her eyes gazed into his. Her hot breath tickled the head of his shaft, and a moment later, she took him into her mouth, inhaling his entire length down to the base.

      “Ah... alright, they definitely gave you some blowjob training...”

      With a grin, Lyra bobbed her head back and forth. Each movement sent shivers shooting up his spine. His hips thrust upward toward her face, trying to get closer to the heat of her tongue.

      Lyra licked the underside of his cock and sucked the sensitive spot underneath. Then she moved higher, taking the head inside her mouth once again. She went faster and swirled her tongue around his glans, sending waves of pleasure coursing through him.

      His knees buckled slightly under the onslaught of sensations. Lyra giggled lightly and stopped sucking. Instead, she ran her tongue along the ridge of his erection. A sudden burst of wetness hit his cock, followed by a warm rush of saliva dripping onto his member.

      He groaned loudly as he felt himself swell even more within her mouth. Lyra released him and stood up beside the bed.

      “What are you—”

      Lyra crawled over the mattress, pushing Jimmy’s chest until he lay back down on the bed. With her eyes locked on him the entire time, she guided his cock into her dripping sex.

      Jimmy watched as Lyra lifted herself atop him, impaled on his thick pole. She spread her legs wider, allowing him to sink fully into her, popping her own cherry on him as she did so. Then, when he was buried deep inside, Lyra lowered herself down on him slowly. She leaned forward and pressed her tits together with his, grinding against his pelvis as she rode him.

      “Oh! That feels good,” Lyra purred.

      Her tight pussy squeezed and milked his cock. Between that and the earlier blowjob, Jimmy was already near bursting. But Jimmy knew he had to hold on a little longer.

      Lyra rocked her hips and bounced up and down. She rode herself to climax, and as her dripping cunt convulsed around him, Jimmy could contain himself no longer. Soon, he reached the point of no return and began spurting his seed inside her.

      It was too much for either of them to handle alone; their mutual orgasms washed away in passion.

      He went soft inside her, and a minute later, Lyra flopped down on the sheets beside Jimmy, trailing a line of his seed across the sheets as she did so.

      “So... that was how I was taught it was supposed to go,” Lyra huffed, still catching her breath.

      Jimmy chuckled. “Gotta say, it was nice. But they were preparing you for some lazy merchants. How spoiled do you have to be to make your concubine do all the work? Here, my turn.”

      Jimmy activated his healing spell, this time targeted on his groin. His limp cock sprung to life, and soon he was hard and ready once again.

      “Your magic is truly wondrous,” Lyra said, eyes wide as she watched the bobbing head of Jimmy’s dick.

      Jimmy positioned himself between Lyra’s legs, guiding his shaft to her already-dripping entrance. He slid in, bending over to nibble on the pert nipples on Lyra’s chest as he entered her again.

      Lyra arched her back and threw her arms high overhead, gasping in delight at every touch. Her training told her to use her hands and mouth on him, but Jimmy wanted her to enjoy this without worrying about what she was supposed to be doing. He pushed her arms into the bed above her head, and the two of them fucked once again.

      “Yes! Fuck me, Jimmy!” Lyra cried out.

      And fuck her, he did. For hours. All night long, Jimmy pounded into Lyra’s sweet body, making her moan and squeal as she came over and over.

      When exhausted and spent, they collapsed next to each other, panting for air. Neither cared about the early morning light streaming through the window.

      ***

      Jimmy wasn’t sure when he fell asleep, but he woke up the following morning with the noonday sun blaring in his eyes. This was the first night he’d had a normal dream. That little needling voice of Jaemeron in his head was gone. He was his own man, not the wizard’s puppet. Now, the spells he knew were laid out before him like a book, and he needed to only flip through the pages to find what he was looking for.

      His head pounded, and he couldn’t remember the previous night all that well. Jimmy grumbled to himself. “What a terrible night to drink too much...” He hoped he’d performed as well as he thought he did.

      He lived with his throbbing headache for a while until he had the idea to use the same healing spell that had worked for his concussion. It turned out he could heal hangovers as well.

      But then he looked across from him and saw the bed was empty. Lyra was nowhere to be found. Across the table, she’d taken the coin pouch and the paper stating his intention to free her. He’d written the recipe for the potion he was brewing on the other side, but he had it all memorized anyway, so it wasn’t like he needed the parchment. He’d written everything down mostly to ensure he knew the whole recipe and so Lyra had a list to look at while they shopped.

      “It was nice knowing you, Lyra. I hope you can build a happy life for yourself...” Jimmy whispered to himself. Also, he hoped there was some sort of birth control here in Imarth because the two hadn’t been careful about that the previous night.

      He washed up and dressed, ready to start another day of gathering gold coins from the sea. He’d need to make more money before he could buy the rest of the ingredients for his potion since he’d given everything to Lyra.

      But just as he was getting ready to leave, the door swung open.

      Lyra staggered into the room, her arms loaded with ingredients.

      “I got the rest of the things on your list while I was getting that paper submitted,” Lyra said. “Also, I brought breakfast.”

      “You’re back!” Jimmy said. “I... I didn’t expect you to come back.”

      Lyra smiled. “Well... I told you jobs are scarce in Imarth. I was hoping... well... maybe a certain wizard might need an assistant? I think I’d enjoy taking your things back from Tervon.”

      “And I’d be happy to have you,” Jimmy wrapped his arms around her. “Heck, maybe while we’re stealing my stuff back, we can swipe that sister of yours out from under his nose too.”

      ***

      By mid-day, Jimmy had finished brewing the physical enhancement potion. He’d made more than enough for him and Lyra to take the full dose, and they clinked their glasses together and swallowed.

      Jimmy’s skin burned. He felt like he was itching all over and had to tear his clothes off while he scratched himself. Nearby, Lyra was doing the same. This would have been a lot more embarrassing if they hadn’t had sex already. As it was, the two of them were willing to lend each other a hand.

      Jimmy saw Lyra’s flesh wriggling beneath her skin. It was rather terrifying, especially when he realized the same thing was happening to him. Every muscle had become like a snake growing larger and tightening around them. The feeling wasn’t painful but so utterly unnatural that it awakened animistic fear in both of them.

      But soon enough, the process was over, and the two of them stood and looked each other over.

      “You look tough,” Lyra said, eyes roaming Jimmy’s naked body for a lot longer than was needed to take in the newly defined muscles barely contained within his skin.

      Jimmy was busy looking Lyra up and down. The scar on her face had faded even more so it was only a dim line, and her teeth were now perfectly straight. Her stomach muscles were defined, though not quite to the same degree as his own. Lyra had gone from a working girl to an Olympic gymnast by the time the potion finished its work.

      “You look hot,” Jimmy replied, eyeing her just as much as she was eying him.

      After quickly testing the capabilities of their new bodies and determining their stamina and endurance had been enhanced, the pair left to pick up the rest of their supplies.

      That meant buying weapons. A medieval city like Imarth had plenty of bladesmiths and armorers about.

      Lyra chose a sword. Apparently, she’d had some training with one. A good, high-end concubine was supposed to defend not only herself but the rest of her lord’s harem if needed.

      Jimmy hadn’t the slightest idea how to use a sword, but he wanted a helmet and padding. He saw the cudgels Tervon’s men were carrying, and the last thing he wanted was to go down to a blow to the head. Unfortunately, they didn’t have enough coin to buy real armor, but Jimmy figured some heavy robes suited a wizard better, anyway.

      Before the physical enhancements of the potion, he would have been nervous. But something about being in peak human condition gave him newfound confidence. He felt like he was ready to take on the world. This petty back-alley thief didn’t know what was coming for him.

      Jimmy and Lyra walked down the street armed and dangerous. Or rather, Lyra was armed and Dangerous. Jimmy felt silly in his helmet and heavy robes. But he knew his spells were more dangerous than any weapon in his hands would ever be.

      He’d been going through what he had for options and realized there were a couple he could remember well enough to cast. First, he had a shield that could be cast over both himself and Lyra. It wasn’t strong, but it would work like armor to block a blow that would have otherwise killed the wearer. Jimmy was a little worried about Lyra since she planned on fighting in her usual clothes with her arms and legs bare and only a tight shift covering her torso.

      “We were trained to fight naked. As concubines, we’d spend quite a bit of time naked, so that was how we were likely to be caught,” Lyra explained when Jimmy asked if she wanted something more substantial.

      “I suppose you could distract your attackers that way,” Jimmy laughed. He cast a second layer of his shield spell on her just to be sure. With one on himself, he’d cast all the ambient mana this environment could contain. No wonder wizards were so rare. Jaemeron’s spells were immensely efficient. Anyone else would have struggled to conjure a single shield, let alone three.

      He took a few breaths of air, hanging a couple of fireballs and two lighting spells around him. They would be more than enough for this little smash-and-grab.

      Lyra ran ahead, shoving the shop’s door aside. Jimmy strode in behind him.

      “Where’s Tervon?” Jimmy demanded.

      “You again? Have more gold for the boss?” One goon asked. He thumped his club against his open palm, inching closer to Jimmy.

      Jimmy smiled. “You could say I have something for him.” The air around his fingertips crackled with electricity.

      The shopkeeper rang the bell to summon their boss. Moments later, Tervon came out.

      “I want my stuff, Tervon. Bring it out,” Jimmy said. “And while you’re at it, why don’t you bring out Lyra’s sister as well. Lyra wants to see her again.”

      Tervon snorted. “You made a big mistake coming here again. I let you walk away last time to save this shop’s reputation, but now I think we’ll bag you right here and drag out the secrets of where you got that magical artifact. It went dead last night, you know. I don’t know how you disabled it from afar, but I plan to find out.”

      Tervon reached behind the counter, pulling a sword with a blade the size of Jimmy’s head out from under the table. The four other goons around the room tried to close in around Jimmy and Lyra.

      Lyra took a position at Jimmy’s back, guarding him from behind.

      “So, you choose violence?” Jimmy asked. “Then I suppose I do as well.”

      Then he unleashed his lightning spell.

      Electricity shot from his fingers right at Tervon, attracted to the metal sword in his hand. Some of it arced to the thugs closing in around them, though most of it flew into Tervon’s hands. Lyra dropped her own sword as the electricity nipped at one of the two shields Jimmy had placed over her, avoiding being shocked herself.

      That one attack was amazingly effective. Tervon dropped his sword, hand burned to a crisp. His breath quickened as he looked at the burned and blackened flesh there.

      “Boss!” One thug yelled. Those with the wooden cudgels had only been singed, but that wouldn’t be true for long.

      Jimmy unleashed two of his prepared fireballs, smashing into the chests of each as they rushed toward him. Lyra swept her sword out, pushing the other two back as they swerved to avoid its point.

      When Lyra pointed her blade at one, the other rushed in to disable her, but Jimmy was looking and fired another of his fireballs at him. Three of Tervon’s thugs were standing there with their clothes on fire, and Tervon himself had his sword hand completely disabled thanks to his burn. The other was only lightly singed, so he reached for a lamp on a nearby shelf and threw it at Jimmy.

      Jimmy ducked out of the way just in time to avoid it, then he pointed his hand at Tervon again, shooting another fireball. Tervon ducked, but the fireball struck a shelf full of books. The flame clung to the books like napalm, and soon the fire spread to the entire shelf. Before long, the entire shop would go up in flames.

      “Crap! You... you’re a wizard!” Tervon shouted, eyes wide with fear.

      “You should have taken the gold when I offered it,” Jimmy replied.

      “Wait, wait!” Tervon said, falling to his knees. “I’m sorry we attacked you! I’ll return your stuff. Leave me and my men alive!”

      Jimmy glanced at Lyra, who scoffed.

      “I never thought I’d see you in such a pathetic state, Tervon...” Lyra grinned wickedly. “Returning my master’s stuff will only buy you enough mercy to make your death quick.”

      Tervon winced. “All the gold in the shop is yours to take as well! Hells, anything you please, take it, and it’s yours. There are plenty of slaves in back far more valuable than Lyra!”

      Jimmy squeezed his fist, extinguishing the fireball he’d been playing with.

      “Return my stuff. And bring out those concubine trainees while you’re at it. I’m interested in freeing one girl in particular. Lyra’s sister.”

      Tervon nodded. “Shopkeeper! Bring out the concubines. Hurry!”

      Jimmy stood over Tervon and his gang threateningly. The five of them cowered before him. Honestly, it was a little pathetic. It was hard to believe this two-bit thief had caused him so much trouble and heartache.

      Soon, the shopkeeper returned with the key Jimmy had been so desperate for, along with the rest of his things. Then the concubines arrived.

      The shopkeeper returned with a string of girls in tow, each wearing ornate chokers of woven gold more decorative than anything else. Every one of them was astonishingly beautiful, and they wore only the smallest loincloths over their hips and chests to guard their modesty.

      With great reluctance, Tervon gave them all a handful pouch of his own hard-won coin. Many of the girls seemed confused and uncertain of what to do. Setting them free wouldn’t be as simple as it was with Lyra. Jimmy would have to take a little responsibility for helping them find new lives.

      But one girl in particular ran up to Jimmy and Lyra. She looked identical to Lyra in features, and it was clear they were twins down to their straight brown hair and petite frames. Before her transformation, this girl would have been a bit more sensual than her sister, like she was better shaped for sex and pleasure. Her hips were wider, and her breasts larger than should be possible over such a narrow waist. After drinking the potion, Lyra’s features changed a little more, and her body was far more muscled than her sister’s, adding to their differences.

      “Sister, you’re alright!” The new girl rubbed her cheek against Lyra, embracing her tightly. “When they said they got rid of you, I feared the worst...”

      “I’m better than ever, Tyra,” Lyra replied. “I want you to meet the man who bought me, then freed me, Master Jimmy. Though he prefers to just be called Jimmy.”

      Tyra wrapped her hands around Jimmy’s, gazing up into his eyes with a warm glow that would make any man’s heart flutter.

      “Thank you for saving my sister,” Tyra said.

      Jimmy patted her on the head. “I’m here to save you as well, though your sister deserves as much credit as I should get.

      “As much as we have to talk about,” Lyra began. “I fear the fire is spreading, and news that Jimmy is a wizard is probably spreading even faster. So, we should make ourselves scarce.”

      “That shouldn’t be a problem,” Jimmy grinned. “Call the other girls. I have a nice place we can stay a bit until I find somewhere else for you all.”

      Jimmy activated the key. He wasn’t sure if he was coming back to this world, and he’d already blown his cover, so there was no more sense in trying to be sneaky.

      He turned the key, and a portal shimmered to life in the air, leading right back to his apartment on Earth.

      “Come on, bring the other concubines too. I cordially invite you all to stay in my little wizard’s tower.”

      Lyra stepped through the portal, and when the last concubine was through, Jimmy followed them and then closed the door behind him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20. THE SIREN’S CALL

          

          BY SARAH HAWKE

        

      

    

    
    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            ACT 1: THE ONE-TIT WONDER

          

        

      

    

    
      Her name was Gazaga One-Tit, and she was desperate to sell me her vegetables.

      “You buy now!” she growled as she shoved a head of lettuce in my face.

      Her meaty fingers were carefully positioned over the wilted leaves, hoping I’d be too hungry or too stupid to notice.

      “I’ll pass for today, thanks,” I replied in the politest tone I could muster while still being firm.

      The half-orc merchants down here in the Crawl were notoriously pushy, even the ones with both tits and most of their teeth. If I so much as flashed one of the golden drakes in my coin purse, I’d have so many of them climbing over me that I’d have to fight my way out of the market.

      “Need strength!” she insisted. “Too pale. Not healthy!”

      “I’m fine, but I appreciate the concern,” I told her, doing my best imitation of the traditional orcish hand signal for polite dismissal. Most of the half breeds who lived down here held the orcish part of their heritage in much higher esteem than their elvish or human sides.

      Unfortunately, the gesture I was trying to mimic was precariously close to the one that expressed a desire to mate, a fact I only realized after I had gotten the last motions mixed up. And from the way Gazaga’s red eyes lit up in rage, it seemed likely she had misinterpreted my movements as sarcasm rather than an innocent error.

      Her bloodcurdling roar a moment later removed any doubt.

      “Sorry, wrong signal!” I said, holding up my hands in what I hoped was a universal gesture of contrition. “I didn’t mean to—”

      “Nenrak!”

      The guttural cry rolled through the bustling market like thunder, echoing off the high walls of the underground cavern. Heads turned for a solid thirty yards in every direction. My Orcish was a little rusty, but I knew the word for thief. And considering that I was the lone highborn elf in a sea of misbegotten outcasts who blamed my race for all their troubles, there wasn’t a chance in the Pale that anyone here would give me the benefit of the doubt.

      Groups of enraged locals converged on me from left, right, and behind, not merely orcs but several of the other common races that lived down here in the Crawl. A fish-headed skulloc, a hulking minotaur, even a few of the demon-tainted alushae. It was a hell of a diverse group, all united in their desire to beat the shit out a highborn elf who looked like he’d gotten off the wrong wyvern in the wrong neighborhood.

      I ducked beneath the huge hands of the first man who grabbed for me, then sucker-punched the one behind him in the hopes of dissuading anyone else from getting too close. Sadly, the rest of the incoming horde interpreted my self-defense as a call to arms, and by the time I’d taken off in a flat sprint, I had twice the number of people chasing me as before.

      I probably could have taken out a dozen of them before I was overwhelmed by sheer numbers. The twin scabbards on my left hip were intentionally battered and rusty to discourage anyone from looking too closely, but the instant I drew the shining moonsilver blades within, the sober and sane among the rabid throng would scurry back where they’d come from.

      The rest wouldn’t stop until this got blood, but I had no interest in hurting these people. Their lives were difficult enough without me cutting off their limbs, and the Crawl was the best place to find lichen for the elixir I needed to numb the pain from my unhealable chest wound. The people of the Crawl weren’t my enemies, no matter how many tits they may or may not have had.

      Rather than fight, I kept my blades sheathed as I dodged between bearded peddlers and hoary herb hawkers, scanning the narrow street for a potential escape route. Sadly, my options weren’t particularly encouraging. This part of the Crawl’s bazaar was essentially a loose circle of individual merchant stalls packed around a cluster of about twenty buildings. And only a single lane led in or out of the cavern.

      Running to the buildings in the center would be a death sentence since all the drunkest, stupidest, and angriest locals would be lurking around the tavern and the adjoining brothel. Heading for the way out wouldn’t be much better, since the foot traffic was always the absolute worst at the bottleneck before the crowd spilled out around the circular market like so much uncooked dough.

      “Raz!”

      I barely heard my name over the shouts and snarls of my pursuers as I dashed across the dirt street while plowing into almost everyone and everything along the way. There had to be a thousand people in this cozy section of the market alone, and since we were a solid five hundred yards below ground inside one of the vast, cavernous chambers of the Underworld, even loud, distinct voices often got lost in the oppressive echo unless you were standing right next to the speaker.

      But this speaker’s voice could cut through any din across virtually any distance. Normally, I only heard her call out my name after I’d been rutting her for several minutes, and those pleasant memories were enough for me to turn mid-stride and head in her direction.

      “This way, Raz!” she called out again. Despite the cacophony around me, her smooth, sultry voice sounded like she was whispering in my ear. “Hurry!”

      The trouble was, I didn’t actually see her anywhere up ahead. To my left was another packed row of merchant stalls around a massive straw effigy of their god, Kalhabek. Straight ahead was the path out of here, but the street was clogged with an incoming wagon surrounded by beefy-looking guards with beefier-looking weapons. And to my right…

      To my right, about thirty yards ahead, I saw a woman in a dark cloak beckoning me into an alley.

      “Come on, Raz. You have to trust me.”

      I snorted even while I ran. Trust was the absolute last thing I associated with Sabari the Siren. Fun? Sure. Beauty? Definitely. Twelve-hour-long fuckathons that left both of us so sore we could barely move for days afterward?

      Well, that had only happened once several years ago, but the fact I still remembered it so vividly was assuredly why my body automatically started veering toward the alley. Though, with my pursuers so hot on my tail, I didn’t see how one quick turn would make any difference. If anything, it might give them a chance to corner us in a dead-end.

      I was ten yards away when I felt a sudden and inexplicable burst of wind across my cheek, and someone across the street cried out in surprise. I turned my head just enough to see the massive effigy teeter on its base…and then collapse on top of the nearby merchant stalls.

      A wave of pure chaos rippled across the street. The shaman who’d been praying before the effigy screamed orcish curses so vile even I’d never heard them; the merchants who had been flattened by it scurried to salvage their wares. Everyone else had to close their eyes as the magical cyclone kicked up an itchy, stinging vortex of straw like a swarm of locusts.

      Eventually, the locals would figure out that someone had violated the unspoken rules of the market and channeled magic. But for now, the roiling whirlwind was all the cover I needed to vanish from sight and duck into the alley.

      Sabari and her partner were waiting for me there, both their shapely bodies concealed behind hooded cloaks. They gestured me to follow them around two more corners, and they didn’t stop until we were on the complete opposite side of the market in an unassuming dead-end alley about as far from the commotion as we could get.

      “Nice timing,” I said, trying not to sound as winded as I felt. Mostly because it was the macho thing to do, but also because I didn’t want them mothering me about not taking my elixirs as often as I should.

      “You seemed like you need our help, love,” Sabari said, her sultry voice even more irresistible now that I got to watch her ruby lips form the words. “We couldn’t live with ourselves if anything bad ever happened to you.”

      “Uh-huh,” I scoffed, trying to maintain my gruff exterior even as I found myself freshly ensorcelled by her ethereal beauty. If I didn’t know better, I could have easily mistaken her for a human. She had opened her cloak wide enough to give me an enticing glimpse of her slender, dancer’s body accentuated by her midriff-baring bandeau and flowing skirt. The small ruby in her belly ring was a perfect match for her bright red lips, both of which were a stark, alluring contrast to her dark eyes and the even darker shadow accentuating them.

      Sabari was the type of woman who could make a man hard with the sound of her voice, desperate at the sight of her body, and utterly paralyzed by the combination of the two. In fact, the only other woman I’d ever met who could even compete with her was standing right alongside her.

      “Did you not miss us, Raz?” the second woman asked with the kind of kicked-puppy voice that made me feel like a monster even though I knew it was bullshit. Her voice was breathier and higher pitched, with an exotic, tongue heavy Rivani accent that always made my nethers tingle.

      “Oh, I did,” I assured her as my eyes drifted downward. “Some parts more than others.”

      She hadn’t pulled back her hood, but the glow from her luminescent green eyes meant I could see her delicate features quite clearly. Unlike Sabari, Faradha had no chance of passing for a human or an elf. Her smooth, sky-blue skin was a clear marker of her djinn heritage, as was the subtle gust of wind that always seemed to follow her and keep her shoulder-length black hair moving even when she was standing completely still.

      Her cloak was also open just enough to reveal a golden metal top that was little more than a fancy bra, as well as a floor-length skirt with a long slit running up either side. Her belly jewel was a sapphire blue, and if I looked closely, I could see the same tiny flashes of lightning in the stone as within her eyes.

      Individually, either of these women could have convinced the most ardent monk to abandon his vow of chastity. Together, they were a force of nature—literally and metaphorically. After all, fey were primal spirits bound to the physical world, the mirror opposite of demons from the Pale. And for reasons I had never quite been able to fathom, these two bewitching beauties were absolutely obsessed with me.

      “Sabari wanted me to stay my hand and let you fight your way out,” Faradah said. “But I told her that even the legendary Sorekûl Drakath sometimes needs to rely on his wits rather than his blades.”

      I rolled my eyes at the title. “Dragon Slayer” sounded pretentious enough without using the Old Tongue, especially since I’d only ever killed one of them, and the festering scar he’d left in my chest would inevitably kill me right back.

      “What is it the two of you want?” I asked, tossing a glance back over my shoulder to ensure we weren’t being pursued.

      “It has been almost a year, love,” Sabari said, adopting the same kicked-puppy voice as her co-conspirator. “Don’t you at least want to buy us a drink before getting to business?”

      “We don’t have to go anywhere,” Faradah said, sidling up next to me and sliding her hand down my chest. Even through my partially unbuttoned white shirt, I could feel the static charge from her skin, especially when she grazed my vatari crystal necklace and the magic-hungry scar beneath it. Her fingers didn’t stop there, of course; they continued all the way down to my belt where they began to tease the buckle. “We could drink our fill right here.”

      I almost rolled my eyes again. I wasn’t immune to their charms, not by any stretch of the imagination, and the thought of firing a load down Faradah’s sweet blue throat was already making my manhood stiffen in anticipation. But I had spent enough time around them to understand when they were being genuinely playful versus when they were trying to manipulate me. This clearly fell into the latter category.

      “How about we start by having you tell me what this is really about,” I said, taking hold of her slender blue wrist and lifting it off me. “Because if it’s another one of your crazy schemes—”

      “There’s no scheme, love,” Sabari insisted. “We merely need your help.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “Truly,” Faradah said, her hand catching mine the moment I released her wrist. The tiny hairs on my arm lifted at her electric touch. “We are in great peril.”

      I sighed and glanced between them. Ordinarily, I didn’t have any trouble telling prospective clients to go fuck themselves but working with these two was…different. While they had never technically cheated me, they were also never completely honest about the jobs they offered me. More than once, my target had ended up being one of their earlier victims, and the task was always more complicated than advertised.

      But they did pay well, and they usually included a nice bonus, too. Fey of all varieties tended to forge strong relationships with one mortal in particular, and I was definitely their chosen “anchor” to the physical world. Besides, no matter how sour I got when I inevitably learned how they’d only told me half the story, the night after I finished the job was always worth it.

      “All right, fine,” I said, crossing my arms over my chest to really sell the sour grapes attitude. It was a habit that typically drove up my asking price, though it probably wouldn’t work on them. “What’s the problem this time?”

      “It is very serious, Raz,” Faradah said, the playful glint in her eyes fading. “We have been robbed.”

      I blinked. If this was a prank, it was one they hadn’t used before. I had to give them points for that.

      “Robbed?” I asked. “Robbed of something you owned…or of something you stole?”

      “It is not what you think,” Sabari said, her voice uncharacteristically grave. “There is a new player in Vimaldis, a scion of House Tynov. He has established an arcane laboratory just outside the city.”

      “Okay,” I said, frowning. “But what does he have to do with the two of you?”

      The girls shared a glance.

      “This scion, Lord Pherion,” Sabari said. “He is in possession of our binding stones.”

      The air rushed out of my lungs as if I’d taken a punch to the stomach. “What?” I gasped. “But you have them right there!”

      I pointed at their belly rings. The pretty stones weren’t merely there to draw attention to their taut, smooth stomachs, though it was a pleasant side effect.

      Sabari shook her head. “I’m afraid they are not real.”

      Waving her hand, she dispelled the glamour she had apparently woven over them. The navel rings and the stones within promptly vanished.

      “How in the name of the Pale could you possibly lose your bloody binding stones?”

      “They weren’t lost—they were stolen!” Faradah said, voice trembling. “By Pherion Tynov.”

      My mouth opened and closed twice before my voice returned. I understood that they weren’t truly mortal creatures like the rest of us; their minds ran under very different rules. But if I’d had a magical gem that would allow someone to control me, I sure as hell wouldn’t keep it where someone could steal it. Half the reason they put them in those belly rings rather than a necklace or bracelet was due to how much harder they were to remove.

      In fact, the only time I’d ever seen them removed was when they temporarily gave them to me so we could have some kinky fun…

      “Maybe you should start at the beginning,” I suggested, trying not to lose my patience. “Like explaining how and why you took them off in the first place.”

      “It is nothing like you think, Raz,” Faradah said almost pleadingly, as if she were terrified that I’d think less of her. “We were merely making a deal!”

      “Lord Pherion is an artificer of some skill, or so we were told,” Sabari explained. “We informed him that we were in possession of two rare gemstones that we would allow him to study in exchange for a tour of his new laboratory in the mountains.”

      I shook my head in disbelief. “You let an artificer play with your binding stones? Are you mad?”

      “We took precautions!” Faradah said. “We only gave him a few hours to study the stones. And we took turns with one of us watching him while the other explored his lab in search of…um…useful things.”

      It took all my self-control not to slam my palm into my forehead. “So, one of you robbed him blind while the other kept an eye on him.”

      “He is a sorcerer, love,” Sabari reminded me, planting a delicate hand on her hip. “A lord of Tel Kithas who has so much while the people in Vimaldis have so little.”

      “And I’m sure you intended to hand everything you stole over to the closest orphanage,” I countered. “Fine. So let me guess, he didn’t give the stones back?”

      “He did, but—” Faradah’s voice abruptly died off, and she looked at her more poised companion.

      “The ones he returned to us were fakes,” Sabari said. “I don’t understand how he did it, but by the time we realized what had happened, it was too late.”

      It was, I decided, a cautionary tale of getting exactly what one deserved, and if I didn’t know anything else about this Pherion or how binding stones worked, I might have just left it at that. But Sabari was right—I had no love for the sorcerer lords of Tel Kithas. They ruled this land with an iron fist, and House Tynov in particular had a reputation for cruelty and pettiness. They hadn’t produced a single dragon from their bloodline in generations, and there were even rumors about some of their scions resorting to shadow magic to heighten their power.

      Besides, I obviously couldn’t allow anyone to have the girls’ stones. They were practically slave collars for fey.

      “We don’t think that he knows exactly what they are yet,” Sabari said. “Otherwise, he surely would have ordered us to return what we stole from him.”

      “Or do something worse,” I muttered. “But I’m surprised that an artificer wouldn’t know what he was dealing with, especially if he went to all that effort to create forgeries.”

      “He is inexperienced and low in status,” Sabari said. “He is the fifth son of Lord Tynov’s seventh wife.”

      I scoffed in disgust. How the lords of Tel Kithas kept track of all their kids was beyond me. They were worse than the average orc chieftain. In the old days, the highborn used to limit themselves to a few wives each, but the Dragon Sovereign had been retiring many of the old traditions to combat the Blood Drought. With fewer dragons born every year, the temptation to have even more wives and more children grew. Given Tynov’s declining fortunes, the house patriarch had probably been pumping out new spawn as quickly as he could.

      “So where is this laboratory of his, exactly?” I asked.

      “Several miles deep in the Drowned Gulch,” Sabari said.

      I nodded thoughtfully. The gulch was only about five miles out of town across the arid plains. It wasn’t normally a dangerous trip, but with mating season over, at least one flock of Ayrogi would be hunting in that part of the mountains. The three of us would be tempting targets for the flying scavengers…

      But there was nothing for it. I could see about a dozen holes in this story of theirs, and they obviously knew something they weren’t telling me. But the one thing they wouldn’t lie about was their binding stones, and I wasn’t going to sit here and let some idiot highborn fail-son get his hands on them.

      “If you cannot help us, Raz, I don’t know who can!” Faradah exclaimed, sounding near tears. “Please!”

      Her rather quick transition from exotic seductress to terrified damsel would have seemed forced if I didn’t know her, but djinn were notoriously flighty. This was one was no exception. When Sabari beckoned the other woman back to her side, Faradah immediately obeyed, burying her head in the crook of the siren’s neck like a child who needed soothing.

      “What kind of protection does he have?” I asked. “I assume you had a nice look around.”

      “Far less than you would expect,” Sabari said. “Tynov has no Wyrmidons to spare, nor any Blade Dancers or even Chosen. There were only a few house guards.”

      “Could be worse,” I said, taking a deep breath and glancing back out into the street behind us. I could still hear distant shouting from the chaos, but my pursuers would eventually keep looking for me. I couldn’t afford to stick around here much longer anyway.

      “You will help us, Raz?” Faradah asked. Her dark eyelashes may not have literally started fluttering, but from the pleading note in her voice, they may as well have.

      “Three hundred,” I said. “And since it’s you, I’ll need it all in advance.”

      “We don’t have that much!” the djinn exclaimed. “Not after…”

      They shared yet another look.

      “We can pay you double, but only afterward,” Sabari said. “And there will be a bonus at the end.”

      I grumbled audibly as if I were seriously considering rejecting them. I would have done it for free, but they didn’t need to know that.

      “Double,” I said. “Let’s get moving.”
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      The arid plains outside Vimaldis were a stark contrast to the verdant valleys of the north, as well as a creeping reminder of the slow, slithering desiccation of a land that had once been as lush as the forests of Falinor a thousand miles to the east. I’d once heard a cartographer describe the plains as a brushstroke away from desolation, but right now, as the blazing sun beat down upon us, I wondered if that brushstroke of his was as thin as a quill’s tip. I was hot, I was miserable, and it was only going to get worse the farther we traveled.

      “The gulch is only a few more miles away,” Sabari said, as if the distance was barely a concern. “And the laboratory is only two miles from there.”

      “No problem,” I grumbled, pulling the hood of my white traveling cloak even farther over my head. I almost wished I hadn’t bothered throwing on my brigandine coat. “As long as nothing tries to eat us along the way.”

      Sabari was draped in a similar traveling cloak like mine, though the heat didn’t seem to bother her in the slightest. Her body was every bit as vulnerable to the environment as mine, but all sirens had a gift for illusion magic. Even if she was sweating, I’d never see it.

      Faradah didn’t even have to pretend. Ever since we’d left Vimaldis, she had dispensed with her cloak and put her blue skin on full display. She couldn’t burn like we could, and her natural affinity for air magic meant that a cool breeze always followed her around, perpetually fluttering her hair and skirt as well as keeping her cool.

      Occasionally, she would send a little of that breeze my way, though she never kept it up for more than a few seconds. If she were a normal sorceress, I might have assumed that she was merely worried about invoking the wrath of the Flensing, but djinn couldn’t over-channel like mortal sorcerers. Fey were creatures of magic; its currents weren’t toxic to them.

      No, with the sudden brightening of her mercurial mood now that we were outside, I could only assume she was intentionally teasing me with a bit of pleasure to ameliorate the pain. It wouldn’t be the first time.

      But despite the dryness and heat, we nonetheless made respectable time to our destination. The Drowned Gulch went on for miles, coiling through the mountains while cradling a shallow stream. Compared to the relentless brown of the dusty plains leading up to it, the whole region was a veritable painter’s palette of vibrant colors, from the crystal-blue water to the ruddy-orange rock faces to the washed-out green of the thorny vegetation along the banks. The sloping overhang crowning the ravine was perhaps its most striking feature; the blazing sun’s millennia-long offensive had bleached most of the rock an ivory white. The pearly brilliance was only broken by the occasional splash of pink on sections fortunate enough to be shaded by the mountain.

      Most of the gulch’s interior was cast in shadow by the immense overhang that sometimes made it seem more like a cavern than a ravine. Wherever the overhang broke, glittering pillars of light poured down through the intermittent gaps. In the middle of the day, with the sun blazing through the openings at full bore, the contrast between the lit and shaded areas was shockingly stark. But at night, when the clear moon filtered through instead, the gulch became hauntingly beautiful…and more than a little spooky.

      Before we entered, I paused at the entrance and took a careful look around. The girls frowned in near unison at my behavior.

      “Is something wrong, love?” Sabari asked, her brows arched as I knelt and examined one of the thornbushes.

      “Not yet,” I said, checking for any signs that the brush had been recently chopped. “But the Ayrogi like to set up thornbush barriers to hem in their prey so they can’t run. Sometimes they’ll just take the thorns and sprinkle them around like caltrops.”

      “The Sorekûl Drakath is wise indeed,” Faradah said, pressing her hands together as if in glee. “It always brings such pleasure to watch him work.”

      I managed not to groan as I continued my search. I didn’t see any signs of tampering, neither here nor further down. And after another ten minutes of poking around for similar clues, I decided we’d gotten lucky and pressed on.

      We were about a mile deep when I realized I was mistaken.

      “Oh, dear,” Sabari sighed when we spotted the macabre totem awaiting us further down the ravine. “This was not here when we passed through days ago.”

      “No, I bet it wasn’t,” I said, my hand reflexively falling to the scabbards on my hip. “This is a fresh kill.”

      Directly ahead, parked in the center of the stream almost like a stalagmite growing out of the water, was a ten-foot-wide, thirty-foot-tall finger of rock stretching toward the overhanging ceiling. We had passed plenty of similar formations along our way, and the gurgling splash of the stream splitting around them was normally quite relaxing.

      The trouble was that this one had an Ayrogi body pinned to it with a javelin.

      “Stay here,” I said, my left hand gesturing for the girls to wait while my right unsheathed a sword and held it protectively in front of me.

      I momentarily considered drawing the crossbow clamped to my other hip instead, then dismissed the notion and crept toward the corpse. As I drew closer, I realized the kill may not have been as fresh as I’d first thought. The blood staining the rock had long since dried, and birds had already picked at the corpse. It seemed oddly cannibalistic given that the Ayrogi were basically five-foot-tall humanoid vultures. From the way that this one’s spindly neck had been twisted, he’d probably been dead before his killers had decided to hang him up.

      “What should we do, Raz?” Faradah asked nervously. “Does this mean we are in danger? Should we go back to—”

      “Just stay there,” I soothed, glancing back and holding up a hand in a calming gesture. I doubted I would ever understand how an immortal being with the ability to control air and shoot lightning from her fingertips could be so skittish.

      “Perhaps the flock are fighting again,” Sabari suggested as she calmly glanced around the gulch. “They could have set out a grisly totem to mark their territory.”

      I shook my head as I stepped closer to the body, my eyes on full lookout for potential traps. This was definitely a good spot for an ambush—there were several wide openings in the overhang above, any of which would make for a wonderful marksman’s perch if an archer could get up there. And considering the Ayrogi could fly, an obstacle like height wasn’t much of an issue for them. The gulch was also quite a bit wider here, and the giant boulders about forty yards ahead could easily conceal several attackers.

      “It’s possible, but I’ve never heard of one making a trophy out of another flock member before,” I said. “Plenty of other creatures do, just not ones who frequent these mountains.”

      “Orcs, perhaps?” Sabari suggested.

      “Maybe, but the orc tribes in this region are capable smiths. I don’t know why they’d bother with a javelin made out of bone unless…”

      I trailed off when the revelation hit me, and I looked around with renewed vigor for any signs of clawed footprints in the mud.

      “Tirzak,” Sabari reasoned. “The mantis warriors only use bone weaponry. But there hasn’t been a clutch this close to Vimaldis in many years.”

      “Things change,” I said. “We need to—”

      A deep, throaty chitter echoed off the walls of the ravine as a pair of fearsome, four-armed mantis warriors leaned out from the edge of the overhang above us and attacked. They weren’t using bows, thank the gods, but I knew better than to underestimate their strange throwing knives. One of the star-shaped blades of sharpened bone came whirling straight at my neck, and I barely had time to raise my sword to deflect it before it separated my head from my body.

      The second projectile followed too quickly for me to counter. The best I could do was swivel my body sideways to minimize my profile, but it still sliced a nasty gash through my leather trousers and upper thigh. I growled under my breath even as I glanced behind me to ensure the girls stayed back out of harm’s way.

      Sabari had already dropped to a crouch and pulled Faradah down with her. The djinn’s frightful scream pierced my ears; she seemed on the verge of cowering into a helpless ball. But Sabari was already whispering soothingly into her friend’s ear, and it only took a moment for her encouraging words to sink in.

      And then, Faradah became a completely different woman.

      Throwing up her hands, the djinn unleashed a violent blast of air at the Tirzak ambushers above us. One disappeared as the solid winds pummeled him backward, but the other wasn’t so lucky. The blast struck him unevenly, spinning him around and causing him to lose his balance. He toppled from his perch and crashed down on the rocky floor of the gulch with a disgusting crunch as his carapace shattered on impact.

      But it was far from over. Tirzak were skilled and deadly hunters, and they nearly always traveled in packs. With their initial ambush thwarted, more of the mantis warriors emerged from behind the distant boulders I’d been wary of. There were three groups of three warriors each, spread perhaps twenty yards apart. All of them were ready to charge.

      In the stories the townsfolk out here in the Reach liked to tell about Rasmus the Scarred, legendary Dragon Slayer, nine-to-one odds was practically an afternoon warmup. But in reality…

      Well, actually, in this case they were probably right.

      “Stay back!” I warned over the howling windstorm as I clutched the charged vatari crystal hanging around my neck. I squeezed, releasing the magic stored within. Energy flooded through me, sinking into my scar, which greedily devoured every spark. And as it fed, my true power was released.

      The power of the Sorekûl Drakath.

      I didn’t claim to fully understand the bizarre nature of my abilities, especially since I barely remembered anything about my past before I’d fought that damn dragon. But somehow, the lingering wound I’d suffered from that battle had transformed me from a fate-cursed elf without a spark of sorcerous potential into what I was today.

      Not merely a man, but a magic-devouring monster who hunted other monsters. And who was really fucking good at it.

      Drawing my second sword, I charged the group to my left. For all their hunting skills, Tirzak weren’t particularly bright or adaptable. The quicker you could disrupt their plan by getting in their face, the better.

      The bug man at the front of their tiny formation was armed with a weird, double-tipped spear-staff, while the other two carried bone hatchets and more of the star-shaped throwing knives. The first one set himself against my reckless charge as if I were cavalry, probably hoping I would impale myself and make things easy for him. But now that I’d fed it the magic it so desperately craved, my scar had rewarded me with twice the strength and thrice the speed of any normal elf. Swifter than wind, stronger than steel. A split second before he stabbed me with the spear, I slid beneath his lunge and sliced low across his body.

      Tirzak shells were tough, but they were no match for my moonsilver blades. I severed one of his legs cleanly at the knee, then rolled clear of the spray of green blood as his agonized chitters reverberated up and down the ravine.

      His partners were quick, I had to give them that. They both turned and hurled one of their star-knives at me, assuming I wouldn’t be able to dodge at point-blank range.

      They were half-right: even as I twisted away from the first knife, the second struck me in the shoulder. My boiled leather pauldron absorbed most of the blow, though it still hurt like bloody hell.

      But nothing as quaint as pain could stop me, not after my scar had been awakened. Bracing my feet against the rocky ground to halt the momentum from my initial charge, I lunged back into the fray. The Tirzak met me with their axes this time, but they were crude weapons meant for a chaotic melee, not a duel against a stronger, faster, and dramatically more skilled opponent. A pair of severed bug arms joined the gushing leg on the ground. Two slashes and one thrust through the heart later, the rest of their bodies joined them.

      Their feelers had barely stopped twitching by the time the second group was swarming over me. They weren’t any more cautious than the others, other than the fact they tried to throw their knives at me before engaging with their axes. But with the extra speed from my scar, it was a trivial matter to roll away from the spinning weapons and out of the slick pools of blood that might cost me my precious footing.

      I became a blur of leather and steel as the Tirzak descended upon me. My swords hacked through carapace and chitin, and my brigandine was soon splattered with gore. As the last member of the pack fell before me, his impaled thorax spouting a geyser of blood, I caught a glimpse of movement from the corner of my eye as the final group rushed toward Faradah and Sabari.

      There was no possible way I could intercept them in time, and Faradah was still engrossed sending blast after blast of air up through the overhang to ward off the Tirzak above. Sabari didn’t have any weapons or offensive magic at her disposal…

      But she did have something every bit as powerful.

      The forlorn melody filled the ravine as she opened her ruby lips. Her voice was so smooth, so rich, so captivating that it could bring a deaf man to his knees. Even having heard the song countless times before, my mind threatened to go blank. My swords nearly slipped from my grip as I became entranced by her call…

      Focus! I commanded myself. Breathe!

      The stench of the corpses surrounding me proved to be my salvation. Sucking in a deep, putrid breath, I refocused my attention and dashed to aid the girls. The last Tirzak were only a few yards away from them now, and Sabari seemed so delicate and helpless standing there at Faradah’s side. But while the mantis warriors weren’t truly men—or at least, not the type who needed their balls drained by beautiful women like elves or orcs or even humans—they still weren’t entirely immune to the siren’s call.

      They slowed their formerly reckless charge as they drew close, their antennae twitching in curiosity at the enchanting tune. And the delay gave Faradah all the time she needed to realize their peril, then harness and redirect her powers.

      The air buzzed like a bassline behind Sabari’s song, and sparks of electricity suddenly raced down the djinn’s slender blue arms. Pointing almost casually at the nearest Tirzak, she launched a brilliant bolt of lightning from her outstretched fingertip and burned a hole right through its armored torso. The bolt arced back and forth between the others, roasting the entire group inside their shells.

      And then it was over.

      I kept a wary eye on the overhang for several seconds, wondering if any more of the creatures might emerge to launch another attack. But if anyone up there had survived, they’d apparently had the good sense to turn and run back to their clutch rather than continue a hopeless hunt.

      “I forgot what a joy it is to watch you fight.” Sabari’s lips curled into a smile as the last notes of her song faded, and her brown eyes studied the gore splattered across my armor in amusement. “But perhaps you should take a dip in the stream before we continue?”

      I grunted as I lowered my blades and caught my breath. The surge of power in my scar was already starting to ebb, and I wasn’t looking forward to the painful crash that would inevitably follow. Still, at least the energy had already mended the minor wounds I’d suffered in the skirmish. If only it could mend the tears in my clothes and armor so easily.

      “We shouldn’t linger,” I said. “There’s always a chance the rest of their clutch is camped nearby, and I’d rather not have to fight through all of them.”

      “Wise and powerful,” Faradah said giddily, sparks flying from her fingertips as she clapped her hands. All traces of the fear that had nearly consumed her were gone. “I knew you would help us, Raz!”

      I glanced behind me at the corpses, my nose curling at the acrid odor of ozone. I wasn’t convinced they’d even needed my help.

      “This trip isn’t over yet,” I muttered. “Let’s go find this thief.”
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      The crash when the power faded from my scar wasn’t as painful as I’d feared, but it was painful enough. My chest burned as if I’d impaled myself with molten metal straight out of the forge. I had learned to hide it pretty well, though, and I made sure to walk far enough ahead of the girls that I could cringe and grit my teeth in peace while the agony gradually receded.

      I didn’t understand precisely what caused the backlash any more than I understood how the scar worked. I’d heard tales of the famed Blade Dancers suffering similar effects from their vatari tattoos, albeit less severe. The principle seemed similar: their markings absorbed magic to give them power, just like my scar. The difference was that their markings didn’t seem to grow more ravenous with each use.

      Blade Dancers also got to look sexy when they took their shirts off, while I just had this nasty purple gash in my sternum. It hardly seemed fair.

      The pain had mostly subsided to a dull throb by the time we reached the sorcerer’s lair, though I had a feeling I’d need to draw more power from my crystal before this was over…unless Tynov was stupid enough to blast me with his magic and feed my hunger the old-fashioned way instead. He wouldn’t be the first sorcerer arrogant enough to try.

      According to my companions, the laboratory was inside a cave along the western wall of the gulch. The entrance proved difficult to see between the long shadows cast by the overhang and a thatch of nearby thornbushes, to the point I might have missed it altogether if Sabari hadn’t been there to show me.

      The three of us took cover behind an oversized boulder once the entrance came into view. Signaling the girls to stay put, I scouted around for any guards or traps. But my cursory sweep of the nearby area once again didn’t reveal anything, hidden or otherwise.

      “Not a single man watching the entrance?” I asked.

      “He is confident that his wards are sufficient to repel potential thieves,” Sabari said. “But they will not stop you.”

      I frowned skeptically. Even in the major cities where sorcerers ruled over everyone else, they still employed plenty of guards at their estates. If nothing else, they needed a defense against their rival houses. But out here in the wild, with Ayrogi and Tirzak and a wide variety of actual monsters, leaving your front door wide open seemed especially foolish.

      Not to mention suspicious.

      “I don’t suppose there’s anything else you want to tell me?” I asked. “Some major detail you conveniently forgot until the last moment?”

      “We’ve told you everything, Raz,” Faradah said, once again reverting to her kicked-puppy tone. “Why would we lie about something so serious?”

      “I don’t know, but it wouldn’t be the first time.”

      “Whatever guardians he may have within will be no match for you,” Sabari said. “But if he has discovered the nature of our binding stones, we may not be able to assist you.”

      There was something in the way she said the words—a stumble in her normally smooth cadence—that set off a warning bell in the back of my mind. Both girls looked like they wanted to say something but couldn’t bring themselves to do so…

      “Right,” I said, a pit twisting in my stomach as something finally clicked in the back of my mind. “But I don’t suppose you can just wait outside, either?”

      “No,” Sabari said, her brown eyes looking deep into mine. “We cannot.”

      I nodded as my suspicions were confirmed then swore under my breath. Still, this did explain why there were no guards…and why, if I had to guess, any magical wards inside the cave had likely already been disabled.

      Rising from behind the boulder, suddenly quite certain that nothing would happen to me until I was standing face-to-face with this Tynov scion, I drew my crossbow and loaded three of the specialized bolts from my ammo case. Each bolt clicked as it slid home in the mechanical cartridge. The vatari crystal tips sacrificed range and punching power compared to normal iron or steel broadheads, but they were the weapon of choice when fighting sorcerers.

      “Then we might as well get this over with, huh?” I asked lightly, keeping the crossbow in my left hand and drawing a blade in the other. “Let’s go.”

      The girls followed behind me in uncharacteristic silence, and I didn’t bother breaking it. If history were any guide, this sorcerer’s trap would probably be overly elaborate and not as clever as he thought.

      The entrance to the cave was narrow and natural, though it didn’t take long for both of those variables to change. Perhaps ten yards in, the rough walls turned smooth and straight, and there was even a carpet on the floor and lit torch sconces on the walls. It seemed more like we had entered a furnished basement rather than a cavern in the middle of the wilderness.

      The passage eventually reached a split with two paths, one leading further down and the other continuing onward the same direction we were going. The girls gestured toward the latter, and I continued with my weapons clutched firmly in hand.

      Half a minute later, the passage opened up into a large, circular chamber that seemed like a combination of a sitting room and a library from a nobleman’s estate. A plush couch dominated the center, flanked on either side by elaborate matching divans as well as a small table. Bookshelves lined the walls, but they were stacked so high there was a semicircular balcony complete with a railing about fifteen feet in the air.

      And sitting on the couch waiting for us, a goblet in his right hand and something unseen clutched in the other, was an elven man wearing a pristine blue-white robe. His skin was as alabaster-pale as most highborn whose lifestyle kept them out of the sun, and he even had a silly silver circlet upon his brow as if I’d caught him playing dress-up.

      Standing next to the couch, a scowl on its bovine face, was a hulking minotaur bodyguard holding a massive ax that probably weighed as much as I did.

      “Come in, come in…” The elf beckoned. “And here I was worried you might have gotten lost.”

      I was about twenty yards away when I first spotted the man and his beast. If I’d been any closer, I might have just shot him with my crossbow right then and there. But the range was too far to waste the precious bolt, especially since the minotaur was in a decent position to intercept it.

      “Don’t be shy, step forward!” Pherion Tynov said, setting down his goblet but keeping his other hand firmly shut. “Haven’t I made you feel at home? I did leave the door wide open for you.”

      “Thanks,” I grunted, locking eyes with the minotaur. He looked a bit on the older side, though it was difficult to tell aside from the tufts of white fur around his snout.

      “There’s nothing for you to worry about here,” the sorcerer went on. “After all, I am but a humble sorcerer, and you are the great Magic Eater. Or do you prefer Monster Hunter? Or perhaps Dragon Slayer?”

      “Which one gets you to shut up and tell me what’s going on?”

      Pherion chuckled softly. “Yes, these beautiful ladies warned me that you had your own unique brand of charm. For once, I see they were telling the truth.”

      I glanced back over my shoulder. Sabari and Faradah stood several yards behind me, having stopped the moment we entered the rom. They both wore remorseful looks on their normally joyful faces.

      “The Grand Magistrix herself once told me that demons will never speak truth if a lie will suffice,” the sorcerer went on. “But she underestimates the spirits who dwell on this side of the Pale. Fey and demons are more similar than different. They are all creatures of chaos who desperately need a mortal mind to guide them.”

      “Or control them?” I asked bitterly, gesturing to his closed hand. “Not to spoil your dramatic reveal.”

      Pherion smiled darkly as he opened his fist and revealed the binding stones within his palm. “Oh, it’s quite all right,” he said, rising to his feet. “I assumed you’d figure it out sooner or later. Honestly, once the creatures told me that you were quite fond of them, I realized the truth would only provide you with that much more motivation to come.”

      “We are sorry, Raz!” Faradah pleaded, voice shaking. “He didn’t—”

      “Enough!” Pherion growled, holding out the stones. “Now, get on your knees where you belong. Both of you!”

      The girls obeyed without hesitation. Normally, seeing them kneeling sent an eager rush of blood to my loins, but watching this seventh-rate sorcerer boss them around just set my blood on fire. I took another step forward, mentally calculating how close I wanted to be before I pulled the trigger…

      “That’s better,” the sorcerer sneered. “You see, some creatures just need to be put in their place.”

      “Drop the stones,” I said coldly, “and I’ll consider letting you walk out of here with all your fingers.”

      His grin turned even darker. “All in good time, my friend. But first, I wanted to take the opportunity to get to know you better. You are a legend, after all—a traitorous highborn who murders his own people at the behest of miscreants and fools.”

      “So, what, you think you can kill me and claim the bounty? Is that it?”

      “You make it sound so mundane, my friend! There are many people in the capital who want you dead…including the Dragon Sovereign himself.”

      “Too bad for him,” I grumbled, noting that the minotaur still hadn’t reacted to my slow encroachment. “But if you used those stones to force the girls to bring me here, surely you also used it to ask them about me. They must have told you what I’m capable of.”

      “Oh, they did,” Pherion confirmed as he twirled Faradah’s sapphire navel ring between his fingers. “In exquisite detail. The man they describe has the martial skills of a Dal’Rethi Blade Dancer combined with the hunting and tracking prowess of the best ranger from Falinor. Impressive by any standards.”

      He closed his hand around the gemstone again. “But they also described your bizarre wound to me. An interesting phenomenon, to be sure. It’s no wonder you’ve surprised so many unsuspecting channelers over the past few years.”

      “But not you,” I said.

      “Not me,” he agreed. “You see, the Dragon Sovereign himself has placed a bounty on your head—fifty thousand drakes to anyone who can bring the head of the Sorekûl Drakath back to Tel Kithas. It’s quite a sum, isn’t it? Enough to make your life quite miserable. I imagine it’s only a matter of time before the news reaches every backwater in the realm, even out here in the Reach. And then, my scarred friend, you will quite literally have nowhere left to go.”

      “I’ll manage,” I said, taking another step forward. “But for now, I’m going to give you one more chance to drop those stones and go back to…whatever it is seventh-rate sons do. Maybe throw a party in your villa for all the other scions whose mothers are so far down the wife list they don’t even get numbers?”

      I had the satisfaction of watching the smarmy grin finally melt from his lips.

      “You have no idea how much I’m going to enjoy this,” he seethed. “It would have been bad enough if you were a human dog or orc savage, but the fact that you’re a traitor…I’ll make sure the Grand Magistrix finds a way to preserve that head of yours when it’s mounted on a spike before the palace gates.”

      “Run, Raz!” Sabari shouted from behind me. “You can’t—”

      “That’s quite enough from you,” Pherion said sharply. “Just sit there and watch while I show this toy of yours the price of treachery.”

      “You had your chance,” I said. “Too bad.”

      Taking a last step forward, I fired the crossbow at his chest.

      The minotaur didn’t move to defend his master. He didn’t need to. An instant before the bolt struck home, the sorcerer vanished…and reappeared a few feet away, along with three exact copies of himself scattered about the room, including two on the library balcony above.

      “Fool!” all four of the copies spat. “Did you seriously believe I would go to all this trouble only to let you murder me in my own sanctum?”

      “Well, you do live in a cave,” I said with a shrug. “You clearly aren’t the brightest lantern in the family barn.”

      I glanced between the images to see if I could discern which was the real one. Illusion magic was powerful, but amateurs often made mistakes. Sabari had taught me to look for the slightest imperfections...

      But for all his arrogance, this little house turd did have some skill. He had every detail down pat, from the girly frills on the sleeves of his robe to the sparkle of the silver tiara around his head.

      “Nice trick,” I said, flicking the reloading cartridge on the crossbow to load in another bolt.

      “It’s time to teach you the penalty for insolence,” Pherion said. “Grosk, if you’d be so kind as to bring me the head of this cretin…”

      The minotaur lifted his ax and strode forward. Faradah gasped behind me. I could hardly blame her for being concerned. The beast-man was easily twice my size and around three times my weight, and I hadn’t bothered to feed my scar with energy yet. Even without his weapon, he could pulp me with a single brutish punch.

      Still, I didn’t panic. As the monster stomped toward me, cloven feet pounding on the stone floor, I caught the subtle wobble in his gait—probably an old wound that had never fully healed. As far as weaknesses went, it wasn’t much.

      But it was enough.

      The minotaur roared when he got close, but the way he favored his left leg caused the slightest hesitation when he set his feet, opening an almost imperceptible gap in his defenses. He lifted his weapon, and the moment he reached the apex of his chopping motion, I rolled to my right and plunged the tip of my blade through his ribcage into his heart.

      He might have been dead before his body hit the ground; it was difficult to know for sure. But regardless, the wheeze that escaped his lungs when he collapsed was as unceremonious as it was anticlimactic.

      “Okay,” I said, wrenching my blade free and glaring at the mirror images around the chamber. “Hope you weren’t overpaying him.”

      I had expected the sorcerer to shit his pants and start begging me for mercy, though I would have settled for him gaping in astonishment. When he just laughed instead, I wondered if he might have actually been more powerful than I realized…or perhaps merely less sane.

      “Excellent,” Pherion said, clapping his hands together. “Better than I could have imagined. Wouldn’t you agree, my dears?”

      “Let us go now, and he won’t do the same to you,” Sabari said.

      “It’s too late for that,” I said, baring my teeth as I lunged for the closest image to the left side of the couch. I swiped my blade across its throat…and unsurprisingly, it vanished into nothingness.

      Pherion chortled in amusement. “I harbored no illusions about Grosk killing the notorious Slayer of the Reach,” he said. “At least, not without help…”

      The three remaining duplicates all thrust out their hands, and the air began to hiss and pop as if it had suddenly been set on fire. I knew the sound well. It fit the rumors I’d heard about House Tynov’s desperation for power at any cost.

      He wasn’t merely a sorcerer—he was a warlock. A Palerender.

      “You see, these spirits of yours are more than just delicate beauties,” Pherion said as green fire engulfed the hands of all his images. “They are also the fuel for your destruction.”

      Sabari and Faradah shrieked when the Palefire engulfed the binding stones in his palm. Grimacing, I lunged across the chamber to the other image…but once again, it dissipated when my blade swept through its neck, leaving only the two images on the library balcony above.

      “Here is your monster, Slayer,” the sorcerer sneered. “And your doom!”

      The sizzling hiss in the air twisted into a full-blown keen as he sundered the barrier between the physical world and the Pale. He wrenched a demonic spirit from its prison…

      And directed it into the corpse of the minotaur lying in a pool of blood.

      I was no stranger to the horrors of possession. Demons could linger in the physical world by inhabiting a host body, even a dead one. I had fought quite a few of them over the years, though typically only after they had possessed a body long enough for it to take on the grotesque visage of their true form.

      The minotaur, conveniently, didn’t need a demon’s help to grow horns or fur or cloven feet. It had the complete package prepped and ready to go the instant the spirit entered the body. So, when the former corpse suddenly inhaled sharply and its once-dead eyes blazed a bright, malefic red, I couldn’t think of anything clever to say.

      “Shit,” I hissed, dropping my crossbow and clutching the charged crystal around my neck.

      A surge of power raced through me even as the creature snarled and lumbered back to its feet.

      “You call Raz a traitor,” Faradah spat through clenched teeth. “Yet you violate Imperial law with shadow magic?”

      “I’ll just have to tell the Dragon Sovereign that I killed this wretch myself,” Pherion said. “Now, beast…destroy the Magic Eater! Obey me, and you may feast on the fey. You can even take one of their bodies to wear as your own if you like.”

      The demon probably didn’t need any more motivation to kill me, but it still snarled as it picked up its ax and charged. A minute earlier, I hadn’t needed the power from my scar to overcome the beast’s enormous advantage in size and strength. But with the might and fury of a demon augmenting it further, that had changed. I didn’t stand a chance in a fair fight…or even one where I cheated.

      I leapt away the demon’s first arcing swipe a heartbeat before it cleaved me in half, then tucked myself into a ball and rolled before its follow-up chop transformed me into a bloody smear on the rug. I slashed my blade across its meaty haunch while I tumbled past, spraying blood across the sorcerer’s fancy couch. But pain was rarely an obstacle to a possessed body, let alone a demon who fed upon agony as if it were a delicacy.

      “Even if you strike it down, I’ll summon more,” Pherion’s last two images taunted. “Hack off its limbs, spill its innards…it makes no difference, Dragon Slayer. These precious stones have enough fuel to summon an entire army!”

      The demon roared and charged me again, denying me the opportunity for witty repartee. This time I stood my ground, however, drawing my off-hand sword and crossing both blades in front of me to block his downward slash. I lowered my right arm the instant our weapons clashed, allowing its momentum to carry the blade of his ax downward to its left. I then pulled back, planning to skewer its flank with a double-bladed thrust…but the demon lashed out with its right arm and slammed its forearm into my chin.

      It was a miracle I didn’t lose any teeth. I didn’t even remember the time between the impact of his arm and when I found myself lying slouched against the wall. I tasted and then felt blood dribbling over my lips. My eyes focused enough to see my swords lying on the floor well out of reach. I must have flown a solid five yards before colliding with the wall.

      “Perhaps I’ll summon a demon to wear your corpse as well,” Pherion taunted again. “Why bother carrying your rotting head all the way to Tel Kithas when a demon could do it for me?”

      “Raz!” Sabari called out. “Remember how to—”

      “Silence!” Pherion snarled, holding up the stones. “Seal those pretty lips of yours until I command otherwise, hmm?”

      The siren’s mouth clamped shut as the demon lumbered toward me, red eyes blazing and ax clutched menacingly in both hands. In a few heartbeats, it would be close enough to cut me in half…but I wasn’t really looking at the beast. I was looking at Sabari.

      Or rather, what she was looking at.

      Forced into silence by the sorcerer’s command, she had resorted to a simpler way of getting her message across. She was staring hard at the illusory image on the right side of the balcony. I might not have been able to tell them apart from the real thing, but I had no doubt that she could.

      I had no way to reach the balcony, of course—even with my scar feeding my speed and strength, a fifteen-foot standing leap was beyond my abilities. I could grab the edge of the balcony and pull myself up, but only if there wasn’t a demon trying to chop me in half in the process.

      Which meant I really had only one choice.

      Hauling myself back to my feet, not bothering to retrieve my fallen swords as I did so, I braced myself for the demon’s charge. It lowered its head this time as it moved, intent on goring me to death with its horns rather than cleaving me with its ax. I held my breath and watched as it got closer, trying to wait until the last possible instant before I dodged…

      Just in time. The minotaur’s horn grazed my flank as I leapt away, drawing a line of fiery agony across my ribs. I ignored the pain while I dashed back across the chamber and dove at my discarded crossbow. I swept it up in my hand as I rolled past, skidding several feet across the stone before my momentum came to a halt. Dropping to a knee for stability, I lifted the weapon and took aim at the minotaur, ensuring that the vatari-tipped bolt was still locked and loaded as my finger found the trigger.

      The beast had already whirled back around, and in about two seconds, its horns would be back in my face. Pherion was laughing, knowing it would take far more than a single shot to kill his monstrous minion.

      It was then, right when he threw back his head for a good cackle, that I shifted my aim and shot him instead.

      The bolt tore right through his robe, his magical defenses, and the flesh beneath. He gaped down in horror at the fletching jutting out of his chest as blood rushed over his lips. His eyes flicked back to me one last time before he slumped forward and toppled over the railing.

      But in shooting him, I’d doomed myself. Once anchored in a physical body, demons didn’t just merrily run back into the Pale if the fool who had summoned them ate crow. This one was more than happy to squash me with or without a master to control it, and its minotaur body continued thundering forward. Caught flat-footed in the center of the room, there was no way I could dodge in time, and without either of my blades, I had no chance to parry.

      Yet as the sorcerer collapsed, the binding stones he’d been holding fell out of his hand. And before they even reached the floor, I heard the familiar deep hum of a gathering electrical charge…

      A furious bolt of lightning streaked right past my face, singing my cheek, then striking the minotaur a split second before it split me in half. The afterimage of the bolt seared into my eyes, blinding me as the creature released an agonized howl. While I pawed at my eyes, trying to claw away the burning afterimage, I heard the massive ax hitting the floor…followed by a rumbling thud as its owner joined it.

      “Raz!”

      I heard Sabari calling out to me, and I felt her arms wrap around my neck before my vision returned. The pain in my side was already numbing as my scar knitted my wound, but I could feel the warm wetness of blood soaking through my shirt and into my armor. But then Faradah was there, too, the residual energy on her fingertips buzzing pleasantly against my skin.

      “You did it!” the djinn exclaimed, the storm blazing in her eyes as bright as I had ever seen.

      “We are so sorry, love,” Sabari said, squeezing my arm. “We never meant to trick you! But once he had the stones—”

      “I understand,” I replied as soothingly as I could. “It’s all right.”

      “We would never do anything to hurt you,” Faradah said, reaching up to cup my cheeks in her blue hands. Her fingers were so smooth they were practically feathers. “You know that, right?”

      “Mostly,” I grunted.

      She leaned forward to plant a soft kiss on my lips. When her tongue slipped through, the electric charge of her tongue sent a shiver through my whole body, feeding my magic-hungry scar…and sending a rush of excited blood to my manhood.

      But it wouldn’t last, not here, surrounded by the acrid stench of death and scorched fur. I pulled away and scooped the fallen navel rings off the floor, then back to the beautiful faces of the two fey women at my side. A hundred scandalous ideas for how I might use the binding stones suddenly rushed through my mind…but I temporarily pushed them aside and gestured with my chin.

      “I assume the two of you got a good look around this place before,” I said. “Does this asshole have a bedroom in here somewhere? Preferably a nice one?”

      “Yes,” Sabari said, nodding. “On the lower level. It may be a good place for to rest and…heal.”

      “Good,” I said, glaring at the dead scion and resisting the urge to spit on his corpse. “Because I suddenly have an idea.”
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      The lower level of the sorcerer’s lair was indeed empty, just as the girls claimed. No guardians, no magical wards, no anything besides a few extra rooms. One appeared to be an alchemist’s laboratory with an underground herb garden in an adjoining cave, and I peeked inside long enough to confirm he was indeed growing the lichen I needed for my elixir—the same kind I hadn’t managed to buy in the Underworld market before getting chased out.

      For now, though, my chest and back were still aching like hell. I needed to sit down and rest long enough for my scar to regenerate my battered flesh. Faradah and Sabari led me into the scion’s bedroom, which exuded the same wealthy, pampered asshole aura as his frilly robe and baby-smooth skin. The bed itself was wide enough for that minotaur to have slept on with several feet to spare, and the sheets and blankets looked like Rivani silk.

      He even had a full dining area on the right side and a reading nook on the left. If teleportation magic weren’t so difficult and dangerous, I could have easily assumed that he’d just moved his entire suite here from the Tynov estate back in Tel Kithas.

      “You need to lie down, love,” Sabari said as the girls helped me to the bed. “At least for a little while.”

      “I can feed you my magic if it helps,” Faradah offered. “And perhaps recharge your crystal?”

      I groaned as I sat down on the edge of the bed. “I’ll be all right for now.” I unstrapped my brigandine coat and dropped it on the lushly carpeted floor. It would need some repairs, as would the shirt underneath. But the actual slash from the demon’s goring charge had already closed over, and the pain was pretty much gone.

      “There is water if we need to clean it,” Sabari said as she sat down on my left and began unbuttoning my shirt.

      “That won’t be necessary,” I told her, though of course she already knew that. She just preferred me to be shirtless whenever I was around her. Oddly, I had the same preference with her…

      “We should look just in case,” Faradah said as she seated herself on my right side and began helping remove my shirt.

      Despite the impending crash I knew was coming since I’d fed my scar, I didn’t feel tired in the least. Though that probably had something to do with the beautiful women flanking me on either side. From this angle, it was impossible not to appreciate the ample olive cleavage practically spilling out of Sabari’s bandeau…or the bountiful blue version barely contained by Faradah’s golden metal bikini top.

      Their bare legs were right there, too, so soft, smooth, and shapely. The kind that seemed to waste time if they weren’t wrapped around a man’s waist or propped up on his shoulders…

      They tossed my shirt onto the floor atop my armor, and their hands immediately began roaming across my chiseled chest. They weren’t the least bit disgusted or deterred by the purplish gash in my sternum; on the contrary, Faradah raked her fingertips along it, knowing it would feed upon the magic eternally coursing through her. A wave of euphoria poured through me as my scar fed anew, and I moaned in delight when Sabari joined in and dragged her fingers across my ribcage the way she knew I liked.

      “Just relax, love,” she purred in a low voice that could only raise a man’s heartbeat, not slow it down. “We’ll take care of you.”

      I could have easily fallen back onto the bed and let them tend to me with their gentle ministrations. But there was something I wanted to do first.

      “You’re forgetting something,” I said, opening my hand and offering them their binding stones. “You know, the whole reason we came out here in the first place?”

      “We didn’t forget,” Sabari said with a snicker as she gently kissed my left pec. “They just didn’t seem as important all of a sudden.”

      I grunted. “Well, you should take them. And try not to lose them this time.”

      The girls turned to look at one another, and they both got an almost feral glint in their eyes as they reached out and took the stones from my palm. I had to admit, I was looking forward to watching them put the rings back on. Any excuse to stare at their flat, toned bellies was welcome.

      They moved in near unison, straightening their postures as they moved to clip the rings through their pierced navels. I was so distracted by their delicate movements—and shapely stomachs—that it didn’t occur to me that the colors were mismatched until they were already clipped in place.

      “I think you mixed them up,” I said, pointing to the sapphire gem in Sabari’s belly. “Maybe we need to engrave your names on them, too.”

      “They’re right where they belong, love,” Sabari assured me with a sly, scandalous grin before she shot Faradah a smoldering look. “What are you waiting for? Kiss him and make it better.”

      I had just frowned in confusion when Faradah, compelled by her stone in the siren’s belly, took my head in her hands and pulled me in for a kiss. Her lightning-laced tongue passed through my lips, and the resulting buzz of energy sent a tingle through my entire body…but mostly in my cock.

      “That’s better, isn’t it?” Sabari purred again as her hands feathered across my chest. “It’s been so long since you let us take care of you…”

      Faradah’s kiss was so deep, so passionate, I couldn’t help but swivel my body and place my hands at her waist. Her blue skin was always so cool and smooth to the touch, and I let my fingers enjoy the subtle curves of her abs and the feminine arch of her lower back.

      Sabari, not content merely to watch as the djinn obeyed her command, left the bed, and knelt behind Faradah. Consumed by the stormy kiss, my eyes were fastened closed…but then I heard a familiar clink as the siren unclasped the djinn’s golden metal bikini top.

      My fingers slid upward across Faradah’s stomach to the bountiful blue bosom above. I cupped her breasts as the fabric fell away, feeling their warmth and give. I assumed it was some trick of fey magic, but her tits always seemed twice as large when they were unrestrained. They were every bit as smooth as her stomach but so cushy I couldn’t help but squeeze.

      “Give him a taste,” Sabari ordered. “He’s more than earned it.”

      Faradah pulled back so quickly our mouths smacked when they separated, but thanks to the power of the gem, she didn’t even have time to lick at her lips before she was grabbing her own tits and offering them to me like a delicacy.

      Which they absolutely were.

      I hungrily took her left breast into my mouth, my tongue flicking across the darker blue skin of her nipple. Faradah moaned in delight, her tongue sliding across her lips to revel in the echo of our kiss. The sound became a whimper as I took the hardening bud between my teeth in a playful nip. When I switched to her other breast, I found it as irresistible as the first. I sucked, teased, and tasted her salty-sweet peak until it was fully stiff. My cock was already so hard it was practically splitting through my trousers. How I yearned to slide it between her blue pillows and make an absolute mess of her pretty face.

      But Faradah had Sabari’s ruby in her belly, and now that her mouth was free, she decided to put that power to use.

      “Sing for us,” the djinn said. “The ‘Sky’s Lament,’ all verses.”

      I saw a look of surprised annoyance cross Sabari’s face—she clearly hadn’t expected to get cast aside so quickly, let alone with a dark elf medley that was several minutes long. But her mesmerizing voice broke into the beauteous, ethereal song, and Faradah gave me a wicked smirk as she slid off the edge of the bed so that she was on her knees in front me as well.

      My trousers had never been a match for their skilled fingers, and today was no exception. My cock was free, upright, and throbbing in front of her full lips in a matter of seconds - before Sabari had even finished the first chorus. The siren glared at the djinn as she claimed the first taste of me, sliding her tongue up the full length of my shaft before flicking across the tip.

      “It has been too long, Raz,” Faradah said breathily, curling two slender fingers around the base. “And I am so thirsty from the heat…”

      A spark of electricity leapt from her tongue to my throbbing head, yet it didn’t hurt. On the contrary, the jolt of pleasure that rocketed through me was almost enough to make me drain my balls all over her face right then and there. But then she continued her work, lathering my shaft with her tongue while gently stroking my base with her fingers.

      The contrast of her blue skin against her red lips and pink tongue was pleasing to behold, though it didn’t last long. Sabari had just moved into the final verse when Faradah opened her lips wide and took me into her mouth inch by throbbing inch. Another spark of energy jolted through me when I was halfway inside, and then another when I pushed past her tonsils. At this rate, I was going to cum before Sabari could finish the song…which had probably been Faradah’s plan all along.

      I appreciated her cunning, but she had gotten all my attention at this point. And despite the lilting beauty of Sabari’s voice, she had a genuinely mournful look on her face as she realized how close the djinn was to earning her reward. Her face hovered close to my length even as she sang, her breath caressing me. But even as Faradah began to bob up and down on my cock. Even as I felt the dam inside me about to burst, I decided to throw a little chaos into the game just to see how it would all play out.

      Taking a firm hold of Faradah’s black hair, I pulled her head back and off my cock. There was an audible pop when my cock sprang free, and she looked at me with eyes wide, perhaps wondering if I preferred to leave my mess on her pretty face where everyone could see it. But I reached out and grabbed Sabari’s head instead, and just as she began the final epic chorus, I shoved my cock right down her throat.

      There was something strangely satisfying about hearing her siren’s song cut off with a surprised gurgle, but her brown eyes lit up in delight when she realized I’d subverted the djinn’s plan. The sudden warmth of her mouth was a welcome paradise, as was the tighter, fluttering squeeze of her throat, and I kept my hand planted firmly on the back of her skull as the rush of euphoria surged inside me…

      And then crested. I relaxed my grip as I painted her mouth and tonsils with a searing deluge of seed, glorious spurt after glorious spurt.

      “No fair!” Faradah protested, lips twisting into a pouty scowl. “That was mine!”

      Sabari was too busy trying to endure the flood. She gleefully opened her throat for me as I continued pumping her full of a tank I hadn’t emptied in far too long.

      “You will not swallow!” Faradah shouted, grabbing the siren’s arm. “I command it!”

      Sabari’s eyes widened when she realized she couldn’t possibly contain my bounty without gulping it down before I’d finished, but as before, she had no choice but to obey. The last two spurts trickled over her lips and dribbled down her chin, then merged into a pearly river slowing crawling down her smooth, slender neck. The sight of her on her knees practically drowning on my cum kept me hard even after I’d fired my last spurt, and it was just as satisfying to watch her tilt back her head to try and hold it all in after my cock finally slipped free of her lips.

      With her mouth filled to the brim and her voice forcibly silenced, Sabari may have been as helpless as I had ever seen her. I half expected Faradah to leave her like that for a while out of spite, but just as I’d hoped, her lust soon overpowered her pettiness.

      “Give it to me!” she demanded, opening her mouth and tilting back her head.

      Sabari’s expression crumpled, but she couldn’t stop herself from leaning forward and pouring my still-fresh bounty into the djinn’s waiting mouth. My cock throbbed as I watched my viscous seed pass between them, some of it spilling and trickling down Faradah’s blue cheeks. But the moment Sabari’s mouth was empty, she put her voice back to use.

      “Give it back!” she insisted, tilting back her own head again.

      Faradah had just started to swallow, and her eyes flashed in frustration when she realized that she was now the one who couldn’t speak. She leaned forward, mimicking the siren’s momma-bird technique to let my seed pour back into the other woman’s waiting mouth.

      I could tell that Faradah planned to turn the tables a third time the moment her mouth was empty, but Sabari was ahead of the game. She began gulping it down glob by glob so she couldn’t be denied her prize.

      “That’s not fair!” the djinn protested once it was all finally gone. “Raz made that for me!”

      “There’s plenty more, don’t worry,” I soothed, leaning against the mattress as I recovered. Distantly, I tried to imagine a single thing more invigorating for a man’s ego than watching a pair of immortal beings compete for his cum, but I was drawing a blank.

      “If you cheat again, I will make you sing an entire Drolask opera!” Faradah said, still glaring at Sabari.

      The siren snorted even as she daintily dabbed at the seed on her neck and brought it to her lips to savor. “If you don’t stop whining, love, I’ll order you to spend the entire evening outside the cave.”

      The djinn’s stormy eyes narrowed. “You wouldn’t dare!”

      “No one’s going anywhere,” I said, holding out my hands diplomatically. “But you are going to give me back those stones.”

      Their gazes promptly shifted from each other to me.

      “What?” they asked in unison.

      “It’s for the best,” I said, holding out a hand at each of them. “Come on, it will make everything easier.”

      They didn’t have to obey me—at least, not yet—but when they made eye contact with one another again, they both grinned impishly…then unclasped the navel rings.

      “That’s better,” I said as I reached out to reclaim the stones. “For everyone.”

      Snickering, I slid Faradah’s ring onto my left hand, then did the same with Sabari’s on my right. I could feel the warmth and energy within them, swirling with all the primal chaos they were made of. Using them was almost trivially easy. All I had to do was concentrate the slightest amount…

      “All right,” I said, looking at Sabari. “Get on the bed. Flat on your back.”

      I would have been lying if I claimed it wasn’t a thrill to watch a beautiful woman instantly and unquestionably obey me. She was lying sideways across the bed in a heartbeat, brown eyes eager for my next command. But instead, I turned to Faradah.

      “Strip her,” I said. “Now!”

      The djinn hopped to her feet and lunged onto the bed. She pulled off the siren’s skirt with a single tug, revealing the slick, hairless quim beneath. Her bandeau came off almost as easily, and I took a moment to appreciate the smooth olive curves of her breasts. Faradah’s body may have been more exotic, from her blue skin to her stormy eyes to her lightning lips, but Sabari’s body was like the perfect mortal woman in its purest form. Eternally young, supremely taut, and forever ready for a strong man to split her in half with his raging cock…

      “Good,” I said, nodding my approval. “Now get on top of her but face the opposite direction.”

      Once again, the djinn obeyed without question, though it was clear she would have done so even without the stone on my finger. She crawled on top of Sabari, straddling her on all-fours with her head over Sabari’s waist and her waist over Sabari’s head. Stepping up behind her, I pulled off her skirt as well, revealing a taut blue ass as silky smooth as the rest of her. I gave it a hard, satisfying smack then climbed up onto the bed and positioned myself behind her.

      Feeling the mattress shift, Faradah arched her lower back and spread her knees even more, presenting herself to be claimed. She bit her lower lip, her breath hastening.

      My cock was already as hard as when it had been lodged down her throat a few minutes ago, and I didn’t hesitate to bring the swollen tip up against her slick folds. Her pink labia, like her mouth and tongue, were a striking contrast to the endless blue sea of her skin.

      I felt another shock of energy ripple through me when my cock met Faradah’s sex, and I closed my eyes and reveled in the sensation. The absolute best part of Faradah—aside from her immortal fey beauty and incredible cock-sucking skill—was the fact that sliding my cock inside her was like fucking a magic thundercloud. The more my scar fed, the hornier and harder I got.

      And the less I could resist the urge to just let myself go and pound her cunt into submission. And when Sabari, mere inches beneath us, leaned up to flick her tongue across the base of my shaft, I knew it would be absolutely impossible to exercise restraint.

      So, I decided not to bother.

      “Make her cum,” I ordered the djinn, smacking her ass again. “As quickly as you can.”

      Without waiting for her to comply, I thrust inside Faradah, stretching the walls of her quim with my throbbing girth. She moaned in delight as I pushed deeper, and she may have even squealed when I bottomed out. I couldn’t quite tell, though, since by then she already had a mouthful of Sabari.

      “That’s it,” I whispered, groaning as I withdrew, then thrust back in. The djinn’s inner muscles tightened, fluttered, and she moaned between Sabari’s legs. It was hard not to grab hold of Faradah’s raven mane and snap back her head. She liked it when I played rough, but I didn’t want to pull her away from her feast when I already felt Sabari bucking in delight beneath us.

      There was something inherently special about the sounds any woman made when she was aroused. The moans, gurgles, and coos were a sensual symphony. But when a siren made those same sounds…

      I couldn’t tell whether her whimpers were genuinely more melodic or not. All I knew was that hearing them brought an immediate smile to my lips, and the more breathless she became, the harder my hips were compelled to churn.

      It only took a few moments before I was rutting Faradah for all I was worth, my hips slapping against her ass and my balls doing the same to Sabari’s face. And when the siren cried out in climax, it was like an entire choir of women were all getting off at once.

      “Fuck!” I snarled, enraptured by the song and right on the edge of release.

      It would have been so easy to let myself pop inside Faradah, and even easier to lean back and let the mess drain over Sabari’s face while her friend was still coming down. The djinn really had gotten a raw deal in our first bout, so unloading deep inside her seemed like a proper reward.

      But I was hungry for Sabari’s flower, too, and there was still one surefire way I could make both happy.

      I pulled out a heartbeat before I burst, triggering a disappointed moan from Faradah and a throb of need from my cock. I let myself sit there for a moment, my member slick with the djinn’s juices, fighting the temptation to shove it right back in and fill her up as if I were breeding her. But I gritted my teeth until I regained control then focused my concentration on the rings.

      “Get off her,” I said to Faradah. “Right now!”

      Her kicked-puppy face was even more heartbreaking than her voice. She probably thought I was about to deny her two rewards in one sitting, but she still did as she was told and rolled off the siren. I spun myself around to position myself between Sabari’s legs, and she wasted no time wrapping them around me and pulling toward her core.

      “I’m all yours, love,” she cooed, still breathless from her climax. “Have me as you like.”

      Placing my tip at her sodden slit, I effortlessly thrust inside…and was promptly reminded just how tight she was, like an unstretched virgin just waiting to be ravaged for the first time. She helped ease me into her with an upward roll of her hips, and I felt her ankles lock around my back as I sank all the way inside. Meanwhile, Faradah was just sitting there next to us, looking as despondent as I had ever seen her.

      But she wouldn’t have to wait long for her reward. With my cock already primed from her stormy sex, there was no way I’d be able to last more than a few minutes. I was eager to feel the grip of Sabari’s cunt, eager to see her nubile body heave at my movements, eager to hear her breathless gasps as I fucked her like she so desperately wanted…

      “Inside, love,” Sabari begged. “Give it all to me…”

      I clenched my teeth as I marched closer and closer to the abyss…

      “Not this time,” I said, pulling out at the last instant—

      And exploded all over her. The first jet was so powerful it arced across her nubile body and struck her in the nose, and the second had enough strength to paint her lips and chin. The rest splattered across her firm tits and her taut stomach until she looked as glazed as a morning pastry. She sang in joy as I covered her, and the last spurt had just dribbled over her belly when she reached out to scoop it up with her fingers.

      “Leave it,” I rasped, turning to Faradah. “It’s all yours.”

      The djinn’s eyes went from mournful to ecstatic in the span of a single heartbeat. She pounced atop Sabari, her tongue greedily seeking out every drop of the prize she’d been denied once already. And as she licked the siren’s perfect body clean, I leaned away to recover while I planned my next attack.
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        * * *

      

      All told, it was an exceptionally long, wet, and satisfying night fucking the sorcerer’s would-be thralls atop his own bed. More than once, I found myself tempted to stay here for a few days and relax. But there was always a chance that some other idiot from House Tynoc might come to check on their brother, and the girls did still owe me some coin.

      We woke up in a sticky pile at an indeterminate hour. I managed to get out of bed first. My poor shirt was still soaked with blood, and my poor armor was still ripped in multiple places. But my body felt better than it had in a long time for some reason. My scar didn’t even hurt.

      “You wish to leave already, Raz?” Faradah asked, letting the sheets fall from her breasts as she leaned up.

      “We should get back as soon as possible,” I said, debating if I wanted to get dressed. “After I look through the garden a bit.”

      Sabari tutted as she leaned up as well. “But it’s still early. And there’s so much we haven’t done.”

      “That’s all right. We’ll have plenty of time on the road.”

      The girls shared a confused glance.

      “But there could be more Tirzak out there,” Faradah said. “Or Ayrogi. It isn’t safe to let our guard down.”

      “Not that road,” I said. “I mean the road to the east. It’s time we all left the Reach for a bit.”

      While they both blinked in confusion, I chuckled and finished tying up my boots.

      “I learned one very important thing last night,” I said, holding up my hands with the rings still on my fingers. “The two of you obviously can’t be trusted to keep these safe.”

      “What are you talking about?” Faradah asked. “This is the first time they’ve ever been stolen!”

      “And hopefully it will be the last. It’s probably best if I hang onto them for a while. You know, just to keep you out of trouble.” I smiled and pulled my shirt over my head. “The two of you have caused enough trouble around here the past few years, and there’s always a chance another Tynov will come looking for their idiot brother. It’s safer if you leave for new hunting grounds, at least for a while. So, you’re going to follow me east.”

      The girls shared another look that quickly turned into lascivious grins.

      “Is that your first command?” Faradah asked, eyelashes fluttering. “Master?”

      I shook my head. “No. First, I want you to get down on your knees. Second,” I added, pointing to Sabari. “I want you to bend over that divan and wait until I’m ready for you.”

      I could feel the power of the stones on my fingers, practically begging me to use them again. It wouldn’t be difficult. They only needed the smallest amount of concentration.

      But perhaps the best part of having them was knowing that I didn’t actually need them. I never had, and I never would.

      “Any questions?” I asked.

      Faradah shook her head as she slipped out of the sheets and knelt before me. “No questions at all.”

      “No,” Sabari agreed, sliding off the bed and sauntering to the divan before presenting herself for me. “Master has made his desire perfectly clear.”

      “Good,” I said, brushing my hand through Faradah’s hair as her blue fingers curled around my cock. “I think this will be the start of a very profitable partnership.”
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        These kind of projects come from a point of passion. The harem author community are pretty stand up people. Each of them, while unique, are individuals we’re super happy to associate with. Bringing this anthology to fruition requires a bunch of work, but it’s worth it. We hope you enjoyed the final product.

      

      

      

      
        
        You’ve reached the part of the book where you get to hear about how you can support the authors. Let’s start with a review on this book. Even a simple star review without words is better than nothing. Amazon can and will promote books with more reviews. Next, grab the audiobook of this production, those aren’t cheap to make and every bit helps. Oh, and recommend this book in the groups like facebook and reddit, let others know about the project. Finally, go to the author pages and follow these great authors.

      

      

      

      
        
        What’s next? We want to do another fantasy, then a sci-fi anthology. Assuming the projects generate enough attention we can keep going.

      

      

      

      
        
        Thank you for reading, reviewing, and joining us on this epic journey.

      

      

      

      
        
        Stay Classy,

      

      

      

      
        
        Royal Guard Publishing

        www.royalguardpublishing.com

        Facebook

        Discord

      

      

    

  

OEBPS/images/cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/image-1da8b841-3168-4b14-8c9c-f1813fadac0d-Generic-RGB-627-70.jpg
V, INE. Thotne
R Tt ‘?‘k"*[%

b Amdes el Bl

TZmer Lﬂ* / < ;b‘ 7"—1«
WJ/’@ Stia Haake Misty Virn

% A S
LI )/ P

R 2 Ry Rasion Tims





OEBPS/images/untitled_design-11-sRGB-75-70.jpg
)





new_cover.jpg





OEBPS/images/untitled_design-11-sRGB-210-70.jpg
)
LI

ROYAL GUARD





