
        
            
                
            
        

    
  
    
      Harem World

      



    




Book Three

    

    
      
        Nick Storming

      

    

    
      Fractured Press

    

  


  
    
      Copyright © 2021 Fractured Press

      

      All right reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, including photocopying, recording, or other electronic or mechanical methods, without prior written permission of the publisher.

      

      Any reference to historical events, real people, or real places are used fictitiously. Names, characters, and locations are products of the author's imagination.

      

      First printing edition 2021.

      Fractured Press

      

      www.nickstorming.org

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            MAP

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    Contents


    
    
      
        Chapter 1

      

      
        Chapter 2

      

      
        Chapter 3

      

      
        Chapter 4

      

      
        Chapter 5

      

      
        Chapter 6

      

      
        Chapter 7

      

      
        Chapter 8

      

      
        Chapter 9

      

      
        Interstitial

      

      
        Chapter 10

      

      
        Chapter 11

      

      
        Chapter 12

      

      
        Chapter 13

      

      
        Chapter 14

      

      
        Chapter 15

      

      
        Interstitial

      

      
        Chapter 16

      

      
        Chapter 17

      

      
        Chapter 18

      

      
        Chapter 19

      

      
        Chapter 20

      

      
        Chapter 21

      

      
        Chapter 22

      

      
        Interstitial

      

      
        Chapter 23

      

      
        Chapter 24

      

      
        Interstitial

      

      
        Chapter 25

      

      
        Chapter 26

      

      
        Chapter 27

      

      
        Chapter 28

      

      
        Chapter 29

      

      
        Chapter 30

      

      
        Chapter 31

      

      
        Chapter 32

      

      
        Chapter 33

      

      
        Chapter 34

      

      
        Interstitial

      

      
        Epilogue

      

    

    
      
        Authors Note

      

      
        ALSO BY NICK STORMING

      

    

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 1

          

        

      

    

    
      Dawn was a special time in the glade of the Silver Heart Tree. The first rays of sunlight broke open thousands of petals hanging from green vines climbing up her mighty trunk. Birds in the millions trilled their songs, and the hum of bugs’ wings was unlike anything Braden could place on his former home world, Earth.

      Harem Mage, Lord of Nowhere, Hero of the Silver Kingdoms, dragon-slayer, and Heart Tree Savior sat with legs crossed before him, the eyes of three dozen sorceresses, priestesses, and scribes tracing the lines of his heavily muscled torso. The whispering elves sat in a loose group not thirty paces away, many with scrolls unfurled before them as they scratched out hurried notes. The ritual had been cobbled together at the last minute, and they wanted to capture every syllable and gesture.

      As best as he could, he ignored both the elves and his bonded, who sat beside him with a slight air of disapproval about her. It was harder to push aside his worries for the young woman currently lying in slumber in the bowels of the Heart Tree, but he managed, composing his mind. Drawing a deep breath in through his nose, he let it out slowly as he marshaled his focus and attention on the slender female before him.

      Braden had asked Leesha and Emma to help him to design this workaround. The revelation had been that he could pass small portions of his strength to others, as he had with Queen Lana’Doreen, enabling hidden gifts to unlock. It had sent shock waves through the elven ranks because they’d never heard of other harem mages possessing the ability.

      The process of conferring powers had been similar to when he had bonded the women in his harem, occurring when their bodies joined in an intimate embrace. The queen, her daughters, and seemingly much of her upper nobility were willing, even eager for the prospect of engaging in such an act with the harem mage. Braden was more cautious.

      After consulting the elven libraries, he, Leesha, and Emma had found an ancient scroll referencing a simple ritual that spoke of temporary power transfers between bond mages. It called on the bond mage, or in this case, harem mage, performing the transfer to forge an intimate connection through empathy and proximity, rather than the more direct method. Leesha had been sure they could refactor it for Braden’s purposes.

      After staying up all evening and helping him prepare, Leesha sat nearby, ready to assist if he encountered issues. The little elf remained suspicious about the efficacy of this ritual, compared to “doing it the old-fashioned way” as she put it. But Braden was loath to do anything that might upset the delicate balance between the women of his harem.

      Greed and gluttony haven’t disappeared because I’m in a new world, Braden thought to himself as he settled into position. And what women could love a man for long when he pounces on every other woman he meets?

      Composing his mind once more, Braden drew slow breaths in through his nose, letting them escape his lips in a slow hiss. The words of Sage Iolloe echoed in his mind as he let the emotions come and go, like the tide. He couldn’t control the tide, nor would he let it control him.

      Mind clear, he opened his eyes and let the fae beauty of the young elven woman seated before him capture him.

      Had Ellie’stia existed on Earth, she would’ve been one of the most popular models on social media. Blonde hair hung down, spreading in a shimmering fan around her narrow hips and behind. Her ears were long for her kind, reaching far above her head in what Braden had learned was a signature of beauty amongst her people. Her delicate features and slender figure were closer to the Earthling ideal of elven beauty. The more he took in her youthful form, the harder he found it to remember she’d existed for nearly two centuries.

      Reaching deep into the earth Braden began the ritual, Leesha’s will buttressing his as he sought the proper flows. As breathtaking as the elven princess seated before him was, it was the spirit within Ellie’stia that sparked the harem mage’s interest. It offered a hook for his soul to latch onto and delve deeply into her with questing magics. He felt her connection to that magic, weaker than her sister’s and different from either Leesha or what he’d found within their mother. There was a rare power in the girl, a power she’d never been able to access that his gift could bridge. Only it wasn’t crude sorcery aspected to one school or another. This girl had a skill all her own, and one Braden recognized.

      When he bridged that connection, planting the seed of his power within her without touch, the girl’s look of eager innocence melted into one of blissful euphoria. Swaying where she sat, eyes rolled back and wet lips parted, there could be no doubt the girl had reached her peak as the magic took root. Braden felt his cheeks heat as a murmur of approval reached him from the watching elves.

      “There is a gift within you,” Braden said, voice a bit rough, and he swallowed hard, smoothing it before going on. “As with your mother, it’s been there since birth, but hidden. Its aspect is the power of Artificing.”

      “Artificing?” the tiny princess asked after catching her breath, her face looking a touch lost and slightly confused, either at the news or in the wake of her first orgasm. “Like making barrels and wheels? What artisans do?”

      “Nothing so practical, I’m afraid,” Braden said, joking with an amiable smile. “Yours is the power to take the mundane and imbue it with great purpose. Combining multiple elements into a single design, with focus and intent. Properly trained and directed, through willpower and the right materials, you’ll be able to forge wonders like this world’s never seen.”

      “Such as Leesha’s staff?” the princess asked in awe, glancing at the glowing staff resting in Leesha’s hands and rarely out of her reach.

      “Aye,” Braden said, finding even his vocabulary and mannerisms conforming to this world. “In time you’ll be able to craft such items, assuming you can gather components as special and rare. That is the key to Artificing I’ve found. Willpower and magic only go so far. Components are key.”

      “Wouldst thou teach me, Lord Harem Mage?” the princess asked, big yellow eyes widening as she gazed up at Braden with adoration. Many of the elves had taken to affecting the Silver Kingdoms’ archaic way of speaking in formal situations, much to Braden’s chagrin.

      “I will,” Braden said with a nod. “Speak with Leesha and your mother about arrangements, but I assure you, I won’t leave without making sure you know what I know about the craft.”

      “Oh, thank you, Lord Harem Mage!” the young elf enthused, bouncing to her feet eagerly. “I shall send my sister forthwith.”

      Braden frowned at the elf as she walked over to the group with more sway in her step than she’d had when she’d approached. The girl raised one hand as she walked, and Braden could feel her draw upon her powers, enhancing her sensitivity to magic and the world around her. The girl’s eyes were wide with wonder as she sat amongst the others. Ellie’stia was inundated with questions about the experience, but her answers were faint and distracted.

      When Ellie’stia took her seat, her elder sister stood on long, graceful legs. The elder princess’s purple eyes flashed with delight as she approached the harem mage. Braden had left it to the queen to determine the order in which he would attempt the ritual with her daughters, and from the whispers Mina and Leesha had brought him, the princesses had spent the night lobbying their mother for the honor.

      He tried not to look at Eleeshta, who hung near the back of the observers, nor at the bruise marring her left eye. The other elves pointedly ignored the injury and Leesha had been mum each time he’d asked about it. The confident young princess had been oddly quiet the past few days, and Braden had rarely seen her, especially when any of the bonded were near. She watched him and Leesha now, and he could feel her eyes on his back, and the magic within him burned to connect with her.

      It was like that with some he had met over the past couple of days. A powerful draw and corresponding desire he wasn’t sure he could entirely trust.

      “Well it works,” Leesha said from behind him. “You performed your minor miracle, and it was as boring as I said it would be.”

      “Maybe,” Braden said, not looking over but knowing the tiny pink-haired elf had a small pout on her lips, “but most magic isn’t flashing lights and pyrotechnics.”

      “Hmph, that isn’t what I meant by boring.” Leesha snorted. “I’m going back to my research if you no longer need me.”

      “Good luck, and thank you for being here,” Braden said, turning and offering Leesha a sincere smile.

      The Bonded Sorceress had trouble understanding her husband, but she couldn’t fault his sincerity. Wiping the frown off her face, she threw herself into his arms without warning, her pink lips finding his in a fiery kiss. Heart thumping, Braden’s hands slipped down the firm curves of her slender body, and then she was up and away, flitting off, pale skirts swishing around her legs and hips as she snatched up her staff and skipped away.

      The elf had become very skilled over the last few days in moving at the precise speed to make sure the staff’s fluttering petals of raw magic trailed behind her in a loose cloud. The little elf who’d grown up without the gift of magic took extra delight in displaying her awesome powers and didn’t give two figs about the envy or jealousy of those who’d bullied her as a girl.

      Shaking his head in amusement, Braden turned back to the elf making her way toward him. Leesha never failed to spin his head around, and from the deep blush and shy walk of the elf approaching, Braden knew he wasn’t the only one. He wished he could be like his pink-haired wife, living carefree and in the moment, but he’d always struggled with that.

      Three days before, Braden had flown into this world’s lower atmosphere, seeing the continent and seas stretching out beneath him. He’d unleashed a storm of sorcery and power the likes of which he couldn’t have dreamed possible in his previous life. But it wasn’t defeating an undead dragon or slaying hordes of monsters that weighed heavily on his thoughts, but what he’d been unable to do.

      Braden had been moving almost nonstop since then. His brief respite with his harem and the queen had been followed by endless hours in discussion with elven elders and the wise women of the Silver Kingdoms about what might be done to save Glynis-Pura. After getting nowhere, they’d each gone their separate ways in search of answers, but Braden had other responsibilities that took up part of his day. His agreement with the elven Queen and her daughters being one of them.

      “Good morning to you, Lord Harem Mage,” the slender elven maiden said, her cheeks blushing prettily as her opal-colored eyes met his.

      “And to you, Sheela,” Braden said, suppressing his body’s reaction to the tall, beautiful elf.

      Marshaling his powers, Braden reached into his being. This feat was taxing, and he surmised that he could only perform it twice per day without overexerting himself, but the benefits were extraordinary.

      Reaching deep into the earth and drawing on his power, Braden constructed the pathways in his mind that allowed for the connection to form without a more profoundly intimate connection being necessary. The first steps in his ritual.

      The ritual required that he know these women as fully as possible without engaging in coitus. Reaching with feather light flows of his power, he delved into the elven maiden’s body and soul, reading what he could as he let his eyes roam her face and figure.

      Each elf was unique. Their hair and eye color varying to such a degree that sometimes it reminded Braden of punk rock and alternative girls back on Earth. The girl before him had light blue hair, the color of a dawn sky, speckled throughout with streaks of black. Her features were delicate, like all of the princesses, reflecting her mother’s stunning beauty but a touch more mature than her sisters.

      It was in her mannerisms and the way she sat that Braden saw clues to her personality. The elven maiden was empathetic, open to the emotions and feelings of those around her. Similar to Emma in many ways, he sensed, not aspected to healing but to the girl’s brilliance with plants, growing things, their properties and uses. Braden felt an echo within the elf to the silver-haired teen, a kindred spirit perhaps.

      As she knelt before him, the elf’s expression changed from shy and innocent to elated as she felt his magic caressing her body. Her sigh of ecstasy was only slightly embarrassing to him now after the first girl’s.

      “Your gift,” Braden said, the girl’s gift formulating in his mind slowly as the connection between them blossomed, “is Cultivation.”

      “The growing of things?” Sheela said, her eyes widening with joy.

      “Yes,” Braden said, feeling a wave of exhaustion as he released the magical threads connecting them. “You’ll have to discover its powers yourself or perhaps speak with my bonded, I have little knowledge about the growing of things. Seek out Emma, she should be able to guide you in the gift.”

      “I will, Lord Braden,” the girl said with a bright grin as she rose smoothly to her feet.
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      The announcement of her gift caused a stir among the watching noblewomen, and they watched the girl approach with awe and excitement.

      Rising to his feet, Braden’s vision swam for a moment, and he had to draw in several deep breaths before he got a handle on himself. The headaches and trouble with his vision had started after they’d captured Glynis-Pura, and he was at a loss as to their origins.

      “You look tired,” Druska said as she approached from her place near the edge of the glade, stopping close. The green-skinned alien reached out and placed a steadying hand on her lord’s upper arm, her expression concerned.

      “I’m fine,” Braden said, pushing down the sickness and wiping the pained look from his face. “What’s next?”

      “The glade and your sage awaits,” Druska said, her frown deepening, “but perhaps you should rest first, Master. You’ve been pushing yourself nonstop for the past three days, and I worry you’re going to burn yourself out.”

      “I appreciate the concern,” Braden said, conveying his sincerity with a warm smile for the scout, “but there’s no time for rest, not until Glynis-Pura is cleansed or cured. Have the elves or the Silver Kingdoms’ scribes found anything?”

      “I’m not sure about the Silver Kingdoms but I know the elves have their best scribes on it and Leesha and Emma have been tireless in their search of the libraries.” Druska frowned at that, for waking early was definitely out of character for the little elf. “They’ve taken your command to heart, Master, and I fear they’re working themselves as hard as you.”

      “Good,” Braden said. “Glynis-Pura can’t stay as she is… I can’t explain how I know, but if she isn’t cured soon, something bad will happen.”

      “Is it your connection to her?” Druska asked, stepping closer, face concerned. “Is her soul getting darker?”

      “Not that I can tell,” Braden said, “but I have a sense of impending doom.” Frowning, Braden looked around and saw that they had a few moments of solitude as the elven women gathered up their things, still enthusing over the miracle of the two princesses’ gifts.

      “There’s something I need to tell you,” he said, drawing her a little off to one side and making sure they weren’t overheard. “I wasn’t sure if I should at first… Not knowing how you’d react, but I can’t keep secrets from you.” Braden had thought long and hard about whether to reveal this to Druska, deciding just that morning that keeping it to himself was unwise. “When I flew into the sky, I saw something reflect the sun’s light. Something large and far off in space.”

      “A GGC starship,” Druska said, her green skin paling and eyes widening when her lord nodded, face grim.

      “I can’t be certain, but I don’t know what else it could be.”

      “They will be hunting me,” she said, and Braden felt relief sweep through him as she went on. “I can’t let them take me from you, Master, and they’ll want to download my experiences on this world to see what profit they can strip from it.”

      “What will they do first?” Braden asked. “How long do we have until they find you?”

      “I left all my tracking beacons back at the ship,” Druska said, and Braden saw her look grow distant as she thought furiously. “They’ll find the ship right off and do scans of the planet. I can’t say where they’ll make contact first, but most likely it will be at the wreckage.”

      “We’ll just have to keep our eyes out,” Braden said, his shoulder tightening as another worry was added to the growing list. “Glynis-Pura is our priority, yes?”

      “Of course,” Druska said, nodding quickly, “but time is pressing now. I’d send a team back to my ship if I could. With Glynis-Pura’s powers added to ours, we might be able to hold off the empire… as long as it isn’t a Capitol ship orbiting above us.”

      “And if it is?” Braden asked.

      “Then they’ll have a Planetary Bombardment System, and we’ll all be at their mercy.”

      “Let’s act like that isn’t the case,” Braden said, praying it wasn’t, “and get working on a solution fast.”

      “Let me think on it,” Druska said, frowning up at Braden. “But you have to promise me one thing.”

      “What’s that?” Braden asked as he stepped over to the group of elven women gathered around the queen.

      “Tonight, you’ll come to us and make time for relaxation and pleasure,” Druska said, no question about who she meant by “us.” “It’s been nearly a week, and you made us a promise.”

      “That I can do,” Braden said, a wide grin breaking out across his face. “With pleasure.”

      Druska threw her master a wink before turning and heading off to find Emma. The silver-haired teen was the wisest person the alien woman had ever known, and if anyone would have an idea for how to deal with Druska’s corporate overlords when they came calling, it would be her.

      Braden tromped off to his next appointment in the Glade of Tranquility, trailing a throng of attendants that he ignored as best he could. As he approached, his stomach did a flip-flop, trepidation and excitement growing as he spied the ancient little elf seated cross-legged behind a shimmering curtain of magic.

      The two hours Braden spent every morning with Druska and Mina, training in weapons, and the two hours he spent with Sage Iolloe, studying his special blend of magic, were two of the best parts of his day lately. Braden nodded to the elves and gave Druska’s hand a firm squeeze before he stepped within the canopy of protective magic, ordering his thoughts in preparation for the assault that would surely come from the tiny sage.

      “Our lord is well, Bonded Druska?” the elven queen asked, her eyes tracking the human’s movements. Braden’s hand waved before him in hyper quick speed, a glyph flashing into being and curling around him just in time to deflect spinning blades of force thrown by the diminutive sage.

      “He is well, Queen Lana,” Druska said, turning to look directly into the woman’s eyes. “Master pushes himself too hard, but he carries the responsibility of your world on his shoulders.”

      “And how is the research coming along?” The queen drew Druska onto a well-worn path, steering her away from the Glade of Tranquility and her master, who battled a brilliant little elf with magic beyond the alien woman’s understanding.

      “We’ve found nothing that will help,” Druska said. “I fear our sister’s soul will stay twisted.”

      “Have faith, Druska,” the queen said, slipping her arm into the warrior’s. “The harem mage has already accomplished miracles we’d never dreamed possible. He will heal the cat-girl.”

      “Glynis-Pura,” Druska said, “her name is, Glynis-Pura.”

      “Of course it is, dear,” the queen said, patting Druska’s arm before she went on, eyes sharpening on the green-skinned scout. “This new bonding method of his… Have you counseled that it remain so… anodyne? I understand if our ways offend you.”

      “Offend me?” Druska asked. “How would they?”

      “I know the humans are… uncomfortable with some of our more… intimate traditions. I’d hate to think I might have offended you the other evening… when your lord and I…”

      “When Master bred you senseless?” Druska asked, frowning at the tittering elves and the queen’s blushing cheeks. “Why would I take offense? You’ve chosen the best man on this planet, hell in the entire galaxy, to furrow your field and breed you. If anything, I’ve more respect for you now than before.”

      “Is that so?” the queen said, her voice a touch breathless. “Yes, well… if that’s the case, why has your lord refrained from employing such… efficacious actions with my daughters?”

      “He thinks Leesha will be… what was the word he used… jealous? Yes, he is worried Leesha will become jealous. Also, our lord had odd cultural proclivities from his home world, Earth.”

      “Is that so?” Lana asked, glancing over her shoulder quickly and quieting the suddenly chattering noblewomen with a look. “Thank you, Druska,” she said, spying the king and queen of the Silver Kingdoms walking through the garden-like forest floor ahead on the path. Stopping, the woman folded both hands over Druska’s larger calloused one. “For everything, but especially for your service to the harem mage. Would you mind if I spoke with my daughter about what you just told me?”

      “So you and your daughters can sleep with my husband?” Druska asked, turning to regard the woman who’d just arrived and begun coughing hard, cheeks red when Druska spoke. “Are you okay, Janis?”

      “My apologies,” the queen of the Silver Kingdoms said, catching her breath. “We just… sorry to intrude.”

      “What’s this?” the king asked, his eyebrows high and face somewhat offended as he looked between Druska and the elves.

      “We were merely discussing a ritual Lord Braden will perform,” the elven queen said smoothly, her charm mollifying the little man. The human queen was shocked as she clung to her new husband’s arm, but behind her stood their seneschal, a solemn woman who spoke little but watched everything with a sharp gaze. Unless Master Braden was near, then the woman turned beet red and couldn’t seem to drag her eyes off him.

      Here is one with a keen mind, in need of a proper breeding, Druska thought to herself. I should mention this to Emma. She understands these people so much better than I do.

      “Hast thou thought on mine proposal, Your Majesty?” the king asked. “A treaty between our nations could be most beneficial.”

      “I agree, Your Majesty,” Queen Lana, said, drawing the man down the path with her, his attendants trailing after them. “And I would love to accept. There is just the matter of a few details to be worked out.”

      “Splendid!” the man enthused. “Seek not to reignite the centuries-old struggle between mine and mine lady love’s peoples.” He grinned at his queen with mindless love before continuing. “Then all shall be acceptable. We shall have a feast to celebrate the occasion!”

      “Brilliant idea, Your Majesty,” the elven queen said. “It will let our people get to know each other better and allow us both to fete the harem mage and his bonded for their bravery.”

      “Let us not get lost in stiff formality and staid tradition,” the human queen said. “Let us instead let our guards down and be as sisters and brothers with our noble neighbors to the north. Let us celebrate the miracles wrought with warmth instead of from the heights of cold authority. For is the Lord Harem Mage not apart and above all those of world mien? Is he not elevated beyond the mortal realm?”

      “He shits and bleeds like the rest of us,” Druska said, enjoying when Queen Janis-Toc’s eyes bugged out as the woman struggled to keep her composure. “But if I can speak for my master, he isn’t a fan of formality.”

      “A fete it is then,” Queen Lana said, turning to her daughters who trailed behind. “Girls, inform the people, we feast!”

      The princesses and nobles of both races spoke excitedly to one another as they began to plan. Druska left the monarchs as they dug into the dusty details. The elven queen’s eyes tracked the alien as she climbed the Heart Tree, and Druska knew the woman wasn’t done with her probing questions.

      Why do all these women keep approaching me? Druska thought to herself. Master is the breeder. He can and should take whomever he wants to his bed.

      Shaking her head at the strangeness of the women on this world, she headed off to find Leesha or Emma and let them know the status of their lord and master. The bonded worked out a system whereby their lord was never alone if he wasn’t training in the Glade of Tranquility. Emma had warned them of the delicate state of his mind, and they’d taken the young woman’s wise words to heart.
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      Braden didn’t want to love his magical training. He was supposed to be learning to use a tool, a powerful tool true, but a tool nonetheless. His teacher drilled that in again and again, but it was the euphoria the elf warned against.

      “Such pleasures can corrupt the mind,” Sage Iolloe had said. “Resist the impulse to hold your magic too close and for too long or you will find yourself craving it.”

      Braden could only shake his head at that and pray the elves never found their way to Earth. The mild buzz he felt whenever he touched the magic was closer to a sugar high than true euphoria. It wasn’t the side effects of touching magic that so enraptured Braden, but using it.

      What at first seemed a simple and brutal thing, the raw powers he drew in from the earth he sat upon, grew ever more complex the more he studied it. Using raw willpower, mental and physical strength, he could affect the world, but the magic when employed in such a way was rough and awkward. It would find shape in a glyph or word of power and flow from him as effortlessly as breath, and with profound and even delicate effects.

      The elven sorcerers had been studying the secret language of power for longer than humans had existed on the planet Iolloe said, and there was still so much they didn’t know. Such as why fire was easier to glyph than water, but water was a better component in most rituals. The complexities and contradictions reminded Braden of physics, always a favorite subject, and the more he applied the principles he’d learned in his Earth education, the more the magic made sense.

      As with the construction of Scry-bot, Braden found he had knowledge and a skill the casters of this world did not, computational thinking. The application of small magical processes, such as a looping function, or an interactive one, could be used in conjunction with one another to craft things of intricate complexity.

      However, much like software, most of the spells and items Braden tried failed. Bugs, it seemed, weren’t simply a function of software. Simple items, such as light sources and clocks were simple for Braden. But the more complex he tried to make a thing, the more problems presented themselves, and he’d soon lose himself in trying to fix the issue until what he was left with didn’t resemble his first construction and he was forced to scrap it.

      The more he learned about magic, the more of a miracle Scry-bot appeared to be. The ancient sorcerer was learning from Braden, but he couldn’t follow the lines of code or the discrete mathematics he’d employed. Iolloe had named it a miracle of the harem mage and promised to learn what he could of the art, but he never seemed convinced he could recreate it as Braden had. Instead, he focused on shoving as much of his knowledge as he could into the human’s skull in the three hours they spent together each day.

      “Guard your mind,” said the diminutive sage as he flicked one hand, a tiny glyph forming and shivering into nothing as a small fireball darted forward, the elf’s eyes glowing golden as it left his hands.

      Braden had just stepped through the curtain of time distortion and not two seconds passed before his mind was under assault by golden spears of mental energy that stabbed deep. Erecting the barriers, Iolloe had taught him just the day before took a painfully long amount of time, but at the last moment he threw up his palm, blue protective energies forming around him as the delayed blast fireball detonated a moment later, throwing him across the turf to rest against a lump of roots.

      “Afternoon, Iolloe,” Braden said with a groan as he picked himself up. “It’s going to be one of those sessions, I see.”

      

      Druska climbed one of the Heart Tree’s soaring walkways and struggled to keep her annoyance in check as elves avoided her on the walkways. The alien woman’s powers unnerved many of the elves and humans of the Silver Kingdoms. The powers were rare and usually associated with assassins, spies, and criminals of all kinds. Added to that fact was her off-worlder status, something that counted against the green-skinned warrior but only seemed to make her master all the more desirable.

      “Fools,” Druska muttered to herself, careful to keep her voice down so any nearby elves wouldn’t overhear.

      It wasn’t the elven fears that filled Druska’s thoughts with worry, but her sister-wives. Emma was her usual even-keeled self, but Leesha had been especially manic of late and Mina kept disappearing for hours at a time, slipping off into the elven forest with Scry-bot up to only the gods knew what. Their master’s soul carried a heaviness, and only healing Glynis-Pura would lift it. Druska didn’t know what she could do to help, other than keep Leesha and Emma focused on the problem.

      A shriek of frustration from above warned Druska of Leesha’s mood, and she slowed, wary of stepping in front of a window that might suddenly emit a stream of crackling red lightning. The little pink-haired elf had excellent control over her powers, but it was her temper that got away from her. The elves took the princess’s tantrums in stride, giving her plenty of space and making sure the pair of guards who hovered near the young elf always had fire retardant on hand, just in case.

      “We’re never going to find anything in here!” Leesha’s high-pitched voice carried through the windows above, and Druska paused to overhear what they were speaking of.

      “We must keep faith, Leesha,” Emma said, her voice gentle and calming as always. “The poor girl can’t stay as she is, and you know how much this means to our lord.”

      “Aye,” Leesha said, papers fluttering as she flipped through a tome, “but we’ve searched through every dark ritual my people ever learned of and we’ve seen nothing that gives us a clue about what corrupted her soul. I’ve tried searching my own memories from when I was taken, but can remember little.”

      “I’ve searched mine too,” Emma said, and Druska frowned to hear the depth of sadness in the teen’s voice. “After long meditation, I could swim through the memories as if they were a pool… Dark and painful thoughts, but there was nothing in there about how… or why, they did what they did.”

      “The only clue we have is it’s always underground,” Leesha said, the frustration gone from her voice. Druska was surprised to hear comfort in her tone as she stepped near the silver-haired healer. “Let's focus on that. There’s a library of Duergar rites and rituals, we may learn something in there.”

      “The Duergar are some of the greatest Elixir mixers in the world,” Emma said, her skirts rustling as she rose to her feet. “I could see if there is anything that would give Glynis-Pura some peace in her current state.”

      “I keep telling Lord Braden,” Leesha said, “all the girl needs is a little of his sweet seed, and she’ll pop right out of it. Goddess knows it’s a potent potable.”

      “More than you know,” Emma said, her voice taking on a breathless excitement. “I’ve begun researching the properties of our lord’s… seed… and its efficacy in a number of potions is… incredible. I can’t say for certain yet, but I believe our lord may hold the secret to a universal reagent and more within his stones.”

      “Universal what?” Leesha asked. Druska had been about to turn away, content the pair were working to help Glynis-Pura, but at the mention of Lord Braden’s magical seed, Druska paused so she might hear every word.

      The GGC prized breeders because of what their seed produced, Druska thought. How much would they honor Master if they knew what he could do?

      “A universal cure for poisons,” Emma said. “So far I’ve had success testing the pheromones of his seed upon a few of your sisters. They each experienced lasting tranquility and mentioned an easing of their anxieties.”

      “Hmph!” Leesha snorted in derision. “Of course they’re less anxious and more tranquil, Mother’s promised them all a hero in their wombs from the Great Harem Mage.”

      “Lord Braden shows little desire to lay with the other princesses,” Emma said, her tone careful, “but the queen has been most… persistent, you’re right.”

      “She’s become a downright whore,” Leesha laughed and Druska heard the guards inside and out gasp in shock at the disrespectful words. “Oh hush, Kilyyar, you know it’s true.”

      “Princess Leesha,” said one of the elven honor guards her mother had saddled her with, “the Lord Harem Mage…”

      “Yes, yes,” Leesha said, tone growing bored, “he’s far too handsome and compelling for my mother to help herself. I agree with you, but she doesn’t have to turn into a harlot in order to win his attention. Lord Braden isn’t given to such naked displays of affection.”

      “Oh?” asked the other guard. “And how does one… win such a great man’s attention?”

      “Not with naked lust,” Emma said gently, the sound of cloth folding as she shifted in her seat. “Our lord husband is a man who values deep connections. He can look into your eyes and see to the very depths of your soul… if you aren’t open to seeing him back in the same way, you will never know the intimacy of his touch.”

      “Is it… is it so wonderful then?” asked the first guard.

      “Lord Braden is the only man I’ve been with,” the human teen said, her voice drawing all who heard it in. “So I can’t compare him to the rest, but I’ve spoken to the village women where I grew up and others since. Nothing I’ve heard describes the raw power in his touch, nor the depths of pleasure he can carry you to.”

      “Dear Goddess,” breathed one guard, the slender woman’s cheeks blushing a deep shade of red.

      “When my husband takes me,” Leesha said, a touch of challenge in her tone, “I’m transported to nirvana more fully than if I touched ever dram of magic in the world. If I had to choose between using magic or my lord’s embrace, it would be him every time.”

      “Yes,” Emma said in agreement when the two guards made sounds of disbelief in the backs of their throats. “But that’s enough about Lord Braden for now. We promised if you helped in our research, we’d make inquiries on your behalf. Leesha, where are those Duergar tomes so we can begin?”

      “They’re scrolls,” Leesha said, the sound of parchment shuffling partly muffling her words. “The Duergar have no parchment for binding, instead they use Hydra skin. It’s a better medium for lasting through time but nearly impossible to read the black ink upon… ahh, here we go!”

      Druska slipped off when her sister-wives became absorbed in their work. The dark embrace of shadows drew her in, and she flew down the tree with a speed that would have shocked any who could witness it. The roots, bushes, and vegetation of the ground made it even easier for her to slip free of the lightly populated elven tree city. She found the human encampment set on the edge of dense green forest and blackened, corrupted lands.

      The human camp was well appointed, with all the tents set up in neat little rows, evidence of a person who’d made a game out of war. The fabric of every peaked dwelling was as white as the clouds above, and she couldn’t figure out how they kept everything so clean. Everything Druska owned was covered in dirt, and it drove her endlessly crazy.
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      Druska slipped between their lines and out the other side of the camp without being spotted, a simple feat for the scout. Passing into the dense elven forest, she spotted the little human’s tracks immediately. Mina was many things, but a creature of the forest wasn’t one of them, and her passage was easy for the alien woman to track.

      She found Mina in a small clearing beside a pond. The young woman was reclined on a moss-covered boulder, her weapons resting beside her as she spoke with a magical floating orb.

      “I never really liked it in Dalton, but after Father died, there wasn’t anywhere for me to go,” Mina said. “I don’t tell the others, but I’d have followed Lord Braden to the moon. I was so bored!”

      “Doo beep boo,” the little electronic clips and pops from Scry-bot were more complex and intricate than Druska had heard from the magical construction before.

      “You said it,” Mina said, nodding in agreement. “Lord Braden’s side is the best place to be for pure excitement.”

      “He’s good for more than just that,” Druska said with a grin, surprising the little warrior as she stepped out of the shadows. “Did you learn to speak Scry-bot’s language? My communicator can’t even translate it. I thought it was just nonsense.”

      “It’s not nonsense,” Mina said, sitting up on her boulder with a defensive little pout. “She sees and understands more than you think.”

      “It was created by Master,” Druska said. “I’m sure it’s grown into a good little probe.”

      “She’s more than that,” Mina said, not losing her frown of disapproval as she reached out and pulled the little scrying bot close. “She has feelings and emotions. She’s been through a lot, like all of us.”

      “I don’t doubt you,” Druska said, keeping the frown off her face, not wanting to upset Mina who clearly felt deeply for their master’s creation.

      With the girl’s history, Druska thought it made sense that she would bond with something and why not Scry-bot? It made as good a pet as anything.

      “We’re still planning for tonight, right?” The girl’s expression shifted into eager excitement as she changed the subject.

      “Yes,” the scout said, “the garments should be ready this afternoon. Make sure you’re back in time to change.”

      “Don’t worry,” Mina said. “I wouldn’t miss it for the world. Leesha’s still getting the cakes, right?”

      “Is that why you’re looking forward to it?” Druska asked with a crooked grin as she stood. “Sweets?”

      “One of the reasons,” Mina said, and Druska felt her cheeks heat when the little warrior threw her a wink. The girl could be unusually shy, and other times could be downright scandalous as far as the alien woman was concerned.

      “Just make sure you aren’t late,” Druska said. “I don’t think Leesha will be able to wait if you’re late.”

      “It isn’t Leesha I’m worried about,” Mina said, “but Emma. The girl worked out a delayed fertility spell she wants to try out tonight. She mentioned some… side effects.”

      “She hasn’t mentioned it to me,” Druska said with a frown.

      “Of course not,” Mina said with a snort of laughter. “I love you Druska, but you can get downright strange when talk of pregnancy and babies comes up.” The little warrior held up a hand when Druska opened her mouth to respond and went on quickly, “Peace, even you have to admit you can go a little overboard with the praying and begging to become pregnant.”

      “Our master is the greatest man I’ve ever known,” Druska said. “Is it not correct to want his genetic material to thrive in the universe?”

      “I love his material as much as you,” Mina said, with a snort of laughter, “but just cool it with the baby talk around Emma, okay? She’s as eager as you are but worried what will happen if we’re suddenly fat with child and need to defend Lord Braden’s life.”

      “That is a problem I hadn’t considered.” Druska frowned. “She is eminently practical and wise, our silver-haired sister, isn’t she?”

      “Aye,” Mina said, turning back to Scry-bot. “Emma’s a real peach. The irony is she has a more noble bearing than any of the noble-born girls I grew up with.”

      “And you would have been happier in her village,” Druska said, seeing the truth as she spoke the words.

      “Doesn’t matter now,” the little warrior said, her smile returning. “We both ended up in the same place.”

      “Don’t be late,” Druska reminded the girl, ignoring her rolled eyes as she slipped back into the shadows of the forest and hurried back to her master’s side.

      Druska didn’t fear for Braden’s safety, not surrounded by the entire elven kingdom as he was, but she felt uncomfortable away from his side for too long. Like a space-dog who’d become overly affectionate, the Bonded Scout suspected she would pine if they were ever separated and might find it difficult to function without knowing he was nearby and safe, but she pushed the worrisome thoughts down.

      Evening in the elven tree city was normally a quiet time, but Druska noticed a large gathering forming near the Glade of Remembrance. The king and queen of the Silver Kingdoms were there, along with a small group of their retainers. The pair were speaking hurriedly with a tall, elegantly dressed man surrounded by four women. One was dressed in attire resembling the man, but of a touch poorer quality, while the other three stood in matching outfits comprising white blouses and short, dark blue coats and skirts.

      The harem mage stepped from the glade, his features haggard and covered in sweat from his exertions. Druska could read the exhaustion in every line of the man’s posture as he stepped free of the magical barrier and took in the group gathering outside.

      “Lord Harem Mage!” King Ordolin said, offering a flourish with his arm as he indicated the man beside him. “We art blessed with the company of an emissary most renowned and respected! Allow me to introduce Bond Mage Gylion and his bonded, Fillorn.”

      “A pleasure to make your acquaintance, sir,” the bond mage said in a smooth, cultured voice, offering Lord Braden a shallow bow. “You’ve led me on quite the chase to track you down. I arrived in Dalton not a day after you departed, thought you and your women lost at sea, for weeks. Well met, sir.”

      “Your Majesty,” Braden said to the slender king, “I warned you about darkness infecting this group’s ranks.”

      “But Lord Braden!” the man said, face paling under Braden’s glower, “Bond Mage Gylion was most insistent and assured me a meeting would be in your best interests—”

      “And how would he know that?” Braden asked, his voice quieting to a dangerous whisper. Druska slipped through the shadows and approached them hidden. Her master’s eyes passed over her and her skin tingled to be noticed by him. Forcing her thoughts away from her plans for the evening, Druska settled beneath a root a meter behind the young bonded as the girl fingered an arrow in her quiver.

      “Sir—” the bond mage began but Braden held up a hand, silencing the man with a gesture filled with such absolute command the fellow’s teeth clicked together he closed his mouth so fast.

      “I’m sure their people, those not corrupted by this Dark Queen, mean well, but they’re part of a system that keeps producing bad outcomes for me and mine. I want no part of their problems; we’ve got enough of our own.”

      “But sir, err, Lord Harem Mage.” It sounded almost like it pained the man to admit Braden’s status before everyone without something in return, but he spoke quickly to keep from being interrupted again. “I understand your hesitation and would offer my sincerest apologies and that of my order for the events that took place in Dalton. I assure you that Arch Bond Mage Ennis Lippie has begun a pogrom in order to cleanse the taint from our halls. I offer you not only the friendship of the Illustrious Order of Bond Mages, and with it access to the Magisterium and all the knowledge held within her walls, but also the gift of Upgrade, a ritual known only to us.”

      The man stepped smoothly to the side and showed off the three young women standing behind him. Brown, blonde, and red-haired, the girls were each lovelier than the last and possessing keen intelligence in their eager eyes. The sight of the group, already skilled and eager to serve her master, gave Druska an idea.

      “The new Duke of Dalton informed me you’ve bonded several through chance, even a peasant girl without education or breeding,” the fine-featured man smiled, his manner unctuous, but remained oblivious to the cloud entering Braden's features, or the red anger growing as he continued. “The upgrade ritual will shift the bond to whoever you choose, and the pain to the bonded is minimal, lasting only a fortnight. With it, you can choose any woman you like to become your bonded! I’ve taken the liberty of selecting three of the finest final years the Magisterium has to offer.”

      He swept a hand over the three young women, each of whom stood a little taller. The girls were all beautiful, Druska thought, each a fine example of a different version of a human woman from slender to well-endowed, dark-haired to light, and even complexions of different hues.

      “Hythern has trained in the healing arts since she was a girl,” Bond Mage Gylion began, his stare lascivious as he took in the slender teen. “And Ryllia is a brilliant blade, not to mention she seems most eager for the—”

      “Silence.”

      Braden spoke the word softly, but it cut through the air like a knife. The word turned into magical command by unconscious thought on his part. Druska shifted, so she was in a better position to draw her blade as her master rose to his full height, the fatigue from earlier gone, replaced by a righteous fury she’d rarely seen in him. Not the uncontrollable rage he struggled with. This anger was on her and her sisters’ behalf, and once she realized that, the alien woman’s worry dissolved into a bottomless sea of love.

      “I will give you the benefit of the doubt, sir,” Braden’s voice was cold as ice and just as hard, the surrounding air snapped and sparked with raw magical power and the fine hairs on the back of Druska’s arms rose. She watched the bonded and the three students quivering to witness such naked power. “And assume you didn’t mean the great insult you flung so carelessly at my feet. Every woman I’ve bonded has become the love of my life, and I wouldn’t set them aside for anything on your world or mine.”

      The students looked to have fallen even further for Druska’s master at his declaration of love, and even the young bonded looked upon Braden more favorably than she did her master.

      “I can forgive your ignorance,” Braden continued. “However, I can’t forgive your arrogance.” The bond mage’s face grew affronted until Braden spoke on, and the red in his cheeks turned green with fear. “The first words out of your mouth weren’t to forge common ground with our shared enemy, nor were they to offer aid in my quest to cleanse Glynis-Pura, though I’m sure the king and queen of the Silver Kingdoms informed you of my plight.”

      “My Lord Harem Mage,” the man said, face tight with suppressed emotion, “we of course offer whatever aid we can in these trying times, and I bring intelligence on the Dark Queen from the Arch Mage himself. If we could meet, I’m sure all of these issues could be worked out. Your power”—the man swallowed hard, ignoring the warping of air around Braden—“cannot be denied but you can’t fight these threats alone. Only the Order knows the true threat we face.”

      “Is that so?” Harem Mage Braden asked, tone amused but pale blue eyes hard as stone as they met the man’s. “If you aren’t looking to the stars for the greatest threat facing your world, then you’re looking in the wrong place.”

      “Stars?” the man mouthed silently to himself, a puzzled expression on his face.

      “Take this back to your Arch Mage when you see him next,” Braden said, slinging his sheathed sword up over one shoulder as he turned to go. “I only have one wish for the bond mages of this world: Do Better.”

      The fine-featured man stiffened, his expression unsure if he should be offended, but his bonded wore a satisfied smile and she and the three students watched Braden walk away with something far stronger than respect or appreciation in their eyes.
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      “Druska,” Braden called, turning back and finding her in her hiding place, “I’ll be up in a few. I have to meet with the Sorcerers’ Council.”

      “Good luck,” Druska muttered as she stood.

      “By the gods!” shouted Bond Mage Gylion as he jumped away and spun from the green-skinned rogue positioned not three feet from where he was standing. “How did you… where were you…?”

      “Master Braden couldn’t accept your pretty little breeding whores,” Druska said, ignoring the man in favor of his bonded, who’d drawn a slim dagger the moment Druska stood. Good reflexes on that one, she thought to herself as she went on.

      “Not where all the elves and Silver Kingdoms people could see. You know how breeding politics go.” Druska thought that from their frowning expressions, perhaps they didn’t. “If he gifts a few with his seed and the powers they confer,” she explained, “then he’d have to do it for all of them and there really isn’t enough time in the day for that. Not when he needs to train.”

      “Politics…?” mouthed the bond mage as one redheaded student mouthed, “Powers?” Her eyes brightened as she shared a grin with her blonde friend.

      “If you’re serious and they’re all genetically viable candidates, then I’ll evaluate their fitness to be bred, or even to become First-Wives of Lord Braden.”

      “I… um…” The man looked poleaxed as he stared at Druska, at a loss for words.

      “They’ll be waiting for you whenever, Bonded,” the little bonded woman said to Druska after shooting a frown at her bond mage, “Seems we have some adjustments to make to get used to your lord’s… way of doing things.”

      “They aren’t Lord Braden’s ways,” Mina said over Druska’s shoulders as the little warrior walked up, her dark eyes hard as agates as they bored into the bond mages, “They’re ours.”

      “Yes… well,” Bond Mage Gylion said, straightening his coat and standing tall, “Please make sure to inform your lord I meant no offense… I’m certain he is well served with you both as bonded, that is clear to see.” He shifted uncomfortably when Mina’s expression never changed, then turned to the three students he’d brought. “Ladies, I’m sure these two are busy with other tasks in service of the harem mage, let us depart for now.” Tilting his head to Druska and lower to Mina, he turned with a sweep of his cloak and strode away, not bothering to wait for the king and queen who chatted quietly with their attendants.

      “Apologies, ladies,” the man’s bonded said, offering Druska and Mina a deeper bow than her master. “But hey, at least there was no blood spilt, eh?”

      “You say that like it’s a good thing,” Druska said, frowning.

      The bonded raised an eyebrow at that, but when it was clear the green-skinned alien wasn’t joking, she gave a little shiver and with a final wave for her students took off after her bond mage. One of the girls stayed behind, her expression fixed as she stood before Druska and took a deep breath.

      “Bonded, if your offer was sincere, then I would…” The blonde girl’s cheeks flamed a bright red, but she forced herself to go on. “I would be honored if the harem mage wanted to… breed with me.”

      “Of course you would be,” Druska said. “Why state the obvious?”

      “I think, sister,” Mina said with a gentle tone, “that the girl’s begging you to… evaluate her.”

      “Is that what you want?” Druska asked.

      “Yes, Bonded,” the girl said, ducking her head.

      “Then meet me tomorrow morning an hour after sunrise right here,” Druska said.

      “Yes, Bonded!” the girl said with a bright grin. “My friend.” She pointed to the shy faced and mammoth-breasted redhead trailing at the back of the group, shooting looks back at the girl who stayed behind. “Mistress, she’s even better with the blade than me, can she join?”

      “If you’re prepared to experience everything a bonded does, with her and the other, then by all means invite them both,” Druska said, unsure why the girl had been so nervous a moment before but sagged with relief now. “Just don’t be late.”

      “Oh, we are, Bonded, and we won’t be!”

      The girl spun and ran back to her group, short blue skirts kicking up with every step and flashing white panties.

      “Isn’t that during our training time with Lord Braden?” Mina asked, a brief grin curling the side of her mouth.

      “There are other things to train in besides martial skills,” Druska said as they started climbing the Heart Tree, “and it can’t hurt to have the girls return to the heart of the bond mages’ strength and spread tales of how glorious the harem mage is and the gifts he can give them.”

      “And if he remains as stubborn as he has been with the queen’s girls?”

      “That could be an issue,” Druska said, “but I plan to speak with him soon about his duties and responsibilities. Those three looked trained, beautiful, and eager. He’s still a man. It shouldn’t be hard to convince him.”

      “I think I can help you put him in the right frame of mind by the time you meet with the girls,” Mina said, her grin turning conspiratorial. “Anyway, about tonight, I found these black-and-white maids’ outfits. Had the servants set four of them aside. Figured we could treat Lord Braden…”

      Druska listened with a growing smile as Mina told her the diabolical plan. They found Emma and Leesha already in the steam baths, cleaning one another, and quickly stripped out of their clothing to join in. The elven steam baths reminded Druska of her brief time on a command ship with its large supply of fresh water, and she never tired of indulging in the luxury.

      

      Braden left the council chambers after having listened to the king of the Silver Kingdoms and Queen Lana, of the Silver Heart Tree elves, politely pressing one another for more favorable terms in their ongoing trade negotiations. The elves wanted full access to the humans’ ports but didn’t see the reason for paying taxes on something crossing the Silver Kingdoms’ land.

      After pausing and speaking with the collection of young human and elven women who gathered outside of any meeting, Braden was hard-pressed to ignore the many smokey looks and open invitations he received. Though Druska and the others encouraged that he spread his seed, as it were, Braden felt little desire to spread himself so thin.

      They didn’t seem to believe him when he said having four women at his beck and call was already a large change. He worried what would become of him if he indulged every whim and fantasy. Would lust consume him as his anger almost had?

      I couldn’t risk hurting them, Braden thought to himself, no matter what desires I or the magic may have.

      There had been a few human and elven women who’d triggered the power within Braden. That had been the initial reason for finding another way to transfer powers other than mating. When it had happened with a gorgeous elven maid Emma had introduced him to, Braden hadn’t been able to look the girl in the eye knowing Glynis-Pura lay chained to a bed, mind twisted because of him.

      Putting the thoughts out of his head, Braden arrived at his rooms and heard the quiet laughter and conversation of those whom he loved most in the world, and his heart swelled. The Earthling had taken a few weeks to push past his initial discomfort. Finding it an odd sensation to be in love with multiple women and even odder that each was in love with him so completely. He’d found blessings on this new world, beyond anything he could have imagined for himself.

      Stepping into the round chamber, Braden once again thanked fate, the gods, and even Druska’s Great Algorithm, for blessing him with four such gorgeous and amazing women as he took them and their outfits in.

      Their large bedchamber had been transformed into a candlelit wonderland. Streamers of lavender and pink blossoms were strung across the ceiling, their fragrant blooms filling the room with a delicate scent. All about the sides of the room were candles in all shapes and sizes. Hundreds of the delicate little flames lit the room, their pale golden light highlighting the four women’s incredible bodies.

      Braden’s mouth grew dry as his eyes swept over Druska, Mina, Leesha, and Emma. The four women were wearing identical sets of skimpy black-and-white maids’ outfits cut in a way that set his head hammering. The design was foreign to Braden but looked elven in origin, and he suspected he knew who’d picked them out as Mina flashed a bright grin at his reaction.

      Small, lacy black-and-white sleeveless tops cupped the women’s breasts, holding them up but somehow allowing them to sway and bounce with every movement. On Emma the effect was jaw-dropping, and Braden was hard-pressed to say if the garments were magically enchanted, his attention was so riveted on the women’s bodies.

      The tops left midriffs bare and the slender women’s pale bellies reached down to a set of black panties trimmed in white lace that did little to cover the treasures between their legs. As Braden’s eyes swept across the four, they sat up, and Mina slipped off the bed to take her lord’s hand.

      “Come, my lord,” Mina said, her dark eyes dancing as she looked up at Braden and led him to the bed. Her firm little behind swayed delightfully as the young woman pulled him atop the mattress and pressed him down between her sister-wives. “Let us take your mind off what troubles you… and remind you why we fight.”

      “You are all so gorgeous,” Braden said, looking from Mina to Druska and running his thumb down the alien woman’s cheek. He loved how her pupils dilated whenever he touched her soft and loving line and drew her into a kiss, then turned to Leesha and Emma who were moving close to his other side. “Each more beautiful than the last.”

      Leesha frowned, saying, “That doesn’t make any sense.” The little elf sat up and moved behind the thicker teen with her massive bust and reached up to cup the heavy flesh of Emma’s breasts.

      “Leesha,” Emma moaned, “don’t… you know how… ohh!.... mhmm sensitive I am… mhmm.” The silver-haired teen turned and drew the little elf into a deep kiss, their pink tongues slipping into one another’s mouths and putting more steel in Braden’s manhood as he watched.

      Sliding one hand up Emma’s thigh, he cupped one of the teenager’s firm ass cheeks and then slipped it between Leesha’s thighs, loving the elven woman’s moan of pleasure as she made out with Emma. The elf arched her head back, gasping in bliss as Braden’s talented fingers found her special spot, all coated in her wetness, and teased it.

      As the elf and young healer were kissing and caressing one another, Druska stole her master’s lips. The green-skinned alien woman’s thick lips awoke a hunger deep within the harem mage and the woman grinned to feel his manhood rise. Her deft fingers slipped the thickening spear of flesh free and held it straight as Mina crawled between Braden’s thighs and mewled in pleasure as she ran her tongue up the underside.

      “Relax, Master,” Druska breathed as she sat up and guided little Mina’s head in servicing his cock, “and let your wives do their duty.”

      “Jesus,” Braden moaned as Druska’s nimble tongue joined Mina’s and they lavished love upon his manhood, both swirling around the tip, teasing one another as the women grinned.

      The harem mage’s wives had grown used to hearing odd words from their lord and this phrase was common when he was especially enjoying something. Druska purred in happiness as she ran her tongue down his steely shaft and around his heavy stones, sucking one gently into her mouth and grinning around the sensitive flesh as Braden’s muscles tightened in pleasure.

      “Ohh fuck,” the harem mage moaned as Emma bent down above Mina and wrapped her plump lips around the head and Leesha slithered to his other side and bent low, joining Mina in licking and suckling the sides of his shaft.

      One hand caressed the silver-haired teen’s soft ass and the other gripped Leesha’s firm ass cheek as he watched all four women licking, sucking, and kissing his cock and one another. The feeling was incredible, but the sight was even more astounding and he felt his first orgasm of the evening unleashed in him as all four women ran their tongues up the shaft, cheeks pressed together and moans of pleasure filling the room.

      “Cumming,” Braden announced, although his harem had learned to read their lord’s body and knew when his manhood was about to blow.

      Thus, all four of their beautiful faces hovered near the tip, tongues teasing the sensitive flesh as Braden bellowed in pleasure. He watched his seed shoot forth across all four faces as the women lapped it up as fast as they could. Leesha shook in orgasm first, her fingers working at her little slit, followed by Mina and then Emma and Druska as all four women savored the magical seed of their master.

      “Lord… you taste so sweet,” Emma breathed as she rolled onto her side, sexy young body writhing in pleasure. “Mhmm, I can feel the flavor of you reaching deep into my body… ohhh gods!”

      Mina pushed the pink-haired elf onto her back, the pair of them pushing his seed back and forth between their mouths as they kissed and caressed one another. Both took special care to clean Braden’s cum off the other girl’s face with gentle kisses and soft touches as they basked in the aftermath of their orgasms.

      The sight of Emma’s sublime curves was too much, and Braden rose to his knees. The sight of the teen’s massive pale breasts, capped in their pink inverted nipples caused his cock to throb. Druska, anticipating her master’s desire, was at his side a moment later, fingers gliding along his shaft as she pressed the fat head into Emma’s slender slit.

      “Oh, lord!” Emma moaned, her silver eyes flashing as she turned, looking up at Braden.

      The teen’s wide mouth stretched into a seductive smile as she twisted her shoulders and cupped both breasts in her small hands. Braden fucked her with slow strokes as the girl lay on her side, her whimpers of pleasure joining Mina’s and Leesha’s as Druska bent low to feast on the teen’s large nipples.

      Druska’s slender back and the twin dimples above her firm ass were too inviting a sight, so Braden pulled her above the silver-haired girl. The alien woman growled in pleasure as she swung a leg over Emma’s wide hips, her tiny pussy right above the teen’s. Braden watched Druska and Emma making out, the pair caressing one another’s bodies and gasping in pleasure as he drove into first Emma, then Druska, alternating between their pussies with hard thrusts.
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      Braden and the women lost themselves in the lovemaking. When his strength flagged from a hard day of training, Emma was right there to refresh him and always there was an eager bit of flesh to caress, fondle, or suckle in order to replenish his lusts. He took each bent over at least once, letting the others witness him claiming a wife and filling her womb with his seed before she’d join the pile of naked female flesh.

      As the night wore on Druska, Emma, and then Leesha fell into happy slumber, content to let Mina devour the last of their lord and master’s lusts. The little human was unique amongst Braden’s harem for being insatiable when around the others. He’d made love to her one-on-one several times and the experience was always intimate and satisfying, although the girl did have a penchant for being submissive.

      It was around the other three that her full libido was unleashed. She wasn’t competitive with the others, Braden knew, but instead aroused by their proximity. That and the comfort and love she shared with Druska, Emma, and Leesha combined to unlock a wildcat in the adorable little black-haired warrior.

      Mina was quiet and reserved most of the time, so Braden reveled in the evenings when she let loose and indulged. The young woman was the spitting image of an adorable Japanese model, and he often found himself having déjà vu as he struggled to remember she was from the Duchy of Dalton on this world. Her dark angled eyes were matched by her black hair, cut in a short bob cut high in the back and angled down, adding to her adorable look.

      It was the girl’s slender torso, small firm bust, and narrow hips that inspired Braden’s lusts, so different from Emma and Druska or any woman he’d loved on Earth. He’d never been with a woman as petite as Mina, and she loved to arch her body and twist and turn to show it off to best effect for her lord’s hungry gaze.

      Their long evening of wild lovemaking came to an end as the teen rode Braden’s large manhood, her hips undulating slowly as she ground her hard little love bud against his pubis. His hands caressed her slender hips and small firm breasts as the girl milked his cock slowly. Her dark eyes were locked on his, and she watched his eyes tracking over her body with the same breathless wonder as she had their first night together.

      “My lord… oh heavens, Braden… I’m… Oh, gods, this is going to be a big one… NNnghghhh!”

      Braden’s lips stretched into a wide grin of pride as the young little warrior writhed in pleasure on his cock. Her tiny pussy walls gripped his cock and milked it, increasing his pleasure tenfold. Then firm young breasts were pressed into his face and his lips latched around one firm little nipple as his hands cupped the girl’s firm ass cheeks. Growling in pleasure, he began to drive up into her with insistent strokes.

      “Cum for me, oh baby I want to feel it… you’re so big… so hard… Oh, lord… so hot!”

      Braden’s world went white as he came within the tiny woman’s sucking pussy. He felt the seed drawn out of him as Mina shivered atop him, her slender hips rising and falling in tiny little motions as she shuddered in orgasm again. Their fingers trembled as they held one another and slowly came down from the great height of their pleasure, lips touching in gentle kisses before the young woman slipped off her lord’s lap and curled in the crook of his arm, laying her head on his chest.

      “We will save her,” Mina said gently, her fingers tracing small patterns on the muscles of her lord’s abs, “and then we’ll finally be complete.”

      “I wish I had your faith,” Braden said, and the raw emotion in his voice caused the little warrior to pick up her head and plant a soft kiss on his cheek.

      “We will keep the faith for you, my handsome husband,” Mina breathed, smiling when Leesha rolled over and draped an arm over her slender hip, the elf pressing her plump firm breasts against Mina’s back as she cuddled close. “That is part of our wifely duties after all… amongst other things.”

      “Thank you,” Braden whispered, pulling the slender human close and kissing the top of her head as he ran gentle fingers up her side, feeling Leesha’s smooth skin as he ran his hand down. “I love you so much.” He whispered the words in her hair and felt her snuggle even closer, Leesha sighing in her sleep and resting a hand on his stomach as well.

      The words seemed inadequate for the deep well of gratitude he was feeling, but they were all he had. Lying under the dimming candlelight, Braden let his thoughts wander as sleep remained elusive. His time on this new world had been brief, but it had changed him in fundamental and profound ways. He felt like a more complete man after confronting his own weakness, pain, and anger, and the feeling only grew the more he trained with Sage Iolloe. He sensed his time here would be brief, but Braden resolved to get as much out of it as he could as sleep stole him into dark dreams filled with a cold and infinite void.

      

      Sheela climbed the spiraling walkway to the chambers set aside for the harem mage, her sister, and his other wives. The tall elf struggled to train her thoughts away from fantasies she’d entertained as a maiden of what it must be like in a harem mage’s bedchambers.

      It had been easy to ignore Lord Braden’s handsome virility before he’d awoken both her powers and her womanhood with pleasure undreamt of. Since then the human had plagued her thoughts, driving her mind to distraction and leaving her body aquiver.

      Training her mind to the task at hand, the elven maiden inspected the little pot she held. The ceramic vessel held a small amount of rich black earth and a delicate little plant growing out of it. The fragile stalk shivered with the elf’s every step and the red bell-like blossoms trembled, on the verge of breaking off at any moment.

      Mistress Emma must see this, the princess thought to herself. With a stable supply of Silverleaf, Soulsing tea will be easier than ever to produce.

      Sheela had spent most of her one hundred and fifty-seven years alive studying with the potions and elixir masters. Those ancient creatures were some of the foremost sources of knowledge on the complicated art, but true to their natures, the ancient elven masters doled their secrets out over centuries.

      That is, until a silver-haired human girl arrived, throwing them all in a fit. Emma had not only brought with her a recipe and magical tea long thought lost to the elven people, but she had also brought new techniques and knowledge even the elves didn’t seem to possess. The human bonded’s openness and willingness to share her knowledge and skills with any who asked had endeared her to the younger elves but none more so than Sheela, who’d angered her old masters by ignoring her studies and instead had spent the past three days following the young human around as an assistant of sorts.

      When Lord Braden had awoken her gift the day before, it had disappointed Sheela at first not to be blessed with something evocative or flashy. But the more she’d thought about the gift, the more she’d come to realize what a boon it would be to her work, and she’d begun experimenting at once. Late in the night she’d taken one of the rarest ingredients for Soulsing tea and brushed it with her gift after planting it and sat in awe, watching the rare and magical plant struggle forth.

      Sheela was unable to contain her excitement as she approached the bonded’s chambers and stepped in, opening her mouth to call to Lady Emma, only to find the young human in the throes of wicked passion with her lord.

      The young elf stood in the doorway, mouth agape and skin suddenly flush as her heart hammered in her chest. The great man lay on his back, Emma astride his hips with that mighty spear of flesh piercing her again and again as the young human cried out in pleasure. The Bonded Healer looked even more gorgeous than normal, her face twisted in pleasure, silver hair in artful disarray, and the perfection of her curvy, young body on display.

      Instead of feeling jealousy or envy, Sheela felt inadequate as she gazed not just upon the silver-haired Emma but also the green-skinned and terrifying scout who rode her lord’s face, his tongue teasing her treasure as the warrior and Sheela’s younger sister, Leesha, embraced against his side. The pair of women were lost in their embrace and the proximity to Braden, which Sheela coveted.

      Forgetting why she’d come, the young elven princess turned and fled, trailing priceless silver-tipped petals behind her as she raced back to her rooms. Sheela shoved aside any hope of experiencing ecstasy like her sister or the other blessed members of the harem did. Instead, she did what she’d done at least four times a day since Lord Braden arrived, filling her head with wicked thoughts.

      Locking her door and slipping beneath her sheets, the princess slid two fingers down over the tight lips of her hairless sex, touching and teasing the hard little nub there. Her mind filled with images of the handsome human’s mighty cock sending Lady Emma into the heights of pleasure, and Sheela whimpered as she shoved three fingers within her sex, desperate to feel anything close to what his manhood might feel like.

      Dear Goddess, Sheela prayed silently as her pleasure crested and a storm of pleasure erupted within her, I pray for a chance to feel that man’s touch… to feel the real magic that birthed my powers… Dear Goddess… Please!

      “Sheela?” called a voice that awoke blind panic in the little elven princess as she crested her orgasm. “Daughter, why is your chamber locked? What is this miracle you had me dragged down here to see?”

      “My Queen… look at these petals… it’s true! Sheela cultivated Silverleaf… think of the benefits!”

      “Hmph look at where the trail leads…” Queen Lana said, “or rather, returns from… Didn’t Leesha say she and her sister-wives had a special evening and morning planned for Lord Braden?”

      “Ahh,” said the second voice. “She has the same affinity as you, my Queen. The resonance is strong in a few of the others as well.”

      “Come, leave the girl be,” the queen said. “Goddess knows, if she witnessed what I think she did, she’ll need a few hours to… recover.”

      “But if she did cultivate Silverleaf—”

      “Then she can do it again later,” the queen said, voice firm and drifting away as she led her advisor off. “You remember the first evening you were witness to the harem in supplication.”

      “Ahh,” Sheela’s aunt said, her voice just reaching the blushing little elf’s ears, “are we speaking of that now, sister? Are we finally admitting the weakness you exhibit around that human?”

      “Hmph!” If the queen had more to say, it was lost as she climbed down the Silver Heart Tree structure.

      “Dear Goddess,” Sheela whispered, her fingers starting up once more as the images of Lord Braden’s manhood filled her mind’s eye once more, “if it is within your heart to honor my request… I will do anything… serve in any way… Please allow me one hour… one minute… Oh sweet goddess it’s happening again!”

      As the elven princess melted into her mattress after coming down from another orgasm, breath coming in shallow little gasps as she collected herself, she was unaware of others who’d been driven into similar states of raw desire, but none felt the ache as painfully as she.
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      Braden, Druska, and Mina made their way down the Silver Heart Tree’s sloping walkways to the martial training grounds. The grounds were literal, a patch of bare earth set between two mammoth root structures, surrounded by racks holding weapons of all types. From edges of weapons to crushing and everything in between, most were blunted for training, but some few were honed to a keen edge by smiths every evening.

      A handful of the queen’s warriors were on the training grounds already in the midst of their workouts or training routines, but they’d left a large section set aside for Braden and his bonded. The first morning there had been a crowd of noblewomen and servants, come to watch the human. They were quickly run off by the weapons master, a grizzled old elf who had little use for the silk wearing women.

      Druska and Mina took up their weapons of choice while Braden grabbed a dull-edged long sword and began his stretches. The women joined in with him, finding the human’s odd calisthenics and stretching routines improved upon their own. Once they were all limber, Druska called Mina out to the center of the sparring ring.

      “Today we work on withdrawal,” the green-skinned woman said to Braden. “Mina is going to demonstrate how, once you’ve engaged with a swordswoman, properly planning for a retreat should always be at the back of your mind.”

      “It’s like a stones game,” Mina said as she stepped into a ready position with her spear. “You should always be planning at least a few moves ahead or else you’ll find yourself trapped.”

      The little Bonded Warrior threw herself at Druska, her spear flickering as it spun into the taller woman’s curved training blade. The two exchanged a quick set of blows, but Mina was clearly at a disadvantage. As Druska pressed the attack, Braden watched the little warrior execute a series of quick attacks that forced Druska’s blade wide, affording her room to disengage.

      “Perfect,” Druska said with an approving nod to Mina. “You see, Master, how she waited until my feet were inline? Come and give it an attempt.”

      Braden stood and took Mina’s place in the sparring ring. Forcing himself to take easy slow breaths, he slipped into the guard position Druska had taught him and readied himself to strike. His eyes met his bonded’s, and the woman’s smile of eager pleasure never failed to put a corresponding smile on Braden’s face.

      Since being pulled to this strange, magical world, Braden had been training in the blade with Druska for an hour or two a day. Over the past few weeks and months, he’d improved tremendously, but it wasn’t until they’d been joined by Mina, and were able to spend three to five hours a day working out, that he’d finally begun to feel competent.

      The harem mage struck first, going high but looping his blade around low to cut at the scout’s shins. Druska moved like liquid around the strikes, her deflections effortless and smooth. Braden avoided a counterstrike and tried to ignore his bonded’s nod of approval at the feat as he slapped her sword wide and dove to the side. He struck the ground on one shoulder and rolled clear, coming up with his blade at the ready.

      “Good,” Druska said with an approving nod. “But try to avoid rolling if you can. On a battlefield, you can never be certain the ground will be clear of bodies or something that might trip you up.”

      “Is it better to withdraw to sword side or shield side?” Braden asked.

      “Shield if you have one,” Mina answered. “Let’s show him, Druska.”

      Mina grabbed up a small buckler and squared off with the taller woman again. A small crowd of elven and Silver Kingdoms warriors and guardsmen had gathered and stood off to one side. The men whispered excitedly when the women got ready to spar. Curiosity had brought them out the first day, and Braden had seen derision on many of the men’s faces. That is until the women sparred for the first time.

      Druska and Mina had trained together several times on the journey north from Dalton. However, since their duel onboard the Mighty Oar, they hadn’t had a chance to go all out against one another and stretch themselves. The first duel had been so brutal and furious, Braden had worried there might be bad blood between the pair after, but when Mina’s spear point pressed against the hollow of Druska’s throat, the alien woman burst out in joyous laughter instead of prideful anger as their master had worried she might.

      “Again, sister!” the scout had called, and little Mina, grinning fiercely, didn’t hesitate before launching herself at the warrior again.

      On the second pass, Druska edged the other woman out, managing to slip her blade within Mina’s defenses. By this time dozens of warriors had gathered to watch, and they no longer joked and sneered at the women. Their faces were stiff with shock and more than a touch of desire as they watched the gorgeous women dancing around the training ground in their smallclothes

      Mina demonstrated withdrawing from an engagement with a shield, and Braden stepped into the ring to practice. Again and again, the women drilled defensive tactics into their master’s head. Druska and Mina were both impressed with how quickly he learned. Mina especially kept commenting on the speed of his wrists and the balance of his feet and how if he devoted himself to the work, he could be a world-class blade master in ten or twenty years.

      “She’s right,” Druska said with a nod. “But we don’t have twenty years to train you. So we’ll start out with more defensive tactics.”

      “I should learn how to strike too,” Braden said, after the full day’s training on defensive work, but Druska frowned and pointed at the weapon.

      “Is the blade more effective than your magic? Is it faster? Can it strike more enemies at once?” She shook her head. “Don’t let the romanticism of the blade cloud your mind when it comes to staying alive.”

      The woman had a good point, Braden knew. Too often he’d failed to use the magic during a fight, forgetting in the immediacy of battle and relying on the sword. In nearly every instance, he would have been better served using magic.

      Braden lost track of time as he trained. He’d come to love the thrill of the contest and felt no shame in being bested by two women again and again. Just the opposite, in fact. Over these past three days, he’d come to respect Mina and Druska even more for the dedication to their craft both showed. His favorite time each morning was at the end of their sessions when Druska and Mina squared off to duel for real.

      The furious exchanges sometimes lasted no longer than a second, with one or the other making a deadly strike in the first or second exchange. More often, the pair traded blows for long minutes as they probed one another’s defenses for weakness. These duals drew the biggest crowds, and a small betting market had sprung up with humans and elves alike wagering on the outcomes.

      That morning Braden found it hard to focus on the women dueling. Instead, he couldn’t seem to shake worries over Glynis-Pura and the feeling that he wasn’t doing enough. Evenings of bliss and days of learning and training only added to his mounting guilt.

      Have faith, Braden told himself. The elves and humans are searching their libraries for clues. Train and learn… that’s all you can do for now.

      The harem mage felt as though he wasn’t doing enough no matter what he told himself, but he forced the thoughts aside as Mina and Druska walked over, sweat dripping from their noses and chins, bright smiles on their faces from their recent contest.

      “Mina got you that time,” Braden said, handing Druska a cloth to wipe off her sweat, “but that riposte was brilliant.”

      “Still didn’t work,” Druska said, flashing Mina a wink. “You’re just as dangerous with a shield as you are with a weapon.”

      “They’re one and the same my old master told me,” Mina said, affecting an easy shrug, but Braden saw how much the compliment pleased the little warrior as she pulled on her cloak and the weapons she was never far from, even in the elven stronghold.

      “If I had another no-shield,” Druska said, patting her belt, “I’d love to see you train with it.”

      Mina wasn’t so sure about the alien woman’s technology, but Braden had been working with several of Druska’s GGC devices in an effort to replicate some of their more effective applications, with magic. The shield was one of the most difficult items he’d attempted to reverse engineer.

      “Master,” Duska said when they’d hung their blunted weapons on the rack, “I have a proposal to offer you, if you wouldn’t mind staying behind for a few minutes.”

      “I’ll see you two tonight,” Mina said, drawing her cloak about her shoulders and turning to head out into the greater forest.

      Braden watched the little warrior go with a deep frown, and Druska could almost feel the man’s worry. Every morning the girl disappeared into the forest, not to reappear for hours or even entire days. He didn’t know what she got up to out there, but it wasn’t good to be alone for so long, especially for someone who’d gone through as much trauma as she had in her young life.

      “How’s she doing?” Braden asked Druska after the girl disappeared into the ancient forest.

      “She hurts like the rest of us,” Druska said with a small frown, “but she’s tough. Tougher than most.”

      “I hope you’re right,” Braden said, and Druska knew his worries ran deep.

      “I’ll check on her later,” Druska said, then she took her master by the elbow, steering him toward a small clearing beside a large lump of roots covered in ferns and moss. “Put my sister out of your thoughts for now, Master. It is time we speak of your duties as both breeder and harem mage.”

      “Druska…” Braden warned, his frown returning as he stopped to regard the alien woman, “we’ve spoken about this before. I’m not comfortable—”

      “We haven’t spoken about it before,” Druska cut in, her tone calm but firm. “In fact, you’ve avoided the topic every time I or one of the others bring it up.” Braden didn’t have a response for that and she went on, “I understand your worries… how this goes against the morals of your people. But, Master, we aren’t on your world, and your selfish obstinance does nothing but hurt these people and the future of this world.”

      “Is that so?”

      Braden put his emotions in check, pushing down the anger her words sparked. Druska hadn’t spoken to him in such blunt terms since they’d first bonded, and he was somewhat shocked by her passion on this topic.

      “It is,” Druska said, her expression serious as she held his gaze. “Master, I know you don’t see it as we do, but you are a blessing to this world. If you were to arrive and leave without leaving your genetic imprint on the future of these races, they would never realize their true potential. Sir”—Druska glanced around, making sure none could overhear her next words—“I know you hunger for Leesha’s mother, and there are others who have… awoken the power in you. Don’t let what happened to Glynis-Pura keep you from breeding with and forging bonds with others.”

      “I won’t be adding more women to the harem,” Braden said, his tone firm. “Perhaps not ever, but certainly not until we’ve healed her.”

      “I understand,” Druska said, stepping close and taking his hand in hers, “but what happened to her doesn’t keep you from being a man… It doesn’t release you from your responsibility to this world.”

      “I take my responsibility seriously,” Braden said, unable to hide the roughness that entered his voice as her words sparked his anger again.

      “Do you?” Druska asked, raising an eyebrow and speaking in a soft tone that stole her master’s emotions. “What about the responsibility to future generations? What about the unparalleled perfection of your genetics? Are you acting responsibly by not blessing any of the women who beg you to do so?”

      “You’re serious,” Braden said, not sure if he should laugh or be shocked by the alien woman’s logic.

      “Of course, I am,” Druska said, and Braden realized this wasn’t a joke to her. “You have a responsibility to me and the others. In the empire, a first-wife’s pride is balanced on how efficacious she is in providing her breeder with viable mates. It’s your choice, of course, but I would feel shame if I returned home and admitted to having left nothing of your greatness and glory behind to benefit these peoples.”

      Braden registered the wildness around the woman’s green eyes and the fluttering of her heartbeat in the vein alongside her slender neck. She was more out of sorts and upset than he’d seen her in a long time, and he realized she’d been preparing this argument for a while.

      “It’s that important to you?” Braden asked, “that I sleep with other women?”

      “What’s important,” Druska said, her slender form pressed against Braden, large firm breasts pushing against his chest and reminding him of her sublime beauty when naked, “is that the essence of the great man we love is spread as far and wide as possible down through the generations of the universe. Master, nothing is more important than that for the safety and security of the Universe and the flourishment of sentient life.”

      “A little extreme,” Braden said with a crooked smile. “Don’t you think?”

      “Not at all,” Druska said, resting her head on his chest and continuing as she listened to his heartbeat slowly. “The Great Algorithm has been planning this for centuries, if you look closely. She spread the use of P.O.R.N. simulations, killing the libidos of lesser men and women. The breeders, having the greatest genetic fortitude, ensure that their superior seed matriculates down through the generations and keeps us all strong, constantly refreshed by the next breeders. Each generation improving upon the last.”

      “That’s madness,” Braden said, but his heartbeat quickened, and his body responded as his wife went on.

      “It’s intelligent evolution,” Druska said. “Progression by design. Master, the decision is yours, of course, but I’ll speak plain truth… You represent the greatest hope for this world’s future, but it isn’t in your head, muscles, or even in your magic, this power resides… but here.”

      Braden stiffened when she ran a hand over his package. A group of elven maids spotted the motion and tittered, covering their mouths with their hands as they ducked behind a stand of ferns, eager to catch a peek at the harem mage and his bonded fooling around.

      “Druska…” he began, but the words trailed off when he saw the serious look on her face.

      “What is it, Master?” The alien woman asked softly, “Other than imagining you might hurt us… what holds you back?” Looking into her master’s face, she saw a shifting of his emotions and spoke, “Is it the responsibility? Do you imagine the women would need or want you in the raising of the child?”

      “Jesus,” Braden said with an exhalation of breath, “you’re not going to let this go, are you?” Druska waited expectantly, clearly unwilling to let him escape. “I guess that is my worry… or fear. It just… feels wrong to lay that burden on someone with no ability to help raise it. And I can’t see being able to anytime soon.”

      “That is your fear?” Druska asked, the relief on her face was plain as she threw her head back and laughed, shocking the elven maids spying on them from behind the ferns. “Master, breeders aren’t expected to raise their brood. How would they with so many? Are babes on your world raised only by one man and one woman?”

      “Yes,” Braden said, stiffening a little defensively.

      “Madness,” Druska said in an unconscious echo of him as she shook her head. “What if one parent is weak in discipline? And the other emotionally sedate? That opens the doors for introducing too many inefficiencies in the raising of children.” Braden opened his mouth to argue, but the alien woman continued speaking, drying the words on his tongue. “Master, if I had my way you would breed three to four women a day. I’d ask for more, but Mina and Leesha demand you have enough energy for us. They and Emma agree with me about this. You must take more lovers. I understand you didn’t want to bless the elven royal line and imparted powers without the full act, but I must make a request of you, Master… one I pray to the Great Algorithm you won’t refuse.”

      “What?” Braden asked, feeling a touch nervous at the intensity of Druska’s gaze.

      “Follow me,” she said, taking his hand and leading him off at a quick walk.
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      Braden noticed the elven maids frowning, blushing in disappointment at not witnessing him and Druska fooling around. The woman’s behavior was so intense and focused. Braden was shocked at how important this was to her. He knew Druska came from a galactic empire, but he often forgot, until reminded at times like these, how different her culture was.

      Druska had been bringing up breeders and her desire to see Braden be with other women since they’d first met months before. He’d thought it shocking at first, then amusing, never considering how much it meant to her. Braden forced himself to reevaluate the woman and himself as she dragged him down a narrow path to a small, wild garden.

      There, three young women sat on a stone bench, watching a small spring burble forth in a basin of slate gray rock, the clear liquid cascading off a rock shelf into a small pool that teemed with golden fish. Braden had grown used to the fact that nearly every corner you turned around near the Silver Heart Tree, revealed an Eden-like garden of wonder. When he and Druska stepped around a large root structure, the three girls turned on their bench to watch them approach with nervous, hopeful looks.

      “We need a team to travel back to my wreckage,” Druska whispered, “and the Great Algorithm provided one for us.”

      “You can’t be serious,” Braden said under his breath when he recognized the bonded and then the three academy students. “You trust them?”

      “They came to be bonded,” Druska said. “But it isn’t them I trust but you, Master… Once a woman knows your touch, she could never betray you.”

      “I know that’s not true,” Braden said, his expression souring slightly.

      Druska squeezed his hand. “Earth women are obviously broken and mentally disabled. I know for a fact that even Emma’s mother still hungers for your touch.”

      “How do you know that?” Braden asked as he took in the three young women who were straightening dresses and sitting up with shoulders back and busts thrust forward.

      “Emma let me read the letters she’s received from her,” Druska replied with a wink before turning to the three students. “Good morning, girls.”

      “Mistress Druska,” the three young women said at the same time.

      Their chorus of voices sent a shiver down Braden’s spine as it sounded exactly like Catholic schoolgirls responding to a nun. Only these young women weren’t schoolgirls. Letting himself take the three in from head to toe fully for the first time, Braden was surprised at the keen intelligence he saw in their eyes and their self-assurance, far more than he’d have assumed from college-age girls.

      The bond mages had obviously chosen their offerings with care. Each of the girls was more beautiful than the last and seemed to embody all the diversity he’d seen in humans of this world. Closest to him was a tall, willowy blonde. The girl had pale blue eyes, the brightest smile Braden had seen since leaving Earth, and a wide mouth with sensual lips that set his heart pounding. Her body was as slender as a willow branch, but she had a poise and grace that he could only describe as noble, or model-like. However, the longbow and arrows on her back and the callouses on her fingers marked her as an archer of some skill.

      Next to the blonde was a busty little redhead with pale green eyes and a bust so large and firm it threatened to spill out of her top at any moment. It wasn’t the girl’s flirty smile or firm breasts that trapped Braden’s gaze for a moment, but her adorable and cherubic features. She looked so adorable he wanted to pick her up and hug her tight. The spikey mace sitting at her side and the firmness of her arms and thighs told him she was probably a threat with the deadly looking weapon.

      The third girl was the smallest and most delicate of the three, but from her eyes, he guessed perhaps the fiercest and most determined. The small brunette had pale skin and large dark eyes. He would have said she looked like an innocent waif if not for the sharp edge to her desire as she stared up at him. The little woman’s bust was large and soft, strapped down beneath her dark robes, and Braden suspected, from her slender waist and the swell of her hips, that her ass might be just as amazing. Her face was delicately featured with a small nose and mouth that looked carved from porcelain.

      “Lord Harem Mage,” the smallest girl said, rising to her feet and confirming to Braden how amazing her rear end was, “I am Scarlytt and these are my friends and fellow graduates, Anis”—she indicated the willowy blonde—“and Chanell.” The redhead rose and performed a perfect curtsey, her eyes sparkling when Braden’s gaze fell into the depths of her large bust.

      “Pleasure, to meet you all,” Braden said, trying to keep his expression neutral but sensing Druska was about to spoil the effort.

      “I know what you’re all here for,” Druska said, her tone matter-of-fact and abrupt, “but my master won’t bond any of you. Not today, at least. He’s made this plain to me.”

      Shock and hurt registered on the three girls’ faces, and odd satisfaction in the bonded woman’s.

      “However,” Druska said as the girls wiped frowns off their faces, along with more than a touch of anger from both the redhead and the black-haired girl. “My master needs brave heroes to complete a quest of vital importance. If you prove willing and capable, there will be ample breeding as a reward.” The girls perked up but turned various shades of red and pink as they shifted awkwardly. “Lord Braden, please inspect them.”

      Braden frowned at his bonded, having no idea what she meant for him to do. Already feeling a bit uncomfortable with the whole thing, he let out a deep sigh and reached for his powers.

      Stop feeling guilty, he thought to himself. You aren’t doing anything wrong.

      The thought hadn’t even faded from his mind when the magic leaped within him. As he stepped close to the three young women, ignoring their wide, wet eyes and heaving chests as each drew in deep breaths. The tall blonde almost swooned as she felt the man’s aura, more potent than anything she’d been prepared for. The magic lived within him, she sensed, just beneath the surface of his skin, and her knees grew weak as just the proximity of his power awoke her senses.

      Braden watched the girl’s reaction with interest, remembering how the queen had acted their first time together, as well as Emma’s mom and a few others. He felt the magic within calling to each of them with different resonances. While nothing like what he’d felt when he bonded Druska and the others, it was similar in intent if not strength.

      Stopping two meters away from the three, he looked deep into their eyes, from dark to pale green, and finally bright blue. Each set reflected back the same emotions he felt, the same connection. Each felt the same desire.

      Braden swallowed hard, drawing in a deep breath to clear his head, and with a final sweep of his eyes over all three, taking in their youthful beauty, he spun on his heel.

      “Master?” Druska asked, concern edging into her voice.

      “Fine.” Braden stopped beside the green-skinned woman and turned to take the three in once again, letting them see the desire on his face. “You win… but don’t make this a habit, okay?”

      “They will be waiting for you this evening,” Druska said, unable to keep the self-satisfied smile off her lips as she took in the three frowning girls, “but I promise nothing. There are a few of the high nobles who could do with a measure of… guidance. And the Silver Kingdoms’ seneschal has a look to her…”

      “Hmph,” Braden said with a frown. “I’m going to check on Emma.”

      “Find the elven sorceresses as well,” Druska said as he stepped away. “They wanted to speak with you concerning Glynis-Pura.”

      “About what?” Braden asked, his guilt renewing at the mention of the poor cat-girl.

      “I don’t know,” Druska said with a shake of her head, “but they had leeches and some sharp knives. Maybe they’re going fishing?”

      “What the hell!” Braden muttered to himself. Putting the three women out of his thoughts for now, he marched off in search of a ramp to the sorceresses’ studies.

      “Mistress Druska?” Scarlytt asked, her tone unsure as she stared after Braden striding away.

      “I don’t understand what happened, Mistress,” said Anis. “Are we…” Her breath grew short as she went on, “Were we found… acceptable?”

      “I don’t care if we’re acceptable or not,” said Chanell with a crooked grin, her eyes affixed to Braden’s firm backside as she ran a hand down her side and dug fingers into her thigh. “That right there is the finest man I’ve ever seen… Bonded Druska,” she said without taking her eyes off Braden until he disappeared, “if we have your blessing, the gods themselves won’t be able to keep me from crawling up that limb.”

      “Let us speak about the acts of pleasure,” the bonded said, taking a seat on a root near where the girls had been seated a few moments before. “Tell me what you know of the desires and needs of a man such as my master?”

      The young women blushed and glanced at one another before slowly taking seats once more. Anis spoke first, shy and hesitant, but Druska’s lack of embarrassment rubbed off on them and soon all four were lost in a conversation that would have burned the ears off any Earth-woman who heard it.
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      Braden searched for Emma in the second tier of the great Heart Tree. There he found her in a lab the elves had set aside for the young woman. An array of beakers, bubbling cauldrons, and puffing potions brewing greeted him as he stepped into the airy space.

      Most of the elves weren’t sure how to treat Emma. The teen had returned to them a recipe and lost techniques that their greatest alchemists had been searching for and trying to recreate for over a millennium. However, the fact that she was nineteen and human made it hard for the ancient and learned elven scholars to credit her with any real talent. Instead, they’d treated it like a one-off discovery, while others saw the girl as more than that.

      One of those was Sheela the young elf who had begun following the girl around and pestering her with endless questions about their craft and herbs. The princess was bent over a low flame, drawing a long, slender leaf over the flame with careful precision as she blackened one side.

      “Master!” Emma exclaimed when she noticed Braden standing in the wide entrance.

      Unfortunately for Sheela, the herb she held over the flame was incredibly delicate and when she jerked erect, eyes wide as she took in the harem mage, the leaf snapped near where she gripped it and fell into fire turning into a puff of acrid green smoke that set her to coughing violently.

      “Careful Sheela,” Emma said, frowning at the young woman. “Burl leaves are harsh on the lungs.”

      “Yes… cough… Mistress,” the young elf said, her eyes locked on Braden.

      Emma saw the look on Braden’s face and took his hand, steering him over to a side table.

      “You spoke with Druska, I take it?” When Braden nodded, she smiled gently and patted his hand. “Good, it’s about time you took your duty seriously.”

      “Jesus,” Braden said with a shake of his head, “you too?”

      “Lord Braden,” the gorgeous teen said, taking a seat beside him at the table, late morning light glinting off her silver locks as she smiled up at him, “we’ve tried to broach this subject to you before… Alas, the morals of your world sank deep and it’s taking a while for their ill-defined lines to fade from your moral compass.”

      The little elf tripped on her way to the waste bin, spilling the handful of rubbish she’d gathered. The clatter drew Braden’s gaze and Emma gripped his hand hard.

      “You gave her the gift of Cultivation,” Emma whispered. “A rare and potent talent… but power without maturity is empty and wasted… lord, I know what you’ve been trying to do, but the gesture is empty without the confidence and peace your touch brings.”

      “Peace, Emma,” Braden said, gripping the young woman’s hand and sitting back in his seat. “I’ve already heeded your wisdom and Druska’s wishes.” He smiled to take the edge off his words. “No need to beat me over the head with it.”

      “I’m just making sure,” Emma said, her voice prim and her own smile smothered. “You’re known to be rather stubborn and pigheaded about some things, and it wouldn’t do to have you backsliding already.”

      “Did you cook this up between you?” Braden asked. “If I find Leesha next, will she ply me with arguments too?”

      “Leesha couldn't care less,” Emma said with a smile and a little shake of her head for her sister-wife. “So long as she gets you when she wants and that staff isn’t far from her fingers, I think she’s content. Or as content as Leesha ever is.” Emma looked up at Braden and her smile dropped. “I know she’s focused on finding something that can help Glynis-Pura.”

      “I feel useless,” Braden said, the word springing forth from his lips unbidden, and the rest flowed forth like vomit. “I train and study all I can, but none of it serves in helping her… Other than going straight east and confronting this Dark Queen, I don’t know what to do.”

      “You’re not ready for that,” Emma spoke softly, “and it’s only been four days since we captured her. Give Leesha and the elves time to work. The humans have also put their best people on it.” Her warm silver eyes alighted upon Braden’s, and he saw a dim glow pass down her shimmering hair and the weariness and soreness left his body, leaving him refreshed and alert. “You need a rest, Lord Braden. We all do. Enjoy these days as much as you’re able… I fear the future will hold days as dark or darker than what we’ve known up till now.”

      The harem mage nodded and drew in a deep breath, letting it out slowly. There was truth and wisdom in the healer’s words, as always, and Braden took them to heart. Practicing the mental exercises he’d been learning, he relaxed his muscles and thoughts, letting them drift like leaves on a stream.

      His eyes alighted upon Sheela as she bent, brushing dust off a pail into the bin. Trailing up from slender ankles to the gap between her thighs and finally up the curves of her body as the young elf stood slowly, Braden felt the magic throb within.

      You don’t have to forgive yourself, Braden thought to himself, but at least you can have some gratitude for what you’ve found.

      He turned and found Emma smiling at him. The gorgeous teen was nodding in encouragement, and he realized she’d caught him staring at Sheela.

      “Have I told you about the new potions and poisons we’ve been discovering?” Emma said, surprising him with the change of subject.

      “No,” Braden said, “are they from the new plants you found?”

      The corrupted plants and trees that grew in a wide swatch stretching north had fascinated the girl and many of the elves. They were evidence of the passage of Glynis-Pura and the legion she’d commanded and the taint they had left, blackening the countryside and twisting all that grew from it.

      “Not exclusively,” Emma said, popping to her feet and heading over to a worktable and returning with a small vial, “but when we mix them with ingredients for other potions and elixirs, especially the rare ones, we’re finding odd reactions.”

      “What’s this?” Braden asked, looking into the vial Emma had handed him and sloshing around the metallic liquid within.

      “That can turn a person’s skin to a type of living steel for twenty seconds to a minute, depending on how much you drink,” Emma said with an excited grin. “Sheela, bring the Firelick potion, will you?”

      Sheela perked up from where she’d been hovering nearby and ran over to a cabinet, digging through a collection of newly labeled potions and coming back with a potion that looked red with pearlescent bits swirling around like it was alive.

      “The corrupted components not only create new and interesting potions,” Emma said, taking the metallic potion from Braden and handing it to the young elf, “but they have an extraordinary ability I’ve never heard of before. The elven potions masters refuse to acknowledge that it’s even happening, but they’ll come around.”

      “That what’s happening?” Braden asked, confused.

      “Just wait and see,” Emma said with a grin as she moved around the elf pulling a sheaf of parchment off a table and tucking a bit drapery. “Okay, Sheela, whenever you’re ready.”

      The young elf took a deep breath, face tense, and with two quick motions downed both potions. It wasn’t anxiety or fear lighting up her face, but excitement.

      The reaction was instantaneous and violent.

      The young elf threw her head back. A sigh of something close to pleasure escaped her throat as her arms and legs gave hard shakes, the skin shimmering into steel in less than a second and bursting alight. Almost before Sheela had finished swallowing, the magic took effect, and she was an inferno of yellow flames roiling around her entire body.

      “Isn’t it incredible?!” Emma shouted over the roar.

      Braden could only nod in agreement as Sheela moved her arms through the air. The maiden’s features were etched in flames, making her even more beautiful as she grinned in excitement.

      “It feels amazing,” Sheela said, her voice snapping and crackling from the flames in her throat, and there was an odd tinkling sound, from the steel vocal cords, Braden assumed.

      “How did you discover it so quickly?” Braden asked Emma.

      “The herbs just speak to me,” the silver-haired teen said, watching Sheela spin and twirl, the flames flaring and dimming. “It’s hard to explain, but when I hold them in my hand, I just have a sense for what they might be used in.”

      “Just be careful,” Braden said. “I wouldn’t want either of you getting hurt testing out a new recipe.”

      “My lord is right to be concerned,” Emma said, pulling over a leather-bound notebook filled with her small elegant handwriting. “Some of the recipes Sheela and I have discovered are quite deadly.”

      As suddenly as the girl burst into steel skin and flames, both suddenly ceased with a whoosh of inrushing air. Her clothing had been singed in places, leaving patches of skin open to Braden’s wandering eyes, and with a little gasp, Sheela covered her one exposed breast and darted into the back of the lab to change.

      “She’s a good assistant?” Braden asked when the little elf was well out of earshot.

      “The best I could ask for,” Emma said. “The other alchemists keep me at arm’s length or actively look down on my work, because of my race and age. But Sheela has a different attitude than the rest… I like her very much… and if I might say, Lord Braden, she is quite enamored with you.”

      “Hmph,” Braden said, trying to suppress his smile of enjoyment at hearing that.

      “I guess she walked in on us this morning.” Emma’s pale cheeks took on the faintest hue of pink as she spoke. “Couldn’t seem to find her focus for the first hour or two… kept asking the most interesting questions about how your cock fit—”

      “Emma,” Braden warned, and the girl grinned impishly as the little elf came back into the lab in a fresh set of white robes and smock.

      Taking the elf in from head to toe, Braden released his young wife and stepped over to her. The young elf froze when the harem mage approached, an intense look in his eyes that only became stronger as he raised a hand and touched a single finger to her cheek.

      Sheela gave a violent shake as the magic leaped within her. The power he’d awoken desired his touch, as did she. It was almost as if it sought to establish a connection that hadn’t been forged when he’d awoken it within her.

      Braden’s lips pressed together, not in a smile but in grim satisfaction as he confirmed what he’d begun to suspect since speaking with Druska. It hadn’t been his imagination when he’d touched the girl before, passing a piece of his powers into her, that her soul had called out for more. He could feel it now, like an open wound that had been wrapped but not cleaned. There was a seed of some dark need within her that festered.

      Sheela trembled violently as he pulled his hand away, and her expression was one of open hunger. Her slender little hands lifted and began reaching for him, but Braden stepped back, out of her reach. But her expression didn’t fall, for she saw something that gave her hope in the human’s pale blue eyes.

      “I might have a quest for you,” Braden breathed, Sheela’s eyes lighting up as he spoke to her. “It would require you to travel far and possibly for many months, with strangers… but I have need of someone I can trust, to keep watch and report any…”

      “You need me to spy?” Sheela asked, but before Braden could respond she nodded eagerly, speaking, “I’ll do it! Anything for you, Lord Harem Mage, anything you need.”

      “Very well,” Braden said with a firm nod, feeling just a touch uncomfortable by the worshipful light filling her eager eyes, but Emma gave him a wink and a nod of approval before turning back to her worktable and notes. “Find Druska, she’s putting the team together.”

      “Are there any…” The pretty little elf licked her lips in an all too human gesture, glancing to Emma and back to Braden and speaking in a quiet rush. “Special instructions you would like to speak with me about privately?”

      Emma turned back to Braden with a raised eyebrow, meeting his eyes, but he couldn’t tell what she was thinking behind that expressionless mask. But she was clearly waiting to hear what he said.

      “Tonight, I meet with the other three,” Braden said, taking one of her small, trembling hands in his, “and if you’re willing, I’d have you attend so you’re all… bonded together.”

      “Thank you, Lord Braden,” Sheela said, her voice faint and eyes wide and shining as she dipped a quick curtsey. “You can count on me… for anything.”

      “Yes,” Braden said, releasing her hand with difficulty. One because of the magic calling out to her, and two because her little fingers held his like a vise. “Well… I can see you two are busy, so I’ll leave you to it.”

      “I’ll walk you out,” Emma said, stepping up smoothly and slipping her arm around his. She whispered under her breath to Braden as she steered him toward the entrance, “That was very well done, lord husband, but next time maybe smile a little? The girl still doesn’t know what to expect tonight… poor thing.” When Braden tried to glance back, Emma kept him looking forward. “No, don’t look back. It will only make her more self-conscious. Don’t worry, everything will be better once you’ve bedded her.”

      The harem mage found a small group of human royal councilors waiting for him. They’d come to discuss the bonded, entreating the harem mage to meet with the man again, and he was hard-pressed to keep his cheerful mood as they pestered him on the way to the glade.
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      Arch Bond Mage Ennis Lippie suppressed a grimace of pain as he bent low to pull on his smallclothes and socks. The chamber provided was small and cold, but blessedly private. The ancient bond mage cared little about who might see his bare bum, but he’d rather not let the world know how much age had set his limbs to creaking.

      The dictate was performing its service to the empire, inflaming suspicions and putting knife, hook, and brand to those whose loyalty was in question. A few innocents were most likely swept up in the mix, but only with the fiery eye of the dictate searing its way across the empire would it expunge the darkness that had wormed its way into the nation’s heart.

      “My lord,” his bonded said through the closed door, “Bond Mage Ildo has fled the inquisitors along with his bonded. General Granicus has sent hunters.”

      “Another fool?” Ennis grumbled as he pulled the frock over his narrow shoulders. “At this rate, a third of the Magisterium will prove to be traitors! Tell me Dilo, has the girl spoken yet?”

      “No, my lord,” Dilo said, “but Bonded Felisa has taken over the questioning.”

      “Hmph,” the Arch Bond Mage sniffed. Settling his robes over his shoulders, he touched fingers to heart and head, offering a silent prayer to the memory of Melinda for wisdom before pulling open the door and stepping into the pristine marble hallway. “I would observe her at work. Lead the way, Dilo.”

      “My lord, the Inquisition may stop us from—”

      “Let them try,” the Arch Bond Mage said in a dangerously quiet voice. “I’ve just endured five hours of their flames, hooks, and prying mental magics… let them doubt my loyalty. Lead on!”

      The bonded took his master’s waspish tone in stride, knowing all too well what the man had endured as a pillar of the state. Power and wealth had privilege in the empire, but that privilege came at a price, everyone knew. For when an imperial dictate was initiated, either to fill the legions’ ranks or an Inquisition to burn out traitors, those with privilege, power, and wealth were pressed first and hardest.

      The Imperial Senate was still abed in hospitals or hobbling around on crutches, recovering from their questioning. It had been generations since the last Inquisition, and little was remembered about the tactics used by that mysterious body to discover the truth. When the third senator to be questioned was hung as a traitor to the Dark Queen, some had suspected the man’s enemies had somehow pinned the suspicions on him. Those suspicions faded when the second and third traitors were taken, along with their household guards, dark twisted souls who’d tried to cut the men free.

      Ennis and his brethren had remained suspicious of the dictate’s efficacy until three bond mages they’d suspected of having turned were caught and questioned their true loyalties revealed within hours. After that, there had been an exodus from the capital of merchants, politicians, and bond mages. Men and women in places of authority fled before the coming fire. That confirmed the citizens’ suspicions and their faith in the inquisitors, and once more, as in ages past, the people assumed their duty and walked willingly into the inquisitors’ tower.

      The Arch Bond Mage drew stares as his bonded led him deeper and deeper into the warren of narrow tunnels carved straight from the stone. Screams and cries of pain echoed oddly down here, their sounds merging into almost a musical sound but one that set the hair on the back of his neck to standing up, instead of soothing him the way symphonies usually did.

      “Do better, the man says…” the Arch Mage muttered to himself. “Do better… How am I supposed to make that order actionable? Melind bless me, the man is infuriating!”

      “My lord?” Dilo asked, glancing back over his shoulder. The bonded still limped from his own questioning, though the wounds healed fast in these dim shadows. “The Twisted Ones are being held down here.”

      Ennis grimaced at the term but refrained from correcting his bonded. There had been a short but intense debate about what to call the turned bond mages. Imperial functionaries knew the importance of branding and had slapped “traitor” on all the mundane. A traitor bond mage was still a bond mage, and it wouldn’t do to have citizens associating bond mages with the traitorous, especially now, given the delicate balancing act of loyalties the Magisterium was engaged in.

      The more time he spent around the turned bond mages, the term Twisted Ones seemed to fit more and more. There was something wrong with all of them. Like a dark stain had sunk into their souls, changing them just a degree closer to evil, but leaving all else the same.

      Arriving on the tower’s deepest floor, Ennis sighed to finally step off the long switchback steps and step into a marble-lined hall filled with guards and Battle Bond Mages. Guards and bond mages stood stiff when the Arch Bond Mage appeared, but the man waved for them to relax, an annoyed twist to his lips at the idiocy of soldiers.

      They call it discipline to lock your knees and stare straight ahead, Ennis thought to himself as he nodded to a few friendly faces. I call it idiocy.

      The inquisitors took no chances with their captives. The cells were lined with magic deadening runes, and each had a guard standing outside. The guard pulled open the heavy steel door and the Arch Mage and his bonded entered the large room. In the center of which, sat a table with a man strapped to the surface. Off to one side, his bonded lay in a magically induced coma, her vitals monitored.

      The bond mage herself looked up from her pacing and grimaced when she saw Ennis. Shaking her head, she went back to muttering as she paced, hands clasped behind her wide back. Ennis stepped over to the table, careful to avoid the inquisitor and her tubes as she bent over her subject and peered down at the man.

      Bond Mage Fy’Rendo was the top student in his graduating class. Ennis could still remember the bright eyes and freckled face when the young man had first stepped into his class more than twenty years before. The Arch Bond Mage had been a professor then and didn’t think he’d ever met a more earnest or sweet-natured boy than Fy’Rendo. And now the halfling was accused of murdering a scout and diverting crucial reports for his Dark Queen.

      “What have you been able to learn?” the Arch Bond Mage asked the inquisitor, ignoring the woman’s frown of annoyance at having her work interrupted.

      “Very little I’m afraid, Arch Bond Mage,” the woman said with a grimace, swiping a finger before her face as she worked their strange art. “The Twisted Ones’ souls are closed off to our touch… no amount of illusion work or alchemical aids can get the truth from them.”

      “Hmph,” Ennis harrumphed and frowned at the prone bond mage. “I’d never have thought you so weak that you’d chase after power Fy’Rendo… you should have been wiser than to take the easy path.”

      “Nnnngggheee…” Bond Mage Fy’Rendo shook, teeth clenched, and the sound that came from the back of his throat was terrible.

      “What was that?” Bond Mage Tillinda asked, recently returned from up north asked, stepping up to Ennis’s side.

      “Ma’am,” the inquisitor said quickly, her expression excited, “his soul… writhes. Sir, please speak again. Your words were a worse pain than we’ve been able to lay upon him.”

      “They damn well should be, Fy’Rendo,” Ennis growled. “I’m going to speak with your mom tomorrow and a finer example of halfling grace and beauty there has never been, but when you hear about how your treasonous actions have broken her heart…”

      “Nghhaaahh!”

      “Tell me, you fool! What did she offer you, what lies did she tell to twist your souls so? Tell me, Fy’Rendo, for the love we once shared, or damn you to the nine hells for eternity!”

      “SSssssstttoooooonnnneeeeee!!” The word was ripped from the man’s throat and a chaotic stream of images appeared in the air before his face.

      The Arch Bond Mage spun on the inquisitor and felt a wave of relief wash through him at the triumph on the woman’s face. They’d finally broken through the walls around one of the Twisted Ones’ souls. Now came the hard and laborious work of drawing out every memory and emotion that rested in the folds of the little halfling’s brain.

      “A miracle,” someone breathed.

      “I’m in sir,” the woman said. “The twisted darkness goes deep… possibly to his soul… but I believe he was corrupted, that he didn’t choose this fate.”

      “Thank the gods for small favors,” Ennis said, reaching down and patting his former student’s hand gently. “You will bring me your report as soon as possible, yes, Inquisitor?”

      “My superiors…” the woman’s words died off when she met the Arch Bond Mage’s firm gaze and she swallowed hard, reminded of who she spoke to. “Of course, Arch Bond Mage, it shouldn’t take more than a day or two if all goes well.”

      “Come, Dilo,” Ennis said, with a nod of approval to the young inquisitor, “let’s leave the young woman to her work.”

      If anything, those in the hallways outside stood even stiffer and straighter when word got out that the Arch Mage had broken through one of the Twisted Ones’ defenses. Frowning in annoyance, he tried not to think about the stairs he approached or how the cold had set a deep ache into his knees.

      “Word came from the harem mage?” Tillinda asked beside him, drawing an even deeper frown onto the Arch Mage’s face.

      “Hmph!” Ennis snorted. “Word came all right, two words to be exact: Do better!”

      “Really?” the bond mage asked with a little frown marring her plump features. “Gylion tells the man we’re his humble servants, and those are his orders?”

      “To be fair,” the Arch Mage said with a shake of his head, “I’ve gotten word from my own spies that Gylion didn’t have a formal meeting with the man. It seems the harem mage is still upset over the attack upon him in Dalton and doesn’t trust us. He mentioned something about the true threat coming from above, but the new Emperor is a fatuous oaf and his councilors little better than lickspittles.”

      “Could he have been more literal in his warning?” the woman asked with a frown, “There is that strange star that zips across the night sky… it’s got the Astronomy Department of the Magisterium in a tizzy.”

      The Arch Bond-Mage opened his mouth, his anger about to push words out until the woman’s words caught up with his spinning thoughts and he paused, coming to a halt right there in the middle of the hall.
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      Druska spent a good half hour tracking down Mina in the forest. Seeing the worry in her master’s features, she wanted to check on the young warrior. She found Mina beside a small waterfall, seated on a lump of moss-covered roots. In the young woman’s lap sat the round orb of Scry-bot. The black-haired warrior heard Druska approach but never looked up from the little magical droid.

      “Go ahead, Scry-bot,” Mina said in a kindly, encouraging tone. “I know it’s scary, but show me again, this time from the north.”

      Druska froze, watching as the magical robot lifted off the girl’s lap and emitted a sad hum before a 3D holographic image flickered into existence on the ground. The image was similar to the map it would generate for Braden, showing the dungeons they were about to enter, only this image was far more detailed. Everything was on a small scale. The little black-robed figures standing around an altar looked so real Druska almost felt like she could reach down and pluck one of them up.

      The scene was one the alien woman recognized. The location looked similar to the icy wilderness they’d found Mina in, and from the tense expression on the little bonded’s face, Druska knew it was bringing up bad memories for her. Mina pushed through her discomfort and leaned forward, black eyes sharpening as she watched the ritual begin.

      A tall, black-robed caster stood beside a stone altar, atop which lay Glynis-Pura. The cat-girl was strapped to the slate gray stone with thick steel chains, as if the twisted horrors surrounding the ritual were frightened of the girl. Druska saw the reason when the black-robed caster began shouting, the sounds garbled and filled with static.

      “Can he make the words clearer?” Druska asked softly.

      “No,” Mina said with a shake of her head. “She wasn’t close enough to hear everything… Watch! This is where it gets interesting.”

      Druska crouched down and watched the little drama play out. The caster was screaming now, arms shaking and body under enormous strain as the magics whipped around it, curling around the cat-girl’s limbs and twisting tight until nothing of her flesh could be seen. At that moment a large boulder pushed its way through the frozen earth and, rolling and tumbling slowly, floated in the air.

      The incantations reached a crescendo as the white boulder, slowly tumbling, stopped a couple feet above Glynis-Pura The caster screamed out the last words of the spell and the scene darkened as Glynis-Pura let out a bloodcurdling scream, body straining against the chains holding her down as the black magic surrounding her body writhed.

      Druska flinched when she heard the scream, so filled with raw pain it tore at her soul. Just when she thought she couldn’t take the sounds anymore and was about to ask Scry-bot to cut the sound, the scream changed from pain-filled to rage-filled, and Druska watched in fascination as the black magic surrounding the girl was drawn up into the stone. The black boulder flashed white, and with a flick of his wrist, the caster hurled it aside to crash against a trunk.

      The scene began to shrink, leaves and branches masking the scene as Scry-bot moved deeper into the snow-covered woods. The last sight was the cat-girl leaping to her feet, head on a swivel as it searched for something, face a feral mask of rage that Druska recognized from their battle with the girl.

      “Doo, Doooo,” the sad little sound emitted from Scry-bot as the scene faded.

      “That’s all she saw,” Mina said, reaching and pulling Scry-bot into her arms like it was a pet.

      “Lord Braden searched through its memories for clues to what happened to the girl,” Druska said. “He didn’t find any of this.”

      “Scry-bot was scared,” Mina said. “It took a lot of coaxing before she would play it for me.”

      Druska frowned at the magical robot. Her master had crafted it in a couple of hours. And while at first it had seemed like a silly and useless endeavor to the alien woman, it had grown and learned in the manner of the most powerful AI systems the GGC had. She found herself curious about what other ways the little robot had grown and changed since he’d gone missing.

      “Keep working then,” Druska said with a nod to Mina. “See if you can find out anything else.”

      “I should show this to Leesha and Emma,” the little warrior girl said. “I don’t know what that rock is, but it looks important and might help in their research.”

      “Good thinking,” Druska said. “Don’t worry Master about it yet. He’s been under enough stress lately, but we should prepare in case we have to leave quickly. This is great work, Emma.”

      “Thank you.” The black-haired young woman beamed. “Come on, Scry-bot, let’s go find Leesha and show her. And when we’re done, I’ll let you read another smutty bodice ripper.”

      “Beep boo!” the little construct emitted happily.

      When Druska frowned at the little warrior, she blushed, grinning.

      “I found a small library of classics from the Silver Kingdoms in our rooms and read him one as a joke.” Mina’s grin widened as she slipped a pink covered novel from behind her. “Turns out the bot is a perv.”

      “Boo dee!” Scry-bot emitted, the sound having an indignant quality to it.

      “You are too,” Mina said with a wink to Druska. “And don’t go on about how it’s the love story you like, we both know the truth.”

      “Doo bop!”

      “All right, all right,” Mina said, “stop complaining. Druska doesn’t care if you’re a romantic or a pervert.”

      “Boo deep!”

      “Aye, you do.” Mina grinned. “But who really cares what a magical monster thing says, eh? I mean, I’m the only one who understands the nonsense sounds you make so you’re stuck with whatever I translate.”

      Druska could only shake her head as the two kept it up all the way back to the Silver Heart Tree. The alien woman was amazed at Mina’s facility with Scry-bot’s odd language and her rapport with it. The pair seemed to joke with one another, and if Duska didn’t miss her guess, Mina was attempting to comfort the drone.

      Feeling her first measure of comfort at the challenge of cleansing Glynis-Pura, Druska followed the warrior and Scry-bot as they tracked down Leesha in the library. With this bit of information, she was confident the elven sorceress would be able to discern some clue as to what happened to the cat-girl.
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      “My lord,” Queen Lana said, “is there anything you would like to request for the fete? A dish or some entertainment, perhaps? This is all in your honor after all.”

      “I’m sure whatever you ladies dream up will be wonderful,” Braden said, stifling a yawn with the back of his hand. Then remembering something from a meal the day before, he offered, “Those little berry and cream tarts… will they be there?”

      “They will,” Seneschal Carmine said after glancing down at her notes. “I’ll make sure we have enough for the servants to make several rounds with them.”

      “As for the bond mage,” Queen Lana said, eying the harem mage as the skin tightened around his eyes, “I understand if you don’t want us extending an invitation to Gylion and his bonded, but the bond mages can be touchy. They might take offense.”

      “Invite them,” Braden said, his eyes narrowing. “I’ll have to deal with them sooner or later.”

      “Excellent,” said the queen, motioning to one of the half dozen scribes who jotted down some notes. “I believe that everything we needed you for, Lord Braden.”

      “We thank thee for sharing thou’s priceless time with us,” Seneschal Carmine said. The tall, elegantly dressed woman had difficulty meeting the harem mage’s eyes. “It is mine own greatest honor. To serve thee in any capacity I’m able, Lord Harem Mage.”

      The woman offered a seated bow more formal than most standing, and Braden found himself enjoying the view down her swooping neckline as he rose to leave. The humans and elves, once foes, had become oddly fervent in their friendships. The people of the Silver Kingdoms were romantics who threw themselves into whatever they undertook, whether that be a civil war or an edict from the harem mage asking them to open their hearts to the elves.

      Wary of the flighty humans, the elves, for the most part, remained circumspect about this new attitude of theirs. The long-lived race’s memories stretched farther back and remembered a time in the not-so-distant past when they and the humans had been mortal enemies.

      The queen and a few of her nobles were making an effort to forge friendships with the humans, and Lana seemed to have found a kindred spirit in the eminently practical Seneschal Carmine. Braden had seen the pair walking and speaking to one another often over the past few days.

      “Speaking of which,” Queen Lana said, “Lord Braden, it’s customary for the guest of honor to be presented and introduced once all the guests have arrived. Seneschal Carmine and I have set aside a room for you to take your ease in. I’m afraid it might be several hours before your introduction comes.”

      “Sounds great to me,” Braden said, happy at the prospect of missing most of the party.

      “Perfect,” Queen Lana said with a warm smile. “Seneschal Carmine will ensure there are sufficient… entertainments to keep you from getting bored.”

      Braden nodded, turning to go, but the queen stood and reached out, placing light fingers on his arm, stopping him. When he turned back, the bottomless compassion in her gem-like eyes struck him. The elves could do this, he had learned, flash from the depths of one emotion to another faster than a human. He’d thought it a quirk of Leesha until he’d been amongst the race for a couple days.

      “She will be healed, Lord Braden,” Lana whispered. As her attendants and the seneschal packed up to leave the meeting the queen stepped close. “You must keep faith.”

      “I try,” Braden said, all too aware of the gorgeous queen’s proximity, “but it’s hard not to feel frustrated when I can’t help and instead find myself in meetings.”

      “That is the burden of rulership,” the queen said, slipping one arm in his and steering him out of the meeting room and up a sloping path. “We must sit and wait, having faith in our servants who do the real work, the hard work. You are no stranger to the art of rule, Lord Braden, it is clear in the way you handle yourself. I have a dozen scribes and sorceresses looking into how to help Glynis-Pura. If any can learn something, they will.”

      Braden’s expression remained grim, but the queen felt the corded muscles in his arm relax slightly. The queen was right, he knew, he should keep faith, but it wasn’t in her people but in Leesha and Emma that he believed. He’d seen the red rimming both women’s eyes the night before and could sense their exhaustion. Not only were both putting full-time work into researching a cure for the cat-girl, but both were also throwing themselves into their own studies when they found free time.

      “Ellie’stia is still waiting?” Braden asked the queen, pushing his worries to the back of his mind.

      “She is,” the queen said with a dip of her head, “but if you’re tired and wish to retire—”

      “No,” Braden said, squaring his shoulders and forcing himself to ignore the exhaustion edging into his mind, “it’s important she learns the basics of Artificing, or at least what little I can teach.”

      “Lord Braden,” Queen Lana said with a shake of her head as they wound their way up to the Artificery, “sometimes you take humility too far. I witnessed the forging of the Staff of Heart Tree…” she shook her head, face registering awe still. “The song of it shall echo throughout the history of my people. And I have seen Bonded Druska’s Vorpal blade in action and it is… terrifying.”

      The elven queen remained nervous around Druska, and she gave a little shiver now. Not only were rogues one of the most terrifying bonded, for all the ancient tales and stories spoke of their incomparable skills as assassins, but Druska was a green-skinned alien, adding an extra layer of unease to the already uneasy queen’s dealings with the bonded. Braden had no desire to dig into the complicated knot of the women’s relationship.

      Braden allowed himself a moment or two of pride for the two artifacts he had managed to craft. But the moment didn’t last as the engineer in him picked over the process in his head, finding inefficiencies and areas where he’d fumbled through the dark without real understanding. There were rules to the forging of items, just as there were fundamental rules to the physics of the universe, but as with physics, those rules were mostly hidden until they were discovered.

      When he arrived in the Artificery, he found the small room filled with cobwebs and dust and Ellie’stia hard at work cleaning it up. Rolling up his sleeves, the harem mage helped the young elf out as he began instructing her on the fundamentals he’d learned. Passing elves and humans watched in shock as a figure from legend squatted down with soapy water and brush to scrub the hardwood floors as he described fundamental engineering principles and how they related to the magic.

      Ellie’stia was a keen student and, though hesitant at first, soon lost her shyness around Braden and found a passion for the work. By the time he left the Artificery, the place had been cleaned up considerably, and the girl felt confident in attempting smaller pieces.

      The sun had set and night-lights flickered on up and down the soaring walkways that made up the elven stronghold. The Silver Heart Tree’s hanging flowers rained delicate petals down, and even at night, they filled the air with their magical aura. He was exhausted but feeling good. Braden had always loved teaching and coaching young engineers and had forgotten how fulfilling it could be. He was still on an emotional high from watching Ellie’stia bond the soul of an icicle into that of a steel dagger, imbuing the weapon with a minor frost effect.

      “It’s good to see you’re so eager for the breeding,” Druska said, slipping from the shadows of a side passage and joining Braden. “Emma’s little apprentice found me so I sent her in to join the girls. Brilliant to use her as a spy, but as I said before, once you’ve bedded them it will be unnecessary.”

      “Any news?” Braden asked, ignoring the alien woman’s comment.

      “Yes,” Druska said, flashing a bright grin when Braden froze in place and stared at her, “but it’s not ready yet. Mina’s discovered something, but she wants Leesha’s and Emma’s help before she brings it to you.”

      “But—”

      “Peace, Master,” Druska said, pressing a hand to his chest and keeping him from rushing off. “You’ll only slow them down if you rush in and make them explain. Have patience and by tomorrow or the day of the fete they should have something.”

      “And what am I supposed to do in the meantime?” Braden asked in a voice rough with anger and frustration he struggled to master.

      Druska’s grin only widened as she steered him around so he could see into the large chamber she’d had prepared. Four young women were reclining atop a large oval bed in the center of a lantern-lit room within the bole of a great tree.

      Each girl wore underthings of different colors and cuts trimmed in lace—and nothing else. In the center lay Sheela. The tall, shy elf had her fingers laced in the redhead’s hair, but the moment Braden stepped into view, her wide eyes locked upon him and her firm bust heaved. The auburn-haired elf wore purple, the color contrasting beautifully with her hair and eyes; the garments covered just enough to tantalize while letting Braden see pale places no man’s eye had seen before.

      Beside Emma’s apprentice was a leggy blonde who looked so similar to one of the cheerleaders at his college that Braden was forced to look closer before spotting a beauty mark on the academy girl’s cheek the cheerleader hadn’t had. As a freshman, Braden had spent months fantasizing about that blonde, senior girl, knowing he’d never have a chance with her but infatuated just the same. This leggy blonde had the same high, firm breasts and dark, alluring eyes, but where the cheerleader from his youth had ultimately been a shallow creature, he sensed untapped depths within this beautiful warrior.

      On the other side lay a tiny slip of a thing who studied Braden with a knowing look in her dark gray eyes. The academy student was so dainty it gave Braden pause until he noticed she was a good year or two older than the other girls, her haunting beauty and tiny form making her appear younger than her years. There was an aura of mystery about the young woman, an unknowable quality. It wasn’t her beauty or the subtle grace and allure of her movements as she ran gentle fingers up her friend’s side to cup one of the redhead’s large breasts, but the sharp intelligence burning in her eyes that made Braden’s heart beat faster.

      In the center, tangled with the tall elf, was a bundle of personality and beauty. Braden’s eyes couldn’t help but trace the curves of her massive breasts, or the flash of her pale legs as she rolled atop Sheela, bending over before him and winking over one shoulder, her green eyes flashing with a wicked excitement that put a tremor in his limbs and a grin on Druska’s face.

      “Treat your new lord well, ladies,” Druska said, before turning and planting a kiss on Braden’s lips and whispering into his ear, “Enjoy, husband, but know this is a pale imitation of what you would know as a proper GGC Breeder.”

      Flashing him a wink as she walked out, Braden’s eyes tracked the perfect globes of his first-wife’s behind, clad in black leather as she sauntered out of the room. Turning back to the bed, Braden let his eyes pass up and down the four young women, who shivered with nervous anticipation. He opened his mouth to speak, but the blonde spoke up first, moving up to her knees and glancing at her friends and the elf, drawing them all up with her.
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      “Lord Harem Mage Braden,” the girl began, “allow us to provide you an evening of—”

      The girl cut off when Braden raised a hand, his handsome face frowning and causing several of the girls to tremble harder.

      If this is to happen, Braden thought to himself as his gaze swept over the four young women whose eyes reflected back mingled hope and worry, then let it happen properly.

      “There will be no titles amongst us,” he said, reaching up and unbuttoning his coat slowly and letting it fall to the ground. The elf moved as if to pick it up, but hesitated under Braden’s gaze. “There will be no need. Some of you are friends and some strangers, but by the end of this evening you’ll be a sisterhood.”

      The girls glanced from one to another’s eyes, nervous and unsure but hopeful. It was the slender little dark-haired girl who felt the currents first, confirming for Braden her sensitivity. He unlaced the white shirt he wore and dropped it atop his coat, enjoying the little gasps of surprised pleasure from the women as the chiseled “V” of his torso was revealed in the warm lantern light.

      “You three from the academy,” Braden said, drawing three lines of vibrant magic in the air and leaving them to hover in place, “Have each imagined a future tied to a bonded, but the one I offer will require you to rely upon yourselves and one another. Sheela”—Braden held the tip of his finger pulsing with magic to one side—“you’ve known sisters all your life, but never ones whose very lives depended on your fidelity and virtue. Are you ready to undertake this task?”

      “My lord,” the elf breathed, voice deserting her as she nodded.

      As he moved his finger, it trailed lines of magic, four separate colors that swirled together in a hypnotic pattern that drew the women’s eyes to it.

      Snapping his hand out, Braden locked his fingers around the swirling vortex. Then with deft motions the women couldn’t quite follow, even the dark-haired adept, he drew silver strands from a pocket. As his hand turned, palm lowering and four fingers raising, the writhing magical sphere split into four pieces. Each sat atop one of Braden’s fingers, precariously balanced.

      “But you’ll never be truly alone,” Braden said, reaching up with his other hand and carving an intricate glyph in the air before him.

      The girls watched, at first in fascination, as the swirls and whoops of colorful energies filled the air before his face. But as Braden wove on, sweat glistening on his brow, the glyph grew more and more intricate, its shape shivering and trembling as he impregnated it with more and more energy until with a final corkscrew he snapped off the glyph and tied the magic in place.

      Breathing a silent sigh of relief that it had worked, Braden drew the Hearth Stone across the four fledgling Aion Stones and then back to his own heart. As the white lines of power shimmered into pearlescence and finally into nothing, the dark-haired young woman gasped.

      “Hearth Stone?” she asked in awe.

      “In part,” Braden said, taking the girl in with a long look as he caught his breath for the next part of his Artificing. “The elves said it was a secret magic. That they were teaching me something the bond mages and their academy didn’t know. Were they telling the truth?”

      “They were, my lord,” the girl said, and at being addressed, her frank stare disappeared as she dropped her eyes in shyness, “as far as I know. But I like… secrets…” She glanced up with a quick flash of a smile. “Especially secret magics.”

      “Curiosity is one half of intelligence’s heart,” Braden said. “Don’t lose it.”

      The little woman’s pale cheeks darkened as she blushed, and dimples formed on her cheeks.

      “What’s the other half?” asked the redhead, making sure Braden noticed the pleasing bounce of her firm breasts as she knelt there.

      “Capacity,” Braden said, letting her know with his eyes that he noticed and appreciated, as the silver twine snatched from Emma’s workroom warmed in his hand. “And though I have no doubt about each of your capacities, this will ensure your spirits match your purpose.”

      The enchantments were simple, but their full efficacy wouldn’t be realized just yet. Each girl watched as flows of flashing red and steaming icy blue magics twined about the threads, weaving them into lockets in the shape of the symbol on the cloak Emma and her mother had stitched for him, a majestic tree with spreading limbs and roots that reached down and up to one another forming a circle.

      The silver thread formed a cage with the glowing magics in the center, the whole not larger than his thumbnail. With a final whispered word of power, the magic took root and Braden felt the tug within as a part of himself leaked into the items, as with the other items he’d created.

      The girls watched the faintly glowing items with awe that transformed into dawning wonder as Braden moved onto the mattress. Each shifted nervously and four sets of eyes locked on him as he moved to Sheela first.

      The young elf spoke no words but bowed low, offering her lord the back of her neck in absolute submission. Braden lay the golden chain he’d summoned about the girl’s neck, and she gasped as she sat up and the glowing pendant hung against her skin. Raising one hand, she glanced at it and the faintest silver light shimmered for a brief moment, a glimmer of her latent powers the necklace would enhance once they were unlocked.

      Anis, the blonde, pressed her arms firmly to her sides when Braden moved before her. The girl copied Sheela, bowing low and offering him the back of her neck. Only her lips whispered a prayer he couldn’t make out. As the cool metal lay upon the young woman’s skin, she shivered and sat up straight, eyes closed and lips pressed tight in a look of satisfaction.

      Only as Braden lay the necklace upon Anis’s neck, did he recognize the similarities with her friend. Their eyes upon him like fire, he slid over before Scarlytt and gazed into the little woman’s eyes. There was no hesitation in the woman, nor doubt as she bent lower than any of the others, pressing her lips to Braden’s knee as he lay the necklace upon her skin.

      Sliding a hand up her slender neck to cup her creamy, smooth cheek, he brought her face up, lips still parted from being pressed against his knee. Her pupils dilated wide, turning her eyes black as their lips met in a delicate kiss.

      Braden broke the intimate embrace and moved back with a delicate slowness, the four women frozen like deer in headlights as he ran a calloused thumb across Chanell’s ruby red lips. He was struck by the incredible women seated within the span of his arms, not just their beauty but also their spirits, hearts, and minds.

      There is beauty in every soul, Braden thought. It shines from the inside out.

      The lord’s smile was so wide and beautiful, the girls would describe it later to those who clamored to hear the tale. It was like the sun breaking the horizon after a long, cold night. It broke the spell of stillness or shyness holding the four in place, and with the exuberance of youth, they tore the harem mage’s fine britches off him in their haste to seize upon the spear growing between his legs.

      

      The next day Braden missed morning training.

      He woke before dawn, as was his habit, but the thick down covers felt so warm and good, and the soft bodies pressed up against him murmured words of love and desire that warmed his heart. Feeling like a college kid, he rolled deeper in the blankets and ignored his responsibilities.

      Leesha and the others will do better work without me hovering over their shoulders, Braden thought to himself.

      He’d forgotten some of the wisdom he’d learned back on Earth of late, and a piece of that knowledge was trying to maintain a proper work life balance. In this world, there was no separating the two, but he still needed to take time for himself. Drawing the covers over his head, Braden snuggled deeper into the warm cocoon of flesh and pillows and drifted back into slumber.

      Vivid dreams assaulted Braden in his half-sleep, but nothing he could hold on to and remember when he woke in the late morning. He found breakfast laid out and the four girls laughing with one another as they ate. Scarlytt turned when he stirred, and the girl’s pink lips stretched wide to see the harem mage awake.

      “Morning, sleepyhead,” she teased gently. “Did you sleep well?”

      “Wonderfully,” Braden said. “I didn’t want to wake up.”

      “There’s no need to,” Chanell said, rising to her feet, her naked body highlighted in shafts of golden sunlight that reached in through the large windows, “Queen Lana and the humans are busy with their preparations and negotiations… your women are locked in the library, all but Lady Druska”—the girl’s eyes flickered to the door where Braden spotted a familiar shadow outside, standing guard—“and she’s instructed us to keep you here and make sure you relax.”

      “She has, has she?” Braden asked with a crooked grin as he threw aside the blankets, revealing his nakedness as well as his growing desire. The man rose to his feet smoothly. The three girls who still held plates and sat on their haunches stared in awe as they saw him in all his glory in bright daylight. Then he swept Anis up into his arms, lips crushing hers, the girl’s feet kicking up and deep moans escaping her throat.

      Braden laid the tall, sexy teen between the others, and let them witness as he kissed his way down her neck to delight in her large firm breasts with their pale nipples. Trailing a line of kisses down her stomach, he tasted the girl, loving her shocked cry of pleasure as he awoke her womanhood to new delights with light flicks of magic.

      

      Anis’s heels pressed into the pillows and her fingers scrambled at the floor, her body feeling like it might float away at any moment. She watched the impossibly handsome man lick and kiss her most delicate place with the lightness of a feather. Each touch sent shock waves of pleasure throughout her body.

      Her friends from the academy, girls who’d become like sisters to her, were witnesses to the greatest pleasure of her life. Scarlytt’s hand took one of hers and Chanell’s the other, their expressions ones of mindless awe, love, and perhaps just a hint of envy. The gorgeous elven maid had shifted around, and Anis’s head fell in the girl’s lap. Gemlike eyes flickered from hers to their new lord’s as he kissed her.

      “It’s… oh gods above, Lord, your tongue is like fire upon my flesh… I’m… oh GODS!”

      Her mind went white as pleasure ripped through her, every nerve ending afire as she floated in a sea of bliss. When she fell back to mortal realms, body still tingling and alive with sensation, she felt gentle fingers stroking her back and something solid and immeasurably powerful held her close.

      Gasping, Anis glanced up to find her lord still held her, his bright blue eyes soft with affection as he traced calloused fingertips down her spine. She opened her mouth to speak, but his gentle kiss silenced her, and then she was rolling onto her back, pulling him with her, the hunger within her body awoken anew as she felt his hardness pressed against her belly.

      Moaning into the kiss, Anis reached down but felt other hands help push that massive thing against her wetness. She could feel herself dripping. She needed him so bad it almost hurt deep in her belly. His hands slipped down to her ass, powerful fingers sinking in, and she groaned in pleasure. Breathing out a hiss, her eyes flashed wide as her lord filled her to the hilt with one powerful thrust.

      This wasn’t wild and desperate fucking. The man took his time with her, as he would with each of the girls. Each touch awoke deeper levels of intimacy and connection between them. His focus and attention on her completely, Anis learned what the true meaning of making love was.
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      “This is taking forever!”

      The little elf had just dropped another tome on the growing pile at her feet and was marching deeper into the stacks of the library.

      “We might find more information in a human library,” Emma said, flipping through the illustrated book she’d been reading for the last hour. “They have systems for referencing specific types of information.”

      “You’d think there would be a reference to a magic stone in the section on magic stones!” Leesha snarled as she tore down another tome and flopped into her chair to scan it. “There has to be a better way to search through all of this.”

      “Perhaps, our lord husband has an idea?” Emma asked. “A trick from his old world that will help the research go faster?”

      “Leave Master alone for now,” Mina said with a frown. “Druska said he slept in this morning.”

      “That’s good,” Emma said. “He needed a rest. I hope Sheela and the others are treating him well.”

      The teen’s frown was so pretty. Mina wanted to be annoyed with her sister, but the girl was too damn sweet-natured. As Emma and Leesha went back to their studies, Mina began whispering in Scry-bot’s ear. The little magical drone never went far from the warrior’s side these days, and she’d come to learn that the bot had grown a collection of odd skills in her time out in the wilds.

      “Beep, boo!”

      She released the little drone, and she gave a shimmy in Mina’s lap before floating up into the air. Scry-bot’s surface—normally a faint blue, mostly opaque shimmer—grew fainter and fainter as her internal processing fired into overdrive. Mina watched in satisfaction as the white light intensified to the point where Emma and Leesha were forced to raise their hands to block the glare.

      “What are you doing, Scry-bot?” Leesha asked with a touch of exasperation. “You’re blindingly bright.”

      “Leave her be,” Mina said. “She’s going to read your library.”

      “He’s going to what?”

      Leesha stood up when the glow dimmed, her frown of annoyance turning to one of curiosity as the drone floated into the nearest row of shelves with scrolls piled atop them. The little elf let out a strangled cry of fear when a web of red and purple lines burst from the drone in a sphere that encompassed the row to either side of it. But none of the parchments seemed to be disturbed by the field as Scry-bot floated past, the field passing harmlessly through parchment, wood, leather, and hide.

      “What’s he doing?” Emma asked, setting down the book she’d been reading and rising to watch.

      “I don’t know,” Mina said with a shrug.

      “What do you mean you don’t know?” Leesha asked. “Mina!”

      “I asked her to find the information we need; I don’t know how she’s doing it.” Mina gave a shrug of indifference and pulled a strip of jerky from a pocket and tore at it with small white teeth. “Just let her work.”

      The elf frowned at her sister but said no more as she fell back into her seat with a flouncing huff and pulled over the tome she’d brought down. That lasted about two seconds before she was up again and stalking after the little drone, muttering to herself as the snap of unseen magics came to bear about herself.

      “Don’t disturb her!” Mina called after the little elf.

      Leesha didn’t bother to respond as she paced behind the drone. The Bonded Sorceress had never understood the odd bits of magic and logic her master imbued his creation with, but she’d taken every opportunity she could since its return to observe it.

      Following after it, she brought to bear all of her magical insight and understanding, but nothing about the field it produced appeared magical to her. There were elements of energy and power to it. For instance, when she brought in magnetic energy, the little drone shimmied in annoyance, the red and purple lines blowing away from her until she dropped the field.

      Scry-bot moved at a sedate pace as he trundled up and down each passage in the library, rising into the air at especially tall shelves and ensuring every bit of writing was scanned. The entire process took over three hours, but Leesha trailed after the drone the whole time, already suspecting what he was up to. The elf made sure Scry-bot missed nothing in his exhaustive scan of the library, opening alcove doors and even unlocking the gates of the forbidden section so the drone could pass through the musty spider-webbed chamber and scan all within.

      Finally, the drone stopped his sedate moving and whirred to life once more. Clicks and whirrs sounded from within for a long minute before silencing and it spun, moving back to the reading alcove where Emma read and Mina lay sprawled across a couch, snoring as she napped.

      “Beep beep! Beep beep!”

      Mina blinked her eyes awake, a grin stretching across her face as she yawned.

      “What did it say?” Leesha demanded.

      “Beep beep!” Scry-bot spun in place, a faint hum sounding from within as a cascade of words and images superimposed themselves in the air before Leesha.

      The words and images had been copied straight out of each text, confirming to Leesha what the little drone had been up to, and she flushed with excitement to realize what they had now. Not only the answer to how to help Glynis-Pura, or at least a clue, but also the entire library now rested within Scry-bot.

      “We need to visit other libraries… the academy… the Magisterium…” Leesha flashed a maniacal grin. “I’ll have it all!”

      “What?” Leesha asked her with a frown. “What’s she saying?”

      “Ancient stones of power,” Emma said. The tall teen had come up behind Leesha and read the images over her shoulder. “At the northern and southern tips of the world… because of spinning? I don’t understand, Scry-bot.”

      The little drone whirred, and the images backtracked and reformed.

      “She isn’t sure,” Emma continued, “perhaps… but ancient stones. There are fables and myths from ancient times… but recently the religion of the Kobolds to the north venerates one.”

      “Beep, boo,” Scry-bot sounded sad as a series of last images flashed before it dimmed.

      “We have to travel north,” Mina said with a frown, “through all the corrupted lands our dark sister left in her wake. He says there were thousands of twisted monsters left in her wake as she pushed south… the going will be hard.”

      “Good,” Emma said. Both Leesha and Mina turned in shock at the sharpness in the normally sweet girl’s voice. “We’ve rested long enough. I’m not a lover of combat, but a week or two of exertions would do us all a world of good, our lord husband especially. Besides,” the tall teen blushed prettily, “I’ve been dreaming of all the samples I could collect from all the new vegetation.”

      “Let’s find Druska,” Mina said. “I don’t think we’re going to make that party after all.”
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      Three hours later, Braden was stuffing his one extra pair of small clothes into his pack, along with the few other possessions he had, his blood coursing with excitement. Cinching the pack tight, he grabbed up his baldric and belt, the sword pulsing a greeting as he slung the belt over one shoulder.

      The weapon had been a constant and steady companion since coming to this world, the only bit of Earth he carried with him. Its forging was still a mystery, some combinations of Druska’s FAILSAFE and the magics of this world had produced a magical item of incredible potency. The weapon’s ability to increase Braden’s fine control of the magic had awed the elves.

      Taking one last look at the exquisitely furnished room with its breathtaking view of the Heart Tree and surrounding forest, Braden wondered if he’d ever make it back. Of all the places he’d been since arriving here, Dalton and this place had been the most welcoming and closest to feeling like a home.

      “Thanks for all the memories,” Braden said with a chuckle as he turned to leave. “Smell ya later.”

      “Smell who later?” Queen Lana asked from the doorway, surprising Braden with her appearance. The elf wore a flimsy pink and green dress that billowed around her, the faint breeze pressing it against her figure on one side and the other fluttering like leaves. The effect only highlighted the glittering gemstones set throughout her thick hair. “I trust no one has offended you with their odiferous natures… I know Eleeshta can be absentminded about these things at times.”

      “Not at all, Your Majesty,” Braden said with a faint blush. “It was a colloquial phrase from my world is all, pay it no mind.”

      “My daughter informed me of your plans,” the queen said, a pretty frown marring the perfection of her features. “I am disappointed we won’t be able to celebrate you at the fete, but I wanted to let you know the party will continue. It’s important politically as well as spiritually for those who’ve suffered and survived. Is there anything you would like me to tell Bond Mage Gylion? They could view your absence as an offense. I know the man wished to discuss many things with you at the fete.”

      Braden stopped beside the queen and thought for a moment. The elder elf was right. He ran the risk of offending them, but he wasn’t about to meet with the man in a rush before he left.

      “Tell him my last words still stand,” Braden said. “Do better.” The queen’s frown deepened, but Braden went on, “I have no wish to enmesh myself in their affairs and understand the different factions that can crop up in any organization, sometimes with violent opposition to one another. My bonded speak highly of the bond mages, and I have hopes we will become partners in facing the threats to this world, but I won’t do so with a dagger at my back or side, poised to plunge when I least expect it because I’d accepted traitors into my midst.”

      “I will make sure your words are passed along, Lord Braden.” The woman dipped her head, gemstones glittering in the purple twilight. Braden moved to go, but the woman smoothly slipped an arm in his and steered him toward her room in the Heart Tree. When he opened his mouth to protest, she went right on speaking over him, “I know you wished to escape in the middle of the night and be on your way. Your desire to heal Glynis-Pura as soon as possible does you justice, but proper planning and preparations must be made, to ensure you all have as much chance of success as possible.”

      Braden nodded in agreement, his annoyance fading as the elven queen went on.

      “My sorceresses are constructing a Hearth Stone for the girl, bound to your soul instead of the Heart Tree.” When the human glanced at her in curiosity she explained, “Instead of sending you back here if the magic is activated, it will draw the girl to you. She can remain safe here until you have a way of healing her.”

      “Thank you,” Braden said with a little sigh of relief. “I wasn’t quite sure how we were going to transport her. That is very thoughtful.”

      “Think nothing of it,” she said patting his arm. “Bonded Druska offered to carry the girl in that wondrous bag of hers but wasn’t certain her race could survive,” the queen said with a frown and a shake of her head. “This way is better. They’ll complete the ritual in six hours, leaving you and your harem plenty of time to slip away under cover of darkness.”

      Braden was just about to ask where the harem was when he spotted Druska up ahead, standing outside the royal chambers. His first bonded was dressed in a loose black robe as she spoke with a tall human woman. The light breeze tugged at the alien woman’s robe, conforming to a body that never failed to dry Braden’s tongue and set his heart hammering.

      It was odd to see the rogue without her customary black leathers, the odd uniform of her profession in the GGC. He was about to ask why she was dressed so when the human woman turned a warm smile upon him and he froze in his tracks, heart hammering harder than it had as seeing Druska’s slender legs and pert rear.

      “Master!” Druska said enthusiastically. “Seneschal Carmine has offered to enhance our garments for the journey. She’s having her seamstresses put silken underthings in my uniform, and Mina’s having her skirt shortened… again.”

      “That’s very kind of you, Seneschal,” Braden said.

      The woman opened her mouth to reply, but nothing came out, her pale blue eyes blinking rapidly as she stared into his.

      “I was speaking with Carmine about areas where we can cooperate and assist one another.” The queen gave a great sigh. “Unfortunately, there is more that separates out peoples than unites us.”

      “Is that so,” Braden said. The harem mage spoke absently, his eyes locked upon the tall woman’s as she stood before him. The magic within had leapt up the moment he drew close to the seneschal, but that wasn’t what so fascinated him about her.

      “Indeed, Master,” Druska said, a knowing smile finding its way onto her lips, “we have a few hours to kill… why don’t you and Seneschal Carmine go somewhere private and speak on how you can forge… bonds between their people?”

      The older woman’s cheeks blushed a faint shade of pink, but she stood tall and proud, her head held up straight, refusing to bow to her own embarrassment or shame. Braden had other thoughts on his mind.

      Is this a coincidence… again? he thought to himself, his eyes tracing the lines of the seneschal’s refined features. Once again it felt like he was staring at a ghost out of his past. Like Anis, the academy girl who looked almost identical to his biggest crush as a teen, the seneschal was the spitting image of Diana Williams, who’d lived two houses down from him as a boy. The woman had been his mother’s best friend and the object of fascination for both boys and men in the neighborhood.

      There were faint differences between the pair, of course. Diana hadn’t been so tall and her bust not nearly so large, but her face and hair were nearly identical—down to the forelock of white at the front of her thick, dark hair.

      Putting aside his questions, Braden opened himself up to the magic that flowed beneath his feet. As Sage Iolloe has instructed, he relaxed his mind, allowing the voice within his thoughts to quiet. Breathing slow and deep, Braden took a step forward, raising one hand as an explosion of different colored lines of power arced from his hand.

      The woman gasped in shock but froze, unsure what she should do as the glowing lines of power traced her form. Purple, golden, and white magics formed nets that delved into her flesh, and she shuddered, not in pain but in the expectation of it, breathing in relief when she felt nothing. The queen watched in fascination. With the fledgling powers the harem mage had awoken in her, she was able to discern the barest hint of what he did. When the elven monarch took a step forward to read the weaves closer, she felt firm fingers grip her upper arm, halting her.

      Turning, shocked to be manhandled so, the queen swallowed hard at the look in Druska’s eyes. She opened her mouth to tell the rogue she had no intention of interfering, but the alien woman shook her head and drew her back instead.

      “My lord,” Seneschal Carmine managed to get out finally, her rich voice breathy with emotion. “What… what is this?”

      “I thought for a moment you might have been created by magic or this world itself to tempt me,” Braden said, his words shocking the human noble, whose hands fluttered up to her breast as her cheeks grew more heated. When Braden went on, he sounded as though he spoke more to himself than her, “But that can’t be the case… can it?”

      “My lord?” the woman asked, her tone unsure.

      “One is a coincidence but two is a pattern.” The man shook his head, eyes still tracing the lines of Carmine’s face as he now stood close enough that the woman could feel the heat backing off him. “How many of our choices are acts of free will? How many are instead determined by the world we find ourselves in?”

      “Without a belief in free will,” Seneschal Carmine said faintly, “why have moral responsibility? Guilt or sin?”

      “Exactly,” Braden said, his eyes warming as they locked on hers.

      Carmine prided herself on being both competent and poised when faced with the rich and powerful. The daughter of a baker, she’d gotten to her position by being so damn capable even the stiff nobility of the Evertine had elevated her to a position of authority. Reminding herself of who she was, the woman got a handle on her frayed nerves and opened her mouth to demand the Harem Lord offer an explanation for his odd behavior.

      “If my lord wishes to speak in riddles,” Carmine said, her tone a touch firm, “then I’m sure a jester could be found to play with you.”

      “It’s not riddles I wish to play with,” Braden said, and the heat in his tone set the woman’s heart to hammering once again, and she opened and closed her mouth like a fish out of water as she stared into his eyes.

      “The queen’s chambers are right here, Master,” Druska offered helpfully, “and we’ll make sure no one interferes.”

      “My lord,” the seneschal said, “surely you can’t mean…” But from the heat in the man’s pale blue eyes it was clear he did. “But I’m just an ugly old woman.” She glanced to the gorgeous and athletic Druska, but Braden reached out and took her hand in his and she gasped at the feeling of magic burning beneath his hot skin.

      “You’re far from ugly,” Braden said, letting the rest of the world fade as he stared into the woman’s eyes, “and far from old… you feel it too? The magic throbbing within us?”

      Not trusting herself to speak, Carmine nodded, dimly aware of the alien woman and queen as they withdrew. Her knees grew weak as she stared up into the man’s pale blue eyes, her awareness split between the sight and feel of him and the leaping in her soul as something stirred within her.

      “I dreamed of this moment for years,” Braden whispered as he reached up and pushed a dark lock of hair behind one of her ears, running a calloused thumb down one soft cheek.
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      Carmine had never known a lover’s touch and had no defenses for the Harem Lord’s skillful and potent touch. Her knees gave out, and she sagged in the man’s arms, but not before reaching up and snatching at his lapels. The smile of delight that came over the man’s face as he turned her about, laying her down upon the bed, filled Carmine with pleasure but not half so much as when his hot lips pressed to hers.

      Nothing could have prepared her for the heat spreading from the center of her being as Braden’s hands slid up her sides and then fumbled open the toggles of her dress, not leaving Carmine time to be embarrassed as her massive breasts tumbled free. Always a source of embarrassment to her, the woman had spent her life strapping them down so she could conform to the Silver Kingdoms’ ideal of willowy beauty.

      As Carmine rolled onto her back, the handsome young man gathered one of her massive breasts in either hand and stared at them in rapturous fascination. The sight made her giddy and she even let out a little giggle when she felt something steely hard press into her abdomen.

      “My lord is… pleased?” the powerful woman asked shyly.

      “More than pleased, Carmine,” Braden breathed before planting a gentle kiss on one large inverted nipple.

      Carmine moaned. The sound coming from her throat should have filled her with embarrassment and shame; instead it let loose her inhibitions, and she lay her head back, savoring the incredible feeling of the man’s hands and lips upon her skin. Reaching down, she ran gentle fingers over the large lump in his breeches, biting her bottom lip to suppress a groan of pleasure as the hardness went on and on.

      The man’s kisses didn’t stop at her breasts. As he worked her dress down over her hips, she gasped in pleasure when she felt his hot lips and tongue on her treasure. Unaware and unprepared for such pleasure, she was soon pushed into a world of white bliss as the eruptions sent aftershocks throughout her body. Long minutes of kissing and touching passed where Carmine’s exploring fingers ran all over the harem mage’s hard body.

      The older woman was in awe of the man’s firm muscles and especially the ripples of his rock-hard abs as she trailed kisses down them. The length and girth of Braden’s manhood sent fresh juices flooding her sex as she ran her fingers gently up and down its length. Looking up, she met the young man’s pale blue eyes, and her heart filled with emotion to see the pleasure and desire in his gaze. She’d been afraid that at any moment he might see or touch something that would turn him off, but just the opposite was proving to be true.

      As her massive breasts slipped to either side of his cock, Carmine gave a shiver and bit her bottom lip before planting a gentle kiss on the tip. The taste of him incensed her, as did the smell of his manly musk. Like a woman possessed, she threw herself into the task of worshipping his heavenly scepter. The feel of steely hardness coated in velvety soft flesh was almost as pleasurable as the little moans and groans escaping the Harem Lord’s mouth as she kissed, licked, and sucked him.

      Carmine would have spent the rest of the evening happily licking and kissing Braden’s manhood. The woman had given her life in service to her people and now found a second calling. For a woman who’d never handled a man before, she learned fast, reading what pleased the Harem Lord and throwing away all inhibitions as she worshipped him.

      When she sat back and slipped her massive breasts around his slick shaft and watched the head poke out of the soft flesh, she thought he might explode right there, but Braden had other things on his mind. Growling in desire, the man flipped her onto her back, the weight of him pressing her down as his lips found hers, their tongues dancing together as Carmine reached down, trying not to groan with too much desperation as she pressed the head of his fat cock into her sex.

      “Heaven above… ohhh, my lord,” the seneschal moaned. Her womanhood parted with a brief flash of pain and then pleasure spread throughout her, the magic within boiling around her soul.

      “God, you’re sexy,” Braden groaned into her neck, his hands slipping down her side, one massaging a boob while the other gripped her ass, the fingers sinking into firm flesh and sending lances of pleasure throughout Carmine.

      Then he was within her, the beastly spear of his manhood thrusting in and out, each movement sending shock waves of pleasure throughout her. Eyes flashing open wide, the human noble felt the man’s movements falter moments after their coupling began, her pleasure reaching its first peak as he grunted and hotness washed through her womb, spreading into her belly and then wrapping her soul in a comforting warmth that carried her into a sea of white bliss.

      Warm arms held Carmine close as she climbed out of a dream she couldn’t quite believe. Stirring, the woman looked up and gasped to see the dream a reality as bright blue eyes, sparkling with amusement, gazed back into hers. She gasped a second time when she felt his slick hardness stirring against her hip and then gave a violent jump when she recognized the power within her as something she’d craved for her entire life.

      “I can sense your thoughts,” Carmine whispered in awe.

      “Your gift,” her new lord whispered back, as he stroked the damp hair from her face, “a secret for you alone and a terrible burden to bear… knowing the secrets and lies of all those around you.”

      Her initial delight tempered when she saw the wisdom in his words, but then she brushed his mind as his hand trailed down her side and she gasped, pulling back slightly. A hand reached up to cover her mouth. “Oh… my lord… You really think I’m beautiful?” It shouldn’t have mattered, not after what she’d just experienced with the man, but it was surprising how much it did. “And… I can also feel your desire for the other… your mother’s friend? I can… see her. She could almost be my twin.” Her cheeks blushed, and she grinned, wiggling against his side and pressing her lips to his ear, feeling downright scandalous and loving it as she whispered, “I’d love to be the woman of your dreams… maybe we can get Lana to be your mother in this scenario… mhmm, I know she’s willing, no… eager.”

      “Jesus, woman,” Braden said, his deep laugh sending shivers of pleasure down the seneschal’s spine. “That’s a powerful gift you have there… I might be able to use it before we go, tonight.”

      “Mhmm, anything you wish,” Carmine said, stretching like a cat on her side before looking up at the doorway two seconds before shadows fell over the entrance. “Looks like you might be a bit preoccupied, Lord Braden… but I’ll speak with the bond mage and his bonded for you. Make sure they aren’t allied with the enemy.”

      Braden gave a little laugh at having his mind read and wasn’t sure how he felt about having someone inside his head. When Carmine hooked her thigh behind his, rolling him onto his back and sitting up, he was treated to the benefit of having the woman read his thoughts. As she ground her tightness against his cock, she gathered both breasts and raised them to her lips, eyes dancing in amusement and pleasure as he throbbed in pleasure as she suckled first one nipple erect, then the other. Winking at the man, she turned her head and called over one shoulder to the doorway.

      “Oh, Lana’Doreen, if you’re going to hover out there and watch, you might as well join in.” The woman rocked her hips, sighing in pleasure as her hard clit ground along his hard shaft. “Mhmm, you too, Druska… your master hungers for your touch and lips.”

      Reaching down, the seneschal pushed the tip of his cock within her and sighed in pleasure, not quite sure if it was entirely her own or that of the man beneath her. Their thoughts and sensations merged in her mind into a mélange of warm pleasure that only grew as the elegant queen crawled upon the mattress, her long ears vibrating with excitement and nervousness as the alien woman dropped her leathers to the floor and eyed the queen with interest.

      As Carmine rode her new lord, reveling in every delicious inch of his cock as it filled her and the delight she felt in him as his eyes traced the lines of her body, she swore to cherish every second of their time together and ensure he never forgot this evening.

      

      Seven hours later, as dawn broke through the Silver Heart Tree’s branches, Queen Lana stirred awake. The elf purred in pleasure as she stretched out sore limbs and rolled onto her side. The warmth she felt as memories of their incredible evening surfaced faded when she found Lord Braden and their equipment gone.

      A stirring beside her caused the monarch to roll over. Her new friend, the seneschal, lay tangled within the blankets, her dark hair a mussed-up mess and a smear of dried fluids marring one smooth cheek.

      Signaling her servants to fetch supper, she rolled onto her belly and watched the woman as she slept. It had been many centuries since Lana’Doreen had last taken a lover. She wasn’t sure she could consider the harem mage a lover. The man was more a force of nature than someone she’d call a regular lover, and though a part of her envied her daughter’s place in the man’s harem, another part of her quaked to remember the towering inferno within him.

      I would lose myself in it, in him, she thought to herself, abandoning my duties… Perhaps another human, though…

      “Mhmm.” Carmine stretched, rolling onto her back and blinking up at the elf, but instead of drifting out of sleep the woman was alert and had a knowing look in her pale blue eyes. “Lord Braden and his harem slipped away.”

      “So I see,” Lana’Doreen said. “His quest is noble, but like any man, he leaves the hard work behind him… I have a thought on how our peoples might… find common cause.”

      “Oh?” Carmine asked, rolling onto her side and resting her head on one hand. The way she shook her hair out captivated the elven queen, and she licked her lips as dark curls fell across the pale skin of the woman’s long neck. Had her faint wrinkles faded entirely? “Why don’t you tell me all about it?”

      Reaching out, the human woman ran a gentle finger up the elf’s side, sending shivers of pleasure down her spine. Emerald eyes flashing, the queen’s lips stretched wide as she pulled the other woman into her arms. This was not the heavy pawing of youngsters, but the soft and gentles touches of women who had swum through the waters of respect and were just beginning a journey together across the shores of love.

      When Queen Lana’s servants arrived with breakfast, they found her and Carmine entwined in the sheets, entwined into the mantle above them, unnoticed, was a glyph carved by the harem mage with his own blade, a blessing of protection for the seeds quickening within both women’s wombs.
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      GGC Intergalactic Capitol Class Vessel XH-1376: Everdawn

      Captain Fy’Holix stood in parade rest like others breathed, as if his life depended on it. Feet shoulder-width apart and arms at the perfect angle as he clasped his hands together at the small of his back. Surveying his star-screen, he read reports from a dozen subsystems, marveling for the millionth time at the perfection of corporate engineering and logistics.

      “Surveys! Survey me some landmass, boyos!” the captain called out, watching his words recorded into corporate history as comms conveyed them to the entire crew across the bottom of his star-screen.

      “Aye, Captain,” Survey Drone One commented in a monotonous tone as she pulled up her systems. “Land survey has been underway since entering orbit however the processing is taking longer than expected.”

      “Have you found our scout’s body at least?” the captain asked, raising one eyebrow as he turned his face so the cameras could get a better angle on his expression.

      “Negative,” reported Survey Drone Seven. The man stifled an unseemly organic cough with one hand before going on, “However, the vessel is in disrepair. Drive systems appear to be shorted along with internal cores three through nine.”

      “As the algorithmic clerics predicted,” the captain said to himself, just loud enough for everyone to hear as he nodded firmly. “Deploy scout drones seven through nine to collect the debris and run scans on the crash site.”

      “Sir,” said Survey Drone Seven, “from initial scans, there wasn’t a crash but an explosion of some kind, munitions unknown, that damaged the vessel. GGC property and personnel are not entirely accounted for on-site.”

      “Send in the risk assessor as well,” Captain Holix said with a musing frown. “I won’t have shortsighted profits blinding us to threats or long-term gains here.”

      “Roger that, Captain,” Survey Drone Seven said, relaying the captain’s orders.

      Captain Holix remained in perfect parade rest as the units were scrambled and a squad transport ship deployed from the Everdawn. Ordering more scans of the world, the captain maintained his forward stare, refusing to acknowledge the organics manning stations that should have been overseen by competent mechanoids. With mineral resources in such short supply, GGC regulations had been bent in order to man the Everdawn. And now, with most military and far-ranging vessels, organic life-forms took the place of most noncritical functions in the fleet.

      The Great Algorithm put the rules in place for a reason, Captain Holix thought to himself, even if no one in High Command knows why… What is that?!

      “Survey!” the captain barked. “Identify that mass at the crash site before our teams land!”

      “Aye, Captain!” the woman shouted back, letting unseemly emotion enter her tone, causing the captain to grimace. “Sir! The mass is moving, but there is nothing living within it. No heat emitted… but it has the density of organic life.”

      “Could be a mass of maggots,” chimed in Survey Drone Four, the enthusiasm spreading like a virus. “I saw that on my home world once, most damnable thing, looked like the cow-beast was moving—”

      “Scout!” the captain cut through the useless man’s chatter. “Proceed with caution and take samples of everything. Risk, it’s on you!”

      “Aye, aye, captain!” shouted back the youthful risk assessment officer, eager to finally employ her talents.

      “Roger that,” said the scout in a quieter, more bored tone.

      The captain and his crew waited long minutes with the comm open, listening as the pilot brought their ship in close and the  risk assessor did her calculations. Another unbearably long minute passed, and the captain had to bite his tongue to keep from demanding to know what the holdup was. Locking his knees and embracing the lightheadedness of true discipline, he swallowed the blood seeping from his tongue and almost sagged in relief when the click of the intercom sounded.

      “Captain, I’ve referenced every threat table in GGC databases and correlated them with everything within ten clicks of the wreckage. Seven organic plant materials pose deadly risks to a majority of GGC species if ingested orally, three pose deadly risks if ingested anally, one patch of mud could become a sinkhole with enough precipitation, low threat from organic life-forms, one unknown threat. Sir, the unknown threat is the dark mass, but up close we can see it’s just the top half of a corpse… possibly female.”

      “Excellent report, Risk!” Captain Holix stared down at the screen as his words were transcribed and imagined that if he’d been fortunate enough to be born a breeder, he might have become tumescent as he gave the next order. “Scout! You may make landfall upon the alien world! For the GCC and Profit!”

      “For the GGC and Profit!” called back the entire crew, even Survey Drone Seven offered up an electronic chirp of enthusiasm. All eyes turned to their view screens as the small ten-seater vessel touched down near the wreckage.

      Treetops masked much of their view from orbit, but the comm link was still live and they could hear the scout climbing free and exiting the craft. The sounds of breathing and exertion only added to the tension. The hiss of the pressure seal releasing followed by a sigh of pleasure as corporate lungs drew in fresh, on-world air. Looks of jealousy passed between the crew as they could all practically taste the non-ship air.

      “There was definitely a battle here,” the scout noted. “I see our scout’s tracks… joined by another… then three more and a fight ensued.”

      The rustle of foliage could be heard as the scout slipped into the woods.

      “It’s an ugly thing, isn’t it?” came the risk assessor’s voice, followed by the scout’s.

      “Did its eyes just blink?”

      “Impossible,” came the reply, then a few seconds later a grunt of annoyance. “It isn’t breathing. Scanners are working properly. Stick it in the no-space bag, let the techs sort it out.”

      “Roger that,” said the scout. “Ouch!” he shouted a moment later. “Damn thing bit me.”

      “Automatic response I wager,” said the risk assessor. “Thing’s still oozing follicles from its head and chin… is that a mole on its nose or a wart?”

      “Risk!” the captain’s sharp voice cut through the chatter. “Execute with expeditiousness. Return beacon goes silent in ten clicks of the dial.”

      “Roger that, sir!” came the sharp response.

      After that, the communication was minimal as the scouts and the risk assessor finished up their collections. Eventually the talking died out altogether, their complaints of aches and the cold climate finally ceasing, much to the captain’s relief.

      “Sir?” said Radar Drone Two. “The downed craft is powering on… Someone must have refueled the last cell. There doesn’t appear to be a functioning life support system, however.”

      “Brilliant,” Captain Holix said. “They’ve got it working enough to return to our hold. Risk will put it on autopilot and send it up. Let’s see how she flies. Enhance!”

      The vid screen promptly zoomed in. The pixilated image cleared slowly to reveal the downed vessel had indeed risen from the ground, sparking and spitting small gouts of green flame from its aft engine as it rose into the sky to be dragged toward the Everdawn upon the logistic beam. The squad transport ship that had brought the team to the surface remained powered down, sitting alone in the small clearing.

      “Survey?” the captain said, chomping on his tongue to keep from cursing at the weakness in his tone.

      “The vessel is performing suboptimally, but we’ll be able to delve into its memory banks and learn what happened to our scout. Sir… I’m getting a strange reading from the vessel. Scout Drone Nine’s transponder is on the damaged ship, sir, but there is no living organic matter.,” the radar drone said with unseemly anxiety in his tone. “Scouts Eight and Seven are still planet side near the squad transport ship, while the risk assessor has wandered deeper into the vegetation.”

      “I’m sure she knows best,” the captain said. “Scout Drone Eight, report!” The captain chewed on his tongue as the static stretched for long seconds. “Analytics!”

      “Yes, sir!” pipped up the squeaky voice of a one-foot-tall Gyropian. In this one respect, the captain could understand wanting an organic over a machine, for none rivaled a Gyropian in logic or mathematics. If the race’s every exhalation wasn’t methane filled, they would be nearly perfect in his estimation.

      “Analyze the damaged vessel for weight, and calculate it against that of our scout’s and the missing Third Ranked Scout as well.”

      “Aye, aye, sir! Sir! I have your calculation, and the vessel appears to carry the body of Survey Drone Nine, less one pint of bodily fluids, or perhaps three ounces of flesh.”

      “Mechanic!”

      There was a scramble as a soft-bodied, three-legged creature ambled its way before the captain and spoke with its race’s characteristically slow drawl.

      “Yeeeeshhhhh, suuuuuhhhhh?”

      “Get to the hangar and provide whatever assistance Scout Drone Nine needs,” the captain ordered, his eyes narrowing on the flabby round face that peered up at him from atop its limb-pile.

      “Wuussss wwrrruuuuunngggg?”

      “How should I know?!” The captain felt the vein throbbing in his temple, the same one that did whenever he had to deal with a Garlyzob. The race were brilliant medics and mechanics, able to put anything back together, but inefficient with everything else. “Just get down there and see to the drone! Or man. Whatever it is!”

      The medic’s three legs flopped down the stairs as it clambered to the lower deck. Once again, the captain tasted blood as he watched the creature leave. Then the intercom clicked and he waited for a report from the ground.

      “Sir,” Survey Drone Two said, “the transmission is coming from the wrecked scout ship… there is a faint voice. I might be able to—”

      “Enhance!”

      “Enhance,” the survey drone said with a little shake of her head. “Right… here it is.”

      The speakers hissed with an eerie static as the faint voice of the lifeless body spoke a single word in a faint whisper over and over.

      “Brainzzz … Brainzzz!”

      “Did it say brains?” Captain Holix asked his survey drone, breaking his perfect parade rest to look over with a curious frown.

      “I believe it did, sir.” The woman gave a little shiver. “Perhaps, we should send a guard down—”

      “Perhaps?!” Something popped in the captain’s vascular webbing and a spray of blue liquid hit the floor at his feet. “Perhaps, you should keep your stupid questions for the stupid ranks! Maintain your stations! Everyone!”

      Captain Holix found parade rest once again, his feet sliding ever so slightly in the muck he’d coated them in, but that was to be ignored as so much else that was unsightly and unorderly must be. The mechanic would fix it. Whatever the issue was. As mechanics had for a hundred generations throughout corporate history.

      Unfortunately, across the Galactic Good Corporation’s hundreds of inhabitable worlds and as many thinking races, none had ever encountered zombies, and the Everdawn and her crew were unprepared for the horrors about to unfold within what would soon become a floating tomb.
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      Braden surveyed the dark, twisted forest stretching to the north and loosed his blade in its sheath as Druska slipped into the shadows, ranging out ahead, along with Scry-bot.

      The party hadn’t taken the elves up on their offer of mounts, knowing the animals would only be at risk if they had to delve underground into another dungeon, and besides Mina, none had trained in mounted combat. He couldn’t help sighing in relief, though, as the responsibilities that had piled up drifted to the back of his mind.

      For the next few days at least, all he and his harem had to worry about was the threat directly before them as they pushed north. Scry-bot’s information, according to Mina, pointed in a roughly northeasterly direction. The elves had topographical maps of the regions that Scry-bot had scanned, but they’d know little of what lived up there.

      The humans had known more. The Silver Kingdoms, having a small economy in the trading of ancient treasure and works of art, had a guild of treasure hunters who’d sent parties up into the frozen tundra. They’d returned with maps and tales of a pocket zone of temperate weather, lush jungles surrounded by walls of ice and filled with steaming or bubbling mineral pools as well as of treacherous ice sheets that stretched for leagues and were crossed by nomadic gnomes who rode great aurochs and traded anything they could get their hands on.

      “How far does this blight stretch?” Mina asked with a grimace as a dark sludge clung to one of her boots, forcing her to kick hard to fling it free. “My new boots!”

      The young warrior had been outfitted by Sir Orator, a gift he’d offered to Braden. But after five minutes in chain mail, he couldn’t imagine wearing, let alone walking around all day in the heavy plate. Loath to hurt the knight’s feelings, and seeing how much care the Silver Kingdoms’ artisans had put into the armor, he’d asked if they could have it fitted to Mina instead.

      Outfitting the little Bonded Warrior proved to be a joy for the man, who bragged to all who would hear about how the harem mage had asked him to help protect one of his bonded. That morning, servants had come bearing the armor along with blackened mail and leather underclothes.

      The effect on the little warrior was fearsome. The plate conformed to her shape, narrow in the waist and hips but with heavy pauldrons worked in the shape of fangs curling down. The steel, like the chain beneath it, had been blackened by some art Braden didn’t know, chased with silver highlights on the plate. It had given Braden chills when he’d first seen her pull the armor on. He tried not to smirk now as the girl pulled a white kerchief from a back pocket and scrubbed at the black leather boots.

      “The new vegetation extends for hundreds of leagues,” Emma said, picking her way through a thorny bush that almost seemed to reach toward the teen in an attempt to spear her, “but the threshold is decidedly less homogenized than the interior. Soon we’ll pass into more interconnected forests.”

      “Interconnected my ass,” Mina grumbled before hopping over a suspicious-looking patch of dark mud. “Weren’t the elves going to burn it all down?”

      “There were some who theorized that the fresh growth would spread,” Emma said with a nod, “like weeds and take over their forest, or even the humans’ farming lands to the south, but that doesn’t seem to be the case. The new and old-growth forests don’t appear to be mingling.”

      “Does it support life?” Braden asked, glancing up into something like a weeping willing, but with long needles instead of leaves, its trunk of smooth bark mottled gray and dark green unlike anything he’d seen before outside of, perhaps, a gothic painting.

      “Oh, yes,” Emma said, stepping across a limb no wider than her pinkie and crossing a muck-filled bog to step easily onto a root on the other side and then onto dry land, “as near as we can tell, what was here before still lives but… changed. I don’t know if we can call it corruption, because of the negative connotations of the word, but they certainly have adjusted to natural pressures, changing their behavior.”

      “Whore’s teats!” Mina cursed after having tried to follow the silver-haired teen and having her first step onto the thin branch snap it, plunging her leg calf deep into the dark waters.

      “What pressures have changed?” Braden asked. Taking one look at Mina as she waded through the foul-smelling bog, he took the long way around, using the trunks of the odd trees to keep himself from falling on the uneven and slick roots he crossed.

      “Some things that were prey have become predators… Herbivores have become meat-eaters and even the trees themselves grow deadly.”

      Braden nearly toppled over when the tree he was leaning against suddenly toppled away from him. Reacting instantly, he crouched and reached up for his sword, only to see Druska materialize from the tree’s shadow as she sheathed her dark blade. He hadn’t even registered the attack, let alone seen the blade that must have passed within inches of his arm.

      Glancing up, he spotted the purple blossom that had been swinging for his head, its central node plump with a faintly glowing violet powder.

      Seeds? he thought to himself.

      “Listen to Emma, Master,” Druska said with a nod for the girl. “She speaks wisdom. Take care with everything you touch in here. Even the trees.”

      “It wouldn’t have killed you,” Emma said, coming back and withdrawing a small silver knife from the sheath beside her herb pouch, “but these spores can lock a man’s muscles up for twelve hours if they hit him directly, although I’m not sure what the purpose is… if it’s defensive, why let the threat wake a few hours later?”

      “It’s only partly defensive,” Leesha said in fascination, faint lines of violet magic reaching down from her into the soil at their feet. “The roots are retreating now, but they had been reaching up, right above where that flower was. And they were pregnant with necrotic magics… everything in this forest is flush with it.”

      “Fascinating,” Emma said, and with a final frown for the dead tree, skipped off after the elf to pepper her with questions.

      Braden, taking extra care where he put his hands and feet, followed after the pair, drawing upon his own magical sight to read the world about them. Mina tromped at his side, the pair of them lost in their own thoughts as the sun rose overhead but its light failed to filter through, leaving the party in shadows.

      The forest floor had been climbing for an hour, the land growing rockier and more broken every mile, until Braden stepped out over a sharp outcropping and looked down into a wide valley that stretched east to west. Déjà vu struck the man as he peered north and south, taking in the long wide valley with its black river snaking down the center.

      Except for the twisted ground and patches of dark smoke or steam rising in places, the valley could have been plucked from the heartland of North Carolina, even down to the large pillar of stone standing in the northern half. Only instead of red maples dotting its craggy surface, there were spindly gray trees with whipping limbs that looked deadly.

      “Lord?” Mina asked as she stepped up beside him, “is there something wrong?”

      “Very,” Braden breathed as he stared at the valley, recalling childhood memories of summers at his grandparents’, exploring the hills and trails. “This shouldn’t be here…”

      For a second his mind reeled, the world tilting on its axis, but then he reminded himself that this wasn’t Earth at all. A colossal figure rose on the ridgeline opposite Braden. The strange creature had three legs and stood easily thirty feet tall. Its three long, hooked limbs plucked dark wriggling creatures out of the trees and cliffs as it slowly made its way down into the valley. The fluid motion of its long legs made the small torso seem to almost glide through the air. Off to the north, a massive leathery creature took flight, looking more pterodactyl than dragon but trailing a line of smoke from its nostrils as it circled on currents of hot air.

      “Is this a nightmare from my childhood?” he whispered to himself.

      It couldn’t have been, of course; Braden had been an imaginative little kid, but he couldn’t have dreamed up the nightmare hellscape he was standing in, nor the deadly alien-looking monsters.

      A deep cry of pain, followed by its high-pitched twin, sounded from down the slope, where a stand of dark trees shook. Braden still felt shaky as he raced down after Mina toward the commotion, but the feeling of déjà vu, so strong on the ridgeline, passed quickly once he was back under the tree canopy.

      A series of bright blue flashes from Scry-bot directed the pair onto a wide dirt path that looked newly beaten in. Braden’s legs stretched as he raced ahead, the sensations passing through the bond to him, drawing him forward.

      A massive trunk lay across the trail, but instead of the clean slice from Druska’s Vorpal blade he’d expected, it looked to have been blasted aside by Leesha’s magic. Smoking black lines spread out from several points where her lightning had touched it. The trail of destruction led into the denser forest a short way, following the sounds of clashes.
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      Braden and Mina burst forth into a small clearing surrounding a pool of clean water. The first thing to register was the pair of fourteen-foot-tall, two-headed men that battled with Leesha, the elf’s magic sliding around their flesh, barely able to find purchase. Druska lay halfway between the two groups, one shoulder misshapen and a dark purple bruise marring one half of her face as Emma knelt beside her, hair glowing silver.

      His first instinct and Mina’s was to rush in and aid his wives, killing the monsters, but he hesitated. Something about the desperation on the creatures’ four faces didn’t feel right. And on second glance, Druska didn’t seem worried, merely perturbed.

      Reaching out, he grabbed Mina’s arm and held her in place, eyes searching the surrounding forest. Seeing nothing, he drew upon his powers and scribed a simple rune. A halo of pale green mist appeared before him, and Braden used his own knowledge of lenses to pull the magics into sharp focus. It only took a brief moment, once the life detection spell was in place, for him to see the group of creatures huddled within a cluster of dense trees.

      Three were larger than the two Leesha fought, but an even larger number were even smaller. A snarl of annoyance from the little elf told him she was about to get serious as she raised her staff and scribed a detonating glyph before her. Even if the massive creatures were immune to her magic, or mostly immune from the charred bits and bloody gashes across their arms and torso, the spell would send the pair flying into tree trunks so hard it could shatter bones and snap necks.

      The spell would also hit the huddled women and children.

      Shouting for her to stop would have been too slow, and trying to compel her through the bond would never have occurred to him. Instead, Braden ripped his sword free of its sheath, reaching out with hair-fine flows of his will, and cut the glyph apart even as the elf wove it. At the same time, he wove a cone of force and power around the glyph, directing the force of the fractured magics into the sky.

      Druska had told Braden what happened when a glyph was sliced by something so sharp it could cut even magic. He’d thought long and hard about that then, but it wasn’t until he’d worked on her blade and then with Sage Iolloe that he’d been able to recreate that Vorpal edge with force magics. The edge wouldn’t hold for longer than a second or two, and it took nearly all of his will to hold it to a subatomic edge, but as the swirling red, purple, and black magics tore into the air, he breathed a sigh that it had worked.

      “RRAAAWWWRRRRRR!!!!” shouted one of the Ettin’s heads.

      “RRGGGGEEEEEEHHHHHHRRRR!!!!!” barked its other head in agreement.

      The giants wielded staffs of hardwood, and they raised them toward Braden when they saw him, but the angriest was the little elf who spun and shouted up at him.

      “What the hells! I’ve been wanting to try that spell for days!”

      “Don’t kill them!” Braden shouted.

      Braden wanted to say more, but one of the giants dropped its staff like a lance and charged the harem mage, bellowing at the top of its lungs. The speed of the giant took his breath away, and he saw how one had gotten past Druska’s defenses.

      He’d begun adjusting his strategy when a sharp sound cut into his eardrums. The faint sensation of unbridled aggravation swept over Braden but passed like the faint memory of a dream.

      Once more, the sound shot out, and this time, he saw its source was a simple snap of Mina’s fingers. The girl’s tough skin and strength combined to make one of the most aggravating sounds he’d ever heard. It aggravated the Ettins too.

      Not only did the giant charging Braden veer off its path toward the Bonded Warrior who flashed an eager smile as she hefted her shield, but the second Ettin who’d been hunkered down before the hidden women and children, roared with rage charging her as well.

      The pounding feet pulverized fallen branches to dust and the staffs whistled through the air with enough force to crack rocks. The Ettins were clearly ferocious and deadly creatures, and Braden could imagine the destruction and death they might unleash on the civilized lands to the south, but something in him hesitated from ending the lives of beings that simply sought to protect their young.

      “Braden!” Emma pointed to a small two-headed girl who’d wandered into the clearing, just past the reach of her grasping mother’s four-fingered hand.

      The Ettin girl was nearly six feet tall, but she had cherubic features on her twin heads and a silly smile on her face as she staggered forward, hands outstretched for Scry-bot who she must have thought a toy.

      Mina’s grin of delight fell into a frown of disappointment as the air between her and the charging Ettins filled with a wall of roiling flames. The heat was so intense the grasses and brush five meters away vaporized, not even igniting, but the little warrior felt only a dull warmth as she stalked forward.

      The Ettins’ skin, hard as stone and rough as old leather, couldn’t withstand the terrible flames, and the males stumbled back, heads colliding with one another looking in all directions for the source of the hated fire.

      Mina emerged from the wall of fire, muttering an oath as the shaft of her spear caught fire. Frowning, she spun the weapon, grinning when the whole thing caught fire, but the smile was short-lived as she watched her lord confront the monsters.

      Braden awoke every bit of magic within him, and it burst from the ground at his feet in a swirling vortex of power. The different aspects of his magic registering as colors, a rainbow that grew brighter and brighter as it lifted him off the ground until he hovered ten feet in the air, eyes glowing a white so pure it was like peeing into a newly born sun. The ground itself began to shake and rumble, small stones and clumps of dirt rising around him.

      The Ettins, newly evolved in the cataclysm of Glynis-Pura’s passage south, weren’t invulnerable to magic, only nearly-so. Like the blind suddenly confronted with the full glare of the sun, the two males stumbled back, dropping their spears and turning to flee. Mindless fear had the creatures in its grip so strongly they pounded straight toward the Ettin girl but stumbled and tripped over the bubble of blue force magic that shimmered into being around her a moment before she might have been trampled.

      “MnghaaaAAAA!” The roar sounded not from the two fleeing but from the hidden nook Braden had spotted with his Life Sight spell.

      A massive figure, easily three feet taller than the males, burst forth from the tree line, launching herself at the men. Two more colossal females burst forth, the three pummeling the beleaguered pair to the forest floor.

      The female who’d jumped out turned two heads to glare up at Braden, stepping before the girl who now huddled on the grasses. He saw she had low tusks arching up from her bottom jaw and the pale green eyes glittering out from under one set of brows and the dark brown from the other, were sharp with intelligence, enough to be wary as she slowly backed away.

      Braden floated down, releasing his magic with painful slowness as he stepped before Druska who was sheathing her blade. The female Ettins right head nodded slowly, those pale green eyes shifting from him to Druska and the others. She glanced down at the young Ettin girl clinging to her leg and looking up the harem mage.

      “Go north,” Braden said, pointing. “Take your people someplace safe.”

      The female stared at him with an awed expression on her twin faces. Turning, the monsters fled, the females herding the men and children along to the north Braden was happy to see. A familiar distant chime sounded, and a gold screen appeared in the air before him.
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      They followed in the giant’s wake for a time, the ground trembling less and less as their long legs carried them ahead, before veering to the east, following Scry-bot’s route.

      It wasn’t until later that Braden realized his necklace may have translated his words to the Ettin female. He began wondering what the impact of that might be on their growing culture when a warning was relayed back from Druska. Mina was bouncing on her toes as she, Braden, and Emma hurried forward, eager to finally enter combat.

      The three hadn’t gone ten steps before a roar of such tremendous power ripped through the air, freezing every creature in the valley in place as primal terror triggered ancient instincts.

      “What was that?” Emma asked, her voice shaking with fear.

      “Sounds big,” Mina said, and if the little warrior felt fear she hid it well behind an excited grin. “My lord…?”

      “Go on then,” Braden said with a nod, “but be careful.”

      “Aye!” Mina shouted in joy as she turned, spinning her slightly charred spear and dashing down the trail toward the growing sounds of battle.

      “I must say,” Braden commented to Emma as the pair jogged forward, “I’m surprised Mina waited for permission before charging into battle.”

      “It is easy to forget how disciplined she is,” Emma said, nodding in agreement. “And I think, if I may be so bold, Lord Braden,” she said with a small little grin, “she’s a little jealous of Leesha, Druska, and me for the time we shared with you before she joined us.”

      Braden didn’t respond to the healer’s wise words, but he would ponder them the rest of the day. The pair burst forth from the tree line into an acre’s wide field of waist-high grasses. The corrupted landscape was gray-brown in the late season, with little shoots of gray-green poking out here and there from the recent rains.

      “RRRRWWWAAAAAANNNNNGGGGGHHHHHHHHWWWWRRRRR!!!!!!!”

      The roar of rage rattled Braden’s bones, and once again, he froze in fear but managed to shake it off a half-second later. Giving Emma a shake, the girl gasped and followed her lord’s gaze up and up and up to the colossal reptilian creature.

      “Dear Goddess…!” Emma breathed, her silver eyes round with awe and fear. “What… what is that thing?”

      “A T. rex with arms and long fangs,” Braden said. “Well… not quite, but same difference. Should we go help them?”

      “I think it would just upset them,” Emma said, frowning as they watched the battle unfolding. “Let them have their fun.”

      “They’re something else, aren’t they?”

      “Magnificent,” Emma whispered in agreement, her eyes shining as she watched her sisters flexing their powers.

      The beast they battled didn’t look exactly like a T. rex to Braden. It moved too damn fast, and those long limbs with their four-fingered hands had far too much dexterity as they attempted to pluck one or another woman off the ground to eat her. Its hind legs bent at odd angles, twisting Braden’s eyes when they tried to follow the lines, and gave the creature phenomenal bursts of speed. Its most deadly features were the razor-sharp claws as long as short swords and the acid it spewed from its gullet in an arcing spray that set the forest around it smoking and melting into the soil.

      Druska darted around its legs, a dark blur of shadow that occasionally would run straight up the beast’s leg, carving deep rents in its thick hide whenever it turned on her sisters. All the while Leesha was there to harry and pester it, her magic intent on protecting her sisters from the acid breath, while sending targeted strikes at joints and weak points. Already there were several long spikes of twisted red, black, and purple magics speared into the creature, slowing its movements but doing little to weaken it.

      The real threat was Mina, and the beast knew it.

      Again and again, the tiny warrior charged the creature. Her spear lay broken off in one of its legs, the brace on her back with its two spares forgotten. She charged the creature, launching herself at it, heedless of incoming attacks. She flew the final few meters to strike it with her round shield, body extended behind it like a spear itself.

      CLANG

      The grass around the concussion flattened in a shock wave extending out and the beast’s knees buckled, tough hide pulping before the blow. Roaring in pain, the monster stomped on the little warrior right as she fell to the ground, but chains of black and red magics tore the leg aside at the last moment and Mina rolled free, a flash of white appearing as she grinned.

      Then the little warrior was dashing off into the tall grasses again, using them as cover as she circled in for another charge, timing it to when Druska and Leesha drew its attention, then hitting the same spot again with another CLANG and a SNAP as the limb finally buckled, bone as thick as a redwood tearing free in a torrent of dark green blood that actually lifted the little warrior up on a small wave before depositing her in the muck.

      Once the monster was down on one knee, it was short work for the three to carve it up. The stench when it finally died nearly made Braden retch until he fashioned a filter for his nose, making ones for the women too. The monster had fashioned a nest of sorts in the short time it had been ranging this valley.

      “I wonder if there are more,” Mina said. “Think there is a mate or something?”

      “Doesn’t appear so from the tracks,” Druska said, “and there aren’t many bones here.”

      “Probably eats them,” Braden said.

      “It was starving,” Emma said, glancing from the nest to the monster, “or beginning to. This is one of the things we worried about.” When the others turned frowns on her she explained, “With such a significant change to the land’s vegetation and wildlife, the balance of nature has been lost. It will take time, perhaps years, even decades or centuries, before harmony is found.”

      “And in the meantime?” Mina asked.

      “In the meantime,” Emma said, “things are going to be very dangerous in these lands.”

      The silver-haired teen had to speak up now as the sounds of the valley grew louder. Animals, bugs, birds, and monsters all coming alive with activity in the wake of the colossal monster’s death.

      “Perfect,” Mina said, pouty little mouth twisting into a sinister grin.

      “We still advance with haste,” Druska said, frowning from the beast to Mina, “but if we see more such creatures, perversions of the natural order, then we should end the threat for the benefit of the world and her peoples.”

      “Fuck that,” Mina grumbled. “People are assholes. I just want the experience.”

      “Same,” Leesha said, “and the chance to test out some new spells.”

      “It might be possible, my lord,” Emma said, nodding to her sisters, “to thin the lands of some of the more unbalancing predators, thus ensuring a smoother transition into a peaceful natural order.”

      “You make good points,” Braden said, “but I don’t want to veer too far off our path.”

      “Scry-bot will make sure we don’t get too far off it,” Mina said, grinning at the little drone.

      “Let’s go then,” Braden said. “A little experience will be good for all of us.”

      He couldn’t quite share in his wives’ excited grins. None of them seemed to imagine the dangers that might be lurking ahead, but Braden drew in slow, deep breaths as they marched forward, training his thoughts onto more productive paths and choosing not to dwell in darkness.

      It wasn’t twenty minutes before their next engagement, but Druska and Mina were able to handle the vampiric vines with blade and magic. Chopping and burning the whipping plants back into the tree limbs as far as they could but unable to find its roots.

      Their progress was slower than Braden would have liked, but he couldn’t complain about all the experience his harem was getting. Ten more times they fought; or rather Druska, Mina, and Leesha fought with Emma adding in her powers whenever what they encountered was undead or needed healing. The battles were hot and fierce, with no quarter being given against the deadly predators and monsters.

      Braden and the rest were keen to keep their eyes open for more intelligent monsters, like the Ettins, but everything else they encountered reacted from twisted instincts, attacking all who came near no matter how great a threat they posed.

      As the sun dropped toward the western horizon, Braden kept his eyes peeled for a likely camping spot and spotted one atop a granite ridgeline. The rock dipped down into a deep hollow filled with mosses, ferns, and tall green-gray trees, their trunks twisted in odd patterns from the corruption.

      In the center of the hollow, a spring bubbled, feeding a creek that wound its way down the mountainside. Following the creek up, Braden and Leesha laid wards down on the ground to keep anything that might pester them, even bugs, out of their camp.

      The crude wards Braden had employed on his first few nights on this world had worked against weak and non-magical creatures. If a real threat had come across them, it could have passed through as easily as a hand passes through tissue paper.

      One of the things he’d learned from the elves, in addition to glyph magic, were a few basic and advanced wards to keep himself and his women safe at night while they slept.
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      Braden and Leesha wandered around their camp, warding it while Druska scouted, ranging farther afield than anyone realized. The alien woman ended a half dozen threats without alerting anything of her passage before returning to where Emma prepared food.

      “The lands to the north appear even wilder than what we traversed thus far,” Druska said, squatting next to the small fire the teen had built up. “I spotted another of those dragon-things flying to the northeast, diving and swooping on something.”

      “Probably hunting,” Mina said, not bothering to look up from her work. “What color was it?”

      “Green?” Druska said with a frown. “I can’t be sure. The sun had begun to set and it never climbed high enough to get a clear view.”

      “Green drakes and dragons typically live near jungles,” Mina said, glancing up from where she was fitting a thick needle and thread through a rent in her underpadding. “You sure it was green?”

      Druska just shrugged in reply as she accepted a flatbread roll of grilled meat, peppers, and spicy spread from the silver-haired teen.

      “I would caution making any assumptions about the dragon’s nature if it was here when Glynis-Pura passed by,” Emma said. “It’s possible, even probable, that a sufficiently ancient Wyrm would have the natural resistances and magical fortitude to ignore the corruption, but we’ve seen no evidence so far.”

      “I say we find out,” Mina said, stepping over and taking a roll of meat and peppers from the teen. “Maybe this dragon will have some fucking treasure.”

      Emma frowned at the little warrior’s choice of language but kept her thoughts to herself. Mina had grown up with everything young Emma had ever dreamed of, or nearly everything. The one thing Emma had wanted above all, freedom to go and do what she liked, the noble-born Mina had never had. Training in secret from a young age, she’d had to play the part of vapid girl even to her family.

      Let her flex independence in whatever way feels most comfortable, Emma thought to herself as she spotted her lord husband returning, head close to Leesha’s as they discussed something in earnest. As her eyes traveled down the “V” of his torso to the powerful legs striding down the narrow trail into the depression, she felt her womanhood flood. Goddess knows I’ve done the same.

      “Did you say, treasure, Mina?” Leesha asked the little warrior, once Braden and she had finished discussing their magics.

      “You got to fight the last dragon,” Mina said with a sour frown. “Don’t think you’re going to horn in on this kill too.”

      “You can have it,” Leesha said with a shrug as she accepted a roll from Emma, “but what about the treasure?”

      Emma grinned up at her lord as he stepped near and took a roll from her with a grateful smile, wolfing it down too quickly. Her heart warmed as he took the seat beside hers, and she had to fight to keep her thoughts from slipping into the gutter.

      The healer was an empath, and since her bonding, that sensitivity had only grown and expanded. The lusts and desires of other men held no interest for her other than as curios, but if she sensed even the slightest hunger in her lord, as she did now, her body responded unconsciously and her own desire couldn’t help but reach up to match his.

      “We are safe this evening?” Emma asked Braden as she rolled herself a meal of meat, flatbread, spicy paste, and peppers.

      “Safe as Leesha and I can make us,” Braden said. “We should still post a guard, just in case.”

      “Then it shall be done,” Emma said, leaning over and resting her head on his shoulder and gazing up at the quickly darkening sky. “It still surprises me that the same stars hang in the sky so far from my village. I miss home less… when I think of my mother gazing up at the same sky.”

      “Do you miss home that much?” Braden asked her before chomping into another delicious bite of the half-sandwich / half-burrito dish the girl had made.

      “Of course,” Emma said, “I miss momma and Edith the innkeeper. She’s a sour old root, but kind in her way. I miss the smith, with his great black beard, and the children momma and I used to teach herbs to.”

      “Would you go back?” Braden asked, “if you could?”

      “I would go back, with you at my side, to visit,” Emma said, glancing into his blue eyes and losing herself in them, “but that isn’t my home anymore…”

      Braden’s smile warmed her soul, but their moment was interrupted by Leesha’s and Mina’s raised voices as they argued over who would get the last roll.

      “Peace girls,” Emma said, pulling herself away from Braden with an inward sigh of disappointment. “We have plenty, no need to argue.”

      “Who are you calling girl?” Leesha said with a laugh. “I’m almost ten times older than you!”

      “And I’m still your senior,” Mina said, her bottom lip sticking out pugnaciously, “so you should show me more respect.”

      “I didn’t reference your ages,” Emma said with bland equanimity as she sliced up smoked meats and slipped them into the pan beside the fire, “but the attitudes of those who would bicker over who gets the whole thing instead of sharing.”

      “Sometimes I think you were born with a stick up your ass,” Mina grumbled half under her breath as she flopped down onto a boulder.

      “And sometimes I think your mother must have been a porcupine,” Emma said, “because you never stop poking.”

      “Ha!” Mina laughed, snorting so hard she made a terrible donkey-like sound that only made her laugh all the harder, drawing the others in.

      “How many more days of this do we have?” Braden asked Mina when their laughter died down. “We didn’t make as much progress today as we’d hoped. Not that I’m complaining, we all gained a lot of experience.”

      “Five days at our current pace,” Druska answered for her. “We have three more days of corrupted lands, then we’re onto the icefields where it should be faster going.”

      “I wouldn’t count on that,” Mina said. “I suspect the ice will be more treacherous than we think.”

      “I agree,” Braden said, “but with Leesha's and I’s magic, not to mention Emma’s healing, we should be able to traverse it without too much risk.”

      “Then we keep on as we have been,” Druska said, “sharpening our skills against the greatest threats we can find.” She gave a firm nod. “A good plan, but we can’t neglect our training. We should still spend an hour each morning and evening.”

      “I agree,” Emma said, shifting in her seat and focusing her attention on the Bonded Scout, “but I don’t think we should focus on martial training in the evenings. I was thinking of something less practical but more… inclusive.”

      Druska frowned in confusion, as did Mina and Braden, but Leesha's lips grew into a grin as understanding dawned on her face.

      “The Fi’zagra…!” the elf said, her short pink hair shaking as she shivered in pleasure.

      “Ooohh! Yes, Druska!” Mina said, turning to the frowning alien. “Teach us your dance of looove!”

      Druska turned on the little warrior, her frown deepening as she opened her mouth to object, but Emma spoke first, her tone soothing.

      “Mina means no disrespect,” she said. “She’s just being Mina.” The little warrior stuck her tongue out at Emma, then blushed as she realized she was proving her point for her. “But we all saw what your dance did to our lord husband.”

      Emma smiled at Braden who’d watched them with a raised eyebrow and a half-grin, expression unreadable as he finished the last of his wrap.

      “It is forbidden,” Druska said, looking around at the three women. “But you are my sisters, and I can keep no secrets from you.” When she met each of their eyes, if anything, her frown deepened as she went on, “If you start down this path, you must see it to the end. To learn only half the Fi’zagra is to become only half a woman. If you aren’t willing to give it everything, then don’t bother trying.”

      “And this training entails…?” Braden asked.

      “Master will need many rejuvenations from Emma if he is to be capable of walking tomorrow,” Druska said, her green eyes smoldering with such desire that Braden almost wanted to argue against the women all learning.

      The last time their lord had experienced the incredible dance it had left him wrung out for a day as he lay about on a ship floating at sea.

      “I shall prepare Soulsing tea,” Emma said, patting his shoulder reassuringly. “Take heart, lord husband. We all must make sacrifices in order to grow as individuals and as a group.”

      Braden didn’t have a chance to respond as the women began preparations. He almost missed his previous evening with the party of four adventurers. There he’d been in total control, his dominance absolute. But that had been because those young women hadn’t known him, not like these women did. They weren’t comfortable enough around him to show their true selves and speak their minds without inhibition.

      As Mina bullied him atop a moss-covered boulder and Emma chided her to lie down blankets first, he hid his smile of amusement, not wanting it to be misinterpreted. Thanking god, or whatever had put him here. He reclined on the low boulder and listened as Druska spoke about movement and rhythm.
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      The rogue spoke for a long time, and though Leesha’s and Mina’s attention wandered at times, Braden found the instruction fascinating. She spoke not of emotion and feeling but of math and how all sound and movement could be broken down into numbers.

      “There is a perfect equation of love,” Druska said, “or so the Great Algorithm promises us. When we dance the Fi’zagra, we brush against the sound and feel of it. It’s like a great current or field of energy that exists in everything, binding it all together.”

      “An equation?” Mina asked, frowning.

      “It’s what I was told,” Druska said with a shrug. “The philosophers love debating what the Great Algorithm meant in her declaration. In hunting for the answer, the Fi’zagra was discovered. It can only be performed by one who is in love, for the object of that love.”

      “All this is great, I’m sure,” Leesha said, “but when are we going to start moving?”

      “Very well,” Druska said, “let’s see how you three fare with the opening steps. I’ll tap out the beat, and you can follow along with me.”

      The alien woman began clapping out a beat that set Braden’s heart to hammering as it had on the boat. Druska stood in the front, the others mirroring her movements as best they could. Mina tripped up on the first movement and Leesha on the second, the pair frowning in annoyance at the complicated footwork Druska flowed into.

      The green-skinned woman’s face registered surprise as the tall teen’s long, graceful legs kept up with hers. Four movements into the dance, their hips rolling side to side, Emma finally made a mistake, dragging a toe a few inches out of line with Druska’s. The slight mistake threw not only her rhythm off but also the sexy lines of her body, breaking Braden out of the reverie of lust he’d fallen into.

      “Impressive, Emma,” Druska said with a fierce pride in her eyes. “You’ve a gift for the dance, unlike any I’ve heard of.”

      “How did you do that crossover?” Mina asked, sweeping her leg wide in the first movement. “My hip doesn’t want to move that way.”

      “Just roll your ankle,” Emma said, demonstrating with a smooth sweep of her leg, toe rolling up and over, “and your toes will describe the arc that rolls up into the arm sweep.”

      “You see to the heart of it,” Druska said, nodding. “I think soon you will dance it better than me, and maybe one day even First-Wife Primus who dances for the Arch Breeder himself.”

      “I don’t know what any of that means,” Emma said with a little laugh. “But let’s do more, this is fun!”

      “It’s gods damned impossible,” Leesha muttered to herself as she struggled to get the first movement down.

      “Listen to the rhythms,” Druska said, clapping once more as she began the first movements slower this time. “Let them sink into your bones and guide your limbs… yes, better, Mina.”

      As the little warrior’s arm rose into the second movement, Braden’s heart pounded and his desire quickened before falling off when she ruined the next steps. As Druska taught her sister-wives step after step, walking them through the dance slowly, he was tortured with wave after wave of lust.

      For the next hour, the women all practiced. Mina and Leesha learned, but not as quickly as Emma. The silver-haired teen only needed to follow along with Druska once more, most of the movements, before she knew it. Some were so complex and required precise control over every muscle in the body, and Druska could hardly believe when the healer learned them as easily as she had the first.

      “Please take no offense, sister Emma,” Druska said when she’d shown the girl the final steps, “but there is something unnatural in how quickly you’ve learned the dance. I studied for many years, and the woman who taught me said I was a prodigy. Never has it been learned quicker than a full year, and never in a night.”

      “It just… makes sense to me,” Emma said with a shrug. “I can’t explain it.”

      “Perhaps it’s tied in with the bond,” Leesha said with pursed lips. “Does the dance have any healing properties, Druska?”

      “It has been known to mend lost loves and heal the heartsick,” Druska said with a frown, “but this is not a thing of your world’s magic.”

      “Whatever the reason,” Braden said, “we can worry about it tomorrow. I don’t think I can endure any more dancing without holding you all close.”

      Eyes brightening, the three gave heated smiles as they pranced over to where he lounged.

      “Not so fast,” Druska said, reaching out and plucking at Emma’s shoulder and holding the teen back and speaking with a formality she rarely used. “I would dance the Fi’zagra with you First-Wife, if you will have me.”

      “It would be my honor,” Emma said with a wide grin.

      “I’ve never performed the Dance of Two, but we shall bind our souls and that of our master even tighter than before.”

      “And what do we do?” Mina asked with a little frown.

      “Like last time,” Leesha said, slipping beside Braden with an eager little grin, “we get to witness.”

      “While Druska and I prepare,” Emma said, “why don’t you relieve our lord’s… pressure? I think he’s a little worked up from our practicing.”

      “Happily!” Leesha enthused as she slipped beside Braden, her nimble little fingers fumbling at his belt.

      The busty little elf grinned wide as Braden’s large cock sprang forth, and she didn’t waste a moment slipping her pink lips around the head. Eyes closing and a sigh of pleasure escaping her throat, she sucked hard, licking up his pre-cum with her little tongue.

      Mina pressed herself to Braden’s other side, shedding her armor and leathers as she did. Her passionate kisses only intensified as his large hand slid down her back to cup her firm butt cheeks. As he slipped his fingers down into the gap between her thighs, the little warrior shuddered in his embrace. She humped down against his hand, eager to feel him inside her as she kissed her way down his muscled chest and abs to join Leesha.

      Dark eyes met light as the pair grinned at one another, tongues slipping to either side of his shaft as they licked up and down. Braden’s hands worked in his bondeds’ pussies, thumbs teasing their clits in little circles as two fingers rubbed against their G-spots. The double-blowjob suffered for his ministrations, but the looks of peaking pleasure on their faces, lips brushing the sensitive head of his cock as they came, sent him over the edge easily.

      As Leesha and Mina came down from their orgasms, they were rewarded with their lord’s grunt of pleasure as his seed bubbled forth. Tongues sliding along one another, they lapped his cum up, savoring the taste and the magic within as it warmed their souls.

      Braden was still panting as he came down from his bliss, toes uncurling when Druska and Emma stepped into his line of sight, their naked bodies highlighted by the moon’s silver light, so beautiful he felt like his heart might burst.

      Then their feet snapped out, in time with a soundless music.
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      Arms at their sides, they stepped in time with one another, lit in brilliant silver light from the shining stars above as their bodies flowed from side to side. Curves sublime and muscles taut, shadow and light danced across their skin in time to a hypnotic beat. Both tapped out a slow, pulsing rhythm.

      Braden’s blood was pumping the same as it had on the boat, and his heart raced as desire swelled within him. Their movements were hypnotic, and he lost all sense of time and place as did Mina and Leesha, speechless beside him.

      Instead of being a perfect mirror of one another’s movements, the dance pulled something new out of Druska and Emma. They began dancing with one another, their occasional touches and glances further inflaming those who watched beyond what Druska had been able to do alone. She saw the power in the Dance of Two and trembled to think of what would be possible when the entire harem learned the dance.

      As the pair drew closer and closer to Braden, the pulsing rhythm increasing like their lusts, it only crystallized for them how much more intimate and powerful the dance was with two. Each crawled into his lap in the final movements, all three’s hearts beating in time with one another’s.

      No words were spoken as their dance ended, and Braden felt the pulsing rhythm pulling them along as his hands rose in time with the unheard music and slid up their thighs and along firm butt cheeks and taut back muscles as two sets of breasts heaved.

      Then they were moving again, in time with one another, the rhythms of love drawing them along. Hands slid along skin and lips found soft flesh as they all pressed in close. Braden couldn’t have said who he entered first as both Druska and Emma felt the thrust, their hearts and bodies so in sync with one another they shared in all pleasures.

      As they made love beneath the stars, Braden couldn’t have said where one of them ended and the other began. The Fi’zagra awoke a lust they hadn’t experienced in days, and when sleep finally took them, they all slept more peacefully than they had surrounded by the protection of the elves.

      Braden was shaken awake two hours before sunrise by Mina, who yawned and slipped off the thick robe she’d been wearing and stole his warm place between Druska and Emma. The little warrior purred in pleasure as she slipped her cold hand between Emma’s massive breasts, the teen stirring for a moment before settling back into dreamland.

      Pulling on his clothes, Braden sat with his back to the fire, letting his pupils adjust so he could peer more easily through the darkness. The harem mage didn’t trust his eyesight, sending out feelings of power to warn him if anything breeched their wards or approached from above.

      The night sounds of this strange forest were quieter than he was used to, and he enjoyed the peace. Moments of solitude had been few and far between since arriving in this world, and Braden found the few hours of peace calming and restorative. Letting the women sleep in for a bit, he watched the sun rise in the east, its golden rays illuminating the world around him bit by bit.

      Emma was the first to wake, the tall teen rising and stretching, her incredible body arousing Braden’s desires as her pale skin caught the morning light. The girl gave her lord a warm smile as he watched her languid movements. As she drew on her dress, he couldn’t help but be pleased as his eyes lingered on her hanging breasts and the swell of her hips.

      Braden would have loved to indulge his desires, but there were chores to be about and training to get done. As Emma stirred the fire, setting fresh logs on it and pulling out the pan she’d cooked their dinner on, he roused Druska and Mina from slumber.

      The three took up their blunted weapons that Druska had brought in her no-space bag and picked up their training where they’d left off. Braden and the others felt pressure to be on their way and find the cure to Glynis-Pura as soon as possible, but their training was too important to ignore.

      “No,” Druska said to Braden with a shake of her head at one particularly clumsy pass, “the motions must flow into one another, or else you leave yourself open to a counterstrike.”

      “I’m trying,” Braden said, stifling his growing frustration, “but my body doesn’t want to bend that way.”

      “We’re trying to make him a blade master, Druska,” Mina said with a frown, “but I don’t think that’s your calling, husband.”

      “I’ll get it,” Braden said, his expression growing stubborn.

      “What are you thinking?” Druska asked Mina, ignoring Braden.

      “If he didn’t have that sword, I’d put a battle-ax in his hands. You always end up brawling the moment your emotions are up in a fight; use that. Forget the ripostes and footwork.”

      “I don’t know this style of fighting,” Druska said. “Can you demonstrate it for me?”

      The pair sparred for a minute, and though Braden didn’t see much difference in the little warrior’s fighting style, Druska saw what she meant. After that they changed the training slightly, and as Braden moved through the brawler’s stances, he felt much more comfortable than when trying to copy Druska’s or Mina’s graceful forms.

      Leesha slept in as long as she was able, but finally roused herself and joined the group as they ate wraps of scrambled eggs, crisp bacon, and a soft white cheese Emma had traded someone from the Silver Kingdoms for. The meal was far tastier than it should have been given their surroundings, but Emma was a wonder with spices and could whip up a meal in any environment.

      The sun was fully above the horizon, but the evening frost still clung to leaves and grasses as the party headed out once more. An hour after they hit the trail, Scry-bot came back warning of some submerged reptilians ahead and minutes later battle was joined. The giant monsters looked like crocodiles to Braden, but with eight legs and a torso the size of a minivan.

      The fight didn’t last long, but when it was over Braden was rewarded with a far-off chime and the golden toast window appearing before him as the last monster toppled over dead, its brain fried from one of Leesha’s spells.
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      The last message on the screen gave him concern, but he wasn’t able to access any more information than what appeared, and Mina’s battle cry warned him of another encounter and he dismissed the screen.

      Late in the afternoon, the girls found their dragon, and though it pained Braden to stay out of the fight, he let them have their fun. The great green beast hadn’t been corrupted like the surrounding lands but was taking advantage of the chaos.

      While he and Emma watched on, Leesha lashed it out of the sky, harrying the beast until it landed in their midst, spewing its noxious gaseous breath in dark yellow clouds that soon hid the commotion. The colossal dragon’s scream of rage changed into screams of fear as Druska’s Vorpal blade went to work on its wings, clipping the two tendons that held the leathery sails to its tail.

      Unable to lift off and fly away, the dragon fought like a cornered rat, swirling the yellow clouds as it lashed out with tail and talon. Red lightning arced out, encircling and lighting up the beast’s snout, but it bit through the magics, tearing them asunder before smashing a forelimb down on the little elf. Leesha rolled clear, but not before receiving a deep gash down one side.

      “Go on then,” Braden said, nodding when Emma glanced up at him.

      Suppressing a grin of excitement, she dug in her belt pouch for two vials. The young healer told herself she should be eager to get close to something as dangerous and terrifying as an ancient dragon. Downing both potions at once, the girl’s skin hardened into a substance that looked like liquid steel, and she hurried down to her sister’s side.

      Emma’s hair flashed silver as the rent in Leesha’s side healed, but the whoosh of wind warned her of another incoming blow. Hunching down to protect the elf, she let the claw strike her, unable to suppress her smile of satisfaction when a bone in the dragon’s limb broke with a loud SNAP and the creature reared back in pain, letting loose a terrifying scream of rage that the harem shrugged off.

      Mina and Druska made short work of the dragon after that, carving deep slices into its hide. The beast wouldn’t die until Druska drove her blade down into its skull, when it finally stilled with a rattle of breath and trembling of muscles as they relaxed in death.

      The dragon’s corpse was a treasure trove of resources and components for Emma’s potions and many other things, but they could only spare an hour for the teen to take what she could. The rest of the afternoon was uneventful, the surrounding lands quiet in the wake of the dragon’s death, and the party made camp beside a creek of fresh water as the sun was setting.

      That night Druska taught her sisters the Fi’zagra again, Leesha and Mina learning more and growing more confident with the rhythms. Emma had learned the dance completely, impressing Druska to no end, and at the alien’s insistence danced for all of them. The teen moved to a slightly different rhythm when she danced alone, one all her own as she claimed the dance and the genuine emotions and depth of feeling in her lord and sister-wives.

      That night Emma made such passionate love with Braden after the dance’s culmination that Leesha and Mina promised themselves they would learn it quickly too so they might experience what Druska and Emma had.

      The weather grew worse and worse, the air chilling, and the party was in near-constant battle as they worked their way north and east. But Braden had rarely been happier in his life. It reminded him of their time floating on the ship, lost at sea. As bad as things had been then, they’d had each other and every night as they crawled into bed—sore, exhausted, and sated—he could only thank god for the chance to spend this time with them all.

      They made better time than Mina and Scry-bot had originally guessed, spotting the edge of the corrupted lands on their third day and climbing up onto the ice sheet on their fourth. The going was difficult, the ice never presenting a flat landscape for them to easily traverse, but their battles ceased for a time as the harem bundled up in thick furs the elves had provided.

      Braden and Leesha were constantly employing their magics to build bridges across chasms or ladders up sheer ice cliffs. Leesha hated the mundane work, complaining to anyone who would give her an ear anytime she had to do so while Braden secretly loved it.

      The engineer in him enjoyed the puzzles each little gap or cliff presented, and he never lost his wonder as the magic performed tasks that would have taken many men and machines and much capital to accomplish back on Earth.

      Making camp on the ice, Druska found them a place where cliffs on three sides sheltered them from the worst of the winds, but as dark clouds rolled in from the west, they forwent practicing the dance that night. Once they’d eaten a hot meal, they all piled into the tent, grateful for the warmth and closeness as they peeled off furs and armor, stowing it before crawling under the thick fur blankets Emma laid out.

      Braden was too exhausted to get frisky, but he’d sensed Mina’s need for connection and drew her into the circle of his arms, letting her snuggle against him as he drifted off. Scry-bot informed them there would be another two days of ice before they found the mysterious pocket of life, and none were looking forward to the brutally cold days ahead.

      Braden woke before dawn the next morning and found little Mina’s tight sex sliding along the shaft of his morning wood as she mumbled gently in her sleep. The little warrior looked so peaceful when she slept, like a porcelain doll, that Braden hated to spoil the image, but he couldn’t ignore the throbbing need in his loins, nor the tiny hole tempting him at it teased the tip of his cock.

      Mina woke from a dream that never ended, only her surroundings shifted from that of her childhood bedroom to the dark tent and heavy furs. In both, her lord husband took her with animalistic fury, his massive cock driving into her depths before pulling back out until just the tip nestled within her lips.

      “Mmmnhgnnn,” Mina moaned as she gripped the powerful arm holding her down. A rustling from beside her alerted her to Druska waking, and the little warrior felt her sister slipping against her side, the woman’s delightful fingers finding her button as she felt her pleasure begin to peak.

      “Cum on his cock,” the rogue purred in Mina’s ear, the words triggering her orgasm. “Yesss, cum on his glorious cock.”

      “Ohhhh…. Nnnggh!” Mina’s scream of pleasure woke Emma and Leesha, the later grumbling and rolling deeper into the furs. Mina melted into the blankets, her lord’s cock withdrawing from her sensitive sex.

      Before she could move, Emma was there, hair glowing dimly, and Mina nearly groaned, though in pleasure or frustration she couldn’t say, as she found her limbs locked and the silver-haired teen’s magical teasing touch caressing her. In moments, she was lost in a world of bliss once more.

      Druska’s moans of pleasure as her lord husband rolled the woman onto her back and feasted on her sex filled the tent loudest of all, and as Mina writhed in pleasure, Emma crawled beneath Braden and wrapped her massive breasts around his cock as she nursed on it gently until his erection was rampant once more.

      As Braden slid into Druska’s tight sex, Emma drew a gibbering and shaking Mina into her arms. As Braden and his first-wife made slow love, their hands caressing one another as they gazed into each other’s eyes, Emma held the little warrior and gave her the aftercare her intense bindings demanded, loving every second of their closeness but sensing a vacancy at their sides, for the sister who had yet to be, the poor cat-girl languishing beneath the Heart Tree.

      Soon, sister, Emma thought to herself, soon you’ll be with us and mended. If any can find a way to heal you, our lord will.

      The teen watched the couple making love and let a hand slip between her thighs, relishing the pleasure that spread through her. Many a night, as a young maiden, she’d lain awake, touching herself so and dreaming of what I might be like to be bonded and know such intimacy with one person. But her experiences thus far, bonded to the harem, had been far beyond her girlish fantasies. The depths in each soul about her were boundless, and she wanted to throw herself down each.

      “Oh, Master… I can feel… every inch of you…”

      Nothing had prepared Emma for the pleasure she’d known at her lord’s hand. She could feel an echo of what Druska did at that moment, and it sent aftershocks of bliss through her body. The healer pulled on one pale nipple, the inverted nipple hardening under her touch as she watched the pair make love.

      Druska’s head turned, those brilliant green eyes meeting hers, and Emma felt a tiny shiver of fear deep inside her. There was something unfathomable in those alien eyes, even now, but the expression they held now was pure love. The woman reached out a hand, and Emma took it, letting herself be drawn into the kiss and gasping lightly as she was pulled atop her.

      Emma purred into the rogue’s lips, her spine arching as the woman’s hands glided up her sides to cup her massive breasts and draw one to her lips. She wanted to keep gazing into those gorgeous eyes, but a strong hand rested on her hip as the head of her lord’s manhood pressed against her tight lips. Gasping in pleasure as he slipped into her wetness and Druska rolled one large nipple between her lips, Emma was soon drowning in pleasure.

      When the silver-haired teen drifted back from the white world of bliss, her mind had traveled to, she found Druska lying against one side, groggy from pleasure, and Mina on the other, just beginning to rouse herself. High-pitched yelps of pleasure and the deep growls of her husband caused Emma to pick up her head, only to find the little elf had decided to awaken.

      “She wanted his seed,” Druska grumbled into Emma’s left breast where she rested her head, “pretended to sleep.”

      “A snake in the grass,” Mina mumbled from the right breast.

      Emma traced lazy fingertips along the smooth skin of their backs and watched the little elf’s high firm breasts bounce and her eyes roll back in her skull as an orgasm overtook her, Braden gasping, toes curling and back arching as he filled her womb.

      “The storm outside will be raging for a few more hours,” Emma said. “We wouldn’t want her to miss out, now would we?”

      Smiling mischievously, the teen’s hair glowed with a dim silver light and Braden gasped, back arching and all of his muscles cording at once. Leesha suddenly found herself atop a raging beast of lust, cock hard as an ironwood staff as she was flipped over and mounted. In minutes, her guttural grunts of pleasure were accompanied by eyes rolled back into her head and tongue lolling out to one side.

      As the storm raged outside, the harem drew close, eagerly lining up for their lord husband’s raging lusts. Braden reveled in releasing control, relaxing and sating himself at the same time.
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      The Eastern Imperial Highway, stretching from the capital of Melind to the farthest reaches of the empire, wasn’t a perfectly straight line, but it was as close as the imperial surveyors could make it.

      Even out here, weeks from the center of enlightened civilization and with the foul threat of war encroaching, the gears of empire ground on, Bond Mage Ezmelly noted as her carriage rattled past a squad of chained inmates on work detail. The rough-looking men chipped paving stones and heated tar, replacing a cracked section of the highway.

      Leaning her head out the window, she called up to the driver's seat of the lacquered carriage, “Carlos! How long until we’re at the front?”

      “We’ll be there in an hour, Mistress,” the man called down, slapping the reins with a quick flick of his wrists, though it did little to hurry the stubborn beasts that she could see.

      She made sure to “harrumph” with enough strength that he heard her, or else what was the point? Then she sat back in the carriage and composed herself. Her father’s words rang in her mind, about how good little girls were supposed to mind their manners and behave. Snarling, she stuffed the fresh anger back down with the old.

      It won’t serve you any good just yet, Ezmelly, the bond mage thought to herself, breathing out a long slow breath. But don’t let it go too far…

      She saw her fingers trembling on her knee and snatched her hand back into her lap, forming a fist and breathing slow measured breaths as she sought the teachings of her youth. Ezmelly had entered novice classes younger than most, having come from a family of privilege. Those early years had burned into her the skills of an initiate, and she’d never stopped practicing the simple tricks of concentration and memorization.

      Breathing in slowly through her nose, she composed her mind, focusing on the air rushing past the tip and the cooling sensation it left behind.

      Over ten dozen of her sister and brother bond mages had been killed in combat or through assassinations. War was hell, as they said, but the Order had never lost so many in a campaign. Worse still, they’d only managed to destroy half of the bond mages and bonded who’d turned to the enemy’s side.

      Ezmelly had been loath to believe the reports at first, not wanting to think that those she knew and loved could side with such obvious evil. The creatures they fought beside were twisted, malign things that killed babes and women as easily as soldiers. The corpses rose days later to join the ranks of corrupted monsters as undead. With every victory their army grew, and this Dark Queen had consumed a hundred square leagues of the empire. Breathing slowly once again, Ezmelly sought peace as the carriage rattled toward what would surely be her death.

      “These old bones won’t go on forever,” she told herself, trying to convince herself she didn’t fear the terrible death that awaited her.

      Dismemberment and torture were common for the bond mages who were captured, if they weren’t dragged away only to reappear weeks later as twisted versions of themselves hell-bent on the empire’s destruction.

      Meditating on death, life, and all that was in between, Ezmelly Hellinist Robledo III rode to her death.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 23

          

        

      

    

    
      The bond mage ended up needing no warning as her carriage drew closer and closer to the command tents. The smell of sewage, so thick it felt like a blanket, hung about everything and was accompanied by the moans and groans of the injured or dying.

      Pulling back the curtains, the woman let the soldiers see her and for most the sight would engender jealousy and anger, useful tools the legions’ sergeants knew well how to use to inspire their soldiers on the battlefield.

      As curses and grumbles floated out of mud-stained and bedraggled faces, the bond mage smiled at the sound of whips cracking. Always better to direct the ire of tired and strained men and women toward a proximal but outside source, one that can bind the ranks together while giving them an outlet to vent.

      The general and his command staff stepped out of their great green tent. The men were all clean-shaven and the lone woman had her hair braided back in military fashion, not a single strand out of place or a thread misaligned on her uniform.

      Ezmelly never felt comfortable around the iron-faced women of the legions. Though much smaller in number than their male counterparts, the legions took all and found a place for them. The place it sent its female recruits just so happened to be the Pits of Nylarx, a hellish landscape that killed more than half before they saw graduation day.

      The cost was terrible, but it produced a soldier of iron discipline and capable of ruthless aggression that shocked men who saw it for the first time. In her youth, Ezmelly had been attached to a small squad of Braided Legionnaires, and the scars of that experience still ran deep.

      “General,” she said with a nod to her old friend, “I pray I’m not keeping you and your men from anything important.”

      “Not at all, Bond Mage Ezmelly,” Granicus said with his usual gruffness. “In fact, the front has quieted of late.”

      “Oh?” the bond mage asked, her gaze sharpening on the man. “A result of new tactics or chaos among the enemy’s ranks?”

      “Neither that we can tell,” the general said, stroking his long mustaches. He waved her into the large tent where a large table with maps rolled out across it sat. “The withdrawal began two days ago, beginning with their auxiliary forces. The frontline beasts are little more than fodder. It’s the captains and bond mages, pardon Mistress, who are the real threat, and they seem to have disappeared.”

      “Disappeared?” Ezmelly asked as she peered at the maps, noting the depletion of enemy forces in their rear and flanks.

      “They ain’t a marchin’ back east, nor a headin’ south, Mistress,” said a swarthy dwarf, knuckling his forehead in salute as he pointed at the map. “They poured up from the south here, through the forest and along the coast, ain’t a lick o’ ’em passed back through to wherever their Dark Queen hunkers.”

      “Durbinor is correct,” Granicus said with a frown down at the maps. “We can find neither hide nor hair of those deadly captains of hers nor of the turned bond mages, and that’s what’s got me up at night now.”

      “Could they have gone into the Underdark?” Ezmelly asked, searching the map for nearby mines or mountain ranges.

      “Nay,” said Durbinor, “the halls ain’t seen naught o’ them, nor Duergar nor dark elf.” The dwarf spat to the side at the mention of his kind’s ancestral enemies. “I won’t put it past those whore sons to align wit’ ’em Twisted Ones, but ain’t been the case so far.”

      “On the bright side,” Granicus said, resting a calloused hand on her shoulder, “you won’t be needing to throw your life away.”

      “You imagine I will sit on my arse and let it spread while a single one of my sisters remains in the clutches of this dark cunt?”

      Ezmelly struggled to wipe the snarl off her face as Granicus flinched back from her and removed his hand from her shoulder as if scalded. Well, the man had always been a bore, but a solid tactician and she could use that.

      Pushing her sleeves up, she reached onto the board and began moving pieces, lining companies of heavy horses and skirmishers up for an imperial charge straight out of the textbooks. Picking up the small purple star symbol that represented the most senior bond mage associated with the forces, she set it at the head.

      “You have one hour to arrange your forces, Granicus,” Ezmelly said, surprising herself with the calm composure of her voice.

      “Surely we should let the enemy withdraw first!” the general said. “To charge them now would be madness and to ride at the van… Ezmelly, that would be suicide.”

      “Withdraw to where?” Ezmelly asked softly. “Where could our enemy be taking her strongest forces? What devilry does she plot? We will strike hard and strike fast, forcing her attention back on us.”

      The general was shaking his head, face growing stubborn. “I can’t allow—”

      THUMP

      All heads turned to the Braided Legionnaire whose pale blue eyes shone with fierce pride as she gazed at the plump little bond mage.

      “The woman has made her choice, and no man will gainsay her.” Her words were clipped and stiff with disuse. “The Braided see you, Bond Mage, and would be honored to ride at your side.” Ezmelly’s heart soared to hear that the proud and fierce warrior women would join her, and then fell as the woman’s grin grew feral. “It is a good day to die.”

      The atmosphere in the tent grew chill, but Ezmelly couldn’t abide the sad looks shifting in her direction.

      “Are your soldiers always standing around like a passel of chattering washerwomen?” she snapped to those staring at her, letting her normal waspishness return to her tone. “Because if so, Carlos has a bag of my dirty delicates that need seeing to, and I’ve a mind to put someone to work…”

      It was a wonder how quickly they all found tasks that took them from her presence, all but the Braided Legionnaire who only grinned that feral smile when Ezmelly ordered her away, ignoring her words and pulling out a wickedly sharp blade and paring back her nails right there in the command tent. Granicus seemed nervous around the woman, speaking volumes for her abilities.

      Carlos stepped behind her shoulder, his calming presence soothing her fears of dying. The man would be spared the pain of her death, she’d seen to that. Now all she had to do was figure out how to make him understand and not follow her to her death.

      “Carlos,” she began, the words suddenly leaving her.

      “The Arch Bond Mage may have agreed to your scheme, but I did not,” the man said gently, his ever so delicate fingers resting on her soft shoulder. “I have trained with the blade since I was seven and seen combat three times, each with street toughs. Honorless, un-storied duels. Death will not keep me from this glorious charge, and neither shall you.”

      “You’re a bastard,” she said, though she had to fight back the emotion that threatened to choke her off. “You know that?”

      “Thank you,” the infuriating man said, stepping beside her and smiling with those oh so perfect lips of his. “I do love the general’s whiskers… Is there a reason he’s been on campaign around soldier boys most of his life? I wouldn’t mind a little excitement before the main event.”

      “I think you’re barking up the wrong tree with that one,” Ezmelly said, amused as always at her bonded’s odd taste in men.

      The man could have his pick of beauties, male or female, but invariably he set his heart upon those with inner instead of outer beauty.

      Never understood why he accepted my Bond, she thought to herself as he slipped off to try his charms on the gruff old general. Ezmelly was left alone with her thoughts and the silent Braided Legionnaire as she ran a sharpening stone over her knife’s edge with slow strokes.

      In a few hours, she would ride to her death, she prayed silently to any god that would listen that she wouldn’t lose heart at the last minute and shame herself and the soldiers riding with her.
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      The skies were dark gray when Braden and his harem broke down the tent and started out again. The snows slowed to light flurries, but the wind still howled across the tundra, reducing their visibility and cutting through their furs.

      Leesha struggled the most, her elven physiology much happier in hotter and more humid climates than the frozen wasteland. Pausing before they headed out into the thick of it, Braden took thirty minutes to fashion small disks of fire that he reduced the temperature of until they were glowing a dull orange and radiated heat.

      It took the help of Leesha and his sword to work out a mechanism that held them above each person without burning them up or melting the ice beneath them, turning each step treacherous. The fix was crude but effective, and the party made good time the rest of the afternoon, making up the hours they’d lost in the tent.

      There were signs here and there that Druska and Scry-bot spotted of animal and monsters passing across the ice, but they saw nothing on the featureless landscape until near evening when a colossal mountain loomed on the horizon.

      Druska and Scry-bot waited at the edge of a narrow valley. The sides of the valley were cut off in sheer cliffs that had crumbled to the floor in places, evidence of a glacier’s passage at some point in the distant past. The valley below was choked with ice and boulders, but at its northern point the walls curved in, making a deep cave of sorts to shelter from the worst of the wind and snow.

      “Our destination is on the other side of that mountain,” Druska said, then hooked a thumb over her shoulder to the valley below. “This should be a good place to camp.”

      “How close are we?” Braden asked, glancing from the sun to the distant peak. “We could probably make it there by sundown.”

      “Better to rest,” Emma said, stepping up beside him and breathing out a cloud of mist as she heaved in a deep breath from the climb. “Besides, there are a few new steps I want to try.”

      “New steps?” Druska asked with a frown. “The Fi’zagra is millennia old, its movements honed by generations. There are no ‘new steps’ to the dance of coitus.”

      “It wasn’t coitus that inspired me,” the teen said, her pale cheeks blushing faintly even in the frigid air.

      Mina and Leesha grew persistent, asking for a demonstration of her new steps, while Druska frowned but kept her lips sealed. Braden could see that she didn’t want to believe it was possible but was loath to doubt the intuitive young woman.

      They set up camp, and Braden and Leesha laid down their wards. They’d become adroit at working their magic together, each complementing the other. Without his sword’s assistance, Leesha kept finer control of her magic than he did, but he outmatched her in raw strength and his access to every school.

      The fire was crackling when they returned and Emma was slicing potatoes into the hot pan. Mina had her black armor off and was fixing a line of bent links. The girl’s skin was hard and tough, but she insisted on wearing the plate and chain, claiming the weight was comforting. Druska fiddled with something in her lap, and Braden suspected it was the tracking device and she was checking on the squad’s progress south.

      “How are they doing?” Braden asked.

      “They’ve made it to Dalton,” Druska said, frowning down at the tiny screen, “or the town’s vicinity. It’s impossible to be precise without proper triangulation and on such a low signal.”

      “I wish we could know if they’re all safe,” Emma said.

      “They’re alive,” Braden said. “I’d know if they weren’t, I believe.”

      “It should be possible for you to know more,” Leesha said with a frown. “The transference places a piece of your soul, for lack of a better term, into the bonded, and even those gifted. If you reached in—”

      “No,” Braden said, his voice firm and final.

      He sat on a boulder and tried to ignore the silent, staring eyes, but Leesha wouldn’t let it drop.

      “Lord, I’m certain you’ve sensed our emotions before, it’s logical that you could reach in—”

      “NO!” Braden said, his voice iron hard. He stood so suddenly that Mina reached for her spear and shield, looking around for an attack that wasn’t there.

      “Braden,” Emma said gently, “is there something you’re not telling us?”

      “He could step into our minds,” Druska said, her sharp green eyes like awls as they locked the harem mage in place. His expression hunted for a half-second until he took a deep breath and nodded. “From reading emotions to reading thoughts, from reading to shaping.”

      “A part of me fears it may have already happened,” Braden said, then raised a hand to forestall their objections. “A tiny fear and one based on my own insecurities. Nothing real.” His eyes grew dark as he looked from Druska to Leesha. “What you ask for might be possible, probably is, but I fear the temptations and power too much to use it. If I reach out and touch someone’s mind, even just to make sure they’re safe, I will see more than they could ever agree to.”

      “Like their fantasies?” the pink-haired elf asked with a mischievous grin.

      “Leesha,” Emma warned, but the elf just laughed.

      “I understand,” she said, “or think I do.”

      “Set aside our worries for Sheela and the others,” Druska said, “for now at least. We can’t do anything for them, so our worries are wasted.”

      “Show us the new dance moves, Emma,” Mina said as she rolled boulders as large as her torso off a patch of flat ground.

      “I remain unconvinced such a thing is possible.” Druska frowned.

      “I can’t promise it will have the same effect,” Emma blushed a deeper shade of red. “In fact, I can promise it won’t. Nor that it will be as… efficacious.”

      “I’ll be the judge of that,” Braden said as he took a roll of food from her and sat to eat.

      The party pestered Emma about how she’d come up with the steps, but she remained cagey until Druska pinned her down. When she said it came to her in a dream the night before, the questions only increased until it became a game of sorts between Leesha and Mina to see who could guess the most outrageous steps.

      As Braden ate in silence, he thought about the four young women on their quest and hoped they were doing well. They could call on him if they needed to, but the artifact had come at a substantial cost to the elves and could only be used once.

      They’re as strong and capable as these ladies, he thought to himself, and I gave them what help I could. It will have to be enough.

      “No more brooding thoughts, Master,” Druska said, passing him the waterskin so he could wash down the last of his food. “Come back to us.”

      “I’m here,” he said, meeting her eyes and letting the warm smile show on his face. Then he tilted the waterskin back and nearly choked on the harsh liquor within.

      “A present from Sir Orator,” the Bonded Scout said. “I’ve been using it to clean my datapad, but it’s good for relaxing the mind too.”

      “Killing brain cells more like,” Braden said, blowing out a breath thick with fumes and passing it to Leesha, who drank eagerly and coughed half of her sip out a second later.

      “That’s poison!” the little elf said with a sour grimace.

      Emma reached to take the bag with a frown, but Mina snatched it away. “Uhu uhu uhu, lady,” she said with a grin. “You’re going to turn it into potato water with a flash of your pretty hair, and that would be a waste.” Tilting the spirits back, the little warrior swallowed two big mouthfuls and smacked her lips with a satisfied sigh. “Get your fat boobies up there and shake what your momma gave you, girl.”

      “Pass it back,” Druska said, reaching for the skin.

      The alien woman sat beside Braden, still and bristling. He couldn’t tell if it was indignation or effrontery that the young human would add to or change such an ancient tradition. Either way, as his mind buzzed, he wanted to ease the tension and opened his mouth to say something reassuring, but a scrape of toe on stone brought his head around sharply, his attention riveted and his heart suddenly racing.

      Nothing overtly changed from one moment to the next but similar to when Druska began the Fi’zagra, those who witnessed the teen’s subtle movements as she swayed in place felt their hearts beating in time with a distant beat.

      “Holy Algorithm.” Druska’s whisper barely reached Braden’s ears and a part of him wished he could see her expression, but his eyes were riveted to the gently swaying girl before him.

      The Fi’zagra pulled the dancer’s body through movements, her whole body awakening both desire and love as her spirit communed with those who fell under its spell. As Emma danced, slowly at first but with growing confidence, she wasn’t pulled, but instead pushed.

      In Druska’s dance, the dancer and subject communed over love, seeing each other as they are. Emma’s dance was one of devotion and service.

      Braden didn’t know any of this, all he knew was Emma’s gentle swaying, and the movements of her hands as they slid up her sides, caressing the impossible curves of her body and molding the loose white dress she wore against the flesh, filled him with peace and desire both.

      Druska could only watch in awe as Emma’s strange swaying grew more seductive, hips swaying wider and the hidden beat slowing, deepening. The girl’s hands slid up the back of her long neck as her knees twisted, pressed together, the silver hair piling atop her head in lustrous chunks that fell across her face.

      The silver-haired teen froze there, the world falling into still silence as she held a pose of sublime beauty. Silver eyes shining out from under long dark lashes, hair an artful tumble atop her head and down the side of her face and neck, body twisted in a way that showed her every curve to perfection…

      The perfection of her was almost too much to bear for Braden. Not only did Emma look like some goddess out of imagination, but the dance bared her to those she danced for. Making plain, as if they weren’t already aware, of the bottomless depths of her wisdom and desire to heal.

      The moment after the dance crystallized Emma as a near-perfect being, she broke her frozen stance. Expression softening, posture opening, the girl slipped to her knees, eyes still locked upon her lord’s as her hips picked up their swaying from earlier. Long fingers gathered the loosened dress, and with shoulders rolling gently and tongue slipping along her thick lips, Emma drew the gown over her hips.

      As the treasure between her legs appeared, the air filled with the musky aroma of her desire, and Braden’s muscles relaxed even further, the last of his exhaustion from the day melting away.

      As the dress fell away, and Emma gathered her massive breasts in either hand, cupping and caressing them as she swayed and shifted, Braden sensed where this was all headed and his heart quickened. Druska drew close, her breath coming in short quick gasps as Emma fell forward onto one hand and reached out, sliding a hand down the front of Braden’s pants and whisking the material down as if by magic.

      “I see your potential, my lord,” Emma breathed, her eyes wide with awe as she ran gentle fingers up the shaft of his long cock. “I feel it… the Algorithm is a mystery… but a blessing.”

      Her gaze shifted to Druska, whose eyes shone wetly, and her cheeks had bright spots of red in them as her chest heaved. There were no words that could express what she was feeling, and she almost betrayed her emotions when Emma drew her into the dance.

      Slipping long fingers into Druska’s, she pulled the alien down, their shoulders touching and swaying together. Braden watched Druska gasp as if suddenly seeing, and the smile of euphoria heated as she turned to Mina and Leesha.

      The three crowded close as Emma’s soft lips pressed to the head of his cock, ending her dance with a gentle and still act of service. With that touch, she melted the final bit of tension and resistance in Braden.

      Looking from lambent silver eyes to green, lavender, then black, Braden let the desire play out across his features, unrestrained and open. Eager, excited grins flashed across the harem’s lips and they bent themselves in service beside the healer.

      Braden sat reclined like a king, and at perfect peace with the world and his place in it, as he watched four gorgeous faces press together, tongues bathing his cock and trading it back and forth. From one set of thick, soft lips to another, Braden’s cock was sucked deep by each with delicious slowness. When one wasn’t forming her mouth into a perfectly soft pussy for his pleasure, the others were running teasing tongues over his balls or along the shaft.

      With eyes alighting on one another and lips curled in smiles of delight, they pushed the head of his cock back and forth with their lips and tongue, trading kisses before their sister sucked him deep.

      When they sensed his orgasm approaching, the four backed off as one, letting his peak subside before resuming their worshipful ministrations. Braden couldn’t say how long he lived in that world of perfect, selfish pleasure, but the sky was black and the moon high in the heavens when the harem finally let their lord husband’s seed gush forth. Four lapping tongues drank it down, the magic within so potent from hours of edging that it triggered their own orgasms and all five clung to one another as they faded into blissful sleep.
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      The imperial legions raced up the fortified slope in a glorious charge.

      At their fore rode a hellion—a round, gray-haired woman throwing fireballs with either hand and ripping apart barricades with the force of her mind. At one side rode a heavily armored figure in slate gray plate and at the other rode a slender figure who moved like a willow branch in the wind, long limbs whipping his blade to either side, cutting down any who approached his mistress.

      Hordes of monsters fell before them, the chaff and minions falling like wheat.

      A lance of black fire cut through the bond mage’s defenses but was deflected by the wards stitched into her robes. Unfortunately for her, it deflected the deadly spell down into her mount, and with a terrifying scream the beast’s heart exploded and it toppled onto the slope. The beast’s momentum and weight snapped its neck, putting it out of its misery quickly, but its death only served to unshackle the woman’s cold fury.

      Ezmelly had always excelled at combat casting at the academy and didn’t hesitate in the face of real war.

      Flinging herself free of the dead mount just in time, she inscribed a glyph even as she tucked her chin and rolled. Her varicose-veined legs, now three times as youthful and spry as a teenager, absorbed the shock of her landing and, with a shift of her bulk, propelled her in a soaring arc to the top of the slope.

      Ezmelly tapped her Haste Ring, hands suddenly flashing in a flurry of glyphs as she unleashed a storm of tiny magic missiles that flew out from her in a spreading arc, striking their targets unerringly. The last three dozen monsters dropped dead, revealing the hooded, skeletal figure crouched atop the hill.

      Carlos rushed to his mistress’s aid but was thrown back by the force of colliding magics. A mage duel erupted, forcing both forces to withdraw slightly. All but the Braided Legionnaire, who stabbed her iron shield down into the turf and crouched behind it. Cursing to himself, Carlos tried reaching the woman, but arcs of blue lightning stabbed the ground between them and he reeled back.

      Ezmelly felt the spell take off her arm at the elbow and knew death was a moment behind. Working a final spell with her remaining hand, she threw every bit of her magic into it. The detonation threw the bond mage back, knocking her out from its concussive blast as she spun through the air, but it only stunned the Dark Queen’s captain.

      The creature began to cackle in laughter as it rose once more, but the sound cut off with a strangled choke as the Braided Legionnaire drove her short sword into its heart and ripped it up through its brain. The grim-faced soldier didn’t stop hacking at the corpse until she had chopped it into sausage and it showed no signs of life.

      Ironheart drew in a ragged breath as she stood. Her Legionnaires swarmed the hilltop around her and secured it. Looking around, she spotted the bond mage a few dozen feet away, her bonded tying a tourniquet to the bleeding stump. The Commander of the Braided Legionnaires couldn’t hide the hard smile that grew on her lips as the old bond mage roused herself and swatted the pretty man away, retying the bandages with one hand.

      “We’ve broken their backs,” General Granicus said, huffing and puffing as he made it to the top of the hill and gazed over the legions spilling down into masses of milling undead. “Once the Fifth and Seventh arrive, we’ll push them back into the forests.”

      “Hmm,” Ironheart said, turning to watch the bond mage stagger up to see the pit she’d blown in the turf and the chopped up remains of the captain. The woman offered the commander a nod of respect, which should have filled her with as much pride as it did.

      “You’ve won us the day, Ezmelly,” General Granicus said. “My finest healers will be here in minutes. We’ll get that arm seen to and—”

      “What is that?” Ironheart asked, raising her arm and pointing to the gleam she’d spotted in the sky, high up in the eastern horizon. “A dragon?”

      “It can’t be,” Granicus breathed, several of his officers’ faces turning white as sheets. “The harem mage defeated her Draco-Lich… right?”

      “Get our forces back, Granicus,” Ezmelly growled, frowning when she tried to motion with the missing limb. “That’s no dragon.”

      Ironheart’s eyes were sharper than most scouts, but it still took several long seconds before she noticed what the bond mage had. The silvery creature was boxy in shape and flew in an unerring line straight at the imperial forces, growing larger every second it got closer.

      The humans scrambled into defensive positions, and Bond Mage Ezmelly drew upon her life force to craft wards about them. All futile as the GGC attack fighter barreled toward them with its ion cannon primed and locked on target.
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      Their last day on the ice was the easiest, even as the terrain grew more and more treacherous.

      Braden and Leesha had their spells down and were able to deal with most any problem they encountered. Bridges had become their specialty. The first day it had taken nearly an hour to construct a chasm-spanning bridge of force strong enough to carry at least one of them and withstand the weather.

      Now they could whip a hundred-meter bridge up in less than a minute. Braden handled the brunt force work and Leesha wove behind him with a more dexterous hand, so the bridge had flex and give, while still being structurally sound.

      That morning Emma woke before the rest and brewed a batch of Soulsing tea. Its magical vapors woke everyone as the leaves melted and the steam changed colors. Emma had plenty of ingredients now, thanks to the elves, but she’d found its effects diminished if it was used more than once a week.

      Braden breathed easier as they rounded the lone mountain, his mind more settled and at peace than it had been in weeks. Part of it was the tea and another the amazing dance Emma had performed the night before. She called it the dance of service, and whenever he remembered how the night had gone after it, he got a shiver down his spine.

      The mountain was an oddity in the flat tundra. Its slopes were barren of life and smooth, only breaking up into rugged foothills as they reached the plains below. The hills were choked with ice the higher up one went, the reason Braden and his harem were skirting it, but the peak was devoid of snow and smoking at its highest point.

      Geology had never been of much interest to Braden, but Mina found the peak fascinating, her eyes tracking its soaring peak as they circled it. Spying Druska perched beside a likely lookout position ahead, Braden and the rest hurried forward. As they drew near, she motioned them to silence and pointed ahead to the edge of the world.

      The tundra simply ended in a line of ice that stretched to the north and south, curving toward the distant horizon. The enormity of it took their breaths away, and it was a few seconds before Braden noticed what Druska had pointed to.

      Spaced irregularly around the rim of the great basin, or pit, were ten-foot-tall statues. It was hard to make out much detail from where he was, but they had a rough unfinished look to them. The three or four he could make out clearly looked to be of the same race, though different versions or individuals.

      “What are they?” he asked aloud, not expecting an answer and surprised when Mina spoke up.

      “Kobolds,” the little warrior said, sounding certain. “There were reports months ago that they’d been driven from their caves by something, but that shouldn’t have been enough time to carve this many statues.”

      “They aren’t statues,” Emma said, and Braden saw what she meant immediately.

      Life and earth magic swirled around the statues, flowing through them and down into the stones beneath like they would through living casters.

      “Stone Wardens,” Leesha breathed, her eyes widening. “I never believed the stories were true.” When the others looked at her frowning, she explained, “Shamans of the Kobold tribes, they supposedly employ only one threat of magic but can work it with mastery.”

      “Are they dangerous?” Druska asked, running her thumb over the hilt of her sword.

      “Let’s find out,” Braden said, stepping through the pass and down onto the slope leading down to the basin’s rim.

      As he approached, the harem hurrying out after him, he could see down into the basin more and more. The dark smear at the bottom revealed itself to be a dense jungle, white misty clouds hanging over the treetops. He spotted a large clearing, miles out from the edge, but before any details emerged on it, the statue before him began to melt.

      The stone softened into mud that dripped in thick chunks at first and then into quick flowing streams as the last of the gray-brown gunk fell away. A figure emerged from the pile of clay, small and slope browed with a long-twisted nose and short, stubby fangs reaching up from its lower jaw. Brown eyes flashed open, and the ugly little face hardened as it drew a silvery, glittering spear out of the stone at its feet and fell into a guard position, point aimed at Braden’s heart.

      “Better take it slow, lord,” Mina said, moving in front of Braden with his shield.

      Fear filled the little Kobold’s face, and he cried out a word and hurled the spear. The glittering weapon shot through the air like a bolt of lightning and struck Mina on the shoulder before she could raise her shield. The blow struck so hard it threw her back into Braden’s chest, and she looked down in surprise at the large red mark it had left. The weapon flew back to the Kobold’s hand unerringly, and it caught it with a look of shock to see Mina still alive.

      Instead of exploding in anger, the little warrior grinned in respect and hefted her own spear. Before she could answer the Kobold with her own throw, Braden rested a hand on her shoulder.

      When the creature had shouted in alarm, the necklace he wore warmed, and the harsh bark was translated into a word he could understand: “Witch!”

      “We are not your enemy,” Braden said, stepping up beside Mina as the Kobold hesitated, hand cocked back to throw again.

      Its head was tilted to one side, eyes wondering as it stared at Braden, and he hoped it could understand him.

      “Let’s kill it and be done,” Leesha said, the air around her warping as she brought her powers to bear. “Kobolds are a vicious people.”

      “To the elves,” Mina said with a frown. “Some humans trade with them.”

      The Stone Warden looked from the elf to the human in confusion and barked again in his harsh tongue.

      “Begone, Vile Ones!”

      “We mean you no harm,” Braden said, raising his hands and showing that they were empty of weapons as he stepped forward.

      The little Kobold’s expression registered shock again at being spoken to in its own language, but it stiffened a second later, rocking its head and flinging bits of mud that hadn’t drained away around.

      “Your darkness will harry the tribes no more! None shall pass!”

      “We’re getting to that rock one way or another,” Braden said, his patience wearing thin as he drew in his powers from the earth beneath his feet.

      The moment he started to, the Stone Warden reacted strangely. The Kobold gave another little jerk of surprise, eyes widening as it stared at Braden, then its gaze flickered to Mina, Leesha, Emma, and finally to green-skinned Druska, and it began to tremble violently.

      “Ancient spirits forgive my ignorance…” Braden frowned as its black little eyes fell back on him, and the Kobold cried out, dropping its spear and prostrating itself on the ground, face pressed into the muck. “Oh Holy One, Living God, Bearer of the Sliver of Infinity, please forgive this retched fool’s blindness. I only thought to protect my people… please, have mercy!”

      The little creature trembled like he thought Braden might smite it on the spot. The harem mage glanced to Druska who shook her head in confusion. The others couldn’t understand the little creature, but once Braden translated, asking what it meant, the three shrugged. Mina walked forward and patted the cringing Kobold on one shoulder.

      “It was a good throw. I’m sure you’re great at protecting your people.” She nodded behind him to the sheer cliff face, and continued speaking, though he couldn’t understand her words. “Your little speech was pretty and all, but you need to move aside so we can climb down.”

      The Kobold glanced to Braden when she finished speaking, expression bereft of understanding.

      “Nice throw,” Druska translated. “Now move aside. We have work to be about.”

      “Of course, Holy One!” the Kobold said, hopping to its feet, oblivious of the thick, muck coating its brown robes as it turned and waved a hand over the cliff behind it.

      Leesha had been muttering quietly to herself through the brief conversation and Braden felt a small burst of her powers and a flash of violet light appeared as she laid a spell about herself. As the Kobold responded to Druska, she grinned in triumph and with a flick of her wrist sent small weaves to Mina and Emma.

      “Forgive my blindness, Living God,” the Kobold said, its face twisted into a look of real pain and it kept its eyes downcast. “I can now hear the stones sing of your presence. Come, I will guide you to our king.”

      “There are steps forming down the cliff face,” Druska said, leaning dangerously far out over the edge. “Make the Kobold go down in case they’re trapped. Give me a few minutes to scout before you drop down, Master.”

      The Kobold gave a little shriek of fear when the alien threw herself off the ledge and watched her sail down the cliff face in wonder. Braden and the others had seen the rogue’s trick dozens of times in the elven city and the dungeons. Sailing with arms and legs stretched out, she let her fingertips or boot tips drag on the cliff wall, slowing her descent and using her body to keep balanced in the wind.

      The rogue disappeared into the canopy of trees, and Braden breathed slow, even breaths, stifling the anxiety that pushed up whenever she went far from his side. As he watched for any sign of trouble from below, Mina walked over to the Kobold and spoke to it, the spell Leesha had set upon the girls changing their words into understandable speech.

      “That’s an interesting weapon you have,” she said, indicating the glittering silvery spear. “Is it an enchantment that calls it back to you?”

      “Starstone is not enchanted, Holy One. It is soul-bound to he who forges it.”

      “And what’s the material? Where can I get a Starstone spear like that?”

      “In communion with the Earth Mother, a Stone Warden of faith will be granted a vision of where one lies in her womb,” the Kobold held the spear aloft with one hand, the arm scarred with old and terrible wounds. “If he survives the Pit Wyrms and lava pockets and returns to his people of sound mind, then he shall wield a Starstone spear.”

      “Mina,” Braden said, nodding below after receiving a signal from Druska.

      “See you below,” the little warrior said to the Kobold with a wink.

      It opened its mouth to protest, but the woman leaped from the cliff, plummeting like a stone to the jungle canopy below. Leesha leaped after the warrior, red lightning snapping and crackling around her as it dragged at the cliff face, slowing her descent. Braden swept Emma up into his arms and leapt out after.

      The Stone Warden slid down the steps like they were a muddy slope and arrived at the base as the others were gathering there. With a wave of his hand, the staircase melted back into the cliff face. Braden was impressed with the little creature’s efficacy with the single thread of power. The creatures worked the earth power like others breathed.

      “Follow, Garfo,” the Kobold said, shuffling excitedly as it led the party deeper into the jungle, “to my village and then the king.”

      “Are you sure we can trust this monster?” Leesha asked softly, slipping up to Braden’s side. “It could walk us into a trap. Did you see how easily its spell reached the top of the cliff? We had no idea the Kobold Stone Wardens were so powerful.”

      “Keep your guards up just in case,” Braden said, speaking to Druska and Mina as well, “but it’s taking us in the direction we want to go, so let’s follow him for now.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 26

          

        

      

    

    
      The narrow game trail the Stone Warden led them onto widened after a few steps, and Braden felt the magics fading from the soft dirt at his feet. Curious, he reached into the soil to see what its source was. The Kobold turned, flashing an encouraging smile, and Braden realized it had widened the trail for him and his harem.

      They’d only gone a few hundred meters when the jungle’s heat and humidity forced the group to begin peeling off furs and winter clothing. The heat wasn’t oppressive as it might have been in an equatorial jungle, but it was still enough to put a tingle in the fingers and toes of those who’d recently been in freezing temperatures.

      Braden didn’t recognize any of the trees or plants, but Emma seemed to. The teen made excited little noises in her throat every ten feet or so, bending down to cut a flower free and slip it into her herb pouch, or plucking a few leaves from a vine and doing the same. The others kept their weapons ready just in case, half expecting an attack to burst forth from the jungle at any moment.

      Sounds of a village greeted them shortly before they emerged into a small clearing. There was a narrow stream running through the center of the village. On one side of the stream was a small jumble of huts, and on the other side orderly little gardens.

      Cries of fear rose from the village when Braden and the harem were spotted, but their guide spoke loudly, calling for the chieftain. The villagers, mostly women and children, quieted as a portly little Kobold emerged from the crowd, carrying a wand festooned with fetishes in one hand and wearing a feathered headdress.

      It wasn’t the chieftain, nor the tiny children or wide-eyed women who looked nothing like the males, that had trapped Braden’s gaze. Hanging above the neat rows of crops was a strange web of vines and rope, at the center of which hung a massive emerald cut with strangely angled faces. The gemstone was as large as the harem mage’s head and glowed faintly; the pale green light shone on the crops, and Braden could feel the life-giving energies from where he was.

      Bringing his attention back to the gathering Kobolds, Braden felt his fears fading as whispers of “Living God” and “Holy Ones” spread through the small crowd. Dark eyes shone with awe, and both women and children wore expressions of open wonder.

      It was strange receiving such a welcoming greeting from beings he still saw thought of as monsters when the elves had greeted them so poorly. The Stone Warden and the old chief were the only males Braden could see, and he had to force himself to ignore the hot stares and open regard from the younger females.

      “I, Chief Garslag Grumblemore, welcome you, Living God, to the Socialist Empire of Kobold Tribes.” The portly old Kobold shifted awkwardly from foot to foot as it went on, “Our homes are your homes, our food is your food… Rest and take a meal, and we shall travel to First Farmer Jarldar Ironspine once dawn greets us.”

      “Well met, Chief Garslag. We aren’t here to meet with your… First Farmer, but in search of a large magic stone.”

      “Of course!” the chief said, grinning and flashing his broken lower fangs. “It is known the gods commune with one another.”

      Braden opened his mouth again, but Mina placed a hand on his elbow. “Let’s go along with them for now. We could use the rest, and I find them fascinating.”

      “I agree, lord,” Leesha said, her eyes still locked on the suspended gemstone and a curious frown tugging at her lips. “Spending a few hours here wouldn’t be amiss.”

      “We would be honored to share a meal with you and gladly accept an escort to your king.”

      The relief on the Kobold chieftain’s face was plain as he called out to women who scurried off. In minutes the harem members were seated on low stools around a warm fire as Kobold females prepared a meal.

      Druska remained suspicious, which Braden appreciated, holding herself apart. Most of the Kobolds were wary of the green-skinned beauty, but the children seemed fascinated by her. Small packs hid behind trees and bushes, giggling to one another and staring at her smooth green skin and weapons. Leesha they were wary of, for elves and Kobolds had been mortal enemies in the past, and Mina was sitting next to the Stone Warden pestering him with questions about his spear and how he’d gotten one.

      It was Emma who drew the most attention as the meal was being prepared. She moved amongst the Kobold women and children, and though they were wary of the tall human at first, the openness and kindness in her expression quickly smothered their fears. As the teen moved amongst them, speaking softly, she would reach out and touch them lightly, her hair glowing.

      The first few were dim, and the Kobolds didn’t take much notice, but the first bright flash set them chattering as a young girl with a stump at the end of her arm raised her new hand in wonder. Words of “miracle” and “Holy One” followed the teen, and the Kobolds relaxed visibly, their fears concerning Braden and his harem allayed.

      An odd meal was served to the harem on broad leaves. The girls picked at the food, frowning at the unfamiliar flavors and textures, but Braden dug in. The pile of steamed grains reminded him of couscous, and the dish of eggs, mushrooms, and onions tasted nearly identical to an omelet once he closed his eyes and ignored the blue color of the eggs and tried not to think where they’d come from.

      “What is that gemstone doing?” Leesha asked the chieftain. “The one hanging above your crops.”

      “Ahh,” the man said with a pleased smile, “the Growth Stone feeds our crops. Growing a full harvest in three days. The Earth Mother has blessed us with gemstones that can harness the god’s power.”

      “Your god’s power, the stone?” Leesha asked.

      “The gods are life,” the Stone Warden said. “Their substance is in everything.”

      The elf frowned, but instead of questioning the pair further and getting more philosophy or superstition, she walked out to the gemstone to inspect it herself. Braden finished up his meal and joined her, trying to ignore the feel of so many eyes tracking his movements.

      It wasn’t the gemstone itself that fascinated the pair, although it was impressive, but the raw magic that filled it. Braden felt a kinship to the power but couldn’t put his finger on why.

      “It’s unaspected,” Leesha said wonderingly. “The gemstone’s facets radiate life magic, but the power within has no aspect.”

      “It has all of them,” Braden said, remembering the power that had infused him just a few days previously. “That’s why the raw power is white.”

      “We must learn how they fuel it,” the elf whispered. “I can see the plants growing under the gemstone’s influence. Imagine what my people could do with this technology…”

      “Let’s see if we can get a clearer answer out of that Stone Warden.”

      The Stone Warden was happy to answer all the Living God’s questions, but his answers made little sense. They gleaned that the magic stone they were in search of was behind it, but little more. It was Mina, speaking with a few of the younger women, who learned more of these people and their odd society.

      The young women were excited to share their history, pulling out drums and building up the fire. The Kobolds all grew excited and settled in, and Braden realized this must be a tradition in their village. It had the feel of it, as ceremonial headscarves and thin dresses appeared on a small group of young women.

      The spectacle drew Druska’s attention, and as the first song began, he felt her presence at his back.

      A wandering in grottos past,

      Found demons bog and devils slog,

      A generation lost.

      

      Into the dark we hid,

      Scattered to the wind.

      

      But in our prayers we heard a call;

      The Earth Mother guided us to God,

      gifting us vessels for their seed.
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      The women sang in harmony, their voices melding beautifully as they rose in high octaves. The words would have sounded awkward in English, but in the Kobolds’ language, they were beautiful and sent chills down his spine. He tried not to see the monster girls’ nubile curves, or how their heavy breasts swayed as they danced.

      The women clapped when the song ended, launching into another faster-paced tune. This one had a repeating refrain about their gods, but no more information as far as Braden could tell. More and more women joined in the singing and dancing until nearly all of them were moving in a big swaying circle, laughing and singing together.

      The aura was infectious, drawing Mina and Emma up into it. When the bonded first joined the dance, the Kobolds around them were nervous and shy, but as both repeated the refrain, jumping and raising their hands up, completely unabashed in their joy, especially Emma, they relaxed and soon lost themselves once again.

      Mina was the most curious about the Kobolds, but it was Emma, the healer who fascinated the women. Four-fingered hands reached out, caressing her silky silver locks as the young Kobolds danced around her and sang.

      Drinks were shared around, and Braden found a small horn of a citrusy alcohol pushed into his hand by the grinning chieftain. The portly little fellow already had a rosy expression and a bleary grin as he watched the young females dance. The old Kobold’s drunken leers were reminiscent of every other dirty old man, and several older women ushered the stumbling fellow into one of the larger huts to sleep off his intoxication before he made a fool of himself.

      The drink was tasty and strong, but Braden was wary of losing control and sipped it slowly throughout the evening. They built the fire high as the moon soared, and though his eyelids drooped and their blankets called, the harem mage took time to sample all the dishes brought to him by proud cooks. By the time evening wore down, he was stuffed from the food and wearing over a dozen bracelets and necklaces woven from colored threads and festooned with shells and beads.

      “Let’s find our bedrolls,” Braden said to Druska, stifling a yawn.

      “I’ll collect Mina,” the rogue said, dark bags under her eyes as well from exhaustion.

      The little warrior was pestering the Stone Wardens about their spears again and grumbled when Druska pulled her away. The harem crawled under the covers and were all too aware of the Kobolds gathering around the outside of their tent, excited and eager to hear or witness them making love.

      Not wanting to put on a show and too exhausted to contemplate it, Braden slept. His dreams were dark and tense. And when he woke, an hour before the sun rose, he couldn’t shake the feeling they’d been trying to warn him about something. He couldn’t remember anything clearly from the dreams, except the sense of being in the cold void of space.

      He wanted to wake Druska, but she needed the rest, and besides, she didn’t know more about what that ship was doing in space than he did. Slipping free of the covers, he pulled on his pants and went to relieve himself, only to find most of the Kobolds still awake and chattering with one another quietly outside his tent.

      “We guard,” said an old female with a wide gap-toothed grin. “You and your women safe.”

      “Thank you,” Braden said, surprised by the sincere kindness from creatures he’d have thought of as monsters the day before.

      The village was neatly built, but with odd designs that looked like they’d be more at home underground than in a jungle. Braden got a chance to peek into several huts as he made his way to the jungle’s edge and was interested to see little toy dolls and animal figures in a few.

      There were few males, and those who were in the village were either too young or too old to join the Stone Wardens. The females had a tight-knit community as they helped care for each other’s young and the village. Not all the Kobolds had stayed awake all night, and it fascinated him to see a pair of young women sharing their blankets together. Their little moans of pleasure drew his gaze, and he spotted one young Kobold woman with her thick lips wrapped around the other’s pale nipple as her fingers worked between the young Kobold’s legs.

      Embarrassment registered in the harem mage at seeing the intimate embrace, and he went to turn away only to find one of the older Kobold mothers there. The top of the woman’s head was level with his chest, but she had a presence about her that gave the man pause. Her dark eyes smiled as she watched the young women embracing.

      “They put on a show for the Living God,” the woman said, “hoping in their twin hearts that you will bless them with your seed.”

      “I am sorry, my lady—” Braden began, but she cut him off with a warm smile and a pat on the arm, more at ease around the harem mage than the others.

      “Silly girls with silly dreams,” the female said with a shake of her head. “We can all see you’ve four goddesses to sate your desires and needs.”

      “I’m curious about your society,’ Braden said, letting the older Kobold draw him away from the sexy sight. “The chief called it the Socialist Empire of Kobold Tribes.”

      “Let humans work for their kings and queens and own nothing,” she said with a dismissive shrug, “our people learned long ago that that way leads to inequalities, which lead to unrest. We work for one another, not just our own.”

      The old woman, named Adro’sta, was wise and kind as she explained the Kobold’s society to Braden. She brought him over to a cook fire where a few women cooked gruel. As he learned about their chieftains and the Stone Wardens, they ladled him a bowl of the gray slop. Once again, the Kobolds were ecstatic when he dug into the food without hesitation, fearing he would think it disgusting like most of the surface dwellers.

      On the contrary, Braden asked for second and third helpings. The gruel looked nothing like it, except in texture, but the scent and flavor were exactly like butter and brown sugar grits. Mina found her lord seated on the ground, legs folded before him as a dozen young Kobold females fed him delicacies that reminded him of Earth food.

      “Druska thought you’d slipped off to breed the women,” Mina said a little too loudly as she squatted beside him. “She’s going to be disappointed that you’re just over here getting fat.”

      The Kobold females blushed and giggled to one another, their hot gazes even more fiery as they stared at Braden.

      “She’ll get over it,” Braden said. “We are getting ready to go?”

      “Aye,” Mina nodded. “Chief sent me to get you. They’re preparing now.”

      Disappointed looks were shared around, and Braden found it difficult to extricate himself from the gathering without acknowledging each with a smile or look. The Kobolds were a kind and generous people, and the more time he spent around their females, the more he found their smooth features and busty little bodies intriguing. The Earthling wasn’t sure how to feel about that as he packed up his stuff and slung the blade over his shoulder and belted on the baldric.

      “DOOOO DOOOOOOOOO!”

      A loud sound rang out through the jungle, setting Braden's and the harem’s nerves on edge. The group spun with weapons drawn and magic at the ready, but it was only the village’s portly chief blowing a long curling horn. He flashed a wide grin at Braden and shouted enthusiastically.

      “To let the other tribes know the Living God has come and approaches.” Garslag nodded vigorously and motioned to the wider jungle. “You will see. They come!”

      The little chief was proven right as the party started out. The village had emptied of most of the Kobolds, the procession taking on a festive atmosphere that only grew as more and more Kobolds slipped out of the jungle to join them.

      Before the hour was out, the three dozen they’d begun with had swelled to more than a hundred, and by noon, the train extended back hundreds of meters behind Braden. The chatter and excitement grew with every addition, and they were all interested to see a shocking variety in the Kobolds.

      Each tribe that joined the procession had individual characteristics that separated it from the others. One tribe had long curved tusks that reached down from their upper jaws, while another had paler green skin. A third had darker skin, and the males were all covered in hideous warts. On and on the varieties streamed in, but all were open-hearted and kind, eager to catch a glimpse of the Living God.

      Adro’sta, the female from that morning, and chief Garslag kept the masses from overwhelming the harem. Druska and Leesha grew uncomfortable when they grew into a sizable crowd, but Mina and Emma delighted in it. Emma walked through each new group, healing those who needed it and offering a comforting smile to the rest.

      The jungle, if anything, grew denser and wilder the deeper they marched, until the procession emerged from a tree line to find a large mud and straw hut village spreading out before them. The structures all looked newly built, like the first village the harem had spent the night in, and the Kobolds gathering outside their huts were finely featured and had pale green, smooth skin.

      The village was surrounded by three fields of crops with giant green gemstones suspended over them, glowing with the same inner light as the one Braden and Leesha had inspected. There was also a large aquamarine stone set into the stone sided well that glowed with a faint blue light. Braden would have asked about the gem, but his attention was drawn to a tall, elderly Kobold that stepped out of a large hut in the middle of the village.
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      The tall Kobold bore a staff with feathers and other fetishes hanging from the top. A slender pair of young Kobold females stepped out behind him, their twin beauty arresting the harem mage for a moment.

      “Oh, glorious day!” cried the elderly Kobold in a wavering voice. “The songs are true! Our blessings have come!”

      The tall Kobold stared up at Braden with pale blue eyes that shone with a fervency he found disconcerting. Even more disconcerting were the naked awe and desire written upon the slender young beauties’ faces. Another female stepped out of the tent behind the pair, slightly older and shorter but as beautiful as the two younger women. The Kobold woman had pale yellow hair, almost white, matching the younger beauties, and a sad expression as she hung back in the shadows.

      “Living God,” the white-bearded Kobold intoned as he fell to his knees dramatically, short-fingered hand raised toward Braden in supplication. “We are your people, born to serve and bounded by faith. We have lived, these long eons, as the gods instructed, so we might prove worthy of your blessing, and free ourselves of the shackles of fate.”

      The crowd, many hundreds of staring, hopeful faces, was so silent they held their breaths. Braden had no idea what the old man wanted from him, but Mina stepped in for him.

      “The Living God will grant his blessings to those who serve him well.” Her words triggered sighs of relief and a general murmur of approval from those watching, but none more so than the attractive young girls behind the elder who blushed a deep shade of red and looked to one another with tight, excited grins. The young women looked so similar, they almost could have been twins. One of them glanced back and squeezed the older Kobold woman’s hand, but the woman’s hopeful smile faded the moment the girl turned back, her gaze fixed on Braden.

      “But in return,” Mina continued, glancing back to Leesha whose lips didn’t move but whispered quietly for the warrior to hear. “In return, we must use a great stone of magic to cleanse our sister of a darkness that plagues her soul.”

      This brought troubled looks and whispers from many, and the old Kobold’s face grew still with sadness, but it nodded its head, wispy white hairs waving as it did.

      “The songs speak of this… a great sacrifice… but what must be endured shall be, if God commands it.”

      “What sacrifice?” Leesha asked, drawing a nod from Braden and the rest of the harem.

      “Holy One?” The ancient Kobold looked perplexed, as if the elf had asked why the sky was blue. “It will take months, if not years, to locate another god and replant our crops. Another passage, after so short a time…”

      Leesha turned and met Braden’s gaze, as did Emma and Druska. Mina was looking around at the suddenly worried and fearful faces looking back at them. The little warrior shook her head and rounded on her husband, but stopped what she was about to say at the look on his face.

      Braden was tearing up inside. He could feel how close they were, but was saving Glynis-Pura worth however many dead Kobolds? Could he honestly make that trade and live with himself?

      “Scry-bot,” Braden said, calling over the drone that had been hovering invisibly on the edge of the gathering. A murmur of awe rose from those assembled as the round shimmer of magic appeared and hovered down to float before the harem mage. “Show them what happened to Glynis-Pura.”

      “Do doo,” the drone said sadly.

      “Go on,” Mina said encouragingly. “They might be able to help.”

      As the drone moved between the tall Kobold and the harem, Braden spoke loud enough for all to hear.

      “Months ago, a woman was stolen by something evil.” A light mist hung in the air, and it was suddenly illuminated as Scry-bot projected a 3D image onto the ground where all could see, showing the scene of Glynis-Pura’s corruption.

      As the image resolved, a tall, black-robed caster stood beside a stone altar, atop which lay Glynis-Pura. The cat-girl was strapped to the slate gray stone with thick steel chains, as if the twisted horrors surrounding the ritual were frightened of the girl. An enormous boulder pushed its way through the frozen earth and, rolling and tumbling slowly, floated in the air.

      As incantations reached a crescendo, the white boulder stopped a couple feet above Glynis-Pura. The caster screamed out the last words of the spell and the scene darkened as Glynis-Pura let out a bloodcurdling scream, body straining against the chains holding her down as the black magic surrounding her body writhed.

      Those watching flinched when they heard the sound. The scream changed from pain-filled to rage-filled, and they watched in fascination as the black magic surrounding the girl was drawn up into the stone. The black boulder flashed white, and with a flick of his wrist, the caster hurled it aside to crash against a trunk.

      The ancient Kobold’s expression was troubled as the scene ended, its thin lips pressed to a hard line, but Braden thought he saw recognition in the wizened creature’s face.

      “A Holy One corrupted to Evil… I must…” The wizened creature grew a touch reticent as it went on, “I must speak with the Stone Wardens about this.”

      “We would appreciate that,” Braden said. “Perhaps they will know how we can save the Holy One without destroying your god.”

      “Yes,” the old man said faintly. His skin was pale like he had seen a ghost, and his eyes kept straying to the spot on the ground where the cat-girl’s screams had erupted from. He blinked rapidly, his expression clearing, and he looked up with a warm smile. “Let my people ease your discomforts from a long journey. There will be baths set up and a feast prepared for this evening. On the morrow.” His thin lips pressed into a line and he nodded once firmly. “Yes, tomorrow we shall talk of the ritual.”

      Something was troubling the old king, Braden could see. His shoulders had slumped, and he looked defeated as he shuffled back up into the large hut. In his wake, a swarm of Kobold women surged forward, chattering excitedly to one another and enthralled with the clothing and figures of the harem members.

      Most were too shy to approach Braden, and he was left in silence to follow the small train of females ushering the harem back into the jungle and down a narrow trail. Druska and Mina had caught the ancient Kobold’s troubled expression and shared looks with Braden before letting the women draw them along.

      Braden knew if the alien woman had her way, she would have followed after the man and interrogated him. He’d motioned for her to relax and follow the others, knowing one way or another he would get the truth out of them before they left. Pushing the fears to the back of his mind, Braden let the festive mood bring him back to the present moment.

      What they’d only glimpsed in the village became obvious as they entered a steaming grotto. The Kobolds had a much different culture than the elves or humans. The women were much freer with one another and didn’t sort themselves into hierarchical groups.

      The Kobold women mingled with one another easily, touching and caressing like lovers as they brought out soft soaps and strange purple sponges. While one group chatted with one another happily and dropped dollops of soap into the bubbling pools, the rest gathered around the harem and shyly began plucking their clothing off.

      “What are you doing?” Leesha asked with a frown, and the young Kobold before her ducked her head, cheeks darkening as she spoke in a shy whisper.

      “The pools are restorative, Holy One.” She motioned around at the rest of the Kobold women who were undressing one another. “But if you do not wish it…”

      “Just let her Leesha,” Mina said as a pair of Kobold women unbuckled her breastplate, exclaiming in surprise when the weight sagged their arms to the ground. “It seems to be part of the deal.”

      “All labor is love,” said the young Kobold before Leesha, “and all love must be for others.”

      Leesha frowned suspiciously, but let the young woman draw the white dress over her shoulders. The Kobold shied away from Leesha’s staff, and the little elf relaxed slightly when she could keep hold of it, but her suspicions remained.

      Braden tried not to stare at the sea of naked females, but found it harder and harder not to do so. The Kobolds’ shorter, curvy bodies came in all shapes and sizes, and some of the sexier ones made his mouth go dry. His harem looked like tall, nude goddesses as they slipped down into the frothy, herbal scented pools, surrounded by the shorter green-skinned creatures.

      Only three of the Kobold women didn’t join in with those entering the pools. They approached Braden now, the two nearly identical young women who’d caught his attention earlier carrying a silver basin between them and the older, blue-eyed Kobold beauty carrying one of the purple sponges.

      “Looks like you get a sponge bath, lord,” Emma said, her expression one of pure contentment as she waved her arms in the steaming bubbling waters of her pool. “Pity… there is a restorative mineral in these waters… feels like my muscles are melting.”

      Druska and the rest each had their own pool and a good dozen attendants bathing them and each other. The Kobold women chatted and joked, the mood merry and festive, but Braden could feel their gazes returning to him again and again. But he’d grown used to that. It was when the three blushing Kobold women set down their basin and sponge, then stood nervously and approached him that he grew a touch shy.

      “Who are they?” he heard Mina ask one of her attendants.

      “The old Gift and the new,” the young woman said, a hint of jealousy or envy entering her tone.

      “What’s that mean?”

      “If we’re blessed, the Gift will be accepted… Imhotep’s oldest… a tragedy the god arrived so late… she was a true beauty in her youth, only to be supplanted by the births of the twin beauties.”
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      Although the Kobolds didn’t seem to have the same cultural taboos about nudity as humans and elves, the three grew more and more awkward as they unbuttoned and unbuckled Braden’s clothing.

      Instead of feeling embarrassed, awkward, or uncomfortable as his nudity was revealed to a couple dozen staring faces, Braden let their attention wash over him. It wasn’t a new experience to him since coming to this world, but it still felt fresh to a kid who’d grown up chunky and awkward.

      The three kept their own robes on, the thick material revealing their figures but little else. The younger women would occasionally glance up to peek at his face, but the older woman’s eyes remained downcast as she worked.

      Instead of the erotic experience he’d been expecting, Braden received a very thorough cleaning with the herbal smelling soft soap and the strange sponge. When they first pressed the purple thing to him, he nearly jumped when he felt it wiggle against his skin, then he realized it was a living creature of some kind that agitated when pressed against him, sudsing up and washing away all the dirt.

      It was a surreal experience for Braden to stand there and let the three bathe him, having to bend down so they could reach his hair and shoulders. At once emasculating and empowering as he watched the women’s breathing deepen and eyes fixate on his growing manhood. When it came time to cleanse his cock, the older withdrew, her sadness plain as the girls knelt and soaped him, the agitating sponges awakening his glans and sending his cock from semi-soft to iron-hard in moments.

      There was a pregnant moment when both girls glanced up, their delicate featured faces full of devotion and blue eyes brimming with desire. The moment passed as quickly as it came, both dropping their gazes and withdrawing to gather up the basin of water.

      Braden was left stiff and throbbing as they sloughed off the soap and suds. He found himself smiling as the frustration twisted in his guts and he stepped over to pull on his clothing. The whole experience had been odd, and odder still for the happily and calmly chatting women filling the grotto.

      Finding a smooth topped stone, Braden took a seat and settled into waiting for his wives to finish their baths. Knowing that could take some time, he settled back to wait and found the three blue-eyed Kobold women before him as they slowly undressed one another. The rest of the grotto faded as the mist thickened, and he felt his mouth go dry as they reached out and pushed each other’s thick robes off.

      For one second Braden felt uncomfortable at his own body’s reaction to the Kobolds’ slender, busty figures, but the discomfort passed. Their race faded, and all he saw was their beauty and a faint glimmer of the women within as they shyly glanced back at him and turned to the elder female. The older woman trembled with anxiety as her robes fell down, but her fear disappeared when she opened her eyes and peeked up at the harem mage.

      The man’s expression was awestruck, and he stood slowly, hands trembling as his eyes traced up and down the woman’s curves. Heart hammering in his chest, Braden couldn’t believe how sexy she looked with her pendulous breasts with their pale green inverted nipples. She looked like a tiny version of Emma but with a wider, rounder ass. Her large blue eyes were locked on the lump suddenly pressing against his pants, as hard as it had been when the girls bathed him.

      “It looks like we may be triply blessed,” whispered the Kobold woman from earlier, and Braden realized every set of eyes was staring at him.

      Meeting Druska and the other’s gaze, he saw approval and took a half step forward, the air suddenly thick with tension, the females’ mouths dry with desire. Then he froze, Emma and Leesha glancing back in the direction of the village at the same time Braden turned.

      “Is that the same power…?” Leesha asked one of the Kobolds near her but received a blank look.

      Braden could feel the same black energy that swirled in Glynis-Pura, suddenly blossoming back near the large village. His rage awakening, he turned to the three frightened females, face growing stern.

      “Is this betrayal?” the human asked, voice hard and cold as ice.

      “Never!” hissed one girl.

      “No!” said the other, clutching her friend.

      Braden was confused by the expressions that greeted him on the faces of the three and those in the pools. A second before they’d been open and happy, now eyes wouldn’t meet his or the harem’s. Climbing free of the pool, Druska and the others gathered at Braden’s side. The harem mage had been taking in deep breaths through his nose, seeking peace in his mind and not fighting the emotions that rushed through him, not letting them gain power over him.

      No, he thought to himself as the anger faded, this isn’t betrayal… this is something else.

      Without saying a word, he turned and marched back toward the village and the source of the magic. The harem trailing behind him.

      “What’s going on?” Mina asked Leesha quietly.

      “You know the magic that was used to change Glynis-Pura? It was just used back in the village. Not as much as was used on her, but a lot.”

      The warrior whistled into the grim silence as they marched back. Braden struggled to keep his anger in check, remembering the odd expressions on the women as they’d left.

      When they arrived back in the village, they found a large gathering around an iron cage. Outside of which sat four Stone Wardens in cross-legged positions. Within the cage, slamming on the bars and fangs bared in vicious anger, was Garfo, the Stone Warden they’d met that first day. Only instead of the devout little man they’d known, there was a feral beast that appeared all too familiar.

      “What have you done?” Braden asked of the nearest Stone Warden, his anger bubbling forth despite his best intentions.

      “You recognize the Denizen then,” came the ancient’s wavering voice. “I feared it would be so when I saw your vision… an Alignment Stone was used by Garfo.” The man shook his head in shame, the same emotion reflected in all those about the circle. “It’s not a thing to be spoken… ever… but our greatest shame is the Denizen, those who chose a life of evil, and rejoin our ancient kin in the Underdark to pursue a path of villainy.”

      “And the reverse?” Braden asked fiercely. “Is the reverse possible with these Alignment Stones?”

      “Yes, Garfo will be able to revert back in a day’s time, but this process won’t work for your Holy One, Living God.” The elder shook his head. “If your vision is real, then my Stone Wardens tell me your first theory is correct, a God Stone must be retrieved. If she desires the corruption gone, then it shall be expunged beneath its light. However, we know of no way to force the change. Nor would we if we did.”

      “I understand,” Braden said, breathing a deep sigh of relief, “and cleansing her in this way won’t deplete the stone’s power and starve your people?”

      “It will not,” he said. “Come, a feast has been prepared and we shall dance and relax while the Stone Wardens prepare the potions.”

      “Potions?” Emma asked, her curiosity piqued.

      “Passage through the stones is a high art of the Wardens. With time and the right materials, they can transfer that power to others in the form of a potent elixir.”

      “Where are they brewing these potions?” the silver-haired teen asked, glancing around.

      “In the huts with heavy reinforcements. But it’s a delicate operation, any interference could slow—” the elderly man raised a hand to stop the girl, but she was already skipping away, a curious look on her face.

      “I wouldn’t bother,” Druska said. “If there’s something brewing nearby, Emma’s going to poke her nose in.”

      The man frowned after the teen, but soon forgot all about her as the scents of the feast reached them. The ancient’s hobbling steps quickened, and he licked his lips eagerly, almost forgetting about the humans and elf in his midst as they descended on a small field with tables set up.

      All it was missing were red and white checkered tablecloths to feel like an Earth Sunday barbeque to Braden. The experience was as surreal as anything else he’d experienced on this world as small green Kobolds passed around large platters of fried fowl that tasted remarkably similar to chicken and bowls of cold salads.

      A whole pig had been buried, and a team of old males tended to it and sipped horns of a noxious smelling brew. They played a game, throwing white stones out into a field and trying to get them close to black ones laid out, and groups of younger men watched, betting with one another on the outcomes. Women sat at tables and on the thick grass, feeding children and conversing with one another happily.

      Mina wandered over and watched the old men throw for a few minutes until one invited her to play. The little warrior spent the afternoon learning the art of throwing stones and trying to keep her head as the old men plied her with alcohol.

      Braden let Adro’sta usher him to a large table set above the others and endured the curious stares and whispers as the clearing filled up. Druska and Leesha stayed by their lord’s side, but not out of fear of betrayal of attack. The alien felt even more out of place amongst the small green race, reminded of many races in her empire that she might never see again. While Leesha watched the Kobolds, she had her worldview flipped once again by the wholesome sight before her.

      Once she’d seen the Alignment Stone, she had realized the error in holding onto her racial hatred with these Kobolds. The more she looked, the harder it was to not see similarities between them and the elves. Their life spans might be a lot shorter, even shorter than humans, but she couldn’t deny they loved their young and treated them with the same kindness and attention her own people did.

      Braden relaxed more as the afternoon wore into evening and the pig was dug up. Just like in the village, wives and mothers brought up dishes for him to sample, blushing furiously whenever he dug in enthusiastically. Leesha was soon drinking the lemony alcoholic drink and once she’d tasted its sweetness was two-sheets to the wind in no time.

      Druska kept her head for most of the evening, but when drums and instruments were brought out, and the tables moved to the edge of the clearing, she let herself enjoy a few cups with Braden as they watched the women dancing.

      Emma, Leesha, and Mina had joined the crowd as light from golden lanterns and large bonfires lit the night. Mina danced forward, a wide grin on her lips and the hand of a beautiful Kobold girl entwined in hers.

      “Come on.” She laughed, dragging Braden up out of his chair. “Both of you!”

      Druska let the little warrior pester her out as well, and they were soon laughing with the rest as the pulsing drumbeat picked up. Braden caused quite a stir amongst the women when he joined them in their dance, but their shock faded as the primal beat kicked into overdrive.

      The Stone Wardens, odd, quiet men who stood or sat around the edge of the gathering, had taken over for the drummers. Wooden batons morphed into crystalline staffs and the drums’ leather surfaces grew silvery and metallic, the music taking on a metallic, almost electronic hum that reached deep into the dancers and dragged them along into new worlds of sound.

      At one point Braden found Imhotep, their ancient leader, dancing with Braden’s hand held up in his own, a manic grin stretching across his lips as he danced in the midst of a gaggle of young females. Then the dance whisked the old man and girls away and Braden was dancing with Mina, the little warrior moving to the fastest beat, her movements hard and jerking but powerfully evocative.

      As her feet quick-stepped, the ground trembled, and she spun with such force that a small gale-force wind whipped out from her and through the crowd. Kobolds cheered the cooling breeze and laughed, letting it spin them about, robes fluttering.

      Druska was within the circle of his arms a moment later, her hot green stare setting his blood boiling as she moved to the slowed beats. Spinning around, she let her firm behind rub up against him before stepping away and twirling into a step of the Fi'zagra. She paused on a hanging note, after the single movement, and Braden’s heart hammered in his chest as his first-wife winked and disappeared into the crowd.

      Chasing after her, he was met by Leesha as the tiny elf slipped out of the press of Kobolds. The elf’s pink hair drew his eyes, then her incredible curves as she slipped up against him. The rhythm grew deeper and pulsing, and their hands found one other’s sides.

      As Braden swayed to the music, drunk on sweet lemon wine, the music, and the crowd, he held the tiny elf for one precious second, their eyes gazing into each other’s, and he felt at peace until she slid a hand between them, cupping his package and spinning away with a wild laugh of delight at the look on his face.

      He was already beginning to guess what was happening as Emma appeared. The girl had a small pack of young Kobolds trailing her, those she’d healed and their loved ones. She ignored her followers as she took her lord’s hands in hers.

      The music faded with the healer’s touch, and he couldn’t be certain if it was him or if it had faded for everyone. Emma’s silver eyes seemed to glow with an inner light as she drew him forward, her hips swaying to the faint beat and those massive, glorious breasts of her wobbling to and fro, crashing against one another.

      The look in Emma’s eyes told him everything, though, and he drew in a deep breath and nodded. The young woman grinned, the smile so brilliant it felt like the sun was breaking over the horizon. Stepping to the side, she revealed where the harem had been leading him through the chaos. Nothing had changed in the wild dance he could feel rushing along behind him, but for him the world had shrunk down to a large hut and the two young women kneeling within, hopeful smiles trembling on their puffy lips.

      “The blessings will now begin,” Emma said, just loud enough for the girls to hear. “Take your time, lord husband, and be gentle… they are innocent things.”

      “As you once were,” Braden said, turning and drawing Emma into a deep kiss that left the young woman breathless.

      She watched her lord stride into the tent. He was unaware of how powerful and commanding he was to these people.

      “Did Mina find the other?” a voice asked over her shoulder, and Emma nodded without taking her eyes off the growing drama before her.

      “She was hiding in her tent, convinced she was too old and no longer ‘fresh.’ Hmph!”

      “Lord Braden will do what’s right,” Druska said, crossing her arms and smiling as the little warrior pushed her way through the crowd, practically carrying the older Kobold woman before her.

      Braden turned at the commotion and looked from his wives to the trembling woman. Ever so slowly she raised her chin, eyes climbing up the “V” of his torso to meet his pale blue eyes. When Braden raised a hand and crooked a finger, a glint of hunger entering his eyes as they traveled down the woman’s rounded form, she hissed in an excited breath and hurried over.

      As Leesha stepped over and swung the hide cover of the hut closed, a cheer of elation went up from the dancing Kobolds and the music swelled, its beat taking on a deep throbbing beat that set the heart racing.
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      The younger girl’s relief when Braden called over the older Kobold woman was palpable. When she fell onto her knees beside them, all three clutched hands and grinned eagerly at one another. Pulling the girls about her, the three gazed up at Braden with worship in their pale blue eyes.

      As the music throbbed outside, and the voices of their kinsman melded into a happy cheer, hearts raced within the hut as the harem mage unlaced his shirt and dropped it to the floor beside him. The three Kobolds muttered a silent prayer to the god standing before them, chests heaving as they unconsciously shuffled forward.

      As Braden popped the button on his pants, he felt the magic within him swelling, reaching forth to the three before him. There wasn’t the potency and strength of a Bonding, but it wasn’t exactly the same as his encounters with the elves either. He sensed he could awaken the powers within them with just a touch, but unlocking their full potential would require genuine intimacy.

      “How may we serve you?” the older female asked.

      “Tell me your names,” Braden asked, reaching down and cupping the woman’s chin, then those of the younger twin beauties as well. “I wish to know you.”

      “I am… Hara-ku… and this is…”

      “Mila-ku.”

      “And Pila-ku,” the other girl said softly, eyes barely meeting Braden’s before flickering back down.

      “Living God—”

      “Please, call me Braden within these walls.” Then seeing the hesitation on their faces, he said, “I insist.”

      “Braden,” the girls breathed as one, shivering slightly, and Hara-ku grinned.

      “Braden… we have been yours since birth. Body, heart, and soul… I must make obeisance for my sin nineteen summers ago—”

      “There will be no speaking of sin in here,” Braden said, pressing a finger to the woman’s puffy lips.

      The man felt a shiver down his spine at the soft, spongy texture of her puffy lips. The shiver only grew when her pale pink tongue slipped out and grazed his finger as he withdrew it with a teasing lick.

      “May we pray—” began one girl.

      “Braden. For your blessing?”

      As they spoke, they both reached up and slipped small fingers into the waist of his pants and slowly dragged them down. The women’s eyes grew wide as the thick length of his manhood came into view, and Braden watched their large pupils dilate, wet lips parting as the pants fell farther and farther before he finally sprang free to bob before their faces.

      “You will pray as one,” Braden said, his eyes passing from Pila-ku to Hara-ku and finally Mila-ku on the right. He watched the last of their inhibitions fall away as they smiled and reached up, pushing their thick robes off slender shoulders.

      Braden’s cock throbbed and a fat bead of pre-cum oozed out of the tip when their large breasts swung into sight, and he nearly groaned aloud when one of the girls gathered up one of her older friend’s massive breasts and suckled gently on the nipple. The other two sighed in pleasure as they leaned forward and both gasped when their hands rested on the harem mage’s powerful thigh and they felt the energy and power throbbing within him, and its answering call within their own souls.

      “Magic stones below…” Hara-ku breathed, eyes staring up into Braden’s. Her younger friend paid no mind, focused on her prize as she slipped plump, indescribably soft lips over the head of his cock.

      “Ohhh god,” Braden moaned, shocked by the intense sensation.

      His words lit a fire in the women, who shuffled even closer, pressing their small and busty bodies about his legs as they took turns sucking him deep and hard. Their tongues were long and strong, able to tease and stroke his glans even while they took his cock down to the root.

      Soon the hot sounds of their hungry sucking mouths and eagerly licking tongues filled the hut, and Braden’s cock was coated in frothy saliva. The deeper his cock reached down their throats, the louder and wilder the women became, and soon Braden was fucking each with hard long strokes, alternating between their beautiful faces.

      His orgasm rushed through like a whirlwind, leaving his head spinning. He had the presence of mind to pull back out of Hara-ku’s hungrily swallowing throat just as his balls began to throb. The women were all novices when it came to the art of flesh and hadn’t known it was upon him. Their shocked cries turned into screams of pleasure as their bodies bloomed into their first orgasms.

      The three fell back onto the pile of blankets they knelt on, clinging to one another and gasping in shock as waves of pleasure rolled through their bodies.

      Braden grinned at the sight and felt his cock throbbing and hardening anew as the three came to, kissing one another tenderly and licking his cum eagerly from each other's cheeks and chins. Whenever one of them found a bit of his seed, they would shake and shiver in orgasm, grinding themselves against one another.

      Lust filled Braden, but not so much that he didn’t feel the magic within each. They held a part of him now, and as his cock hardened, filling with energy, he lined it up with the bare little pussy lips of one of the younger girls. The girl cried out in pleasure, lips seeking and finding her friend’s as Braden claimed her maidenhead.

      The drums pounded a wild rhythm, and the ground shook in time with them, and Braden took the undulating carpets to his advantage as he took each woman in turn. The four held one another, kissing, touching, caressing… as Braden’s seed filled each, they shared in the glory of their awakened magic with one another, tears of joy mingled with their cries of ecstasy.

      Braden didn’t take Emma up on her “all night” encouragement, but with the women’s ceaseless libidos and eager mouths always there to “pray,” he spent many more hours enjoying their delights than he meant to. Before they slept, the four slipped out of the hut and back to the steam baths where the girls bathed Braden once more. Only this time their teasing ended in three tongues caressing his cock until he coated them with his last load of the night.

      

      Braden woke with a start, sitting up and struggling to remember his dark dreams. There had been something in there he’d wanted to remember, needed to know, but the memories flitted from his mind like water streaming through spread fingers. The only memory left behind was more an impression than anything, one of cold black space stretching on forever and somewhere far off a fragile voice called to him.

      The feeling he had when hearing the fear in that voice still remained, and instead of rolling atop one of the waking Kobold girls, he climbed free of the blankets and pulled on his pants, stepping out into the early morning darkness and breathing a deep breath of the cool air.

      He found Druska and Leesha dozing outside the tent and passed the pair carefully so as not to disturb their sleep. A buzz in the air drew him through the tents to the far side of the village and across the field of crops into the edge of the forest.

      There he found a dozen Stone Wardens, their skin in various shades of gray and brown, rough and hard like the stone they drew their strength from. Mina stood in their midst, quietly chatting with a pair of ancient Wardens. The warrior glanced over when she sensed her husband approaching and flashed him a bright smile and pointed to the object of her fascination.

      There Garfo, the Stone Warden they’d met the first day, knelt in the center of an elongated, flat-topped boulder. In the center of which was inset a large garnet or ruby. Braden had taken a course in gemology when he was in school, but the gemstone set into the boulder was so large and cut in so many facets that he couldn’t say what it was.

      Garfo was mumbling quietly to himself, and Braden cast a minor spell, inscribing a small glyph that enhanced his hearing.

      “I am done with darkness, God. I pray you take it away.

      “The need for ferocity and violence is past, God. I pray you quiet my anger.

      “I seek love, God. I pray you grace me with yours.”

      Braden was watching closely, his attuned magical senses felt the energy within the Alignment Stone awaken. The magic within was the same as within the Growing Stones, raw unaspected magic that comprised every school and none at the same time.

      The Stone Warden’s prayer awoke the power, and when he finished his prayer, a beam of pure white light shot forth from one of the million tiny facets to land in the center of the Kobold’s forehead. A strong sense of déjà vu flooded Braden as he felt the power within the stone reach forth. Something about that act felt so… familiar.

      So focused on the odd sensation washing over him, the harem mage nearly missed it when the shaft of blinding white light flickered a light, then dark gray, and finally into a solid line of blackness so dark it seemed to eat the surrounding light. Braden and Mina both gasped quietly, recognizing that blackness as the same force, or akin to the force, that had infected Glynis-Pura in the vision.

      Braden could see at once the Stone Warden had been right. That thin beam of darkness was a thimbleful of power compared to what the dark caster had employed with the magic stone. Hope filled him as Garfo sat back, the hard planes of his features softening as he sighed, happy to be back to normal.

      The watching Stone Wardens chanted softly as the ceremony ended. When Garfo rose to his feet, his face no longer had the cruel cast it had when Braden had seen him in the cage the day before. Raising his hand in greeting, the Stone Warden approached Braden.

      “This isn’t a thing my people wish to speak about. It is taboo… you understand? That some may wish to feel that hate and anger? To live that way?”

      “It isn’t the Kobolds alone who employ this, is it?” Braden asked, and when the little Stone Warden’s expression grew guarded he saw a confirmation of his suspicions. “The Duergar and dark elves are like your… twisted kin.”

      “As far as we know, yes… They don’t use gemstones though, and I can’t say how their changing is accomplished.” The subject clearly made the man uncomfortable, and he motioned back toward the village. “The Holy Ones will be waking soon, and potions and a ritual have been prepared. Come and I shall explain.”

      Braden let the Stone Warden steer the conversation away from delicate topics, but his mind continued to turn the thought over and over in his head. He sensed the answer to the entire problem of the Dark Queen and her evil minions might lie within that secret, but pressing the Kobolds would reveal little, he guessed, and might do more harm than good in the short term.

      Focusing his attention back on Garfo, he ran the man’s last few words back through his mind.

      “We have to swim through stone?”

      “Stone, if you’re lucky.” Garfo grunted. “Sediment and soil will only slow your passage. The potions imbue you all with one aspect of our powers. A true Stone Warden could shift their substance to pass as easily through sand as granite, but the potion can only be tied to one substrate.”

      “Does the potion change our molecular composition?” Braden asked, without thinking, then when the Stone Warden’s face screwed up in confusion said, “Does it make us stone?”

      “No,” Garfo said once he understood, “not the composition, as you say, but the… spacing? Only your flesh and bone change, clothes and weapons you leave here. It’s hard to describe, but I suggest filling your stomach with a hearty meal before your passage. That should help with the nausea.”

      “Lovely,” Braden said, feeling uncomfortable about leaving his sword behind. Glancing over at Mina, who bounced on her toes beside him, much too eager for the coming trial he asked, “Is there anything else we should know?”

      “Lava Wyrms,” growled a Stone Warden who trailed behind them, his feet thudding into the narrow game trail with each step. “Tell ‘em bout Lava Wyrms.”

      “Right,” Garfo said, nodding. “If you’re approaching a god, you’re going to encounter Lava Wyrms and they’re vicious and unkillable, so watch out for them.”

      “Unkillable?” Mina asked, her interest piqued in their conversation for the first time.

      “Aye, feast from the source itself girl,” said the trailing Stone Warden, an old crooked backed Kobold with a long gray beard. “Makes them hard as diamond and faster than snakes.”

      Braden shared a look with his bonded and tried not to laugh at the excited gleam in her eyes. He suspected Mina planned on testing these old men’s assumptions if given the chance.
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      When they arrived in the village, they found the villagers and those who’d come to see the Living God waking and going about their chores slowly. Chief Garslag was there, the portly little fellow looking green around the gills and unsteady on his feet as he spooned up a bowl of gruel.

      The harem was up, all but Leesha who’d curled up in a thick set of furs. They all ate a small meal, enduring the stares and whispers of Kobolds who walked by their little camp and stared at Braden and his bonded in equal awe. Emma wasn’t the only one who’d made a lasting impression, and many would tell their children and grandchildren of the night they danced and sang with a god and his Holy Ones.

      “The ritual grounds are complete,” Imhotep said, stepping gingerly and leaning heavily on his cane.

      The elderly fellow looked even worse than the chieftain, his kinky black hair a matted mess on one side of his head and dark bags under his eyes, but he seemed excited for the coming spectacle.

      Braden found a small clearing scraped flat, the grasses and weeds picked clean. The bare dirt was inscribed with deep lines in the shape of a seven-pointed star. At each point sat a Stone Warden with his legs crossed and eyes closed, whispering silent prayers to their gods.

      The currents of earth magic swirled beneath Braden’s feet as he approached, and their gentle but inexorable power was intimidating. The slight unease he felt approaching the circle seemed doubly powerful for Leesha whose feet dragged across the ground. When Braden and Mina had explained what was to come, the elf had turned as green as the chieftain and hadn’t said a word since.

      “Our Wardens guard the beginning of your path,” Garfo said, his voice wavering as he leaned on his cane. “But be quick, they can only hold the ritual for an hour at most.”

      “Thank you for everything,” Braden said as he took one of the potions a Stone Warden handed out to him and the harem.

      Pausing to stare at the muddy brown liquid, he reached into his coat pocket and palmed the Hearth Stone and was reassured by the magic still bound within it, reaching back to a certain cat-girl. With a final sigh he disrobed, folding his clothes neatly and trying to ignore the heat to his cheeks at the stares he felt. Druska and the others followed suit, the women having as much difficulty parting with their weapons as he did.

      Today, he thought to himself, no matter what happens, you’re getting healed today.

      Pushing aside the last of his worries and clearing his mind, Braden flicked off the wooden stopper and glanced at Emma, who’d been inspecting the vial closely. The teen gave him a nod of confirmation, and taking a final deep breath, Braden downed the contents in one go.

      The potion tasted just how it looked, like mud. The thick sludge oozed down his throat and into his stomach like a rock where waves of tingling sensation radiated out from. Just as his guts began to rumble ominously, the world fell from under Braden’s feet.

      Gasping in surprise, he fell straight down into the jungle floor, sinking through ten feet of loose soil slowly before he thought to move. His arms swung up, and it felt like swimming through quicksand, the motions sluggish and heavy, but he was able to stop his downward descent.

      Looking around him in wonder, Braden realized he was staring straight through the earth and rocks around him. Oddly the earth was a dingy brown haze, while the occasional dense boulder was a clear patch.

      Something pushed him to the side, like water currents, and Braden saw Druska, then right behind the rogue Emma, Leesha, and finally Mina sank down into the earth beside him. Druska stopped herself a couple of feet above Braden, and he frowned at the obvious reminder of her superior reflexes, while Emma stopped beside him.

      It was Leesha and Mina who worried him the most as they flew past. Mina, he noted, was in control and propelling herself with hands and feet, a look of joy spreading across her face, while the little elf flailed with arms and legs. Leesha’s expression was one of naked terror, and as Braden dove after her, he thought he knew what she was feeling.

      The claustrophobia he’d felt when first entering the dungeons had been strong. Every moment he’d imagined he could feel the weight of all that stone and earth above him just waiting to fall down and crush the life out of them. This was similar, like splashing water in your face was similar to diving headfirst into a pool.

      Every fiber of his being felt like it was being pushed and pressed into itself and squeezed as he moved through the loose substrates. His movements were sluggish and slow, and it took a few seconds to get his bearings, but he managed to snag one of Leesha’s hands before the elf got too far down into the earth.

      “Where do we go now?” Druska asked, swimming down to him and Leesha. Her voice sounded like it was coming from underwater, but thin and metallic instead of burbling.

      Braden pulled in the magic all around him, and it felt like breathing. It was so easy. The currents spoke to him, and he looked down into the darkness where he sensed a warmth far down.

      “We head down.” Speaking with difficulty, Braden tied lines of power to each of them as Mina swam over, her movements smooth and easy. “Don’t get too far from one another and we can use these to communicate.” He indicated the thin strands of golden energy stretching between them.

      Nothing else needed to be said between the five, and with a final look around, meeting each of their eyes, Braden squeezed Leesha’s hand and dove.

      Mina led the way. The teen didn’t change her substance like the Stone Wardens did, but with her strength and density, she found it far easier to move through the solid and loose layers than the others. Feeling naked without his sword, and sensing the same fear in Druska beside him, Braden tried to ignore the ever-growing discomfort of having his molecules pressed between the spaces of others.

      After a few hundred meters, the makeup of the surrounding earth changed into solid stone, allowing them to move easier. The warmth grew, the deeper they went, but it was the ringing in Braden’s mind that drew him forward with less and less caution.

      There was a presence ahead, and it drew the harem mage to it like a loadstone.

      

      Druska had never been so uncomfortable and terrified in her life, but she’d be damned if she let that show when they were so close to completing their mission. The potion burned in her guts still. Every second was a struggle to keep from spewing, and she didn’t want to find out what would happen if she did that now.

      She’d lost the shadows, which was bad enough, but she’d also lost her hard-won quickness and dexterity down here. As she stroked and kicked beside her master, she tried to appreciate the strange beauty of looking through the rocks. The occasional pockets and veins of open space appeared as gray walls to her vision, but there was enough beauty in the layers they passed through that she was able to distract herself somewhat from the discomfort and anxiety.

      

      Leesha was in agony.

      From the moment she’d first tasted that muddy dreck and fallen into this claustrophobic hell, she’d wanted to get out. The only thing that kept her sane and pushing downward was the hand gripping hers. Her lord was like a rock as he dove downward, pulling them along with powerful strokes with his one arm and kicks.

      Her fear of dark and deep places was only compounded here, but what made things worse, what put the real fear in her, was two of the pathways of magic she could access were closed off to her. Only necromancy, the pathway to death, would come to her call, and the loss of two-thirds of her power shook her to the core.

      

      Emma wasn’t having nearly as much difficulty as her sisters, but the teen was far from comfortable. Growing up a tall, gangly youth, she’d never felt particularly coordinated or nimble, and once bonded, she’d had Druska as an example to remind her what true grace was.

      The moment she entered the earth, the silver-haired youth felt uncomfortable from the poorly mixed potion and the surrounding press. The hardest part for her, as they sank deeper and deeper, was that there was no escape from the oppressive weight pushing against every fiber of her being.

      It was her fear of what was coming that plagued her thoughts, more than the discomfort of her passage. Her own magic was stifled down here, needing touch in order to express outside herself, and the others had left their weapons behind, which added to her anxiety.

      The one comfort she took was the joy she felt shining through the bond from Mina as the girl glided through the ground like a fish in water.

      Not a fish, no, an eagle.

      Set loose into the great blue sky after years bound by a rope to the cruel earth.
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      The young noble-born girl had experienced both privilege and struggle in her young life, but rarely had she known such freedom. The closest she’d felt had been those few precious moments of battle when she, her lord husband, and Druska had danced with the dark horrors on the elven kingdom’s doorsteps.

      Exulting in the feeling of solid stone passing through her body, Mina pulled herself along with powerful strokes. Each kick strong enough to shoot her forward as if she wore fins as she spun in loops and whirls.

      The others were a few dozen feet above when Mina saw the first red golden band of lava flow reaching up into the stones beneath her feet. And then there were a half dozen cropping up below as they neared the transition between crust and mantle.

      A dark shape slithered through the river's thick flow of lava nearest them, and Mina slowed her descent, signaling a warning to the others. Braden approached with Leesha in tow, looking awful, and Druska who looked little better.

      “The deeper we go, the more lava flows we’re going to have to avoid,” Mina said. “There’s something big swimming around in them.”

      “We need to go deeper,” Braden said, his voice distant and eyes glazed over as he stared downward, “and we need to hurry… Taking this thing to the surface isn’t going to be easy.”

      Druska glanced at Braden in concern, and Mina felt her worries. Their husband was a great man, but he had could be blind sometimes, and Sage Iolloe’s warnings still rang in their minds. The prospect of losing him to the same darkness that stole the cat-girl, or an even darker madness of his own rage, troubled Mina, but she pushed the worries down and dove in the direction her lord indicated.

      The earth had softened again, making it difficult for Braden, Leesha, and Druska to move, and it was clear that their abilities would be hampered tremendously.

      All the better, the warrior thought to herself. This feels like it’s my fight, anyway.

      She couldn’t say why she felt that way, but from the moment they’d first spotted the Stone Warden, hidden in its statue, Mina had felt a connection to this place and these people. At first she’d thought it because they were so stoic and grim-faced on the outside but so full of life and love on the inside, like herself. But during their last night in the central village, Mina had spoken with several of the Stone Wardens who were less reticent to speak of their connection to the Earth Mother, as they called it, and Mina had recognized what they’d described.

      The young woman couldn’t remember a maternal embrace, but the warmth filling her since climbing down into the jungle was similar to what she imagined it might be. She’d found a father-figure of a sort in her husband, a man of strength and goodness who was willing, even eager, to bend her over his knee for a healthy spanking. That was well and good, but she needed more, more purpose than just being a Bonded Warrior and wife.

      Druska had her mission, Leesha her magic, and Emma… well, Emma had too many blessings if Mina was being honest with herself. Two heavy massive blessings the little warrior never grew tired of envying or staring at. But what did Mina have? What made her special and awesome like the others?

      It seemed the world wouldn’t give her purpose easily, so Mina planned to take it.

      She sensed Braden’s concern as she dropped her arms to her sides and swam near the thick flow of lava as the others passed hundreds of meters to the side. The image of the lava was odd to her potion enhanced vision, not shining light into the surrounding stone but nearly as bright as the sun, it was hard to look upon fully.

      Feet together and kicking her entire body like the fabled dolphin, Mina drew within a dozen feet of the flow of lava, feeling its heat on her naked skin. The beauty of the red and gold flow nearly spellbound her, but Mina was expecting the attack that came and rolled clear of the dark circle that materialized into a spinning maw of razor-sharp teeth that reached into blackness.

      The Lava Wyrm was as wide as the girl was tall and longer than ten horses laid out, nose to tail. As it swept past her, she lashed out with an iron-hard fist that skipped off its glittering diamond-hard surface. Cursing to herself, Mina spun away, pushed by its wake.

      The creature’s maw disintegrated the rock and stone it passed through, leaving a cavity in its wake that filled with magma in a curling loop before the Lava Wyrm slipped back into the main flow.

      Leesha thought that was the last of it until three smaller Wyrms darted out of the lava, changing her opinion. Kicking hard and using her hands like foils, she easily darted out of their reach, but had to duck once again to avoid the line of lava left in one’s wake.

      Managing to lash out with a foot, she caught one of the smaller Wyrms in the side. It was only about a dozen feet in length and as thick as her husband’s thigh, and though she did no damage, she did change its trajectory and flashed a grin when it curled to avoid its kin, who swung in for another attack at Mina.

      Pulling herself away with quick strokes, Mina watched the three slip back into the main flow, and before Braden could call her back, dove in again. The second attack was easier to spot, and Mina avoided the big one easily and was ready when the three launched themselves at her a moment later.

      Driving her fist into the edge of one’s snapping maw, she diverted it into the path of its kin coming in from the opposite angle. Before the other could dart aside, Mina wrapped an arm around its neck, her skin smoking and burning from the creature’s heat as she forced them together.

      The resulting detonation sent her spinning through the rock, and she nearly ended up falling into the lave before catching herself. The last remaining smaller Lava Wyrm darted back into the lava.

      As she was swimming away, a bit of solid matter caught her eye. The two small Lava Wyrm corpses were mangled wrecks, but their hides were still mostly intact, and the little warrior recognized the silvery sparkling material and let out a silent “Whoop!” of joy as she gathered it up and dove to join her lord.

      

      Braden watched Mina approach, expression exultant, and felt the magic flowing through him almost unbidden. The earth he swam through was thick with it, and it felt the girl’s connection to it as few others could.

      As he drew upon his powers, he felt the attention of the magic stone beneath him focus upon him, its beats in sync with the pounding of his own heart and the pulse of the magic in his veins. He could point to it now, deep beneath them in the center of a web of massive lava flows.

      Braden could sense hundreds of Lava Wyrms swimming in those currents too, eager for a magical meal to draw near so they might feast. Turning to Mina, he held up a hand and stopped the young woman.

      Knowing their time was precious but seeing no other alternative, Braden drew deep on the earth magics around them and marshaled his will. There wasn’t time, nor the components to craft a legendary item, but all they needed was a weapon that could harm the Lava Wyrms, and he was hoping their strange hides could serve as one.

      Before he could begin his casting, Emma moved close and joined her hands with his, and Leesha nodded, pushing dark purple flows around their gripped hands. Braden drew in the earth magic, like breathing air, and spun holy light and necrotic dark magic about it like a core. Heat was easy to draw upon here, and Braden worked a fire so white-hot they all had to look away as he melted down the twin lumps of glittering metal and let them flow around the core of magic.

      The process took ten full minutes and left Braden tired but not drained. Mina was let staring at the glittering spear in awe, her hands trembling as she reached out to take it, words failing her as she looked from it to her lord. As her fingers closed around the haft her eyes flashed wide and she grinned, sensing the minor tricks lurking within.

      “Keep us safe with it,” Braden tried to say, but the little warrior flung herself upon him, hugging him so hard and fiercely that he thought his spine groaned.

      After a half dozen peppered kisses, the girl was off like a rocket, diving. Braden and the rest followed, the harem mage once more falling into a reverie as the pulsing power of the stone called him onward.

      The first attack came a minute later. A medium-sized Lava Wyrm sprang from a nearby column of lava, darting for the pack. Mina was there a half-second later, spear held at her side in a loose grip before she hurled it like a bolt of lightning that pierced the creature’s side, just down from its maw, tearing through and out the other side.

      The spear zipped back to the warrior’s hand, who stared at it with a crooked grin as the dying Wyrm writhed behind her, spewing forth its lava-blood and melting the stone around it.

      All too aware of the winding down clock, Braden pulled himself closer and closer to the beating heart of magic before him. The closer he drew to the magic stone, the more it felt like he was looking into a mirror. Disconcerting waves of déjà vu tried to tug his focus away from his intent.

      The stone was an oblong shape, roughly the size of a basketball, so small to house so much awesome power. As Braden and the harem drew near, dozens of Wyrms attacked out of the lava tunnels, drawn by their magic but confused by Braden’s power, he sensed.

      Drawing more and more of the world’s magic within himself, every scrap near at hand, he felt the stone stretching forth in a similar manner. When he glowed with an inner light, the magic affecting the potion’s efficacy and causing odd sensations in his limbs, the Wyrms ceased their attacks, and instead, he felt them feeding on the magic bleeding off him as they did the stone.

      When the harem mage’s reaching finger grazed the stone, he recognized a reflection of himself within, but lost within a sea of alienness that made his mind want to repel. Forcing his fingers to close over the white stone, he felt a wave of relief, sensing in it the power to cleanse Glynis-Pura, but he was instantly locked into a battle of wills with a sentience beyond his understanding.

      The… being… or consciousness within pried at Braden’s mind in its curiosity, and alarm bells ringing, he slammed his mental barriers in place, pouring his willpower into keeping it from digging through his innermost thoughts. He wasn’t certain what would happen if he let it in, but blind fear fueled his defenses. A nameless panic rose from deep in his mind and repelled the entity with a force he didn’t know he possessed.

      After a moment to get his bearings once more, Braden nodded, and the women grabbed on.
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      He wasn’t certain if it was his desire to get out from the pressing hell adding to the magic he threw behind them or Mina’s powerful kicks that propelled them upward so quickly, but they broke from the surface somewhere in the jungle, leagues away from village and Stone Wardens.

      Canceling the potion’s effects with a mental command, they climbed free of the ground and all but Mina breathed great deep breaths of relief to be free. The warrior knelt and patted the muddy soil, whispering a silent prayer to the gentle spirit that had guided her to a purpose.

      Rising, she held out the glittering spear she’d earned and let the others admire it.

      “Do we head back?” Emma asked. “I’m sure Garfo and the others are worried.”

      “The Stone Wardens know what happened,” Braden said through gritted teeth as he tried to set the oblong, glowing white stone on the ground.

      The skin of his hands was peeling away in blisters, blood leaking from the skin, and as he tried to set it down, the jungle floor blackened, curling away into ash beneath it. The mud even hissed and sizzled, turning into a black soup that bubbled with noxious vapors.

      “It’s burning you!” Emma exclaimed and stepped forward to heal Braden, but he stepped back quickly, lifting the stone back up.

      “Stay back,” he warned, face tense with pain and strain. “We can’t hope to control this thing for long… It’s… tearing at my mind. Leesha.”

      “Right!” The little elf, skin still green and pallid from her experience swimming through earth and stone, leaped to her feet on unsteady legs and called up a static line of red fire that burned a bright pink, the same hue as her hair. Using the fire like a rake, she swept a wide circle clear of jungle, dousing the embers as she began inscribing a circle of glyphs, referencing memories.

      “Braden, we need our weapons if we’re going to do this,” Druska warned, pacing back and forth and eying the glowing rock warily. “I don’t like standing out here unarmed… I feel naked.”

      “You are naked,” Mina said as she crouched down and ran her fingers through the dirt. After a second, she lifted it and pointed off into the jungle. “I can feel your sword, the staff, and Lord Braden’s sword… I can be there and back in ten minutes.”

      “I can do it in two,” Druska said with confidence. “How far.”

      “Maybe ten miles,” Mina said. She frowned down at her new weapon before holding it out. “Want to take, Sliver? That’s what I’m naming her.”

      “A good name,” Druska said in approval. “But no, I’ll be faster without it. Don’t start until I get back.”

      “Hurry,” Braden warned, veins popping up on his shoulders and arms from the strain.

      The alien woman was gone before anyone could blink, the only evidence of her passage a small leaf bobbing near a dark shadow.

      “Emma,” Leesha said. “I need your help.”

      The silver-haired teen leapt to help, but the ground began trembling and she froze, looking around in fear. Braden swore, remembering what the Wardens had said.

      “The ritual they were performing… Lava Wyrms… coming!”

      He wasn’t sure the words were intelligible through the blood pounding in his ears, but Mina snatched up her spear and nodded.

      “I’m on it!”

      “How…?” Emma’s words trailed off when the little warrior jumped into the air, folding at the waist, and dove straight down into the ground as though it were water. Shuddering in revulsion, she turned back to assisting Leesha with the construction of her complex enchantment.

      The seconds seemed to drag on for an eternity as Braden’s fingers burned and his mind remained under assault. It felt like the skin had burned away and all that was left to clutch the rock was bone and sinew, the agony nearly overwhelming. Then Leesha was finally there, thick red cables of red lightning reaching out to lift the rock from Braden’s grasp.

      The elf had to pry the white stone from Braden’s hands, they’d become so locked up in his fear that he’d drop the stone and it would slip back down through the earth like a coin dropped into a well.

      Emma was there a moment later, hair glowing a faint silver as she healed the burns on his hands, far less severe than he’d feared. Several layers of flesh had been burned off, but he couldn’t see bone. Reaching into his coat pocket he pulled out the Hearth Stone, feeling the magics within coiled and ready to be released.

      “Are we ready?” Braden asked Leesha but saw the elf was in no fit state to talk.

      The thick red coils of her magic vibrated and shook. The stone pressed down upon them as though it weighed ten tons. There was already sweat rolling down Leesha’s brow, and she’d begun whispering an incantation that pulled in flows of magic to buttress herself.

      “Druska should be back soon,” Emma said. “Do you hear that? Sounds like lightning, but approaching…”

      The teen craned her head around, but the tall trees blocked most of the sky from her sight. Braden was about to throw his magical weight behind Leesha when the sound registered in his mind and he froze.

      “Not now, motherfuckers,” Braden swore to himself. The ground beneath his feet trembled as Mina met the first of the Lava Wyrms.

      As multiple sonic booms approached, Braden felt a hot spot at the base of his skull and the familiar toast window appeared before him, but without the sound to announce a level up.

      

      Greetings, Junior Manager!

      ORDER 659: Permission to Destroy GGC Proprietary Technology

      It has come to the Board’s attention that GGC Proprietary technology has fallen into the hands of non-corporate entities. The nature of these entities is still being processed, but organic and non-organic samples have been taken for scientific purposes. You, and your direct reports, are tasked with ending this threat.

      Death is the only option should success not be possible.

      We hope this message finds you well and as always, services rendered will be met with commensurate pay.

      Best regards,

      Sector #3321 Senior Logistics Officer

      Gybold Heratio Gybold

      Junior Manager - Rank II

      

      The message sent a cold shiver of fear down Braden’s back, and he tried hard not to think about the implant in his head. It wasn’t the warning about the incoming threat so much as the fact that a message had been sent right into his head that unsettled him.

      A blue shield of force appeared over them all second before a bright white light shone through the trees reaching down from one of the screaming fighters above. Braden felt his hair and clothing tugged in the direction of the white light and knew it for a tractor beam right away.

      Trees still hid the ships he knew were up there from his sight, but Braden coiled his legs beneath him and jumped over the treetops. Sunlight glinted off the sleek metallic bodies of three little ships. They flew down from the atmosphere above, the tips of two ships glowing red once Braden appeared in the air.

      The harem mage barely had time to wrap a shield of force about himself before twin balls of writhing red energy shot forth and smashed him back down into the jungle’s soft loam, hard. Head ringing he stood slowly. Leesha’s scream of struggle, panic, and rage flooded Braden, but he breathed in sharp smooth breaths through his nose and released them from his mouth, mastering the rage within as he shot a stream of raw fire after the passing vessels.

      The tractor beam cut off when the ships passed by overhead, but it had nearly torn the Stone free of Leesha’s ritual. As the screaming vessels flew off, Braden knew they’d be circling around to try again. He couldn’t worry about the message and what it meant right then, just like he couldn’t focus on the threat.

      There was only one thing that mattered right now.

      Reaching into his jacket pocket, he ripped free the Hearth Stone and cracked it open, releasing the spell within. The magic unfurled in half a heartbeat, its thread of origin connecting back to this place and materializing into the shape of a slender young woman with long, straight black hair and the most adorable furry cats’ ears lying on the side of her head.

      The weight of her fell into Braden’s arms, and he felt the magic within him leap to his skin, eager to join with the young woman’s soul.

      The girl’s eyes snapped open, slitted pupils tightening as they focused on Braden’s face. He felt her tense in his arms, her muscles tightening, but the look on her face wasn’t anger or rage, as it typically was, but curiosity. She glanced down at the hand gripping his arm, staring at where their skin touched, her breath growing heavier and heavier.

      “It’s ready!” Leesha’s excited cry shook Braden and the girl from their reverie and her lips peeled back in a snarl, little fangs flashing, but the harem mage was faster and stronger.

      Hands trapping the girl’s arms to her sides, earth shaking and groaning beneath his feet, he stepped into the ritual, feeling the power of the stone tugging at his mind once more. Only instead of trying to plumb his thoughts and feelings, the stone offered him the option of forgetting his responsibilities and letting go. He could indulge in his most forbidden and wicked fantasies and on this world, with his powers, he’d have the entire world to make his slaves.

      The vision of what he could be stretched out before him, as easy to take as grasping a sword’s hilt, but nothing in him craved the power or excess. Perhaps once he’d have been tempted, but his life was too full of goodness and love to give it up.

      

      When the man released Glynis-Pura, her rage faded somewhat, and she watched him step out of the ritual his choice so easily made. The cat-girl looked from the tall human to the little elf, face dripping with sweat and pinched with strain, then to the tall teen with her warm, kind silver eyes that peered straight into Glynis-Pura’s soul.

      She’d dreamed of these women. Endless nights of nightmares where they hounded and harried her, but also red and pink fantasies that had left her breathless with need. Her rage was bonded to a dark magic that gave her the only power she’d ever known. Could she give that up? Could she become weak again?

      A fierce-looking green-skinned woman appeared, festooned with weapons and speaking.

      When the man’s pale blue eyes met hers and she saw no anger or worse, pity in them, but love, she didn’t know how to internalize it. She couldn’t process how this man who she’d tried so hard to kill, and to kill those closest to him, could look upon her with such kindness and affection. She wanted to know, though, and when the magic throbbing at her feet offered her the option, she latched onto it with all her soul.
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      “It’s not working!” Leesha screamed, the ground writhing, her glyphs trembling, and the snapping lines of red power vibrating as they struggled to hold the ritual together.

      Braden saw the problem but could do nothing to solve it. All he could do was watch the young woman as she struggled with coming to the right decision.

      The chaotic mélange of magic swirling around them was overwhelming and too much to take in at once, but wreathing Glynis-Pura were chains of black magic so black they seemed to eat the surrounding light. They hadn’t been visible in any spectrum until he carried her within the ritual, and the key to her forced corruption lay in them.

      So much power resided in those chains that the ritual was unstable, leaving Leesha stretched to within her breaking point, even with Emma there to assist her, as she fought to keep it all together.

      “Pulse fighters are coming back!” Druska shouted as she skidded to a stop at the edge of the little clearing, looking around her and taking everything in with a quick glance. “Master!” she shouted but Braden was wholly absorbed by the cat-girl. “Braden!”

      His name reached through to him and the harem mage turned, eyes widening in relief when he saw Druska and rushed over. Grabbing the hilt of his sword, his mind filled with its relief to be rejoined with it as he ripped it out of the sheath.

      “Can you contact them? Get them off us?” Braden asked.

      “I tried,” Druska shook her head, having to shout over the noise. “They wouldn’t even respond when I said I had information on profits… something’s very wrong.”

      “Everything’s gotta happen at the same damn time,” Braden grumbled as he stepped over to the ritual and stabbed his sword at Glynis-Pura.

      Once he wouldn’t have been as confident in his thrust, but the harem mage struck precisely, his magical blade cutting most of the way through the black chains but leaving just a hairsbreadth of the spell in place. The energy within was unraveling slowly, but as Glynis-Pura’s spirit aligned with the chain’s opposition it strained to hold her back, the weak links stretching.

      The ground had ceased its shaking, and Braden looked over to Druska as he scribed a glyph with his free hand.

      “Mina will be here soon. Protect the others. I’ll deal with these three.”

      Braden could see the conflict on Druska’s face, but he didn’t have time to tell her about the warning he’d received. Leaping into the air once more, he got his first clear view into one of the GGC vessel’s cockpits and icy fear gripped his heart. There was no emotion on the desiccated, twisted alien face. He’d seen creatures corrupted like this before, and just as Braden was wondering how the Dark Queen’s minions had learned to fly pulse fighters, his world exploded in white.

      The explosion shot up from below, a font of magic that flung Braden in an arc to the side. He watched large blocks of steel drop from the three ships, legs and arms unfolding from the blocky drone bodies festooned with firearms of alien design that landed in the jungle near the harem.

      A white beam shot out from the rear vessel, latching onto the magic stone, and before Braden could attack and break the connection, red pulse rounds shot out of the two lead fighters, arcing through the air to strike Braden unerringly. Only by wrapping a strong shield about himself did he keep from losing a limb, or worse, as the twin detonations sent him crashing onto the jungle floor once more.

      The tree canopy was thick where he landed, hiding the battle from him, and by the time Braden was leaping into the air once more, the ships were banking around the curving ice walls, a glittering stone suspended beneath one. The sound of furious battle let him know the drones had reached Druska and Mina. Landing in the little clearing Leesha had made, he saw the pair had the battle bots in hand, though not as easily as he might have assumed.

      “Sir?” The fragile voice froze Braden mid-leap, and he stumbled, falling to one knee as he looked up at the slender figure of the cat-girl who stood on trembling legs.

      The girl looked lost and scared, fragile in the face of the clash taking place nearby as rogue and warrior battled blaster wielding battle drones and the ritual unraveled around her. Those pale yellow, wide eyes found his, and he saw recognition in them and hope as she took a weak step toward him.

      “I dreamed of you… dreamed so many things… but of you most of all… How can that be?”

      “You’ve returned to us,” Braden said, reaching out a hand, his heart leaping as the girl’s smile matched his.

      “I never left silly,” she said, stepping into the circle of his arm and resting gentle hands on the back of his head as he looked up at her. “I just wasn’t myself for a time… I think.”

      Her eyes grew troubled, but Braden stood, his arms sweeping around her and their lips meeting, the world around them fading as the magic awoke passions the gods themselves couldn’t control. As the fighters screamed through the sky, angling toward the heavens and safety, Druska carved through the power cells of a death bot, rolling clear of the ensuing detonation as Mina stabbed the tip of her spear into the center of hers and twisted her torso and heaved, flinging the alien tech into the ice cliff where it exploded with a faint detonation and a small fireball.

      Hands caressing the young woman’s slender waist, Braden sighed into the kiss and felt her melt against him. Mustering his self-control, he tightened his hands as she ground her hips against his stiffening manhood, her moan turning into a purr that made it even harder to push her away. Their lips parted at last and Braden knew the struggle she showed on her face, but duty called.

      “Why would the empire attack us and steal the stone?” Druska asked, her expression one of betrayal as she stalked back, the cat-girl flinching the first time she met the alien woman she was so fierce.

      “The pilots are corrupted by the Dark Queen somehow,” Braden said, and that brought the rogue up short.

      Her anger deserting her, he watched her face grow horror-stricken.

      “If she has the fighters, then she must have the Capitol ship… orbital bombardment… Master…”

      The other’s expressions grew confused, but Braden feared the same thing. Making his will iron, he drew in every scrap of power he could from the earth beneath him, hair raising and the air crackling. Before anyone could try to stop him, Braden launched himself after the fighters, the air cracking as he parted it so quickly.

      Spying the three ships, Braden flew after them, using his hands and feet to guide his pursuit. His flight was less true flying and more of a powerful jump, enhanced by magical winds and forces to propel him through the air on a more or less straight trajectory. However, he noticed three more ships angling down from the other side, and cursing he tried to roll away as three pulse rounds soared toward him.

      Feeling like a barge, Braden turned sluggishly and managed to turn himself so the triple detonations against his force shield didn’t send him down into the jungle again, but instead he described an arc upward, using the momentum to propel him closer to the magic stone.

      The harem mage’s breath grew short as the air thinned, but he was so close to the stone he could pick out the details of its pitted surface. Reaching forth one hand he flung his will forward, but before he could latch onto the thing, three more pulse rounds detonated around him, sending him careening through the sky, then three more in such quick succession that his shield flickered for a second and the wave of force that snuck through stunned the man.

      With the world spinning end over end and his breath coming in short gasps, Braden struggled to right himself as he fell. He was on the edge of the world’s atmosphere, or near enough that the blue sky faded and the black of space hung about him. As Braden fell back to his new world, he watched the six ships dock in the side of a colossal vessel that staggered his mind in scope, but in the blink of an eye it was gone, a silvery line tracing a line from where it had been into the heart of the galaxy and fading slowly.
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      “The Stone has been secured, my Queen,” Survey Drone Four said, her usual cheerful tone gone, replaced by the dry rasp of her now bloated esophagus.

      “Excellent work. At first, I had my suspicions about these new Droogs… unmagical and unskilled in combat… I worried I wouldn’t be able to find uses for you. But then I dug into your soft, unprotected mind, Captain Fy’Holix… oh, the treasures I found there.”

      “My Queen, should we proceed with an orbital bombardment?” asked the survey drone, eager to see the planet go boom.

      “Nay,” said the seductive voice from deep within the blackness that enshrouded her on the throne they’d drug onto the ship’s bridge. “The fool had his choice to join me and spat in my face instead.” None of her Droogies were stupid enough to question her memory of events, and she sniffed in annoyance at the missed opportunity to vent her frustrations. “Let him have his little world… I would have ruled it at his side but instead… Instead, I’ll take the galaxy. Proceed with the next phase.”

      “Yes, my Queen,” Navigator One said, relishing the thought of bringing chaos, death, and madness to the peaceful planet he called home. Punching in the coordinates, he waited for a single long red nail to rise out of the shadows and signal before hitting the button that brought a million twisted undead back to the heart of the Galactic Good Corporate Empire.
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      When Braden watched the stone carried off into space, he’d feared for the future of the Kobolds. But when he and the others approached the large central village, they found the small creatures celebrating.

      Drums and instruments had been dragged back out, and bonfires were being built up. There was a general air of excitement and joy that turned into cheers when Braden was spotted. Glynis-Pura flinched at the loud sounds, huddling close to her lord’s side, but she glanced around curiously at the Kobolds, mostly fearful but constantly startled by the overwhelming sights, sounds, and smells.

      “Living God!” cried out Imhotep as he hobbled forward on his cane. “Come! A feast is being prepared for you and the Holy Ones!”

      “Thank you, Imhotep,” Braden said, his tone tense with strain, “but if there is a place we might be alone…”

      “Of course!” The old man turned to Hara-ku trailing a half step behind him, who gazed up at the Harem Mage with warmth, biting her bottom lip when she took in the slender cat-girl clinging to his side. “Hara-ku please show the god and our new Holy One to the tent you and the girls set up.”

      “Of course, please follow me.”

      “Why are they calling me Holy One?” Glynis-Pura whispered in Braden’s ear, her voice tight with strain as well, but her curiosity won out.

      “They worship stones with the same powers as me,” Braden said just as softly, feeling a shiver run down his spine when he felt the unbelievably soft hairs of her ears brush his nose.

      “Braden!” Glynis-Pura said, her pale cheeks blushing a deep scarlet at the touch. “We must wait… until we have some privacy…”

      “The ears are an erogenous zone for her race,” Mina offered with a wide grin.

      “I still say it would have been romantic if they’d rutted right there in the mud,” Leesha said to Mina. “Plus then we could have watched it, and I’m certain I could learn something watching a bonding in person.”

      “Would you have liked your first embrace with our lord husband to be in the mud?” Emma asked gently. “With the judging eyes of his more experienced lovers and wives looking on?”

      “Hmm,” Leesha didn’t respond, but her grunt was admission enough that Emma had made a good point.

      Hara-ku led them to the edge of the gathering, where a large tent had been set up. A fire burned outside, with a spit of some strange meat positioned over it. When the beautiful Kobold woman pulled the heavy cloth opening aside, Glynis-Pura practically dragged Braden within, the pair of them tripping over their feet in their haste to find privacy.

      “If you need any—” Hara-ku’s lips twitched in a grin when the pair disappeared into the darkness and Druska pulled her hand away from the flap.

      “They will be fine, Hara-ku,” the tall alien woman said,. “Our husband is a breeder of the highest order. Glynis-Pura will soon know the glory of his seed flooding her as their souls are joined and her inner strengths revealed. Our sister is home.”

      “Yes… well…” the Kobold shifted awkwardly from foot to foot as Druska smiled, her expression so fierce it sent a small shiver of fear down Hara-ku’s spine.

      “Pay her no mind, Hara-ku,” Emma said, patting a spot beside her near the fire. “Our lord’s desires are… infecting us all right now. Come have a seat and tell me, what kind of meat is this?”

      “Forget the meat,” Leesha said, pulling over a stump as Hara-ku sat down. “Tell us about your night with our husband. Did he employ his magic on you and the girls?”

      “Yea, did he really mess you three up? Or is he saving it for tonight?” Mina's grin was even more fearsome than Druska’s, and Hara-ku flinched back until Emma wrapped a warm arm about her shoulders and her anxiety and shame melted away.

      “We will be departing soon,” the silver-haired teen said, her voice so warm and comforting. “Possibly.” She glanced at Druska and frowned slightly. “Possibly we’ll be going on a very far journey and won’t have the chance to see how you and your girls employ the powers our lord has gifted you, and we wish to… instruct you before we depart.”

      “That is… most kind, Holy One,” Hara-ku breathed. The tall human’s eyes were like deep silver pools she wanted to lose herself in, their color hypnotizing.

      Suddenly the fledgling powers she could access swept into her, awakening her senses, and she spun, finding the pink-haired elf standing inches behind her. The young elf’s gemlike eyes held the last rays of sunlight and almost seemed to glow as violet magics awoke on her fingertips. Hara-ku felt a touch of fear when those eyes glittered dangerously.

      “Holy One…” she asked, voice a touch frightened as she tried to back away, only to strike a solid wall harder than stone and find the short-haired warrior standing there with an equal gleam in her eyes. “Holy Ones, I don’t underst-AAAAAAHHHHHH OOOHHHH MMMMYYYYY GGGOOODDD!!!!!”

      The pleasure blossoming within Hara-ku’s sex when Leesha trailed magically imbued fingers along the exposed skin of her midriff made her knees buckle. Mina was there, guiding the beautiful Kobold beside the fire as Leesha teased her with light touches.

      Twin sighs of pleasure brought Hara-ku’s head around, and she saw Druska pressing her younger friends down beside her. Their magic bloomed within them, awakened by the harem’s touch and a scent of herbal perfection reached their noses as Emma sat, brewing her tea to be enjoyed once they’d indulged and experimented.

      While the harem amused itself, within the tent Braden and a young cat-girl lay in thick furs, holding one another as he peeled the light robe the elves had dressed her in off. The magic pushed against him, as it had four times before when he’d first touched the others in his harem, but Braden employed his willpower, mastering himself.

      “What are you thinking?” the young woman asked, her ears twitching in a way that seemed to indicate curiosity.

      “I can’t get over how beautiful you are, and how happy I am that you’re finally healed.”

      “Good,” Glynis-Pura said with a little grin as she slipped her hands along the skin of his back, drawing herself up so they were eye to eye. “You should think I’m beautiful, because I think you are very cute.”

      “Cute?” Braden asked with a lopsided grin, feeling himself respond as his fingers trailed up her long, lean back. “I don’t think anyone’s ever called me ‘cute,’ in this world or my own.”

      “Were cat-kind on your world?” Glynis-Pura asked, shifting her hips and rolling the man beneath her, the fur of her sex sliding along his length as she shivered, the elongated slits of her pupils swelling wide and her lips peeling back to reveal tiny fangs. “Oh god… it’s… throbbing.”

      Braden couldn’t respond right at that moment. The young cat-girl’s slender sex cupped the tip of his cock, the heat of her drawing him in. With small shuddering humps of her hips, Glynis-Pura drew her lord’s manhood within her. Braden was treated to the sight of her high, firm breasts shaking, their pale pink nipples crinkling into hard little nubs as she gasped and shook with pleasure.

      His hands slid up her slender thighs to grip narrow hips, and with one mighty thrust he drove himself up into the girl’s waiting sex. The cat-girl let out a loud shriek of pleasure as he flooded her depths, then fell forward against his chest, purring as she worked her hips up and down with quick hard thrusts, sensing the magic building between them seeking its release within her body and soul.

      “Not yet… oh goddesssssss not yet… Nyawwww…… mhmmmm oh heavens… Heavens above!!”

      “Holy… fuck… you’re so… tight… can’t…” Braden’s will was slipping, the magic seeking its release even as his body betrayed him but Glynis-Pura was already shaking, sharp nails digging into the muscles of his shoulders as her orgasm struck.

      “Now! Fill me… Now, Lord God!”

      As pleasure washed through them, the magic rushed out, flooding her womb and bridging the gap in her soul that dark magic once had. Braden was shaky as he pulled himself alongside the shaking and trembling cat-girl. He watched in awe as the magic took root, as it had with the others, perfecting and exposing the slender girl’s true beauty.

      A far off chime sounded and a familiar golden window appeared before him.
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      First-Wife of Breeder Braden

      Leesha Silvestri

      Class: Sorcerer, Lvl 13
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      Princess of the Silver Heart Tree

      Abducted by the Dark Queen

      First-Wife of Breeder Braden

      

      Emma Goodwill

      Class: Healer, Lvl 13

      Specialization: __________

      Herbalist & Master Potion Maker

      Rediscovered Soulsing Tea

      Abducted by the Dark Queen

      First-Wife of Breeder Braden

      

      Mina of House Hellenist

      Class: Warrior, Lvl 13

      Specialization: __________

      Former Heir to the Dukedom of Dalton, Melind Empire

      Abducted by the Dark Queen
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      Braden’s eyes widened in surprise as they focused on the last line, the only change he’d seen in the toast window in weeks. He reached out and tried to access any more hidden menus, but suddenly a fiery tongue slid up the shaft of his softening cock. Its rough yet slick embrace sending the blood coursing back into his cock before the cat-girl wrapped her thick lips around the head with a delighted purr.

      Gasping in pleasure, the harem mage heard a deep purr issue from Glynis-Pura as she sucked him deep into her soft throat. The girl’s innocent curiosity turned wicked as she felt her new lord responding to her touch, and she took special delight in teasing out the places that made him squirm with her long, talented tongue.

      As an orgy of sapphic bliss erupted outside the tent, music and cheers rose from the celebrating Kobolds. Braden embraced the pleasures of the moment, knowing his work wasn’t done and relishing the prospect for more adventures to come. As he gazed down at the adorable cat-girl lapping away at his cock and balls, he silently thanked god, or whatever higher power had blessed him.

      

      The End…
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