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CHAPTER ONE


“How is she doing?” I asked, looking at the sweating dorf curled in the nest we slept in.

“Not good, sir,” Foly admitted. “No fever yet. There’s swelling around the wound, though. Demons aren’t known for their cleanliness.”

“Predators rarely are,” I grunted. “Good thing we’re nearly home then, right?”

“Right,” Foly sighed. “Sir. For what it’s worth, I think you did a good thing.”

I looked at my first wife. Ignoring the propriety of what she’d said about working together. Placing my hand on her cheek, she leaned in without resistance and accepted the kiss I placed upon her lips. There was still worry in her eyes as we broke apart. She worried for Kiggaelin. The fiery, red-headed dorf wasn’t the most pleasant individual I’d met. As apples went, she hadn’t fallen far from the tree, and her father, Elder Garnet, was at best, a complete bastard.

From the moment I’d been rescued by my lovely Folotelyn, I’d been thrown to the wolves. Some of them, like Elder Spinel, Dernorra’s pink-haired mother, were more neutral. That sentiment was shared by Elder Kyanite, my lovely Foly’s father. While Alfofida, my second wife’s father, Elder Malachite. He had wanted me either dissected or interrogated. Garnet had called for my immediate execution, arguing that I was potentially dangerous, and Elder Obsidian sided with the prick. I’ve come to know that was more out of expectation and politics rather than hatred and mistrust.

The Obsidian clan were the warriors of the Dorf world. They were raised in conflict and taught from a young age to carry and handle weapons. To be used both personally, and while wearing their people’s powered armor suits, or frames, as they called them.

Garnet’s clan were the spiritual leaders of the Dorf society. Garnet, in particular, believed he stood above the rest of the clans. He took on a leadership role, not that anyone clan had true control over the others. I could only assume he ruled his people out of a combination of brainwashing, historical significance, and whatever dirt he’d dug up on the rest of them.

The Malachite clan, like the Kyanite clan, were both opposite ends of research and development. The Malachites prided themselves on technological advancement and were responsible for many of the technologies used in their society, frames included. While the Kyanite clan took a step in the opposite direction and used those same values to create technology to help with the health and wellbeing of their people. Creating a clan of healers.

Then, finally, there was the Spinel Clan. The historical ancestors of Spinel came from the wife of a former Elder Garnet. Due to a series of mismanagements, poor decisions and a societal calamity or two, she left her husband and started her own clan. They considered themselves historians. From my personal experience, it seemed that Elder Spinel spent most of her time reminding Garnet that he wasn’t in charge of them. Something he hated, and she delighted in it at every turn.

So far, it had worked in my favor. She had helped prevent my execution. And when Garnet insisted on a trial by combat to save my Alfi’s life, she had stepped in to provide neutrality for Alfi’s confinement. Even now, her daughter, Dernorra, was driving the landor that brought us back to the city after our failed mission. But I didn’t think for a moment that made us allies. The enemy of my enemy did not automatically grant us the title of friends.

All in all. As a guy tricked into meeting a cute girl for an amateur cave exploration and or date. Only to find out I’d been talking to the girl’s boyfriend, who laid a trap with him and a bunch of his friends to beat my ass. Just to fall ass first down a mineshaft and wake up in a dark room beneath a monster, affectionately called a ‘flayer. Things were pretty good.

Foly, my first wife was just about the most adorable woman I had ever met. The deep blue hair and eyes caught my attention at every turn, while her mind refused to let me forget her intelligence. The fact she was kind, adoringly so, and willing to fight for what she wanted were things I loved about her. Then there were her more physical characteristics, along with the Dorf culture.

The more important a man, the more wives he was expected to take. That wasn’t a hard rule. Foly’s father only had one wife. One who had died young, leaving Foly, her older sister and younger brother, to be raised by their father alone. While Alfi, my second adorable, green-haired and eyed wife, had three mothers and another three siblings. Two older brothers and a younger sister.

As for how it all came about. The ladies had banded together. From the pieces I’d picked out over the dinner table and by talking to my wives—the first of the children were destined to be the elders of the family. The second usually took on an important, but slightly lesser, role. Such as running the family business, like Elder Kyanite’s mother did as their most senior healer. As the third born children to each of the elders, my ladies had decided the best thing they could do for their people—was to dive.

With the frames designed by the Malachite clan, they formed teams and explored the shifting landscape of their tectonically unstable world. Each quake caused tunnels to open and close at random. It made traditional mining almost impossible without the use of stabilizers, also designed by the Malachite clan.

Diving was high risk and high reward. Opening themselves to risk of being trapped underground, crushed or attacked by strange creatures who inhabited the tunnels. And sometimes, just sometimes, those tunnels led to places not of their own world. Which is the only explanation for my existence here.

Their records showed that humans had made it to this world before. Same with elves, apparently. It wasn’t a common event. But rare enough that they treated my arrival as unique. After a rough beginning, a staved execution or two, a pair of weddings and then an agreement with the Malachite clan for a frame of my own—I found myself being sent on my first mission. Back to the same cave I was found in, to retrieve the stabilizing equipment left behind. When they retreated to deal with the situation of… well, me.

Only things had gone terribly wrong, as Garnet had sent his daughter, Kiggaelin, with her own team. They arrived first, by driving through the night while I let my team rest. And when they arrived, either poor planning or simple bad luck left them open to a demon attack. They fought against great horned, lizard looking creatures with massive claws and enough strength to fight a frame one-on-one. Of her team, it was just Kiggaelin who survived, and she had been eviscerated shortly before we found them.

That wasn’t the end of it, though. We searched for her companions, retrieving their remains to bring them back with us for burial. All except one. The tunnel they fled through to escape the demons was the same one I was found in before part of it collapsed in an earthquake. I took the risk and climbed through a partially collapsed section, seeing as we were still missing one of the members of Kiggaelin’s team.

When I reached the other side, I found a portal. If I came through one like it, I hadn’t noticed. Then again, I had been falling at the time, and wasn’t conscious enough to remember hitting the ground where I woke up. What I did find was my camera, which I carried through the portal to see what was on the other side.

There, I spotted the dorf. Strapped down to some sacrificial altar, by what I could only describe as a war band of orcs shouting about meat. The only option I had was to take a photo. Foolishly, leaving the flash on and getting myself spotted. I narrowly managed to escape, while listening to them threaten us in broken-english about how we were going to end up as meat, before I packed up my team and left empty-handed once more.

Kiggaelin had been furious that we hadn’t brought back the last dorf, Signim. Her betrothed. She initially fought the suggestion to leave, demanding to be left behind. I didn’t understand her motivation. She wasn’t the happiest camper when we first met, and certainly wasn’t now that her stomach had been ripped open and her intestines dumped out, shoved back in and then sewn back up.

I was just glad we were almost home. With Kiggaelin off to medical, I talked to the elders about the orcs and we could get someone out there to collapse the rest of the tunnel. Make sure the monsters couldn’t get out. Demons, flayers and whatever else lived here were bad enough. I didn’t want to deal with a war as well.

“Tobias, sir,” Hanwarra’s voice cut through my thoughts.

I was still standing there. Foly at my side, as we leaned on the stands that held our frames. She looked over as well, meeting Hanwarra’s gaze as the black-haired woman locked eyes with me.

“We’re being hailed,” she said.

“Is that bad?” I asked.

Hanwarra’s lips narrowed, and I knew my answer. Like everything in this world, it was politics. Which meant this was likely going to be fucking terrible.

“It doesn’t look like they’re from a clan,” she said evenly.

I frowned. “What aren’t you telling me?”

“They’re not pirates,” Foly said, realizing the situation. “But they’re hiding who they are.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “What do we do then?”

“Standard protocol is to stop and see what they want. It’s not completely unheard of for independents to run into trouble. If they’re not under the direct order of a clan, they won’t have an association to declare. But it puts us at risk. If we stop and get out to talk, they could try something.”

I nodded slowly to myself. “So there’s a chance that this is a peaceful, well-meaning group. Or potentially an attack?”

“Yes,” Hanwarra nodded.

“And they know who we are?” I asked.

“Not specifically. We are traveling under Kyanite colors, though. So it’s not hard to guess,” Folotelyn muttered. “Our clan doesn’t run many expeditions or dive teams. Those that do are usually longer and roam further, with smaller, more specified teams looking for targeted resources.”

“So if it’s trouble, they probably know who we are then,” I nodded. “Here’s what we’re going to do.”
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It still felt strange driving this thing. Landors were tracked vehicles, but they drove them with two pedals and a steering wheel. There were extra controls that would allow for multidirectional track movement, but I hadn’t been taught to use that properly. Apparently, there was a trick to it. I was still more than capable of driving in a moderately straight line, though. Most of the difficulty was just avoiding the obstacles. This giant, two-story machine on tracks was extremely stable, but not impervious to obstacles.

The enormous boulders that dotted this seismically unstable world meant that navigating could be tricky. It’s why Hanwarra, despite her family’s predilection for battle, was our navigator. It was easy to be turned around in some areas, dodging around the massive boulders, ravines and whatever other obstacles got in the way. One rock looked much the same as another in the end, and mountains were in every direction.

Still, none of that mattered right now as I slowly brought the landor to a stop. We’d picked an area that was rather open and flat. I wanted a spot where parking extremely close would look strange. I figured bandits would likely want to strike quickly. The advantage of surprise would be deadly in the confines of the landor.

I brought us to a stop, and set the parking mode, but didn’t shut off the engine. That was the second part of the plan. Now, all I had to do was wait and see what happened. It would be easier if there were a way to reach the roof from within. That wasn’t part of the design, though. Something I thought was shortsighted, but then, I was thinking of the wars humanity had fought. Despite their technological advancements, it seemed the Dorfs still preferred to fight hand to hand.

As I sat and pondered, the other landor approached. It looked well maintained, but wasn’t quite the same as our own. Smaller, with a few more dents, and the tracks had a few missing sections. It still moved easily as it approached, closing in, before coming to a halt. I could make out the driver. A Dorf, who looked at me as if examining a bug, before activating one of the controls. That caused the landor to rotate on the spot before it backed up, putting its ramp in the vicinity to our own.

With that handled, I couldn’t see what was going on back there. Which was more or less expected. While there wasn’t any roof access, there were viewing hatches, and I hurried into the back. Kiggaelin glared at me from the nest and I ignored her as she hissed out a question or two.

Reaching the back door, I knew it was a ramp. It opened from the top and would sit on the ground on a shallow angle. Most of the dorf vehicles shared this feature. Something I learned the hard way, slipping down one in my hairbrained duel to save Alfi’s life. Speaking of Alfi, I glanced back at the frames. They were all quiet and still in their stands. There were no visible signs my Dorfs were in position. It wasn’t unheard of for the frames to remain armed while in storage either, so having weapons on them was normal.

“Ho there!” A voice called.

I turned back to the door and looked for the hatch. It wasn’t immediately obvious. Designed for dorfs, I had to bend over to reach it and the locking mechanism was on a strange angle for me. Still, I got it unlatched and slid it open to peek outside. The other landor was on a slight angle. It blocked my vision from inside and there was a single dorf standing behind us, just clear of where the ramp would lower. He must have spotted movement, as he grinned and gave a wave. His hair was almost brown, with a few red tinges here and there. I didn’t want to judge, but that didn’t fill me with confidence.

“Nervous are we?” He called. “I just wanted to do a little trading.”

“We’re just a few hours from the city,” Hanwarra’s voice called softly through her frame. “There’s no need to trade so close unless they’re avoiding going back for some reason.”

“My name is Donmulim,” he called. “Have I the pleasure of addressing the human?”

“What clan are you with, Donmulim?” I called.

“Distantly with Garnet,” he admitted. “However, my business runs closer to Malachite these days.”

“A clanless,” Alfofida muttered from her frame. “He likely owes a debt and isn’t keen on returning.”

“Malachite, you say,” I called down. “What business do you have with me, then?”

“Nothing recently.” he gave a shrug. “Which is the problem. A man has to eat and my crew is rather hungry.”

“So you want food?” I called.

“A meal would be lovely. One of the elder’s daughters could cook for us, while we chatted about our potential future together,” Donmulim called.

“Shit,” I swore softly. “And if I refuse?”

My words made the dorf smile. He waved his hand, and two frames clambered down the ramp. One of them carried a large hammer that rested over one shoulder. The other carried a large barrel. It reached in with one hand and plucked out a strange canister.

“Ladies. Metal cylinder with lumps on it. About the size of your head,” I called softly.

“Fool, should never have stopped,” Kiggaelin hissed.

“That’s a kind of explosive,” Alfofida chimed in. “We use them to blast rubble, the knobs extend and let us wedge them in delicate spots.”

“They’re also good for blowing tracks off landors,” Dernorra added. “If we run, they’ll get the tracks before we can outrun their frames.”

“Shit,” I swore and turned to the man as the frames moved up to join him.

“Oh, don’t worry yourself so much. I have no plans to harm anyone. At least, not as long as you all cooperate.”

“We don’t have time,” I called back. “We’re carrying wounded.”

“Oh?” Donmulim tilted his head. “Which one?”

“Kiggaelin!”

The man paused. There was a moment of indecision that flashed across his face. It was only there for a moment. My gut was screaming that she wasn’t supposed to be here. This group was sent specifically for us. More than likely, they’d have set up an ambush and hit us on the way back, only to run into us on the road and make a secondary play.

“Kiggaelin, you say?” Donmulim frowned. “Perhaps… perhaps I could be of assistance then?”

“What could you possibly offer that would be better than the direct help of the Kyanite clan?” I called.

Donmulim frowned. He and I both knew what was going on now. I might not have proof of who was backing the man, but we were in a stalemate for the current situation. I didn’t have time to run and get the landor moving before the frame with the mining explosives destroyed the tracks.

“There’s no other way out?” I called softly to the others. “Can’t sneak Dernorra out there to cause some problems without opening the door?”

“Only maintenance access,” Alfofida answered. “But to fit, we’d have to jettison one of the drive shafts to⁠—”

“He’ll fit,” Kiggaelin hissed.

I turned and saw the irate, red-head glaring at me.

“He’s skinnier than we are. It’ll be tight, but I bet he can get out,” she grunted. “Sooner we finish this, the sooner we go home.”

“And just what in the depths is he going to do once he’s out there?” Foly hissed. “Hanwarra said it herself. One on one, she’d have beaten him. He’s not a trained fighter.”

“Do we have any of those explosives?” I asked.

“Of course we do,” Alfofida announced, before the room fell silent.

“Change of plans,” I grinned.
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“Finally!” Donmulim cheered as the ramp started to lower. He’d been waiting on the signal from his own driver that someone had entered the cockpit. Leaving the landor idling like this was unsporting behavior. To his relief, though, the human hadn’t tried anything. Sure, he was planning something, but who wouldn’t be in this situation? With the mining explosives, though, Donmulim doubted that anyone would give them trouble.

I on the other hand, was staring into Alfofida’s worried eyes. “Please be careful,” she pleaded.

“As best I can,” I smiled and kissed her.

The hatch was open. The only reason it existed was to remove and refit the drive shaft. It would be decoupled from the engine, dropped down and slid out towards the front of the landor. The gap around it was to let the dorfs work. But their frames were bulky enough to prevent it from being used as an entrance. Me though, despite how tall I was—I was much skinnier than a dorf and it looked like I had the room.

With Alfi’s instruction, we were in the first room, separating the cockpit from the main room of the landor. Beneath the table in the center was the hatch. The two of us were on our knees and Alfi had opened it before walking me through the process of getting the lower door open. Again, because of my longer arms and skinnier frame, it was possible. A dorf would have to decouple the shaft and lower it first, in order to open the lower hatch.

“Quick now,” I slipped feet first into the hole. “Foly’s got the door.”

“This is a bad idea,” Alfi complained.

“Yup, probably,” I agreed. “But either we take a chance, or we’re stuck here for a while, and Kiggaelin is getting worse by the hour.”

“She wouldn’t do the same for you,” Alfi pointed out.

“Probably not. But I’m not as big a bitch as she is.” I grinned and wiggled down.

It took a little finagling. My knees were a problem. With a twist, I was able to crouch, putting my legs to one end of the cramped space, before dropping them through the hatch. Alfi then handed me one of our own explosives.

They looked like some fantasy version of a space grenade. A dial on the top that would set the time and a button big enough to be pressed from within a frame. Otherwise, it looked like a kid drew a grenade based on a video game. Except it was the size of a soccer ball.

I lowered it around the other side of the drive shaft and held it there as I slipped down onto the ground. I was pretty confident I wouldn’t be seen. The frames and Donmulim would be watching the ramp as it lowered, no doubt, looking confused as they didn’t see me standing inside.

I reached up, taking the explosive, before dragging it down with me. Hugging it to my chest, I saw Alfi’s worried expression peering down at me. I gave her a wink and moved to the front, where the edge of the track stopped. When I leaned out, I could make out the other cockpit. The driver was sitting there as if waiting. But he now looked bored, like his job was over.

I looked back as I heard the gravelly crunch of the ramp settling into the rocks. It would take a moment to lower fully, pressing itself into the ground for stability. Which meant now was my chance. With the explosive in place and the three bandits distracted, I took off at a run. In the best-case scenario, I’d get across without being spotted. A far more reasonable response though…

“HEY!”

I didn’t look back. Nor did I stop. I didn’t even think to. I just ducked and ran. There was a metallic thud of a frame taking a step, followed by the lumbering continuation of its steps as it followed after me. I slid to a stop before the other landor’s tracks and grasped the dial at the top. I needed it to give me time to run, but not so long that the frame could do anything about it. And when I glanced back, it was far too close.

Turning, I ran towards the front of the landor, ignoring the sudden shouting coming from the back of my own. Rushing around the front of the cockpit, I ducked underneath and ran towards the back. The frame chasing me was forced to drop onto its front and crawl, which was something it was very slowly doing. When I reached the back, I was covered by the ramp. The frame that had stayed behind was the one with the explosives. Those explosives were now dumped on the ground, as Donmulim ran for safety. The frame that was guarding him was being taken to pieces by Dernorra with her sword and Folotelyn with her mace.

Hanwarra, with a spear, was using it to knock the explosives away, leaving me to jam my own into the tracks near the rear of the landor. I gave the dial a twist and smacked the button before hearing a small chime. Then I ran out. The other frame was still crawling towards me. It wasn’t going very quickly, and I doubted it was going to get there in time. All I wanted to do now was stall Donmulim. He saw me come out and snarled, before dropping his shoulder.

I saw him coming and jumped aside. I was fast, but not quite fast enough. The Dorf clipped my side, knocking me to the ground. He tumbled past, hitting the ground in a roll, before springing to his feet faster than I would have given him credit for.

“WHAT DID YOU DO?!” He roared as he charged towards me.

I barely got to my feet before he drove himself into my chest. I tumbled back with the dorf atop me. His fist swung around, and I ducked, letting him punch the ground. It didn’t seem to do anything, and he snarled before yanking a knife from his boot. My eyes went wide, before an explosion rocked the ground. The landor jumped and Donmulim flinched and ducked his head.

That was enough to shove him off me before I spun and crawled away.

“Bastard!” Donmulim snarled and came after me. I felt his hand grip my ankle, and I twisted around. His face came up, just as my boot did. The impact rocked his head back with a sharp ‘pop’ and blood spurted from his nose. He reeled back, howling as he clutched his face.

And this time, as I turned away, it was as a massive metallic hand that gripped my shoulder.

“I have you,” Folotelyn’s voice came over the external speakers.

“I’m fine,” I smiled as she lifted me to my feet. “Grab him though. I want to take him back for questioning.”

“You don’t want to question him yourself?” Foly asked.

“Rather let the elders do it. That way, they can’t argue over what I tell them,” I grunted.

“That is indeed something they would do,” Foly agreed and moved over to the dorf, who was snarling in pain as he sat defeated on the ground. “I suppose it then just depends on you, and how you wish to conduct yourself.”

“I require arbitration,” the Dorf muttered.

“Of course you do,” Foly sighed. “You’ll get it as soon as the rest of your crew surrender peacefully.”

The Dorf just scowled, knowing he’d been foolish and outplayed. I just hoped I didn’t have to go through something this stupid all over again.


CHAPTER TWO


“This Dorf is wanted for banditry. Execute him immediately,” Garnet said, even as I escorted the battered and bleeding Donmulim into the room.

“Excuse me?” I snapped as a pair of guards came forward to grab him.

“This matter is not your concern!” Elder Garnet snapped.

“Donmulim has requested arbitration,” Foly spoke up.

The two guards, reaching out towards the bandit’s shoulders came to a sudden halt.

“Granted,” came an amused purr from the pink-haired, Elder Spinel.

I let out a small sigh of relief as Garnet’s face turned scarlet. The shouting was so loud, I could only understand every second or third word that came out of his mouth. Something about a drunken prostitute, dwarven ancestors and a batham. The stocky, goat like creatures hunted by the dorfs for meat.

When the irate elder finally ran out of steam, Spinel let out a long sign. Before rather slowly reaching up towards her ears. I snorted softly, earning a look of sheer fury from Elder Garnet, before his face twisted into disgust as Elder Spinel plucked out what looked like ear plugs.

“That’s better,” she smiled. “Reading lips has advantages, but if this dorf requires arbitration, I should give it my fullest attention.”

“Ah,” Donmulim frowned, glancing between Spinel and Garnet.

To me, it looked like he wasn’t sure what side he was on anymore. I already guessed he was probably under orders from Garnet. But then Garnet was the one to order him executed before the man could speak. Now Spinel, likely the elder he was used to working against more often than most, was the one speaking for him.

“Well, Elder,” he licked his lips.

“You know how this works, bandit,” Elder Spinel nodded at the man. “You must speak, or it is forfeit.”

“Yes,” Donmulim nodded, before nervously licking his lips. “I met with a representative of Elder Garnet almost…” He paused as he tried to recall.

I could see Garnet glaring. Not at the man, but at me. I’d met plenty of assholes in my day. Bullies at school. Middle managers. The occasional power-tripping cop. None of them compared to the sheer, unbridled hate this man had for me. So I found it strange that his glare suddenly flickered toward the door.

It was only a moment. But it was enough that I turned to see what caught his eye.

“Almost three moon⁠—”

His voice cut out a moment after a soft twang echoed through the room. I spun, spotting a metallic glint as something whistled past. Whatever it was, came from a side door, partially open, with a huddled figure standing beyond. Clutched in their hands, was something that resembled a medieval crossbow. Only stockier, with thicker limbs and no winding mechanism that I could see.

“Get him!” A voice roared.

To my surprise, it was Dernorra who reacted first. The guards on our side of the room charged for the door. In their full armor, they were slow and the dorf who had fired was already darting out of sight. That left Dernorra in her skintight outfit to rush ahead of the guards and rip the door open. Only to throw herself to the side as a second bolt flashed into the room, passing just below her chin as she twisted, taking off a small chunk of pink hair.

The guard coming up behind her wasn’t so lucky, taking the bolt in the shoulder. He grunted as the bolt staggered him back, before his partner rushed ahead as Dernorra followed inside.

I turned and spotted Donmulim. The dorf was on his knees. The bolt had hit him in the throat. Piercing from one side to the other. Blood poured out from between his fingers as he clutched at himself and hacked up mouthfuls of blood.

“Hanwarra,” I muttered, catching the black-haired dorf’s attention. “Go after her, please. Keep her safe.”

“Sir,” she nodded and rushed off after her friend.

I turned to Donmulim, as Foly and Alfi closed in on my sides. Kiggaelin had been taken to medical already. Her infection was getting worse by the hour, so we left her with some guards to take care of her. By bringing her back, we’d done our jobs and her condition was bad enough to bypass taking her to the elders first.

Seeing nobody coming to help the dying dorf before me. I shook my head and took him by the shoulder. He was grunting, gasping, and coughing as I lay him down. Upright as he was, all the blood was just going into his lungs.

“What do you need?” Foly asked.

“Hold his head. We’ll lay him on his side. That way, he won’t drown in his blood,” I told her.

She nodded and kneeled down. I wasn’t sure I liked the idea of a man with his head in my wife’s lap, but reasoned this was medical. Besides, he wasn’t getting out of this. If we were in medical, with all the equipment necessary, perhaps. But not here. Not now.

“Donmulim, look at me,” I whispered.

The dorf glanced up at me. There was fear in his eyes. A panic I could relate to. I’d felt the same thing when I tumbled backward into the darkness. Then again, when a monster tried to eat me. And again, as I choked one to death. The genuine belief that you were going to die. Only now, I knew for certain that death was all that was coming.

“Did Garnet send you to kill me?” I whispered.

The dorf stared up at me, then glanced in the direction of Garnet and back. But all that came out of his mouth was drool and blood as he continued to bleed.

“For fuck’s sake, he’s probably the reason you’re dying right now,” I hissed softly. “If it was him, I need to know.”

The Dorf remained defiant, and I looked him over. Then tilted my head. “Do you have family?” The dorf’s eyes narrowed, and I gave a small nod. “We’ll find them,” I promised. “I’ll bring them to one of the new clans. Keep them away from Garnet.” The look in his eye told me that had gotten through to him. So I pressed the advantage. “Just nod your head,” I instructed. “Did Garnet send you to kill me?”

He nodded.

“And you didn’t expect to run into me on the way back like you did, and it all went wrong?”

He nodded again.

“Bastard,” Alfi growled.

“Easy,” I told her. “He’s paid for his mistakes.”

“Does that mean you really want to look after his family?” Foly asked.

I looked Donmulim in the eyes. They were going glassy as sweat dripped from his brow. He was still choking and gasping, but the blood poured from between his lips in a steady stream as he stared up at me.

“Yes,” I nodded. “I meant it.”

“Can he speak?” A familiar voice asked.

I turned and saw Elder Kyanite before me, with Elder Malachite beside him. Obsidian was over with a pair of guards, clearly agitated as he dressed them down. While Garnet sat upon his throne with a silent glare. Spinel was doing the same, but with a sad smile on her face as she waited politely.

“No,” Malachite leaned in. “He’s done for.”

“His name is Donmulim,” I started.

“It won’t be recorded,” Elder Kyanite shook his head. “That is the punishment of things.”

“He has a family,” I shook my head. “I promised to find them and look after them.”

The pair of elders glanced at one another, then at me. “Why?”

“Because he admitted that Garnet sent him to kill me,” I whispered.

“That’s a dangerous accusation,” Elder Kyanite whispered.

“One, this man was probably killed to prevent making,” Alfi urged.

“This is getting messy,” Elder Kyanite let out a sigh as Donmulim jerked softly.

I reached down and took his hand. His eyes were rolling wildly. Like he was seeing things. I wondered if it was true about the part of seeing your life rushing before your eyes. Maybe it was true. Maybe dorfs did it too.

“I’ll find them,” I promised. “And I’ll keep them safe.”

Donmulim’s eyes stopped rolling. They locked on me for a moment. And then those final twitches stopped. All movement ceased and the last air in his lungs bubbled out from between his lips.

“Well, that is that,” Elder Kyanite muttered. “And yes, I shall… make some enquires about his family,” he promised.

“Thank you,” I nodded.

“I’m putting him down,” Foly grumbled, and together we lay him on the stone floor, still staring up at the ceiling.

The door where the assassin fled burst open as Dernorra and Hanwarra stormed in. Both looked angry, and it was probably something to do with the guards hauling in the corpse of a young male Dorf. Dressed, but not well. It was common for even poor dorfs to decorate themselves with whatever stone they had available. Gems were common, but for those who couldn’t afford that, polished rocks were appropriate. So it was odd seeing a dorf so bare of any trinkets. Then again, seeing orange froth dripping from his lips was pretty odd as well.

“Poison,” Dernorra hissed as she moved up to stand beside me.

“When he realized he wasn’t getting away, he took it just before we reached him,” Hanwarra continued as she stepped around to the other side.

“Shit,” I muttered. “All leads dead then.”

“Well,” Elder Spinel looked around the room. “Now that everything has calmed down again, can someone tell me WHAT IN THE DARKEST DEPTHS OF HELL IS GOING ON?!”

“Apologies, Elder Spinel,” I gave the irate dorf a small bow. “I am unsure if our original reason for being here, and this event, is connected. Would you like me to start at the beginning?”

She stared at me for a moment before letting out a long sigh. “Tobias Conner-Kyanite, if every Dorf was half as clear in their words as you, we’d get twice as much done. Please, start at the beginning and we shall see if these events are connected.”

“Unlikely,” Garnet droned.

I ignored the man and started at our orders to retrieve the equipment from the tunnel I’d been found in.
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“And where is she now?” Garnet stood with a snarl.

“I sent her off with guards to receive medical care,” I informed him. “She was feverish and⁠—”

“Silence!” He snapped and stormed toward me. “I should have you whipped for insubordination!”

“Elder,” Kyanite spoke up. “I believe I speak for us all, when I say that would be a foolish thing to suggest. Your daughter was injured not by Tobias’s poor planning, but by her own.”

“You dare?” Garnet turned to his blue-haired equal.

“He speaks the truth,” Obsidian droned softly. “The boy did well and his actions have merit thus far.”

“Fools,” Garnet snapped and stormed from the room, shouting for someone to take him to Kiggaelin.

The four remaining elders let out small sighs before Elder Spinel turned to me once more. “So you extracted Kiggaelin. Did you find the others?”

“All but one,” I frowned. “Signim, Kiggaelin’s betrothed.”

“Then he may yet be alive?” Spinel asked.

“No, elder,” I reached into my pocket. Since I hadn’t used my frame, I was still in regular clothing. I took out my camera and frowned. “Signim had fled deeper into the tunnels. It was partially collapsed, and I had to crawl through part of it. On the other side, I found some of my old possessions.”

“Odd that Signim fled into that specific tunnel and that you are here, reporting that you did not find him,” Elder Obsidian tilted his head slightly as he stared at me.

“That’s not it,” I shook my head. “I did find him. I just… couldn’t bring him home.”

“And why is that?” Elder Spinel asked, even as she had a curious eye for the camera in my hand.

“At the end, I found a portal,” I said. “I didn’t realize what it was until I fell and passed partially through it. Signim was on the other side. He’d been captured.” I shook my head. Remembering that scene was just awful. I held up the camera and caught the attention of the room. “This is a device that takes an image of what it’s pointing at. Like a painting, but in an instant, instead of an hour.”

“That…” Malachite’s eyes went wide.

“I took a photograph of what I saw. My problem is that without additional technology from my world, I can’t make a large image. Worse, this runs on batteries, which have nearly run out. I can show you only a very small image on the back of the camera. But I don’t know how long until it stops working entirely.”

“What is this photograph?” Elder Spinel said as she got up and slowly approached.

The other elders must have realized they were going to have to cluster in for the best view and followed suit.

“In my world, I’d have guessed I saw orcs. As tall as a frame, green skin, muscular and… They were screaming about meat as… they put Signim to death.”

I turned on the power button, and the camera blinked into life. The first thing that came up was the battery symbol that flashed twice before going to camera mode.

“Fascinating.” Elder Malachite twitched like he wanted to pluck it from my hands.

I ignored him as I quickly opened the stored images. And right at the top was the one of Signim. I opened it, and the image filled the tiny screen. The Dorf was hard to see amongst the grass and the bodies.

“What’s all that stuff in the way?” Elder Spinel asked.

“Grass, Elder,” I answered. “I was lying on my stomach, only just inside the portal.”

“The image is tiny,” Malachite frowned. “There’s no way to make it bigger?”

“Umm,” I frowned, then tapped a button and zoomed in.

“That… what is that?” Elder Kyanite frowned.

The part of the image I’d zoomed in on was the leader. Grinning widely, as he held the top of Signim’s head in place. His cleaver held high.

“How many?” Obsidian asked.

I quickly scrolled the image from side to side before the battery symbol flashed twice more. Then the screen went blank.

“No!” Malachite squealed. “Bring it back!”

“That’s what I was worried about.” I shook my head. “Unless I can find more batteries, I can’t do anything else with it.”

To ease the man’s worries, though, I handed it directly to him. He clutched it like some precious artifact and looked like he was about to hug me.

“After I took that photo,” I continued. “The camera makes a bright flash, so it can take images in the dark. The orcs, or whatever they are, spotted the flash and tried to capture me.”

“This… needs to be handled immediately,” Elder Obsidian stepped back. “Tobias, you have done well to escape and return here with this information. Am I to assume you did not retrieve the stabilization equipment as originally intended?”

“No elder,” I shook my head. “Kiggaelin refused our help, and the attack happened only hours after we arrived. With her injured and the orcs trying to dig their way out behind me, I thought it best to escape.”

“Then there is none to waste,” Elder Obsidian sighed. “Normal protocol would dictate I put this to a vote. However, in this instance, I must insist, even if I go against the council itself.”

“If you’re suggesting we send someone to investigate—” Elder Malachite frowned and Obsidian shook his head.

“I’m going personally. Elder Kyanite, I would appreciate the release of Tobias into my care under guest rights. I want his expertise at the site. I am going to collapse the tunnel entirely, as a precaution. If there are only so many dozens, it will be for the best, if there are thousands, then…” he trailed off

“Tobias?” Elder Kyanite looked at me.

“Our original plan was to retrieve the equipment,” I shrugged. “I trust Elder Obsidian and his men to protect us while we do just that.”

“Elder,” Spinel turned to the black-haired man. “Would you perhaps have room for a few of my own men?”

“To convey a unified front. I would be happy to send a detachment. You are welcome to substitute its members if you wish,” he looked around.

“I am in full support of this,” Elder Spinel raised her hand.

The others did too and suddenly life was in a blur once again.

Quicker than we had arrived, I found myself bundled back into our landor. The elders worked quickly when they felt the need. I’d experienced that with Malachite when his daughter’s safety was at risk. I was feeling it now from Obsidian and the others. Now there was a potential risk to their entire world.

Things moved so quickly, the elevator didn’t even take us up right away. The length of time it took meant it was faster to wait for the first of Obsidian’s landors to arrive. Only these were not the landors I had traveled in. If mine was basically an oversized snowcat. Obsidian’s landors were like they’d tried to convert a mining truck into the same. Almost half as tall again as my own, and easily twice as wide. Three tracks ran around it, one on each side and one in the middle, giving it two loading ramps. Inside, the workshop had an entire upper floor, while a crane system was used to move frames that were mounted into the walls.

When we arrived at the surface, the massive landors drove out. Parking on either side of my own, before the elevator descended once more.

“Tobias Kyanite?” A voice called.

I turned and spotted a scarred looking Dorf with black hair. “That’s me.”

“Wonderful. I’m Captain Belgik. I answer directly to Elder Obsidian, and am usually in charge when he isn’t here,” he offered his hand.

I took it and gave a shake. His grip was firm, but he didn’t try to crush my hand. “I’ll know who to talk to if I have problems then.”

Captain Belgik let out a bark of laughter and stepped back with a grin. “Aye lad. For now, we’re waiting on the elevator. I’d go in and get yourself comfortable. We’ll be leaving immediately.”

“Do you know where you’re going?” I asked.

“Don’t even know what we’re doing,” he shrugged. “Just know that you’re the one leading us there.”
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“Toby?” Foly’s voice called to me.

Dernorra and Hanwarra had returned to the cockpit to wait. Alfi, in her usual demeanor, had gone to check over the frames to make sure they were ready for use. Leaving me standing in the meeting room behind the hangar area.

“Hmm?” I turned and frowned. “You’re covered in blood.”

“So are you,” she smiled slightly. “Let’s bathe.”

I nodded slowly and took her hand. We stepped in, and I felt Foly’s hands slip under my shirt as she fiddled with the ties on my pants. I let out a soft laugh and tried to help, but she fought me off and I left her to it. Eventually, they came free and she let me step out of them, before I took the front of her diving suit and started to peel her out of it.

Creamy pale flesh revealed itself. And I licked my lips, thinking about her. Foly’s soft laughter echoed in the bathing room and she stopped me as her breasts slipped out and started working on my shirt.

“We can’t lock,” Foly whispered. “There’s not enough time.”

“Then maybe we should⁠—”

“Make this quick,” she gave me a quick glare.

I shook my head and grinned as she slipped my shirt open and pulled it down my arms. “You’re trouble.”

“I think the trouble follows you, actually. My life was rather boring before we met,” Foly shrugged.

“Sorry,” I shrugged.

“Don’t be,” Foly sighed as she pushed the rest of her suit down. “It’s a rare Dorf that can achieve a mating lock. You’d do it every time if I let you.”

“You never quite explained to me what the deal is with that,” I told her, as we filled the basin with warm water.

“No?” She frowned. “You said it wasn’t something human women did.”

“No,” I frowned. “Or… not usually. There was a chance in a small portion of women, but it was more of a cramp and I’m pretty sure it was painful, not pleasurable, how you experience it. Penis Captivus, I think they called it.”

“Pleasurable is the least of it,” Foly giggled as she picked up a washcloth and started to wipe me down. “It’s the ultimate act of trust, love, worship and a good, well-endowed man. Having the length to achieve it is only a part of it. If length was all it needed, mating locks would be far more common. Instead, it’s a combination of trust, pleasure and a general want.”

“You mean you want to lock me?” I asked, taking a second cloth to wipe her down as well.

Foly giggled and gave a small nod. “It’s subconscious. If you were a harsh man and frightened me, it’s not likely I would lock you. That goes double for a sexual assault.”

“Ah,” I nodded. “Your people treat abusers harshly, don’t you?”

“We do, yes,” Foly’s eyes narrowed. “But that’s not going to happen here, is it?”

“Never,” I smiled and kissed her. “Men who put their hands on women are cowards. We have systems in place to help, but… they don’t work very well.”

“Sounds like us then,” Foly sighed. “What do your people do when you find an abuser?”

“Depends,” I frowned. “Sometimes, they go to jail. Other times, it gets publicized in front of the whole country for years and never gets fully taken care of.”

“That’s horrible,” Foly frowned.

“It is,” I agreed. “Do you have news networks here? Someone or something that goes out to tell everyone what’s going on?”

“Sometimes,” Foly nodded.

“Well, imagine having everyone doing that at once. Sometimes they get a good idea and things happen really fast. And sometimes they disagree and everyone fights about it for years.” I shook my head. “People can be stupid.”

“Do you miss your world?” Foly asked.

I thought about that question a lot. Not just now, but in the months that I’d been here. This world had been some of the worst experiences of my life and yet… With Foly and Alfi…

“Even if I could go back,” I told her. “I could never leave you and Alfi behind.”

She smiled brightly, and I leaned in to kiss her. Only this time, she held on. One hand gripped my cock and I let out a moan as she stroked me. I was hard as iron in moments, before she slowly turned in my arms and lifted one foot and set it on the basin, before bracing herself against the wall.

I stared for a moment, shaking my head to clear the memory of Hanwarra in a similar position. I reached up, touching between Foly’s legs, and found her soaked and ready.

I didn’t hesitate a moment longer. Taking my cock in hand, I steered between her legs. She was shorter than me, so I had to crouch slightly, but I found her entrance easily enough and slid into her molten heat.

“By the depths,” Foly moaned.

I held her by the hips and slowly drove myself into her from behind. Foly rocked her head back, leaning against my chest as my hips connected with her ass.

“N-no time,” Foly moaned. “Hard and fast. We both need this.”

“You’re sure⁠—”

“Yes, I’m sure!” She snapped.

I gave a small shrug and tightened my grip. I might have heard a soft whimper before I slammed my length into her once more. Her core squeezed and her breath hitched, but her ass rocked back to meet me, so I did it again. This wasn’t gentle lovemaking. This was fucking, and I hammered into her just the way she asked me to. We were both going to cum. It was just a matter of which of us came first.

“No lock!” Foly whined loudly.

“No lock,” I nodded, listening to the plap, plap, plap of my hips smacking her ass.

“Harder Toby!”

I snarled and that plap, plap, plap was now a smack, smack, smack.

Her foot slipped, and I caught her weight. Her fingers gripped the basin and her knuckles were turning white. I could feel my cum boiling up. Foly let out a keening cry. I knew she was about to orgasm, and the moment she did, she’d lock me. I wanted to time it though and hammered into her a few more times.

“Toby!” she screamed.

I stepped backward as her core gave a tremendous squeeze. My cock slid out of her, and the landor lurched. My feet slipped on the wet floor, and with Foly’s hips still in my hands, she came with me. I slipped, landing on my ass, before Foly landed cunt first on my cock, driving me to the balls inside her once more.

“TOBY!” Foly squealed.

I didn’t know if it was dismay or pleasure. Either way, her core tensed and I felt my cock being pulled deeper inside her. The landor lurched again, and I realized we’d started moving. But now we were stuck on the wet floor, in a mating lock and⁠—

“Are you two…” Alfi paused, seeing us both. “You didn’t…”

“I slipped,” I grunted as Foly trembled and whimpered through her aftershocks.

“And you’re locked?” she asked.

“Yup,” I nodded.

“Not injured?”

“Nope.”

Alfi nodded. Then closed the door behind her and started to strip. “Turn to face me, and get her legs open.”

“Wha?” Foly murmured.

“Don’t you worry,” Alfi dropped to her knees as I shifted the two of us around to face my green-haired wife. “Just tell me if you’re still too sensitive, and we’ll try something else.”

The soft tongue that lightly ran up the front of my balls, before Foly squirmed in my arms, told me exactly how we were going to get ourselves unstuck.

“I don’t taste any seed, Toby. So don’t sit idle.”


CHAPTER THREE


My eyes scanned over my wives once more. Alfi was sitting in the nest, with a small drawing board in hand. Whatever she was working on required a lot of calculations, and her brow had a cute furrow as she rubbed off the latest and started again. We were fully dressed, and it was getting close to nightfall on the first day of travel. We’d yet to find out if Obsidian would push us through the night or not. So right now the three of us, Foly, Alfi and I were resting. That way we could take over for Hanwarra and Dernorra as night fell.

“What?” Foly nudged me, noticing my gaze.

“Nothing.” I smiled and pecked her lips.

She smiled softly and tilted her head. “I’m glad you’re taking it so well.”

“Taking what well?” I asked.

Foly blushed and even Alfi glanced up from what she was doing to look at us.

“Men in our culture sometimes disapprove of what I did,” my green-haired wife said softly.

“Men in my culture sometimes do as well,” I shrugged. “I’m not one of them.”

Foly giggled as her face got even redder than it was before. “I suppose that’s a good thing.”

“Oh?” I asked. “Do you want to try it again?”

“Yes,” she admitted with an embarrassed smile. “But it would be unfair of me not to return the favor for Alfi when we have the chance.”

“I considered it necessary,” Alfi pointed out. “I didn’t expect it to be quite so stimulating for you.”

“Which is why I want to return the favor,” Foly looked at her sister-wife. “Having you lick me while I was locked… Alfi, I can’t put into words how that felt.”

Alfofida set down her board and sat up. “If you’re proposing a little experimentation, then⁠—”

“Sir,” the door to the cockpit opened as Hanwarra stepped out. Her eyes scanned the room before landing on us in the nest. “We’re being hailed. If I have to guess, we’re stopping for the night.”

“How does being hailed work, anyway?” I asked. “Does someone go out with a flag or something?”

“Sometimes,” Foly snickered.

“It’s similar technology to how we operate the doors, only it doesn’t require calibration,” Alfi chimed in.

“You’re really that close to working radios.” I shook my head.

“That’s what I’m actually working on,” Alfi gestured to the board.

It was all just numbers, calculations and small sketches that resembled a wiring diagram. I couldn’t make heads nor tails of it, though and gave her a smile.

“I’m glad I could be the inspiration, and that you’re smart enough to know what to do with it,” I told her.

Alfi’s eye twitched for a moment and Foly moved aside. I wasn’t sure if I had done something wrong or not, before my lovely green-haired wife threw herself into my arms. The way she clung to me was confusing, but it was the gentle sobbing that had me pull her close.

“I won’t speak on her behalf,” Foly whispered. “But she’s always had a fear that her future husband would look down on her for her intelligence.”

“It’s why,” Alfi sniffled, as she raised those pretty green eyes to look at me. “It’s why I joined the others,” she managed to get out, before wiping tears from her eyes. “I needed something more than my work in engineering to make myself a candidate for marriage.”

“That’s just silly,” I leaned in and kissed her. “Engineer, diver, it doesn’t matter to me. I just see a beautiful woman deserving of love.”

“I love you,” she snarled as she threw herself at me.

I would have laughed if her tongue wasn’t slipping between my lips. Foly let out a laugh and pulled the now frantic dorf away long enough to remind us all that Hanwarra was still in the room.

“Tonight,” Alfi promised. “We can find a quiet moment, or right here in the nest where everyone can see.”

I swallowed nervously and tried to think of anything but the way she was subtly rubbing herself on my thigh. Foly shook her head and gave Alfi a nudge. Only now did she finally pull away, leaving me straining in my pants at the thought of what was coming later.

“Sir?”

“Right.” I turned and looked at Hanwarra. “Yes, especially if it’s from Elder Obsidian. Do what they want.”

“Yes sir,” Hanwarra nodded and headed back for the cockpit.

Dernorra kept us moving for a few minutes. I thought about heading to the cockpit to ask. Especially when trying to ignore the smoldering gaze Alfi kept sending my way. Foly found the whole thing amusing and remained seated in the nest.

Soon enough, Dernorra must have found a good place to stop, and I felt the landor rumble to a comfortable halt. When the engine shut down, the two dorfs appeared once more.

“They’ll want to speak with us,” Hanwarra informed me.

“Right,” I nodded. “Let’s get the ramp down, then.”

“No ambushes this time,” Foly muttered.

Nobody laughed. It was a genuine concern, after all. With Garnet’s treacherous nature, it wouldn’t be out of the question. Despite that, I trusted Obsidian. He’d explained himself from the start, including his vote to have me killed. I didn’t have to like it, but I didn’t see him setting up an elaborate trap for me like this. No, if he wanted to stop in the middle of nowhere, it was for a more mundane reason.

So, I found myself with my wives and squad members, standing at the top of the ramp as it lowered. As the outside world came into view, it was clear that the day was getting late. The sun was low, and the sky was tinged that deep orange, signaling the end of the day. Behind us, a pair of Obsidian’s massive landors parted and drove up on either side. While the two following behind, stopped and reversed up.

It quickly became apparent they were forming a ring, with the rears facing inwards to create a communal area in the center. The massive, lumbering machines took their time. In a straight line, they were able to keep up, but their added bulk made maneuvering a technical process.

“Which one was Elder Obsidian riding in?” I asked.

“On our right,” Foly gestured.

Facing backward, it was actually to my left. But in the direction of travel, it made sense. That landor was the first of the four to completely halt and begin lowering its twin ramps. As each landor stopped and did the same, I realized the scope of the situation. The first out of the landors were frames. I had a moment of worry as they charged out. Only to turn and run up between the landors to the outside.

“Scouts,” Hanwarra informed me. “If we had a larger team, we would do the same. In our small group, though, we’d head out in a single group. Unless meeting up with others like this.”

“Makes sense,” I nodded. “Next time we stop like this in a large group, I’d like a volunteer to go out with them. Show some support for the group.”

“It will be my pleasure, sir,” Dernorra gave a small bow.

With the frames out of the way, the dorfs themselves began to descend. It looked rehearsed. Most of them carried simple equipment. Tents, cooking stations and containers of food and water.

“They don’t sleep in their landors?” I asked.

“They can in an emergency,” Foly said. “It’s more comfortable to spread out, though. More room.”

“Makes sense,” I frowned. “I thought we were sort of in an emergency, though?”

“I suppose we’ll have to ask what’s going on,” Alfi nudged me as we spotted Elder Obsidian coming down the ramp.

The elder dorf barked a few orders, before Hanwarra made a soft noise. When I glanced over, she gave me a pointed look and realized I was holding them up. With a slight grimace, I gestured for the ladies to follow me and made my way down the ramp towards the elder, who hadn’t turned to face me. But clearly knew I was coming as he spoke.

“Your driver found a good place to stop for the night,” he said. “Lots of room, and relatively flat.”

“Thank you, elder,” Dernorra gave a slight bow.

He turned and eyed the pink-haired dorf for a moment and gave a nod in return. “Daughter, how do you like things under the command of a human?”

I frowned at the question, especially when I felt Foly’s hand tighten around my forearm. Alfi made a small huff as well.

“Tobias seems to be levelheaded, intelligent and a quick study of our ways,” Hanwarra spoke up. “While not quite the leader I expected to serve under, he is adequate.”

“Only adequate?” Elder Obsidian turned and gave me a strange look.

“He gets distracted easily,” Hanwarra clarified. “I do not yet know if that is going to be a problem.”

“I see.” Elder Obsidian glanced at my wives. “Tell me, Tobias. If it came to giving your life, or that of one of your wives, which would you choose?”

“Mine,” I spat without thinking.

He smirked. “What about one of your wives, and my daughter?”

I opened my mouth and was about to reply the same. But something made me hesitate. That was a loaded question. Exchanging my life for Alfi or Foly… I’d practically done that already. If I could spare them some horrible fate, I’d do so without hesitation. And in most cases, I could say the same about the others, too. Only… with a moment to think, there were likely scenarios where I couldn’t give an automatic answer. Scenarios where sparing a loved one could cause more harm than good, possibly even risking the lives of my other loved ones.

“Good.” Elder Obsidian let out a sigh. “You won’t blindly charge into danger if it means risking lives.”

“Of course not,” I snapped myself back into the present.

“Which means you and I are going to spend some time together,” he smiled.

I glanced at Hanwarra and saw the moment she straightened her expression. She knew what was going on, and likely the others did as well.

“Go fetch your frame, boy,” Elder Obsidian turned back to his landor. “It’s time to test your mettle.”

“That wasn’t a request,” Hanwarra urged me.

I nodded and made my way back inside, with the others following behind me. “Someone want to explain what’s going on?”

“He’s going to train you,” Hanwarra said.

“It’s probably not going to be pleasant,” Foly added. “But with the frames, it will reduce the risk of injury.”

“I’ll be up half the night making repairs,” Alfi groaned.

I kissed them both and made my way to my frame. It wasn’t any larger on the outside than the rest of them. The frames that dorfs wore had extensions in the limbs. For them, it was like walking around in moon boots with a pair of overly engineered arm extender toys to grasp things with. It gave them more reach, height and made room for the machinery that ran their frames. It turned a four and a half foot tall dorf, into a seven foot tall metal wrecking ball.

Without the extensions in the limbs, the equipment that ran through my frame was mounted on the back. The first prototype had some series cooling issues that almost killed me. I fought Hanwarra Obsidian for the right to marry Alfi after a simple mistake put her in violation of guest rights. Garnet had wanted to execute her, and I took it upon myself to prevent that.

Nobody had been expecting much of me. Let alone me. Fortunately, though, the small amount of karate I took as a kid, combined with a stable footing without the limb extensions, that gave me a narrow, but workable edge. One that I used to defeat Hanwarra by the barest of margins, before my frame detonated and severely injured my back.

The frame I had now was built from the remains of the first. The overheating issues had been fixed, and I had a few adaptions built in. I wasn’t trained to use a weapon, but I could throw a punch. So Alfi and her father, Elder Malachite, had installed wrist mounted blades that I could extend or retract when needed. So far, though, I hadn’t had a reason to use them.

“We’re going to mount up as well,” Foly smiled at me.

“We don’t expect this to be a proper fight, though,” Alfi assured me.

“My father will probably have you doing some training regardless,” Hanwarra called out as she made her way to her own frame.

I nodded and stepped backward into my frame. It was like putting on a pair of oversized boots before pushing my hands into a pair of metal gloves. Then, with a touch of my thumb and pinky towards my palm in an awkward motion, the front of the frame swung closed, sealing me within. The final piece, being my helmet, with a sliding faceplate that dropped down, obscuring my vision. It only lasted a moment before it lit up.

“Really?” I sighed.

“Don’t expect this every time,” Alfi moaned through my heads-up-display as she sat spread legged in the middle of her workshop. One hand was between her legs, the other held her nipple, twisted between her fingers. “But with us home, and heading out to training—I thought I’d just remind you of the kind of woman I am.” she bit her lip as her toes began to curl. “Gah!”

She pulled her hand away and took a shuddering breath of air. “I promised myself I wouldn’t finish,” she panted. “So please, my dear, wonderful, loving and delicious husband,” her recording stared right into my eyes. “Take what belongs to you.”

The screen cut out, and I recognized the green glow of Alfofida’s frame standing in front of me.

“I’m fine,” I jerked back. “Just… a boot sequence.”

Alfi’s mechanical hand slapped the faceplate of her frame before she pulled back and straightened up. “Not a problem, sir.”

I stepped out of the armor stand, and Alfi retreated a step to give me room. She and the others were armed. Foly with her mace, Alfi with an axe. Dernorra carried a sword, while Hanwarra used a spear. I hadn’t heard any reason why they carried those weapons specifically, so I could only assume that was what they were comfortable with. It might even be a good idea for me to mimic Foly. Maces were just clubs with a few extra bits. It didn’t take a terrible amount of skill to club something.

“Ready sir?” Foly asked.

“I’m ready.” I looked around and saw the others standing with me.

We made our way down. Either Elder Obsidian had hurried, or we were slow. Considering Alfi’s little gift, it was likely the latter, rather than the former. I kept my balance walking down the ramp. The first time I had done so, I’d fallen on my face in front of a jeering crowd of dorfs. They’d all assumed I’d lose, and badly that day. I was happy to surprise them otherwise. Something I didn’t think I’d manage again today.

“Wonderful,” Elder Obsidian said as he turned his frame.

The frames that I and my team used were all relatively identical. The same color, size, shape. We identified each other by the glow of the eyes in our faceplate, and the weapons we carried. By comparison, most of the frames around us were similar.

At least, their differences were uniform. A common badge on the shoulder of frames with pink eyes. And a black stripe on the chest of the ones under Obsidian. There were even a few blue crosses dotted about, and a single cluster of green helmets coming from a landor on the far side. The only absent color was the red of the Garnet clan.

“Why don’t we have marks like they do?” I asked.

“Oh?” Obsidian turned and looked around. “I suppose that’s something you haven’t been involved with. These frames are for military use.”

I got a good look at him now. He had the same black stripe as the rest of the frames. Unlike the majority, though, he had a few additions. Metal spikes on his gauntlets, and a crest over his helmet that stood out like a small flag. It was enough to get attention, without getting in the way if he were to fight. There were no gaudy capes here to get caught on jet turbines, or oddly placed machinery.

“The original intent for the team that rescued you was for it to be a cooperation,” he continued. “Therefore, no clan identification was required.”

“Makes sense,” I accepted.

“Good,” the elder chuckled. “Because now you’re within the military, it’s only right to teach you a few things.”

“I’m eager to learn,” I agreed.

Which was the moment he punched me. The strike didn’t hurt. But it knocked me sideways. I staggered, dropping to one knee before I caught myself. Elder Obsidian rushed in, and I threw myself back. It was awkward, but I managed a roll and tucked my legs under me before standing up once more.

“Well done,” he snarled, as his foot slammed into my chest.

This time, I didn’t stagger. I landed hard, and the wind was driven from my lungs by the impact. When a long sword staff was pressed into my faceplate. I knew that this could be lethal. The faceplate was the weak point. If he wanted to, he could lever it into the bottom and wedge it up. Then he’d have a clear venue to stab me in the face.

“It’s clear to me that you’re untested, if not entirely untrained,” he said, removing the weapon

I sat up, seeing the ladies all standing by. Several soldiers had moved in just in case they had to intervene. Clearly, the ladies, though, knew this wasn’t a lethal fight.

“I had a small amount of training when I was a kid,” I admitted as I got up. “Nothing like what you or Hanwarra had.”

“That much is obvious,” he nodded, before gesturing to one of his soldiers to step forward. “This is your opponent. I want to see what you can do.”

“In what way?” I frowned as I looked at the frame coming towards me.

“Hit him,” Obsidian ordered.

“Is he going to defend himself?” I asked.

Obsidian crossed his arms. “Solider, if Tobias does not attempt to strike you, you are to strike him.”

Oh fuck.

The soldier grunted an affirmation and turned to face me. I had a moment to think before a metal fist flew out. That moment was gone, and instead I was forced to dodge backwards.

“Quick on his feet,” Obsidian observed.

“Shit,” I swore as the soldier followed after me.

I hadn’t signed up for this. It had been years since I’d sparred with someone and outside of the duel, I hadn’t done any real fighting. Even then, at that point, I was fighting for Alfi’s life, not… not just for the sake of training.

I thought about what I knew. What I’d learned. It wasn’t much. Stay moving. Quick on your feet. Dodging is as good, if not better than blocking. The soldier, unaware of my inner monologue, stepped in. His punch came straight at my face. And to both of our surprise, I ducked down and to the left, letting his fist sail overhead. When I stood up again, it was to a follow-up punch that rocked my head back.

“A well-timed dodge, but you didn’t follow through,” Elder Obsidian called as he followed along. “Where is the fury I witnessed in the duel?”

“I was terrified out of my mind,” I called out as I ducked another punch, before sidestepping the second that came after. “And Garnet was going to have someone killed if I failed.”

“You lack motivation then?” he asked as his soldier continued to advance on me.

“You said this was training,” I grunted as I threw up my arm, blocking a wide swinging punch. The soldier seemed impressed by the act, but not enough to restrain the punch that landed in my lower gut. The blow didn’t hurt, but it knocked me back a few steps.

Where I spotted Obsidian turn to Foly. Her glowing blue eyed faceplate was locked on me, unaware as Obsidian wound back a fist. My gut twisted into knots as he struck her in the head. She fell back and reeled as he stepped in to strike her again. Before I could rush over to help, the soldier I was dealing with got in my way. I tried to shove him away, but the soldier reversed the shove and drove his shoulder into my chest. I tumbled back, landing flat, before hauling myself to my feet. Obsidian kicked Foly in the chest, knocking her down, too.

I turned to the soldier advancing towards me and snarled. The only response was a chuckle as I straightened my fingers. The tab on the back of my wrist extended, and with my free hand, I gave it a twist. A sturdy blade extended as it was meant to, and I pulled a fist to lock it down. The soldier, not realizing what I had done, kept coming.

I threw out a quick jab with my off-hand. He batted it away with a laugh. Which gave me the chance to slam my bladed fist into the side of his frame. The metal crunched, and the dorf staggered back. I didn’t stop, though. Someone shouted, and I kept moving. Obsidian was killing Foly, and I needed to end this now.

My next punch missed, and the soldier darted back out of range. I could see a hole in his armor where the tip of the blade had pierced. I lashed out twice more. The soldier dodged the first punch and blocked the second. I then used what I had with the duel and kicked the knee joint. He was prepared, though, and stepped back, avoiding the strike. But that put him off balance. Rather than push, I grabbed his arm and pulled. He fell flat onto his face, where I spun to Elder Obsidian.

He was standing beside the kneeling figure of my wife with his fist raised as he watched me. I didn’t give him a chance to speak as I charged in. He reacted immediately. Blocking my bladed punch with ease. Gravity twisted as his leg swept out from under me. I tumbled head over heels, landing on my back.

“HALT!”

“Fuck you!” I roared as I shoved off the ground.

I charged him once more. He dodged back, avoiding the blade, and went for a punch of his own. I surprised us both by blocking it, which didn’t give me anything as he twisted, snagging my arm and casually tossed me onto the ground once more.

“I said HALT!”

“YOU PUT YOUR HANDS ON MY WIFE!” I roared as I got up.

Only… There were two frames in front of me with glowing blue eyes. I froze in confusion, as the second frame appearing unharmed, beside Alfi, Hanwarra and Dernorra, raised her faceplate. Showing my concerned, and entirely unharmed wife within.

Elder Obsidian offered his hand to the frame he was beating, and they took it with ease. He hauled them up, and only now did I realize there was a black stripe on the chest, showing it was one of Elder Obsidian’s soldiers.

“You’ve a temper,” Elder Obsidian said as his soldier raised the faceplate, showing me Captain Belgik.

“You,” I frowned. “You tricked me.”

“You weren’t giving me what I needed to know,” the elder raised his faceplate to stare at me. “When you thought this was a game, you danced around. Dodging and weaving is a fine skill for a duel, but shoulder to shoulder with your fellow dorfs, it will only get you killed.”

“You made me think you were beating my wife, so I’d get mad and attack you?” I said, raising my own faceplate.

“Yes,” Obsidian nodded. “And the next time I order you to fight, you’ll remember this lesson, won’t you?”

I wanted to spit. I wanted to curse, I wanted to hit him, anyway. But… it was all a trick. Foly wasn’t hurt. Neither was I. The frame I’d injured was standing by, with a hole in his armor, but otherwise uninjured.

“Fuck,” I swore, and reached for the blade on my wrist.

“Before you do that, may I examine it?” Elder Obsidian asked.

“It’s a prototype, Elder.” Alfi stepped up. “Not yet something my father is willing to place on all our frames.”

“Very well,” he nodded. “But please, tell your father I would be extremely interested in a batch.”

Alfi gave a small bow, and Elder Obsidian turned to face me once more. “Your actions, while crude and shortsighted, were admirable. I believe you would benefit from training. Hanwarra?”

“Yes, elder?” the black-haired dorf stepped up.

“I shall begin, but it is up to you to continue where I leave off,” he instructed.

“Yes, elder,” Hanwarra agreed.

“For now, though,” Elder Obsidian turned to me once more. “Put the frame away. It’s time for a meal and a rest.”


CHAPTER FOUR


Despite my anxieties about seeing this cave again. I had to admit I was in relatively high spirits. Hanwarra sat beside me. She, as the navigator, kept me on track as I took my turn driving while Dernorra was able to rest. Folotelyn, my lovely first wife, was going over our supplies, checking she had everything we needed. While Alfofida went over our equipment once again. She wanted to be sure that our bout of training hadn’t damaged anything. After the last equipment malfunction, I couldn’t help but agree.

Then again. My high spirits had started even before I awoke. There was no better feeling than the bare flesh of beautiful women pressed into your sides. That was despite the other two women curled up across from us. Close, but not quite part of what we had going on.

What I hadn’t expected. Was the wake-up call. With one perched on each of my legs, Foly and Alfi had worked together to tease me to the edge of completion. Jerking awake as Foly stroked me into Alfi’s mouth was a hell of a way to wake up. Something I’d have loved to return the favor for, if not for Hanwarra and Dernorra waking, and only narrowly missing the sight of my erect cock spurting a line of seed over Foly’s wrist. Which she promptly licked, while staring at me with hooded eyes.

After dressing, eating some breakfast and meeting with Elder Obsidian, we were back on the… well, not road, those weren’t a thing here. At least not outside the city. The ground shifted too much for any construction efforts to last more than a few months.

“We’re going to get a storm later,” Hanwarra commented.

“How do you know that?” I asked.

She leaned over and gestured to the horizon. The day had barely begun. Getting up at the crack of dawn meant we had arrived before noon. Which gave the ominous green hue on the horizon a sinister look.

“Define storm?” I asked.

“You don’t have storms where you come from?” Hanwarra asked, with a confused look on her face.

“We do,” I admitted. “But green usually means hail.”

“Large chunks of ice falling from the sky?” she asked.

I looked at her, and she shrugged. “How much of our history do you know?”

“Foly explained a bit,” I told her. “About an ancestor, changing the flow of the core, and destabilizing the entire planet.”

“That’s a fair summary,” Hanwarra nodded. “Assuming she started with telling you how hot and arid this world was for most of our history?”

“She did,” I nodded.

“Well, when the topography of the land changed, water was able to rise to the surface more readily,” she said. “Which increased the amount of annual rainfall. The additional cloud cover cooled our world and eventually stabilized.”

“Considering what I know of your tectonics, I’m surprised to hear that,” I admitted as I brought us closer to the cave entrance.

It was much the same as it was. Nothing seemed to have moved. Not even Kiggaelin’s landor. Abandoned, rather than try to bring back both, on our return trip with the injured dorf.

“The temperature is stable,” she smiled. “But the weather did not. Where some places would storm once or twice a year, our climate varies by the year. As mountains rise and fall, some years get more storms than others.”

“I keep hearing you say storm,” I frowned. “Is that on purpose?”

“The mountains trap the weather. It causes massive air currents. The tallest trees, with the deepest roots that could withstand the shifting of the ground, could not withstand the wind and hail. It’s why there is so little plant life here. Destroyed by the storms, only smaller, faster growing plants can survive.”

“That sounds awful,” I admitted.

“It’s how things have been since before I was born,” Hanwarra shrugged. “It’s hard to compare it to something I’ve never experienced.”

“True,” I nodded. That was practically how I felt about most of my current life.

We sat in silence as I brought the landor to a stop. Parked almost exactly where I had before. Turning us on the spot, I had us face back the way we came, in case of any more emergencies. Something that Elder Obsidian must have agreed with, as the rest of the landors did the same.

We were parked, with one massive landor on either side of us. With a third on the other side of Kiggaelin’s. While the fourth drove around and parked further out, as if watching the camp itself.

“You’re getting comfortable driving,” Hanwarra noted.

“They’re not all that hard to drive,” I shrugged. “The vehicles on my world are smaller, but run on wheels instead of tracks. They’re also a lot faster.”

“I wonder if such a thing would even be possible here,” she wondered aloud.

“Probably not,” I chuckled. “Our war vehicles ran on tracks. Wheels are just more efficient when you have roads.”

She didn’t have anything to add to that. We spent a few moments shutting everything down. The massive engines these vehicles ran on took their time for everything. Similar to an old diesel engine that continued to run for a few minutes even after you shut it off. Only with a gradual shutdown, and not just a sudden engine stop.

When the two of us made it out into the main bay, the rest of our team was waiting for us.

“Frames, ladies,” I nodded. “Don’t take any chances.”

“Do you want me to join their scouts?” Dernorra asked.

“Not this time,” I told her. “Call me paranoid, but I’d rather keep us all together when there’s a known danger in the area.”

That was that, and we all moved to our frames. I’d figured this was coming, and we were all wearing our suits. Stepping into mine, I didn’t waste a moment touching my pinky and thumb to my palm. The armor closed around me, and the faceplate dropped before my eyes.

“Really?” I sighed.

“Is it on?” Foly asked.

“Yes,” Alfi blushed.

I stared at the two of them. Foly gave me a bright smile while Alfi chewed her lip. They were wearing their suits and I couldn’t help but drag my eyes over their forms.

“Alfi tells me that she left you a little recording,” Foly started. “But we have to make this one quick.”

She grabbed Alfi and roughly pulled her fellow dorf into a kiss. The two of them made out in front of me, and I stared in awed arousal. Alfi was more gentle, holding Foly’s shoulders, while clearly enjoying herself. While Foly roughly grabbed Alfi’s ass, squeezing it in a display that made the green-haired dorf squeak and break her kiss.

“Keep us safe, my love,” Foly blew me a kiss. “It would break both our hearts if something were to go wrong.”

My faceplate lit up, and I was staring at the lowering ramp of the landor.

“You’re going to have to fix that,” Dernorra was saying to Alfi, which I could tell by the glow of the eyes on their faceplates. “In an emergency, a boot sequence could get him killed.”

“That’s a good point,” Foly spoke up, moving into view.

“It’s fine,” I told them all, as I stepped out of the armor stand. “Only took a moment. I’m sure Alfi can look at it later, see what she can do about it.”

“Yes sir,” Alfi gave a salute.

We arranged ourselves, with me in the front, and the ladies in a shallow V-shape behind me. By the time the ramp hit the ground, we were ready. Marching down, my armored boots crunched into the rocky ground as we moved over to await the Elder. His landor was the one immediately to our right, parked between us and Kiggaelin’s landor. The ramp hit the ground as we approached and the familiar sight of scouts rushed down and began to spread out, while the other landors slowly parked and did the same.

“Prepared,” the familiar crested frame called as he marched down to meet us. “Good.”

“Elder,” I bowed. “This is the place.”

“I can see that,” he turned and regarded Kiggaelin’s landor. “You didn’t think of retrieving it?”

“I prioritized getting Kiggaelin home,” I admitted.

“Probably for the best,” Elder Obsidian noted. “If you’d claimed salvage rights on top of everything else, Elder Garnet would have been furious.”

I frowned at that. Garnet seemed furious anyway. If there was a point above what I had already seen, I didn’t want to know about it.

“Not to worry,” the elder chuckled. “As party to this expedition, you’re entitled to a share.”

“Oh,” I said, unsure of how to accept that. “Then what about the landor we disabled when we caught those bandits?”

“Didn’t see it on the way here,” he replied. “You said you damaged the tracks?”

“I did,” I nodded.

“Without the right equipment to recover it, that will be difficult. If you’re willing to give me a location, I’ll give you ten percent⁠—”

“Thirty,” Hanwarra stepped up.

Her father turned and regarded her for a moment, before letting out a soft chuckle. “Twenty five⁠—”

“Twenty seven and a half,” she retorted and crossed her arms. “And the two and a half is for expenses to repair the tracks. It only lost a few links. You’ll send one team, so there’s no wider shares. You’ll make more profit off this one recovered bandit landor than you will from Garnet Clan’s serviceable one.”

“Twenty seven and a half it is,” Elder Obsidian held his armored arm towards me.

I reached out slowly, unsure if he wanted to shake hands, or do the fantasy thing where they grab each other by the wrist. Only to pause in surprise when he pulled a fist and gently gave me a fist bump. I was so shocked, I just stood there for a moment, staring at my hand.

“Not a custom you’re used to?” he asked.

“We fist bump back home,” I admitted. “But it’s usually a more casual thing. For business, we’d shake hands.”

“That would mean dropping your weapon,” Obsidian scoffed.

I wanted to tell him that was the point. Part of me wondered if that might offend him. So I stayed quiet and filed the fist bump into place beside the handshake. It made me wonder the significance of it. I hadn’t been very involved with many deals. Not like this, at least. Agreeing to give information, or to agree to accept my new frame was more… private. Whereas this deal I’d just made was in front of people from the Obsidian Clan, as well as the ladies from my own team. For now, I moved along and followed Obsidian as he was greeted by his troops.

“I want a mixed group!” Obsidian roared. “One volunteer from each clan. No favoritism, no arguments.”

I watched as a frame with blue eyes stepped up without a word. The green-eyed frames jostled for a moment, before one broke off to join. The Spinel Clan frames seemed to be having a discussion while Obsidian turned to face me.

“You’re going in too,” he announced.

“In that case,” Dernorra stood up beside me.

Her movement drew the attention of the Spinel clan frames, who turned to regard her for a moment. It was likely they knew who she was. And that must have settled their debate as they moved back, making it obvious they were allowing her on the trip.

“I too, feel the need to exercise my right to guard my team lead,” Hanwarra announced, moving up beside me.

“You test me, daughter,” Obsidian sighed, before making a gesture.

The frame, I could only assume, was Captain Belgik, gave a salute and backed off once more to stand with the others. Obsidian shook his helmeted head and barked out a single word.

“MOVE!”

The members of Malachite and Kyanite pushed ahead without a word. Obsidian moved in behind them, and I followed behind him. Leaving Dernorra and Hanwarra to follow up behind. The wider part of the tunnels where the stabilizers were, allowed for us to walk in pairs. So we weren’t spread out all that much, even though I found it odd to walk beside the elder.

As we approached, I looked around the area. The green of the storm was approaching, and I hoped we were back out before it struck. The last thing I wanted was to spend a night inside the tunnel. Not after what happened to Kiggaelin. There was still plenty of time, though, and our team moved on.

We turned on our lights as the tunnel entrance fell into darkness. I kept an eye out for any signs of movement. I had a horrible thought of demons once again. Then again, flayers were a possibility too. They weren’t as territorial as demons were. Then, of course, there were the orcs. If I was being honest, the utter silence other than the crunch of our boots on the solid stone was what irked me the most.

“Tell me, Tobias,” Obsidian spoke, getting my attention. “How certain are you that these creatures. These orcs are a threat?”

“I have no idea,” I admitted.

Obsidian turned and regarded me for a moment. “Elaborate on your feelings, then.”

“Well,” I swallowed. “My world has… mythology. Within it, there are people like the Dorfs. Reality isn’t quite what we’ve imagined, but similar enough to draw a few conclusions.”

“I’m to assume your mythology includes these orcs?” Obsidian asked.

“That’s right,” I nodded. “And if my mythology is to be believed, they are violent, warlike and have extremely high numbers.”

“Nothing about their people, technology or weapons we’ll face?” he asked.

“No,” I admitted. “When I fell through the portal and saw them for the first time, they looked simple enough. They’re big though. Strong. And you don’t have to stab through armor if you can hit it hard enough.”

“As gratifying as it is, to know you’ve thought about this,” he said. “It worries me that your story has so few holes. It makes me want to believe you, despite how unrealistic your claims are.”

“I only saw them for a moment,” Hanwarra called from behind us. “What I saw, though… I don’t think that Tobias is embellishing.”

“Then there’s the fierce loyalty you seem to have stirred in my daughter,” Obsidian scoffed.

I didn’t have anything to say about that.
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My first thought when we found Kiggaelin’s camp was that not much had changed. The problem, though, was that things had definitely changed. The glaring, obvious one was the demons. Their corpses were gone. No sign of them. Not even drag marks. Whatever collected them was large and strong enough to move them without leaving an obvious trail. And when Dernorra split away to check, the messes we hadn’t spent a terrible amount of time cleaning, had been picked up as well.

Then, the more we looked, the more I came to realize that things had moved. It was like something had come through and sifted everything around. Like a toddler picking up all the toys and setting them down again without thought. The damaged frames, the camping equipment, even the contents of the fire had been scattered.

“It looks like someone picked through the remains,” Elder Obsidian remarked as he walked through the camp.

“I was thinking the same thing,” I agreed. “Things have moved.”

“If it were bandits, they’d have taken those,” Obsidian gestured to Kiggaelin’s frames.

“Right. What do we do now?” I asked as I kept my eyes on the tunnel that led to the orcs.

“That depends.” he turned and faced me. “Are you willing to lead the way to the portal you found?”

I swallowed nervously and glanced at the tunnel in question. I couldn’t be sure. With all the rock and dust, it was hard to tell whether vibrations in the ground or giant feet had stirred it all up.

“I’m willing,” I said softly.

With a nod from the elder, I made my way over to the tunnel. Hanwarra and Dernorra pulled in tightly around me. They stuck close, with Hanwarra pulling ahead and slipping into the tunnel first, despite her father’s instructions for me to lead. He came in behind Dernorra, with the two from Kyanite and Malachite bringing up the rear.

With our lights on, the tunnel didn’t seem quite so eerie. The dust had stilled, and the way was clear. Which immediately put me on guard.

“When I came down here last time, the tunnel was partially collapsed,” I said.

“There was a seismic event when we found Tobias,” Dernorra explained. “Part of the roof caved in as we fled to the stabilized section of the tunnel.”

“And you did not clear the debris?” the elder asked. “Not even to retrieve bodies?”

“We only moved enough to do that,” I grunted. “This is more like they picked up the rock and carted it off.”

The elder didn’t say another word as we continued further in. I looked up, pointing a light at the ceiling. The damage was visible. Gaping cracks in the ceiling and wide holes showed where the rock had come down. And while there was plenty of small debris scattered about, there was nothing to indicate a collapse. I felt a pit open in my stomach as I realized that meant the orcs had gotten in. They’d been in this tunnel. It might have been easy enough to think some scavenger had come in and feasted upon the remains, jostling the equipment around a bit. But a cleared tunnel? That would be the work of only one party.

I could see it now. The section that I had to crawl through. Rocks scattered about were just fine rubble on the ground. The orcs had cleared enough to walk through comfortably. They hadn’t bothered beyond that. I could see the room ahead. Where I’d entered this world. It made me pause for a moment, and Dernorra bumped into me from behind.

“Tobias?”

“I’m fine,” I grunted as I forced myself to keep moving.

If things went wrong, it would be a quick thing. So I took a moment as I walked, to extend my wrist blades. I still needed a real weapon, but for now, this would do. It was better than nothing, at least. We approached the entrance to the room, and Hanwarra went first. I almost told her to stop, but grit my teeth as I followed on her heels.

It was bare. That strange flatness. The floors, walls and ceiling were all as smooth as I remembered. And then there was the wall.

“This was it,” I whispered. “This was the portal.”

Before I could say another word, Hanwarra yanked her spear around. She used the blunt end and gave it a smack on the solid stone.

“It’s not a portal now,” she said, before turning to face the rest of us.

It was then, I saw something shimmer. Like the wall pulsed, and behind her emerged a green figure. First an arm, then a shoulder, and a leg. The orc stepped out, his head snapped around, taking in the sight of us.

There was a single moment. A little more than a heartbeat as we stared at one another. Before the orc swung a fist at the back of Hanwarra’s head. The metallic clang echoed as I lunged in. The orc turned to face me, his beady yellow eyes squinted as his jaw tensed. His fist came up, and I knew it was going to hit me. I just needed to make sure Hanwarra had a moment to escape.

I threw an uppercut. The orc ignored me, seeking to drive me back. His fist connected with my chin. The blow was absorbed by my helmet. Rather than snap my head around, it rocked my torso back, which turned my punch into a wild swing. The blade on my wrist carved a deep groove up the ribs of the orc, who snarled and followed up with a solid kick.

The impact knocked me flat on my back, where I spotted a flash of movement. Obsidian. Moving like a dancer, despite the metal frame, he lunged in and caught the orc’s next punch. Then, to everyone’s surprise, he lifted and spun. The orc let out a surprisingly high-pitched squeal as he crashed into the floor beside Hanwarra, who was getting back up.

She took my hand and dragged me aside as Elder Obsidian went to town on the orc. The beating was brutal, and blood escaped many wounds. But I could tell the damage was more superficial than it looked. A solid blow to the orc’s jaw snapped its head around, but the tusk sticking out of its mouth wasn’t even chipped. These things were tough and their bones were even tougher.

The elder, despite his obvious skill and advantage of being on top, wasn’t getting very far. The longer they fought, the more of a chance that something would go wrong. A second orc, or a lucky strike. Something that would make this go from bad to worse. Until it finally did.

For the orc.

Dernorra, whipping out her sword, lunged across the room. Obsidian saw her coming and rolled off the orc. The creature, despite its injuries, immediately got to its knees. Where it let out a gasping cough as Dernorra drove her blade through its back. The way her frame jerked in place, I could tell it hadn’t been easy. Which meant their bones really were tough, if even ribs were enough to slow a sword.

The orc shish-kabob wasn’t done, though. He shoved down, springing to his feet. Dernorra was forced to release the blade, or risk being thrown to the floor. Obsidian put his fists up and blocked the wide haymaker aimed at his armored head. Which was when things shifted once more.

With the elder backed into the corner, Dernorra now out of the way, and Hanwarra and I, standing off to one side, there was room for the frames from Kyanite and Malachite to enter. The Malachite frame carried a sword of a similar shape, if not design, to the one Dernorra used. The Kyanite frame held what looked like a pickaxe. That is, if that pickaxe had taken a tumble through a fantasy generator… Which now I think about it, was literally me. The weapon looked like someone had started with a war hammer from a video game and decided to make it pointy instead.

The two frames moved in side by side. Malachite got there first, swinging his sword as if to decapitate the orc. The blow would have killed a human for sure. Likely a dorf as well. But the blade struck the orc’s neck, and despite carving deeply, it smacked heavily into the spine and stopped.

Right before the war pick user cracked into the back of the orc’s head. And finally, I saw something get through. The pointed end pierced, and the rest of the skull collapsed around it. The orc jerked on his feet and collapsed to the ground, twitching and spasming slightly. Elder Obsidian put his hands down as the Kyanite frame retrieved his weapon. The Malachite did the same, before taking Dernorra’s blade and yanking that out as well. When presented back to Dernorra, she took it with a word of thanks, and the two frames moved towards the exit.

“We seal this tunnel,” Obsidian growled. “You have as long as it takes to set up a cascading failure, to get as many stabilizers out as you can. We’re going to drag this corpse back.”

“That might not be the greatest idea,” I spoke up.

“And why not?” Obsidian pointed at me. “We need proof!’

“I understand.” I held up my hands. “But if he’s diseased, contaminated or has something dangerous on him, we could be bringing that back home again.”

“I could say the same for you,” Obsidian pointed out.

“I can’t argue that,” I admitted. “I can only hope that whatever scans I’ve had at Kyanite cleared my health. The difference though, is if these orcs are willing to eat a Dorf, they might eat each other.”

“Disgusting, but what is the distinction here?” Obsidian asked.

“We bury our dead to prevent disease from spreading. I’m sure you do something similar?” I asked.

“We burn our dead,” Hanwarra said, moving up beside me.

“That tracks,” I nodded. “But if they eat their dead, that means they likely carry whatever pathogens… viruses, bacteria, fungi, that their entire collective species carries. And while they might be used to it, we certainly aren’t.”

“Folotelyn and Alfofida have shown no signs of illness since Tobias has arrived,” Dernorra said.

“But his words are true,” the frame from Kyanite announced. “Forgive me from speaking, Elder, but there is truth here. If the creature does consume its own, we are better off leaving it.”

“There is another option,” I suggested. “But I’m worried, suggesting it might be offensive to your culture.”

[image: ]



I sat at the top of the ramp to our landor. The flames of a pyre burned in the middle of the camp. It was quick, dirty and not without a controversy or two. I’d been correct, and some of the dorfs had taken offense to burning the orc. Elder Obsidian’s words had been enough to force the action, but hadn’t been enough to quell the discontent. Those without honor, criminals, and the like, were not burned. They were dumped in ditches and covered in rocks. That would have been the eventual fate for the orc, but the elder wanted to bring back proof for the others to see what he had found.

So now, they were trying their best to burn it before the storm arrived. The wind was picking up, and I could see darkness approaching like a wave. When Hanwarra said it was a storm, I figured some bad weather, but this looked like some kind of hurricane.

I guess, in a way. This was the calm before the storm.


CHAPTER FIVE


“Can’t sleep?”

I jumped slightly and turned in the dark cockpit to see a womanly figure standing behind me. Which wasn’t all that surprising, seeing as there were four of them here with me.

“No.” I shook my head and turned to look out the front windscreen once more. “I’ve always enjoyed watching storms roll over. But this is something else entirely.”

The cockpit windscreen wasn’t glass. That I knew for sure. Glass would never have withstood the impacts I was seeing right now. Massive chunks of ice, starting at golf ball, and even as large as a basketball rained down from above. The hollow thunks of it landing on the roof were one thing. But when a chunk of ice the size of my head slammed into the transparent cockpit and shattered… well, whatever it was made of, I was simply glad that we were safe inside.

A flash of light filled the cockpit, and I squinted for a moment. The lightning was an unfamiliar green. Whether by the same method that hail turned the sky green, or natural, I didn’t know. But in that moment, as green light forked across the sky, the whole landscape came into view. Our landor, stood amongst the others. Hatches done up tight and the camp entirely dismantled. The only thing out there still standing, was a stack of metal crates over the pyre as the orc was completely burnt.

That pyre was now just a soft glow, flashing intermittently as chunks of ice fell past, obscuring my vision.

“Are storms normally this bad?” I asked.

“They can be,” she replied. “Some can be worse. Other times, the ice falls as water and we can have trouble as it floods our tunnels.”

“It doesn’t normally rain?” I frowned.

“Historically, maybe,” she replied softly. “It’s not common in our lifetime.”

I nodded, before swallowing as a firm set of hands gripped my shoulders. Her thumbs dug into the muscle and I leaned back. The chairs here, designed for dorfs, were just a little too small. Adjustments existed that made it serviceable for me, but I was just a tad taller than the headrest making my shoulders easy to reach.

“Good?” she asked.

“Very,” I smiled.

“I’ll have to thank Folotelyn for teaching us the basics then,” she said.

I nodded slowly, before frowning to myself. The way she’d said Folotelyn irked me. I couldn’t quite hear her properly over the sound of thunking ice, but that definitely wasn’t my Alfi rubbing my shoulders. With a start, I sat forward and turned, taking in the black-haired woman behind me. She looked uncertain as she stood there, wearing her diving suit with her hands up in the position they were as she massaged me.

“What?” I frowned.

Hanwarra tilted her head slightly. “Did you not enjoy the massage?”

“I did,” I nodded. “I just thought it was one of my wives doing it.”

Hanwarra put her hands down. “Was this an unwanted contact?”

I blinked slowly and shook my head. I had talked to Foly about this kind of thing. They took sexual assault seriously here, and I didn’t want this going any further. Not in a legal sense, and certainly not after what I’d caught her doing in the shower on our last trip.

“Speaking frankly,” I looked her in the eye without responding to her question. “In my culture, accepting an advance from someone outside of the marriage would be considered disrespectful to the extreme,” I said slowly. “I don’t know your intentions, and for me to be comfortable with it, I would need to know that my wives were happy for you to continue.”

She nodded slowly and swallowed with a thin smile. “In my culture, a man of importance attracts many women. Either side may initiate an advance, and the other women involved have little say in the long term.”

I frowned as I thought about that. Foly and Alfi hadn’t behaved like that. Alfi had been instructed to bed me, but Foly had gotten in the way of those plans on her own. Making sure that it wasn’t just a political reason for doing so. It made sense, in a way. The Kyanite clan, being the healers, were likely the most socially progressive of the clans. Malachite, being the scientists, was the most logical. Obsidian, being the warriors… That would make the strongest, the most viable for breeding.

“So you’re attracted to me?” I asked, wanting to smooth out any confusion.

“You beat me in fair combat,” she nodded. “And you stepped to my defense earlier today.”

“That’s… not quite what I mean,” I sighed.

Hanwarra frowned to herself and shifted from foot to foot. She seemed to me like she wasn’t quite sure what to say. Which made her more relatable, in a way. I knew what I’d seen in that shower. There was a woman in there. I just didn’t know if she was attracted to me for the right reasons, or simply playing out some fantasy when she thought she was alone.

“You’re tall,” she said, looking me in the eye.

“Okay,” I nodded.

“Your features are softer than the men of my kind,” she continued. “And you don’t have a beard. Which is… fascinating.”

“Not quite what I was⁠—”

“And I’ve seen the way you look at them,” Hanwarra said, in a much quieter tone. “Like they are precious gems that you cling to with no desire to be rid of.”

I smiled and gave a small nod. I kinda did. Even when I wasn’t admiring the curve of Foly’s ass, or Alfi’s bust, they were just so damn loveable…

“I want that.”

“Want what?” I asked.

Hanwarra nodded, and it seemed to me she was nervous as she clasped her hands before herself. “I want to be looked at, like I’m a precious gem.”

“There’s nobody within⁠—”

“I want YOU to look at me like I’m a precious gem,” she cut me off with a shake of her head. “Your wives glow, Tobias. They smile all the time. I want that too.”

“You think I can give you that?” I asked.

She nodded slowly. “I know I’m not as attractive⁠—”

“Pffft!” I blew out a raspberry. “You’re as gorgeous as the rest of them.”

Hanwarra gave me a doe eyed stare, before reaching up and brushing her hair behind her ears. I wasn’t sure if it was intentional or not, but lightning flashed behind me, lighting up the cockpit. For just a brief moment, I could swear her cheeks were pink.

“If…”

“Look, I’m… I’m not from here,” I told her. “Having one wife wasn’t on my agenda back home. Now I have two of them. I love Foly and I love Alfi. I’m not about to make any decisions like this, on a spur of the moment, without their approval,” I let my gaze roam over her blushing face and smirked. “No matter how pretty you are.”

“You haven’t seen me without clothes,” she murmured.

I didn’t correct her. That shower wasn’t something I was supposed to have seen. And going by how nervous she was, talking about relationships like this… Well, I could only imagine that doing so now might make her panic.

“I’m only speculating here,” I told her. “I’m sure you’re lovely.”

“I’m scarred.”

I frowned, not remembering anything. So I shrugged. “So am I, remember?”

She nodded slightly before clearing her throat. “I’m going to head to bed, sir. Are you going to be long?”

“Not sure,” I said, relieved to have dropped the original topic. “I’ll come in when I’m tired.”

“Very well, sir,” she said, before leaving me alone with my thoughts.

I waited to make sure that she wasn’t coming back. The storm hadn’t let up for even a moment. And now I had even more on my mind to worry about. Taking a seat once more, I let my chin drop to my palm while I leaned on my elbow. Only to sit up as I heard the door open behind me.

I looked back as Alfofida moved up to stand beside me. She rubbed her face as she let out a soft yawn before smiling at me.

“What’s wrong, Toby?”

“Nothing.” I smiled and opened my arms.

She looked at me for a moment before turning and throwing her leg over my hip to straddle my lap. She, like Hanwarra, was in her diving suit. Feeling like a second skin as she leaned into my chest.

“Then why not come to bed?” she asked.

“Just thinking about stuff.” I smiled and cupped her cheek. “And the storm. I’ve always loved watching storms.”

“They frighten me a little,” Alfi admitted.

“Then go back to bed.” I pulled her into a soft kiss.

Alfi let out a sigh and shook her head. “No. My dear husband has thoughts on his mind. I would be a terrible wife if I did not at least attempt to ease them.”

“That’s not your responsibility,” I laughed softly as she leaned in for another kiss.

“You know what is, though?” she whispered as she rubbed her crotch against me.

I let out a sigh and leaned back in my chair. “You think that’s how it works? That you just walk in here, give me a pretty look and expect my attention?”

Alfi had a look in her eye, like she’d done something wrong. Which immediately made me change gears.

“Because that’s exactly how you get my attention,” I growled.

She let out a gasp right before I kissed her. My gorgeous dorf wrapped her arms around me and held on tight as she rocked her hips. I could feel the heat between her legs, but I was still in a bit of a mood. Which was when I remembered exactly where I was sitting and had an idea. Between the two levers used for steering this landor, there was, in fact, a wheel. That wheel was used for fine control, usually to make sweeping turns while at cruise speed. It was also an example of technological, parallel evolution.

It was about the same size as the wheel of my old car. And it had three spokes holding the outer rim, to a central, recessed pillar. The wheel was just a little wider than my lovely dorf’s shoulders.

I reached up, taking her arms and pushed them back. Alfi made a noise of complaint, but I silenced her with more kissing. She leaned into me, relaxing as I pushed her arms back. There was a momentary pause as she tried to figure out what I was doing. But she didn’t struggle as I pushed her hands through the spokes of the steering wheel.

“What are you doing?” Alfi asked, as I pushed her back to lean on it.

“Comfy?” I asked.

She wriggled slightly and frowned. “I can’t move.”

“That’s the point,” I said, pressing one hand into the middle of her chest. “But if you want to stop, just say the word pineapple.”

“What is a pineapple?” Alfi asked. “And what are you going to do to me?”

“A pineapple is a fruit from my world,” I said, as I began stripping down. “As for what I’m going to do to you. That’s not really any of your business.”

“And why am I remembering the name of a fruit I’ve never eaten?” she asked.

I pushed down my own diving suit, letting my erection flop out, landing on the top of her mons with a light smack. “Because now you can say whatever you want, and I know I can ignore you, unless you say that word specifically.”

“And if I say pineapple, you’ll stop whatever you’re doing?” she gulped.

“Exactly.” I smiled as I rocked my hips, grinding the underside of my cock between her legs. “So you need to trust me to stop, if you say it,” I scanned over her suit-clad body. “And I need to trust you to say it, if you need to.”

“You have to trust me?” Alfi asked.

I nodded as I realized there was no way to get her out of the suit in this position. It was time to get creative. “I don’t want to hurt you Alfi.” I looked her in the eye. “I want us both to enjoy this.”

“I feel helpless,” Alfi giggled nervously.

“And I feel empowered,” I grinned as I made my decision.

Leaning in, I palmed her breasts. Her nipples were hard, and I grinned as I massaged them gently. Alfi made a noise, and her hips began to rock. With a frown, I leaned back, releasing one hand, and lightly smacked her ass.

“Hold still,” I ordered.

Alfi froze, and I watched her for a moment before she licked her lips. “Yes, sir.”

“Good girl,” I praised her and went back to massaging her breasts.

Alfi took a deep breath and stared up at me. She looked nervous, but excited. Only to twist into confusion as I slipped my hands between her breasts and pinched at the material that made her suit.

“W-what are you doing?” she asked.

“What I want,” I told her as I gripped and pulled.

The suits and whatever fabric this was, were designed to stretch and fit over just about any dorf. They had to make a slightly larger one for me, or things pulled uncomfortably. So it had plenty of give. But not enough to prevent me from ripping the chest open. Alfi let out a sharp gasp as her breasts spilled into view. I grinned as I yanked my hands apart, before leaning in to devour her.

“Toby!” Alfi gasped.

I closed my lips around one nipple and firmly gripped the other between my thumb and the first knuckle of my forefinger. Glancing up at my green-haired wife, she was staring at me with wide eyes, but not in a way that suggested she was upset by the development.

Lightly tugging at her nipple, she let out a soft moan. When I sucked on the other, she chewed her lip. And when I suddenly stood, releasing her, she let out a despairing little moan.

“Greedy,” I grinned.

“I was enjoying that,” she protested.

“Good,” I said as I took half a step back, letting my cock slip under her ass. “But I’m going to enjoy this far more.”

Her breath hitched as I palmed her pussy through the fabric of her diving suit. There was a lot of heat there, and I had a moment to think before I acted. Foly had pubic hair, so I’d have to be careful should I ever attempt this with her. But Alfi was shaven smooth. I used my thumb to massage down into the crevice of her pussy, which had the added bonus of creating a slightly loose patch. The face Alfi showed as she let out a soft moan of pleasure was secondary. At least to anyone watching. Truthfully, I wanted to pleasure her. This was as much for her as it was for me, and I was going to get what I wanted while she screamed and writhed around me for the ride.

Pinching that loose fabric Alfi didn’t have a chance to complain as I tore her diving suit open once more. Her head snapped forward, and I spotted movement as she tried to move her arms. But she couldn’t bring her hands forward enough to touch her own hips, so she slumped back and stared at me as I ignored her.

Instead, I was slowly massaging her labia, rubbing from the bottom to the top. Spreading her open slightly, before massaging her closed as I reached her clit. Considering the wet mess smeared around her crotch, she was very into what was happening right now.

“Are you going to fuck me, Toby?” Alfi asked, in a tone that sounded almost like a plea.

“Soon,” I crooned, before sitting down in my chair once more.

That gave me a good comfortable position, where I could lean over and lick her from opening to clit.

“Oh, the depths!” Alfi jerked.

“What does that mean, anyway?” I asked, before lightly tracing her clit with my tongue.

“The richest minerals,” Alfi gasped, as I licked her again. “They’re found deep in the ground.”

“So something being deep is a good thing?” I asked as I gently licked her again.

“Yes,” Alfi shuddered. “That feels so good.”

“That’s the point,” I chuckled and licked her again. “As good as my cock, plundering your depths, though?” I asked. Alfi shuddered and slowly shook her head. “Shame,” I licked her again. “I might have to challenge that.”

Whatever Alfofida was about to say, it drowned out with a soft squeak. Invading her delectable pussy with a pair of fingers, I focused my mouth on her clit. I pushed one hand under her ass, wrapping around her thigh, before resting my palm on her mons. It was a little uncomfortable for me, but I was able to spread her labia, giving me better access to her most sensitive place.

“Toby!” Alfi squeaked.

“Mmm?” I moaned as I suckled gently on her clit. Twisting my wrist, I curled my fingers towards her belly button, and Alfi jerked beneath me. Only for me to tighten my grip on her, preventing her from moving.

“Toby please!”

I released her clit and looked up at her, even as I continued stroking my fingers inside her. “Please what?”

“Lock me!” She begged.

“Oh I will,” I promised. “I just want to get this first orgasm out of the way first.”

“W-what?” Alfi jerked, trying to sit up. “Why?”

“Because I want you to cum on my face before I fuck you and make you cum again,” I replied, before leaning in to lap at her clit once more.

“Toby!” Alfi hissed.

I ignored her and closed my lips over her clit, giving it a light suck as she jerked beneath me once more.

“Toby please!” She squealed.

I ignored her and continued as I wanted. Her legs shifted, and I took a deep breath as her thighs closed around my head. Her core spasmed, and I slowed my movements as I felt her core muscles squeeze around my fingers. There was suddenly a lot more fluid, too. Dripping down my arm as she helplessly humped up into my face. I let her ride it out, pleasing her, but not going crazy to overstimulate her.

She bounced her hips once more before her legs loosened. She slumped back against the steering wheel as I released her clit. Even just that made her jerk. But not as hard as she did as I stood and steered my cock into her before she had a chance to recover.

Her eyes bulged as I stepped in, filling her up completely. With my cock as deep as I could go, I leaned in and cupped the back of her head, before leaning down to stare into her eyes. When I pulled back and drove myself forward, hers rolled. Her mouth hung open, and I realized she wasn’t breathing.

“Hey.” I stopped and gave her a little shake. “Keep breathing. If you pass out, I’ll have to stop.”

Alfi gave a small nod, and I listened as she sucked in a lungful of air. Letting it all out. Her next breath was softer, and she stared up into my eyes with a wondrous expression.

“Fuck me, Toby,” she whispered.

Crashing my lips into hers, she moaned as I drove myself deep inside her once more. Alfi spread her legs, raising her knees, and set her heels on my hips as I hammered into her. She was helpless, but accepting and eager for all I had to give her. So I spared nothing and gave it all. The whole length of my cock, tip to base, driving into her with each thrust. Her eyes rolled, and her kissing became mechanical as her rational thought left her body. The only thing she could concentrate on was her breathing as I fucked her as hard as I could.

Despite her situation, I wrapped my arms around her. Holding her close as I felt my end coming. With my face buried in the crook of her neck, I inhaled her scent and kissed the inside of her neck. But it was the whispered words that caught my attention. It was just the one word, repeated as I fucked her.

“Toby,” Alfi gasped softly. “Toby. Toby.”

Her core tensed once more. And I felt that suction take hold. I didn’t fight it. I forced myself deep inside. As her core locked me inside her, I erupted, pumping my seed deep into her body. Her eyes were rolled back, and her mouth hanging open. She was cumming just as hard as I was. All I could do was hold her close as we rode one another’s mutual orgasms. Until finally, I lay resting, with a limp and trembling dorf in my arms.

“You okay?” I asked, kissing the edge of her ear.

“Uh huh,” Alfi nodded.

I smiled and kissed the inside of her neck, making her squirm slightly. With a chuckle, I pushed my arms down her sides and cupped her back. With my support, all I had to do was sit up and bring her with me, to slip her arms free of the steering wheel.

Alfi let out a relieved sigh as she rolled her shoulders. Then brought her arms up to wrap around the back of my neck as I sat down in the driver’s seat once more.

“You ruined my suit,” Alfi laughed breathlessly.

“It was in my way,” I joked. “Besides, you have spares. You can throw this one out.”

“No,” Alfi snuggled in close as she tucked her knees up to support herself. “I’m going to keep it. To remind myself of this night.”

“Oh?” I asked as my cock twitched inside her.

“That way, when I wear it, you remember what you did to me,” she whispered. “And maybe you’ll do it again.”

Underestimating the gripping power of a dorf pussy was a mistake I’ll make again and again. The suction acted like a cock ring, preventing me from going down. And without being able to go down, it was a wait before we could uncouple. So, with nothing else to do but wait, I held her gently, as Alfi rather gently rocked her hips. And this time, when we reached our ends, it was at a much gentler pace.
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THUMP!

I jerked awake, looking around in a panic. The weight on my lap jerked too, and I was distracted by the sound as Alfi blinked up at me. Only to squeal and point straight up. When I craned my neck, I spotted the cause. An orc.

“FRAMES!” I roared. We hadn’t meant to fall asleep in the cockpit. After our little session of dominance and submission, our second round was far more gentle. Gentle enough that neither of us had the energy to get up, and we’d fallen asleep where we were. Thankfully, it had been long enough that Alfi’s muscles had relaxed. My cock, still slightly hard and right where I left it, inside her, slipped out as she made a hasty run for the main room.

The orc, realizing he’d been spotted, raised what looked like a bone club and brought it down hard on the cockpit.

Which cracked.

Seeing that, I burst into motion. Grabbing my diving suit still around my ankles, I pulled it up my legs as someone charged into the cockpit.

“Toby!”

“Frames!” I snapped, spotting Dernorra, who had frozen as the orc above us hit the glass canopy once more.

Seeing the spiderwebbing cracks, she ducked out and ran into the back as I stood from the driver’s seat and hurried out into the sitting room. There, I pulled the rest of my suit on, slipping my arms in as the door opened in front of me. Foly stood there, looking relieved, before taking my hand and dragging me out.

“What’s going on?” she asked.

“No idea. There’s an orc on the roof,” I grunted as I marched through the main room to the viewing hatches. Opening one up, I could spot almost a dozen orcs. Three of them were huddled around the entrance to the tunnel. Though from the looks of things, they were trying to get in, not out. Blocking the way, were a pair of frames. The rest of the orcs were looking over the landors. The other thing I noticed was most of the orcs were injured. Large bruises on their head. A broken shoulder or two. If I had to guess, they were some kind of scouting party that got out, only to be caught in the storm before they got back.

“None of the other landors are open, but there’s at least a few Dorfs in the tunnel,” I said, as I turned around. “What would we normally do in a situation like this?”

“That’s easy,” Alfi said, as her frame closed around her.

“We fight,” Dernorra grinned as she climbed into her own.

“We’re outnumbered,” I pointed out, even as I followed Hanwarra and Folotelyn to our assigned frames.

“If we’re awake, the others won’t be far behind,” Foly assured me.

“And if they’re breaking into the cockpits, they’ll find out sooner, rather than later,” Dernorra said as her frame came to life.

“We trust you to lead us, sir,” Hanwarra gave me a thin smile, before her frame closed up around her.

“You forget,” Foly smiled at her from inside her own frame. “While you’re new here. We’ve been training in our frames for years.”

“That’s what worries me,” I sighed as I stepped into my own frame and made the gesture. “I don’t want anyone getting hurt, because I made a mistake one of you wouldn’t have.”


CHAPTER SIX


“Open it.”

Foly hit the command on her wrist and moved to stand beside me. We were shoulder to shoulder. Spaced just far enough apart to swing out weapons without striking one another. The dull thumping from the cockpit reminding me that we didn’t have much of a choice. They were coming in, whether we liked it or not. Our only real hope was that the other landors knew about it too. And that they would spring into action like us.

“What I’d do for a shotgun right now,” I chuckled.

“What’s a shotgun?” Alfi asked.

I turned to give a quick explanation. When the top of the ramp opened far enough, that a thick, green body slipped in from the roof. It was only then that I realized there had been a pause in the bashing of our cockpit. The orc landed on his back, sliding down the ramp into the landor. If he regretted taking on five opponents at once, it didn’t show.

The orc charged for the center. Exactly where I stood, with Foly on my left and Alfi on my right. But he didn’t get very far. Hanwarra, beside Foly, stepped forward. Her spear flicking out. Straight and true, the orc, with its eyes on me, didn’t bother to defend himself. The metal tip pierced his chest, sinking deep as his eyes bulged with pain. The roar escaped his lips as a breathless whine.

Impaled, he came to a stop before swinging his hammer around in a desperate, last effort. Something Foly took exception to, as she dodged and closed in with her mace, braining the orc with an overhead wallop. The green creature fell as Hanwarra yanked her spear free. Before three more orcs leaped onto the half descended ramp and charged in.

Dernorra was the first to move. The orc she chose held a chipped cleaver. That is, if the clever had been lengthened out like a sword. It looked like something out of a fantasy movie. More reality than fiction to me. Still, Dernorra wasn’t hindered in the least, batting aside the hasty swing, before cleaving off the orc’s arm with a backswing. The green monster shrieked as Hanwarra swung her spear overhead. The other two orcs halted their advance and ducked back, while Foly and Alfi moved into position.

It all came to a crunch as two more leaped down from the roof. Hanwarra spotted them at the last moment. In an act of pure skill, she turned her overhead swings into a two handed grip. Then caught one of the falling orcs on the tip and slammed him into the ground with a snarl.

That broke the stalemate, and the three unhindered orcs rushed in. Foly stabbed her mace straight ahead. The barbs on the top made for a good stabbing weapon. But it didn’t stop the orc. It bloodied the creature and threw off its aim, but he still swung a bone club over Foly’s shoulder, smashing into her helmet. Alfi, with her axe, was more successful, engaging her opponent, who carried a shield. She swung high and stepped forward. When the orc moved to block, she lunged, catching the rim of the shield and yanking back, dragging the orc off balance.

Which left the third for me to deal with. He was the one that jumped and was a second behind the first two. Which left me with a horrible realization. I hadn’t extended my wrist blades. I was going into this completely unarmed. The orc ahead of me carried a spiked club. Also made of bone, some kind of femur, but with a metal spike driven through the tip. I saw it coming and remembered my old lesson from my karate days.

It felt dumb as hell as I stepped forward. One arm pulled down into my hip, the other I swung up and out to the side. I really don’t know which of us was more surprised when the club smashed into my forearm and stopped. Ultimately, it didn’t matter, as I raised my boot and drove it into the orc’s chest. He tumbled back, rolling down the ramp, the club falling from his hands where it clattered to the floor.

“TOBY!” Foly screeched.

I turned and spotted her fall. The orc had gotten ahead of her. There was a dent on her helmet, like he’d struck the same spot multiple times, and with her off balance, he’d leaped atop her. Hanwarra was struggling with her orc, who was waving another club to little effect as he squirmed on the deck. Dernorra was pulling her sword out of the now dead orc she was dealing with, but too far away to intervene. While Alfi was still locked in combat with the shield bearer, though not looking any worse for it.

With only a moment to think, I bent and scooped up the spiked club at my feet. The roar that echoed through my suit drowned out everything else as I swung with all my might. The orc raised itself up, as Foly desperately shielded herself with her weapon. As the spike of the club, sank deeply into the orc’s shoulder. It jerked as I hauled back, throwing it off balance. The orc’s swing lost all momentum, and the club bounced helplessly off the head of Foly’s mace.

I snarled as I pulled back, twisting as I used the club as a meat hook and yanked the orc free. The one I had kicked was already on his feet when I felt the club snap in my hands. It was enough, though, as the orc I had impaled tumbled down the ramp, slamming into my first opponent, sending them both to the ground.

With that brief moment of respite, I quickly extended both blades. They were both getting to their feet once more when I charged into them. The one who had attacked Foly was the first. My bladed punch landed on his cheek. The blade carved him open, knocking out pointed teeth as his jaw shattered and fell open. Hanging by a flap of skin, it had a look of panic on its face as I followed up with a second punch. This time, I struck at the base of the ribs. Lifting the orc off its feet with the force of my punch.

Part of me would later wonder how much of that punch was me, and how much was the frame. Right now, it didn’t matter as I closed with the second orc. He swung for my head, and I ducked beneath my arms. Holding them up to protect my face, I felt the impact and staggered as my elbows knocked together. It hurt, but did no significant damage. It also turned me, giving me a good opportunity to swing a back-fist at the orc’s chin. The strike connected, knocking his head around, before the blade on my wrist carved a gash across his cheek.

This orc wasn’t so easy to put down, though. He took the punch and ignored the gash. Instead, he brought his club around low, cracking it across my stomach. Had I not been wearing a frame, a blow like that would have killed me. Instead, it knocked the wind out of me as I spun and staggered back.

“Toby!” Foly cried.

I looked up as the mace tumbled towards me. With a grace I doubt I could live up to, I snatched the weapon out of the air and turned back to the orc. He was sneering, while the one with all the broken teeth and busted ribs was slowly trying to get up.

I was right. These things were big. They stood as tall as a frame and hit just as hard. The only advantage I had was being made of metal. The one with the sword was the only one who carried a solid metal weapon. Even the spike was driven through what looked like a femur. The orcs were strong, numerous, and ferocious. But they were technologically at a huge disadvantage.

“FIGHT!” it roared.

“Fight,” I agreed and charged in.

The orc howled like a demon before swinging wildly at me. I caught the club on my shoulder before swinging the mace around wildly. The orc jumped back, narrowly pulling back before it lost its chin to my weapon. I didn’t stop, though. I kept moving, dropping my shoulder as I connected with the orc’s chest. It tumbled back, where I tripped and landed atop it.

The orc scrambled to shove me off, but I clung to him as I rolled. The orc pitched around, ending atop me. But that only gave me a clear shot to slam the blade of both wrists into where I hoped the orc’s kidneys were. Whatever I hit must have hurt, as he squealed like a pig and threw himself away.

I could see the ladies marching towards me. Alfi’s opponent laying in a twisted heap, missing his head from Dernorra’s sword. But the gaping axe wound in his chest told me how she got the opportunity. Foly was ahead of them, watching me carefully. Hanwarra, with her spear, stabbed into the struggling orc’s neck, leaving me with just one opponent to deal with.

“You are MEAT!” the orc screamed as spittle escaped his lips. “Chattel to be consumed! Bones to be harvested!”

I rolled to my feet as he screamed at me. The way he stood told me he was injured, worse than he was trying to let on.

“And you’re dead,” I called.

To my surprise, the orc paused. “I not dead!”

He looked so befuddled by what I’d just said to him, I couldn’t help the laugh that escaped my lips. That much, the orc seemed to understand. He snarled and raised his club as an axe flew sideways into his head. The orc tumbled to the ground with a thud. It twitched a couple times as I turned to the frame who threw it.

“You fight like a brute, Tobias,” Elder Obsidian called as he approached with his faceplate up.

With him was a team of guards. They stuck close and had weapons drawn. A few of them carried shields, something I made a note of for my own team. I wasn’t sure why they didn’t carry shields, but I was going to be asking a few questions later.

“I might just be one,” I admitted.

Elder Obsidian barked out a laugh and nodded inside his helmet. “Make a Dorf out of you yet,” he said.

“Tobias took down two on his own,” Hanwarra reported to her father. “You and I simply finished them off. He dealt fatal wounds.”

“I was not questioning his ability, daughter,” Obsidian regarded his daughter. “I offer no slight against him. Truthfully, the opposite. He is clearly untrained and yet threw himself into battle with the vigor of a hardened warrior. It is to be commended.”

“Thank you, Elder,” I gave a nod.

The man regarded me for a moment before turning back to the dead orc. He took the handle of his axe, and with a metal boot on the orc’s shoulder, he yanked it free.

“Did you see where they came from?” Obsidian asked.

“No, Elder,” I sighed. “I was in the cockpit when one of them jumped on the roof and tried to break in.”

“Pity,” Obsidian sighed, before grunting softly. “It’s early yet. Though I doubt anyone’s getting any more sleep this evening. I suggest putting some food in your bellies while I figure out where they came from.”

“Yes Elder,” I nodded and turned to the ladies who were staring at me.

“What?”

“Nothing, sir.” Dernorra turned and made her way up the ramp once again.

Hanwarra stared for a moment longer, before turning and following up after her pink-haired compatriot. Leaving me with just my wives. Alfi raised her faceplate and gave me a thin smile as I came over. But it was Foly’s lack of response as she took back her mace that had me worried.

We marched back up the ramp and, as the ladies moved into their positions; I turned and looked over the grounds. All the landors were open, frames marching out. Some, like the elder were heading towards the tunnels, others were spreading out into the darkness. I shook my head and returned to my armor stand and unlocked my frame.

Stepping out, I looked around. Foly was heading towards the cockpit, but… Alfi was standing in her frame, yet to unlock it. I hurried over, and Alfi’s faceplate rose up as she looked at me.

“Something wrong?” I asked.

“I’m still wearing the suit,” she replied.

I frowned for a moment before realizing what she meant. “Oh,” I nodded. “Let me… grab a towel, yeah.” I turned and checked for anyone coming to talk to us. Nobody looked interested in bothering us. In fact, Hanwarra and Dernorra were already setting up for breakfast. I gave Alfi a quick nod and hurried towards the bathroom.

There, I found Foly. She looked utterly defeated and flinched as I burst in.

“Sorry,” I apologized, before moving closer. “What’s wrong?”

“It should be me to apologize,” Foly sighed as a tear rolled down her cheek.

“Hey.” I cupped her chin and raised her face. Her eyes shed a couple of tears, even as I kissed her softly. “You have nothing to apologize to me for.”

“I do,” she insisted. “I failed. I always fail.”

“Failed?” I frowned. “You haven’t failed anything.”

“The flayer,” she said, staring at me. “And now the orc. I’m a disgrace⁠—”

“NO!” I snapped.

Foly tried to lower her chin, but I pushed it back up and kissed her again.

“Stop,” she frowned at me.

“Why?” I demanded. “And before you answer, if it’s anything to do with honor, failure, or worthiness, I’m going to kiss you again.”

“But I did fail!”

I kissed her.

“Stop that,” she lightly pushed me.

“Not until you get over whatever you think you’ve done wrong,” I said, before kissing her again.

“I don’t deserve—MMM!”

I kissed her, and this time she clung to me for a moment. When I broke the kiss, she was staring at me, and I lightly pecked her lips once more. Which finally brought a smile to her face.

“Why?” she asked.

I shrugged. “I don’t get what has you so upset.”

“I failed,” she giggled and turned her head as I tried to kiss her again. “No, no, listen, please?”

“I’m listening,” I frowned. “But I’m not happy about it.”

Foly sighed and gave a small nod. “I failed. You saved me. Twice now. Then there was last night, when I didn’t rise to sate your needs and Alfi had to instead.”

“I saved Hanwarra yesterday,” I pointed out. “Technically, I think I saved Kiggaelin. And Alfi. Don’t even get me started on the sex.”

“That’s different,” she tried to explain. “You acting heroically is expected. For your personal honor, and your house honor. The problem is me.”

“I don’t see you as a problem,” I glared.

“Of course you don’t,” she laughed softly. “The problem is, I’m your wife. I’m tied to your house. And if I keep needing to be saved and shirking my duties, my own honor will be questioned.”

“Sorry,” I sighed and shook my head.

“It’s okay⁠—”

“You’re damn right it is,” I growled as I pinned her to the wall. “I don’t give a single fucking shit about personal, house, clan or even fucking species honor if you have to die to preserve it!” I snarled. “You’re my wife! I’ll take every scrap of honor, chew it up, spit it out and shit on it if I have to. I get that this is something important to you. But don’t you dare feel like you’ve failed ME, in any way. Am. I. Understood?”

She trembled as she stared up at me. I stared right back. And when she gave a small nod, I kissed her. This time, her hands sought out my shoulders, and I pulled her into my arms. Her mouth was frantic. I knew where this was leading, but there was a nagging doubt in the back of my mind. Despite how I knew it was going to look at first, I firmly but slowly pushed Foly away, where she stared up at me like I’d just slapped her.

“Raincheck, Alfi needs something right now,” I told her.

“What?” Foly frowned as her dismay shifted to confusion. “Raincheck?”

I sighed and took her hand before grabbing a towel.
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The resulting shower was enlightening for the three of us. Alfi was bright as a tomato, as I held up the towel to protect her modesty. Hanwarra and Dernorra knew something was up, but didn’t comment as I escorted my green-haired wife from the room and into the bathroom. Foly came along with us before we all crammed into the shower. Only then did Foly get the full picture of exactly what was going on.

Poor Alfi, still in the torn up diving suit, was a mess. My seed had leaked out of her through the whole fight, sticking to her thighs and making a right mess of her and her frame. To make matters worse, the inside of the frame had rubbed on her nipples, leaving them red and slightly sore. Something that Foly had taken care of, rushing out of the bathroom to collect an ointment she had handy.

On her return, the three of us decided it wasn’t worth leaving again. And made a line to scrub one another’s backs as we bathed. Poor Alfi winced in pain, having to wash her breasts to ensure they were clear of debris. Foly gently applied the ointment and a bandage resembling a pastie while they discussed the previous evening.

“I can’t believe I didn’t wake up,” Foly murmured.

“Don’t put yourself down,” I ordered. “If you didn’t wake up, you probably needed the sleep. Besides, I didn’t realize what Hanwarra was going to do, or I’d have told her to leave you both alone.”

“It’s nothing any of us would have questioned,” Alfi assured me. “If one of us were to stir your passion, but be unable to relieve it, we would find the next available of your wives to do so on our behalf.”

I stared at her for a moment. “What?”

“That’s the real question, I suppose,” Foly murmured. “Do you not find Hanwarra attractive?”

“Here we go,” I sighed. “You haven’t spoken with her yet?”

“No chance,” Alfi shrugged as she slipped into a fresh diving suit.

“That’s fair,” I sighed. “I’ll tell you what I told her then. I didn’t have finding a wife on my agenda back home. Now I have two of them.” I stared at both ladies. “And I love you both so much, I’m not about to do anything to jeopardize that.”

“This is a cultural thing, isn’t it?” Alfi asked.

“I think it is,” Foly nodded. “All the clans do things a little different.”

“I figured as much,” I grunted and looked at them both.

“Toby,” Foly took my hand. “I wouldn’t have signed up to the original team with them if I didn’t trust them. Alfi’s been a friend since we were girls.”

“Dernorra and Hanwarra have been good Dorfs,” Alfi continued. “Even Kiggaelin, when she’s not playing politics, can be really fun and easygoing.”

“I’ll take your word on that last one,” I muttered. “I just… I already have two wives.”

“My father has four,” Alfi pointed out. “You’ve met them, remember?”

“There’s no distinction about rank, though?” I asked, knowing I was grasping at straws here.

“Pfft,” Foly shook her head. “No, Toby. If you weren’t a desirable man, there wouldn’t be women trying to bed you.”

“It’s just been Hanwarra,” I pointed out.

“And it might stay that way,” Alfi nodded.

“I think Dernorra’s got her eye on you though,” Foly pointed out.

“She stares a lot,” Alfi nodded.

“Change of subject then,” I grunted as I pulled on a fresh diving suit of my own.

“How did you two do it in the cockpit?” Foly asked.

I sighed as Alfi went off into an explanation. Almost an analytical, play-by-play of how I’d trapped her against the steering wheel.

“Weren’t you scared?” Foly asked. “I trust Toby, but that sounds… I don’t know.”

“It certainly got my heart racing,” Alfi giggled, as I avoided looking at either of them. “He gave me what he called a safe word. Pineapple. Told me if ever I said it, he’d stop right away.”

“And did you?”

“Oh, no,” Alfi chewed her lip. “The moment he started, all my worries vanished. I wouldn’t mind trying it again, either.”

“Good to know,” I muttered softly.

“What was your favorite part?” Foly asked, giving me a cheeky grin.

“Hmmm,” Alfi frowned and tapped her foot for a moment. “Probably the end.”

“He locked you, didn’t he?” Foly grinned.

“Not just that,” Alfi smiled. “He locked me, then scooped me into his arms and we sat back in the seat. He held me close and was so gentle with me.”

“I’m confused. You said he held you down and was harsh and domineering in a way you liked. Now you’re saying he was gentle?” Foly asked.

“Both,” Alfi smiled widely as she blushed in embarrassment. “I think that if he’d been rough with me again, I’d have liked it. But the gentleness after the first time was just… I can’t describe it in words,” Alfi shook her head. “I can only hope that you try it and see for yourself.”

Foly turned and stared at me, and I gave a smirk. “Pineapple is a fruit from my world,” I told her. “It’s a way to have fun. Where you can say whatever you want in the moment and I know you don’t mean it.”

Foly nodded. Then took a deep breath. “We’ll see.”
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“Ah, Tobias,” Elder Obsidian acknowledged me as I approached.

I wasn’t in my frame, but the elder still was. Huddled over a table with a large map, he gestured for me to look.

“From our reports, it looks like the attack were just scouts,” Obsidian informed me. “You mentioned things inside had been disturbed?”

“Yes, elder,” I nodded.

“I can only assume the orcs checked over what they could as they cleared the tunnels, then sent out a scouting party to explore the area,” he continued. “From what we’ve been able to tell, a number of them were camped nearby when the storm hit. Their camp was destroyed, and they made their way back to the tunnel when they found us camped in front of it.”

“Makes sense,” I nodded. “Would have made more to try and break into the tunnel and fetch reinforcements, though,” I frowned. “In fact, with the one I killed yesterday, I’d have thought they’d have sent someone to check.”

“That’s assuming they’re as intelligent and organized as we are,” Elder Obsidian nodded. “From my dealings with them, they’re bruisers.”

“One I fought spoke to me. It called me meat, chattel and said it would harvest my bones,” I grunted. “Didn’t seem particularly intelligent, but they’re able to communicate.”

The elder nodded. “And you mentioned your landor had been damaged?” He asked.

“Yeah,” I sighed. “The canopy at the top is shattered. I don’t know if we carry spares.”

“Unlikely, even my own don’t carry spares for those. The cockpit is designed to operate in all weather. Furthermore, they are incredibly difficult to damage through mundane means like the storms.”

“Do we know if there are more out there?” I asked.

Elder Obsidian shook his head. “I can’t answer that. We don’t know either way. There’s always the chance there’s one or two, or even dozens of them roaming the hills. On foot, they’d be hard to track in this landscape.”

I had a thought about the paper airplane I’d made for Elder Malachite. A flying vehicle would be great for scouting, but I doubted that was going to happen anytime soon.

“So our landor is compromised,” I nodded.

“Say you were in charge.” Elder Obsidian looked at me, his eyes assessing. “The tunnel needs to be collapsed. It will take time to set everything up and remove the stabilizers for a proper collapse. What would you suggest in this situation?”

“Honestly,” I nodded at the tunnel. “I’d move inside. Bring in as much equipment as we could, then block and guard the front entrance. Do the same at the rear. There’s enough Dorfs and frames to put up a defense if someone surprises us. Unless there’s thousands of orcs roaming the hills, I think we’ll be fine.”

The elder nodded. “Pack your things Tobias.”

“Yes sir,” I grinned, realizing I’d passed whatever sort of test this was.

I hurried back to the landor, where the ladies were waiting for me. It only took me a moment to explain what I needed and by the time everyone was getting things ready, the camp was already in motion.

Memories of how we found Kiggaelin filled my mind. I could only hope that this time, things would play out differently. We didn’t go in blindly, nor were we unprepared. I just hoped it stayed that way.


CHAPTER SEVEN


“It will only take a day or two at most,” Alfofida told me.

I nodded as we marched through the darkness. Single file, the queue was long but with instructions from Elder Obsidian we had been ushered through, stuffed between members of the Kyanite clan who gave Foly and I respectful nods. Elder Obsidian was already deep inside the shaft, preparing for how we would collapse the tunnel.

It wasn’t as straightforward as I hoped it would be. The same stabilizers that made it safe for us to enter also made it hard to collapse. Setting enough explosives to close the tunnel permanently would take time, and removing the stabilizers section by section would slow that process even more.

With us, we carried what we could. Just a small pack for each of us. A change of suits, food for a few days, water and a handful of mining explosives. The very same that I had used to knock the tracks off the bandit’s landor on our first trip home. I felt nervous being around this many literal bombs, but kept that to myself as we marched.

“What’s a shotgun?” Alfi asked.

I smirked. “A weapon from my world.”

“Something you’re familiar with?”

“Eh,” I frowned inside my helmet. “I mean… Sorta.”

I had played a few games with a VR headset back home. I knew what a shotgun was, how to load it, aim, and fire. But I’d never done so with a real weapon.

“You’re sorta familiar with it?” Hanwarra chided me. “You didn’t think to bring it up? Perhaps we have an equivalent weapon. One you could have used to duel me with.”

“I haven’t seen anything like it here,” I told them. “A shotgun is a kind of… ranged weapon.”

“Like a crossbow?” Alfi asked. “The weapon used to murder the bandit?”

“I know what a crossbow is,” I sighed. “And… yes, but also no. Yes, as a ranged weapon that has to be loaded and fired. No, because the projectile and design are completely different.”

“You’ll have to show me,” Alfi suggested.

Great… This was the exact kind of thing that worried me.

“We’ll see,” I sighed.

It wasn’t long before the tunnel opened into that same chamber as before. Unlike the last time, it was busy with dorfs moving around in all directions. Someone had brought in armor stands for our frames and they were looking rather busy. Elsewhere, partitions had been hung, with what looked like hammocks. That is, if those hammocks were more like nests. Wooden rings with nets hung below, stacked one atop the other where dorfs could climb in and sleep one above the other to save on space. It made sense, but didn’t offer a lot of privacy.

“Alright, do we know where we need to go?” I asked, directing my team away from the tunnel entrance as the Kyanite dorfs continued streaming in.

“You the guide?” a voice called.

I turned and regarded an older looking dorf. He had a pipe in his mouth and looked like his job was specifically to pick out anyone looking lost.

“Myself and my team,” I gestured to the ladies with me. “I’d say we’re the guides.”

“Only one guide,” he nodded. “Elder told me to look out for you. Head over to the far side, there’s an officer’s quarters waiting for you.”

The far side turned out to be right outside the tunnel leading to the orc world. I wasn’t sure if that was intentional or not. My thoughts for this kind of thing back home was to put the officers as far from danger as possible. Here, it seemed the opposite. Which became pretty apparent as I noticed the dozens of armed dorfs streaming in and out of that particular tunnel, guiding and guarding teams of dorfs.

It was the first time I had seen frames for something other than combat. These frames were bulkier, slower, and they carried heavy equipment. Some held large crates between them. Others carried massive tools. What looked like some abomination of a concrete saw but with a grinding wheel instead of a blade.

I caught a glimpse of one at work. Using that saw, the dorf was leaning into the wall. The grinding wheel spun, carving a hole into the solid rock, while another held up what looked like a measuring device. Just a horseshoe shaped ruler that looked about the right size for a mining explosive. Kinda like how they measured crabs on a fishing boat.

“We work quickly,” a voice called.

I turned and saw Elder Obsidian, wearing leather armor and devoid of his frame. “I can see that,” I nodded. “Have we had any more trouble?”

“None yet,” Obsidian grunted. “Only a matter of time, though. Once they figure out we’re doing something, I can only imagine how they will react.”

I nodded at that and the elder seemed to realize we were standing around as if lost. He nodded and gestured for us to follow.

It wasn’t far. We were actually rather close to the tunnel entrance. Something that didn’t fill me with confidence. The ladies didn’t mention anything, though. I figured it was an honorable position or something. We found a row of armor stands for us and after setting down our belongings, we all climbed out. I felt odd, standing amongst so many dorfs. Most of them weren’t wearing their frames. Even some of those were heading into the tunnel, though it looked like they were running messages to the dorfs inside.

“Do you understand what we’re doing?” The elder asked me.

I frowned and shook my head. “I can guess, but no. Not for certain.”

“Humor me,” he nodded.

“Alright.” I looked at the tunnel. “You’re drilling the walls to plant the explosives. I figure you’ll have some kind of trigger mechanism to set them all off. I don’t think we want to be inside when they blow, even if you do it one section at a time.”

“Correct,” the elder nodded. “The blast waves won’t kill us from a distance, but inside this tunnel, it would be extremely disorientating.”

I nodded in understanding. If it were disorientating for them, I can’t imagine how bad it would be for me. Dorfs were sturdy creatures. Sturdier than me, at the very least.

“I figure we’ll camp here and guard both ends,” I continued. “Make sure they can’t overwhelm us while we pull things down. I think the last place the explosives will go will be here in this chamber.” I looked around. “After setting the explosives here, we’ll evacuate into the tunnel, taking the stabilizers with us and leave a guard to hold off the orcs. They’ll be the last ones out before we blow the whole thing.”

Obsidian nodded. “More or less, you’re correct. We’ll be removing some of the stabilizers as we go. We could lose about half before things would be risky in the event of seismic activity.”

I nodded. That made sense. This was basically just going to be a few days of guard duty then. Make sure the orcs don’t get in and set the whole place to blow on the way out. Simple and easy.

“So, while we have some time,” the elder grinned at me.
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“STEP!”

I threw my right foot forward, planting it firmly ahead of me.

“TURN!”

Rotating on the balls of my feet, I shifted to the left, which also put my left foot forward.

“SLICE!”

I imagined an orc before me. The angry snarl on his face. Weapon drawn, and a gap showing green skin on his shoulder. I brought the practice blade, little more than a wooden stick in my hand around, as if to cleave my target. Swinging down, I slashed through my mental image as Elder Obsidian continued shouting instructions.

“BLOCK!”

I braced as he swung a wooden stick at me. The blow wasn’t heavy, just enough to make the point that I had to brace and act accordingly.

“BACK! BLOCK!”

I shifted back and blocked a second strike.

“SLICE!”

The elder moved aside as I imagined that last strike. How I would block and react to it. I made my move, cutting up on an angle which seemed to be the right move. The only indication being a shouted instruction instead of the painful crack of that wooden stick across my shin, arm or back as he saw fit.

“Good,” the elder nodded. “Dernorra, you’re the specialist here, correct?”

“Yes, elder,” the pink-haired dorf stood to attention.

“Tobias, you are to defend. Dernorra, single strikes only. Make them count, but do not take it easy on him.”

“You’ve gotta be kidding me,” I grunted.

“Nobody is kidding,” the elder glared at me. “You will learn.”

I grit my teeth as Dernorra hurried over to the pile of wooden sticks. She selected one and gave it a twirl. It was like something out of a fantasy movie as she turned towards me. There was no light in her eye, and I felt a clenching in my chest as she advanced.

Her arm swung high, and I reacted by twisting to one side. Her strike whistled past, and Elder Obsidian made a grunt.

“Dodging works, but is not always the best choice. If you’re fighting in a tunnel, even stepping back may not be an option.”

“Right,” I nodded and watched as Dernorra swung horizontally.

This time I put my stick up, and the wooden clack echoed through the space. This had been my day so far. It had started with some warm-up exercises. He had me doing pushups, then something that resembled the dreaded beep test. It was an adjustment for the dorfs. With my longer legs, I was able to keep up, so they extended the field and had me run alongside the ladies. Them doing their shorter track and me doing the longer.

It turned out that while I was faster, I exhausted quicker. Though I could keep up with the dorfs doing their track pretty well. After running, came a test of my physical strength. There, I lacked by a wide margin. The dorfs smaller, squatter builds made them powerhouses. Even Foly looked uncomfortable when she was able to lift boulders over her head that I struggled to get off the ground. Again, where I excelled was speed. I couldn’t generate the raw strength of the dorfs, but I could more than match them in a burst.

Throwing out a punch, I was able to outclass the ladies. Punching a padded board, the recipient was forced to brace, while I found it relatively easy to hold back the punches in return. Our strengths varied and by the end of it, Elder Obsidian had me doing drills with sticks, as if he wanted me holding a sword.

“Wouldn’t it be easier for me to use a club?” I asked, as Dernorra closed in once more.

“You ARE using a club,” Obsidian called out.

I blocked an overhead swing and dodged to the side as Dernorra followed up with an uppercut. “But you’re training me to use a sword, aren’t you?” I asked.

“Nothing you have learned thus far cannot be used for a club,” the elder continued.

“What about⁠—”

“ATTACK!”

The cry went out as the elder whirled around. Dernorra froze, before turning to stand before me. There were the sounds of battle from inside the tunnel. Ferocious roars from the orcs, followed by the screaming of those dying of horrendous wounds.

Before the elder could give us orders, silence filled the tunnel and several figures were hurrying towards us. Those figures came out of the dust and debris. Carried between them was a frame with a crushed faceplate.

A pair of Kyanite dorfs rushed over to see if they could help. Foly clung to my side with a worried expression as two more groups of frames charged out, carrying injured.

“And so it begins,” Elder Obsidian muttered to himself. “Rest, Tobias. I will need to figure out a way to stem the flow before things get worse.”

I nodded as the old man moved off.

“He’s impressed with you,” Hanwarra said.

I turned and looked at the black-haired and black-eyed woman beside me. Such an alien beauty, but one I couldn’t quite ignore after she’d all but offered to fuck me in the cockpit that night. Double after the shower incident.

“You think?” I asked.

“He wouldn’t be instructing you personally if he didn’t,” she smiled. “My father is a hard man. If he didn’t see potential in you, he’d either ignore you entirely, or find someone else to deal with you.”

“He’s not just buttering me up?” I asked.

Hanwarra grinned and shook her head. “We’re not like the other clans. Our honor is steadfast. We’ve no need to delve into the politics like the other clans. If we don’t like you, we’ll just say so.”

“Good to know,” I nodded.

There were clearly a few things they’d have to do. Obsidian allowing the other clans to send token forces along for the ride was an example. But it was likely true as well. If the Obsidian clan were the warriors, it made sense they wouldn’t be as inclined to play games. Anyone willing to go against them would have to fight them. Something that on an individual basis may be possible. But would cripple their people by doing so on a larger scale.

Even if Obsidian was taken down a peg, that would leave all their people weaker to defend against the next orc incursion, for example. That would be ruinous for the dorfs.

“Well, if we have time,” Alfi bounced over and nudged me. “How about we talk about this weapon of yours?”

“Is there a way to keep it between us?” I asked. “I’ve read enough fantasy novels to know where this kind of thing can lead. The last thing I want is my legacy to go down as the guy who brought chaos to your people by making warfare easier for one side or the other.”

Alfi narrowed her eyes and let out a sigh. “What if that’s the entire point?”

“What do you mean?”

Alfi smiled. “You’re married into two clans, Tobias. You’re not a Kyanite, and you’re not a Malachite. But you have ties to both. It puts us in a unique position here. One that we might be able to leverage.”

“You don’t think I’ve caused enough problems just by doing that?” I grinned.

Alfi shook her head. “I’m not suggesting we break away and start a new clan. Spinel almost caused a civil war that would have ended us. No, I’m wondering if we should form our own branch.”

“My father would allow it,” Folotelyn said as she walked over to join us. “And I’d be interested.”

“Thank you, Foly,” Alfi grinned. “I never would have thought about it before.”

“What exactly is a branch?” I asked.

“Well,” Alfi thought for a moment. “Think of it this way. A clan is the head of the organization, and the branch is a specific goal. Obsidian has only a few branches. Most of them are military based. Who is a solider, who is a guard, who is an officer, that kind of thing.”

“The Kyanites,” Foly continued. “Have a few as well. Grandmother is the head of the branch for healing. We have another branch researching better techniques. Which was why grandmother got excited when you spoke about radiation.”

“Right,” I nodded. “So, what’s the advantage of creating our own branch?” I asked.

“Because if we do, we can claim your ideas as our own and lease them to the other clans as we see fit,” Alfi grinned.

“That won’t stop someone stealing ideas, though, will it?” I asked.

Alfi frowned, and Foly nodded. “That is true. But we could challenge them on it if we found out. That can be a simple thing, or it can lead to exile on the extreme end of things.”

“Right,” I nodded. More politics. Everything here was politics. Then again, everything back home was politics. I was just less involved with it all. “So how do we go about starting a branch, then?”
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“And who is this Newton?” Alfi asked.

“A physicist from our history,” I shrugged. “I’m not an expert.”

Alfi nodded as she looked over the diagram I had drawn. “This is… fascinating.”

It was a cannon. At least, a very basic one. I drew a cylinder with a blocked end, explained stuffing explosive powder down the end, capping it with a metal ball and igniting it through a tiny, drilled hole. The rapidly expanding gas from the burning powder would push the ball out of the cannon and was a pretty good example of Newton’s Third Law.

Our talk had run late. Far later than I expected. Alfi always had more questions, and the sketch was only the latest. Foly had come by at some point to give us a meal and things had gotten quiet as the dorfs settled in for the night. The drilling had ended, and the frames moved slowly. The guards were on a constant rotation, though moving a lot slower than they had before.

I stretched and yawned before Alfi noticed what was going on around us. She blushed and began to mutter an apology. The moment I heard that soft tone, I pulled her close and kissed her instead. She accepted eagerly, and I tightened my grip on her. She moaned softly, encouraging her. When I pulled back, there was a moment of indecision before she chewed her lip. We were in a corner, with privacy screens, and the entrance led back towards where the others were resting.

It was all I needed. Bending, I grabbed Alfi by the ass and lifted. She squeaked softly as I sat her on the table before me. Still a little short, but I was going to use it, anyway. She was in her pilot suit and I had half a mind to rip it open like I had the other one as I looked over her curvy and delicious body.

I decided against it, though. Instead, I reached for the collar, where it would stretch and allow me to peel her out of it. Alfi moaned in pleasure as I ran my hands around her neck as I took hold.

Before a scream cut through the air.

I yanked back, spinning around as the sounds of battle echoed from behind me. It didn’t just sound like the tunnel. Worse still, that scream sounded familiar and feminine. I left Alfi, rushing out to find them. The small nest where I expected to see my team only contained Dernorra, who was climbing out in a daze. Foly and Hanwarra were not there.

Something clashed ahead of us and I burst out into the open. An orc collapsed, gasping as it clutched its neck. The cause being the knife, Foly dropped as she fell from the orc’s arms. She hit the ground and rolled, spotting me as I ran towards her.

“FOLY!” I yelled as the camp came alive around me.

“Toby!” Foly choked.

I saw it then. She was bleeding. Stabbed from the looks of things.

“They have her!” Foly choked as I dropped to her side and looked at her wound..

“I don’t⁠—”

“TOBY!” she snarled, grabbing my shirt and yanking me around to face her. “They took Hanwarra.”

I froze and then looked up. There was a frame, laying down. The back of the helmet was caved in. The orcs had come in, struck hard, and left just as quickly. How they’d gotten this far, I didn’t know. But what I did know was that Hanwarra was going to be butchered. Just like Signim.

“Toby?” Foly grunted.

“Is she injured?” a blue-eyed dorf charged over to us.

I didn’t have to respond. The dorf healer, a younger woman, saw the blood and got to work. Foly stared at me and I gritted my teeth. The kiss I put on her lips was all I could manage as I turned and sprinted back to the sleeping area. Alfi and Dernorra were waiting for me. I didn’t stop, though. I rushed over to the frames and climbed into my own without a second thought.

“Sir?” Dernorra called.

“They took Hanwarra,” I snapped.

Dernorra’s eyes widened as Alfi gasped in shock. I gestured, and the frame closed around me. The helmet blinked into light and I pushed out of the armor stand without a moment of hesitation. Several frames were coming out as I pushed through. Someone bumped me and I turned, spotting a frame from the spinel clan. Clutched in their hands was a mace. I reached out without a second thought and snatched it free.

Leaving their complaints behind, I pushed past a Malachite frame and shoved a pair of guards aside as I ran into the tunnel. Shouts called out behind me. Cries for me to come back. I ignored them all as I activated the lights to see where I was going. There was a blood trail. Whose, I wasn’t sure. I could only hope.

The lights from my frame lit the way. I could see the bare footprints of the orcs as they went ahead of me. The lack of smaller prints made me think they were carrying her. Which meant I had to hurry. Signim hadn’t been caught for long before they butchered him, and I already knew what was on the other side.

When I reached the end of the tunnel, I didn’t even hesitate to step through. With my borrowed mace at the ready, I pushed through that portal. That odd, slippery sensation washed over me. The faceplate of my frame blinked before I saw what was on the other side. It wasn’t what was there originally.

When I first came through, it was little more than grass, with the orcs ahead of me conducting their business. This looked more like a war camp. A fence around the portal, with a wooden gate, currently raised open to allow the orcs ahead of me to pass through. Three of them. They were only a few steps ahead of me, and I could see Hanwarra hanging limply over a shoulder.

I didn’t announce myself. I just moved. There were three of them. Laughing as they made their way over to a second gate on the far side. I could hear drums beating and the chorus of orcs chanting. The grass was still there, but trampled and flattened from the brutes stomping about.

I paid none of it any mind as I cracked my mace down on the back of the first orc. He was the one carrying Hanwarra. My borrowed mace caved in the skull, and the orc collapsed like a puppet with cut strings as Hanwarra tumbled to the ground as the next two spun around in shock. One of them carried another dorf. He too, was limp, while the third was empty-handed. I charged in, raising my mace before crushing the captor’s shoulder as it jerked back out of the way.

The orc wasn’t dead, but it dropped the dorf and squealed as the third let out a roar.

“ATTACK!”

I acted without thinking, jabbing the mace forward. The impact knocked the wind out of the orc’s lungs, giving me a chance to follow up with an overhead blow. The captor with the shattered shoulder was staggering for the gate as a pair of orcs burst in. Their weapons were drawn, and I realized I had no time to continue. Snagging the male dorf I didn’t know by the wrist, I bent and scooped Hanwarra up under one arm. With my cargo secure, I sprinted back to the portal.

“THIEFS!” an orc roared after me.

I didn’t bother responding as the portal got closer. Only to spot movement above. It was some kind of guard tower. An orc who had been in position saw me coming. The gate dropped down, blocking my exit. I skidded to a halt and set the dorfs down as I quickly extended my wrist blades.

And not a moment too soon as I spun and punched the first orc ahead of me. The blow didn’t kill them, but the blade in the ribs was enough to drive them back. I blocked a club by throwing up my arm and punched this orc beneath the chin. His eyes bulged as I spotted the glint of metal between his teeth. Rather than pull back, I yanked him around, blocking the swing of an orc coming from the side. They staggered and fell, dragging my own captive free of my wrist blade.

Something crashed behind me, but I didn’t have time to turn as the next orc stepped up. With a hammer, little more than a big rock tied to a stick, it raised the weapon up. I didn’t like my chances of blocking this one and ducked my shoulder to charge. The hammer clattered onto my back as I threw my weight forward, knocking the orc to the ground. He grabbed me and the pair of us tumbled to the ground.

A hand grabbed my shoulder and flipped me over, before a club smashed into my faceplate. I yelped as the metal buckled, and batted the weapon away. The orc pulled back, and I heard a scream. There was nothing I could do. This was it, I was dead. I covered my face with my arm and kicked out, knocking an orc to the ground out of sheer luck.

There was a roar, and I braced for the impact, only to hear a metallic crunch from… somewhere else.

“GET UP!”

I felt a hand grab me. I threw out a punch, and something slapped the side of my helmet.

“Faceplate, sir, he can’t see us!”

“Tobias! Get up! Now!”

“Hanwarra!” I yelled.

“We have them both!” The voice snapped. “Get up!”

I listened to the voice and pushed myself to my feet. The faceplate was blank, and I was in the dark, but when someone took my hand and pulled, I went with them. I didn’t know where we were going, but I felt the slick sensation of the portal pass over me and let out a sigh of relief as I realized someone had gotten me out.


CHAPTER EIGHT


“YOU DAMNED FOOL!”

I let out a sigh as Elder Obsidian kicked a rock across the ground before spinning towards me with a finger raised.

“You should have waited for orders!”

I remained impassive.

“Impulsive! Reckless! Headstrong and foolish!”

I gave a small nod. He wasn’t wrong.

“Do you have ANYTHING to say for yourself?!” the elder roared.

I swallowed and gave another small nod.

“WELL?!”

“She’s alive,” I replied.

Things had been rather chaotic since the attack. While I had saved two, several dozen were still missing and assumed to be dead. The orcs struck quickly and silently. They charged out, overpowering the closest guards, and dragged them back through the portal, frames and all. When the next closest dorfs heard the scuffle and came to investigate, they were too late to see what had happened. And when they were distracted, the orcs struck once more.

A series of small strikes, some bad luck and the mistake of underestimating one’s enemy. It lead to a cascading failure, before the final team of orcs managed to penetrate the camp itself. The only two survivors to have been taken were Hanwarra and the unnamed dorf. Apparently, one of the workers dismantling the supports who hadn’t gotten away in time.

Things since I had taken a chance to go after Hanwarra hadn’t been quiet either. The entire camp was stirring. Those who were sleeping were now at the ready, while those who were on duty were pushing back into the tunnel. There would be no second surprise. Not on Obsidian’s watch.

“She’s alive?” Obsidian glared at me.

“She’s alive,” I repeated.

“That’s it?” he asked, sounding incredulous.

“What else is there?” I asked. “She’s part of my team. I value her. She was taken, I got her back. Is there something I’m missing?”

The elder’s harsh glare softened to bemusement before he shook his head. “You, Tobias, are a mystery to me.”

“I figured as much,” I shrugged. “I’m not from this world. I bet our motives for things are pretty different.”

“More than you likely realize.” Obsidian shook his head and looked over at my frame.

The dented armor on the arms. The scrape down the back. Alfofida was currently heating the faceplate with a blowtorch, while Foly held it steady with a pair of metal tongs. Apparently, it was common for them to be damaged. But mine wasn’t so badly damaged to replace it entirely. Especially not out on the field.

“I hope you’re prepared for what is coming, Tobias,” Elder Malachite patted my arm.

I frowned in confusion. There were plenty of things he could mean from that. I didn’t have the opportunity to ask, though, as he turned and stormed out of our living area. Seeing him go, Dernorra appeared and hurried over to me with a worried smile.

“How are you holding up, sir?”

“I’m fine,” I smirked. “And there’s no reason to call me, sir.”

“We’re on alert, sir,” Dernorra shook her head. “Even your wives will refer to you by your authority.”

“Fine,” I sighed. “How’s Hanwarra?”

“Asking to see you, sir,” Dernorra grinned. “She’s awake.”

I looked over at my wives. Foly had heard us and gave me a small nod. Alfi was busy, so she likely wasn’t aware of what was going on. Still, between the two, I figured it was fine. Dernorra led the way, and I followed behind.

The Kyanite clan had set up their own area. A specialized hospital. It was fitting for the clan most dedicated to healing. Grandmother wasn’t here, though. She had sent one of her trusted assistants. One I vaguely recognized from my first stay.

Despite not knowing who they were, they certainly recognized me and nodded as Dernorra led the way. The tents here were open-sided. Three walls and a bed. Almost like a modern hospital. The dorfs within, men and women, were bandaged, braced and bound in various ways. The fighting hadn’t been terribly fierce, but when the frames failed, or the dorfs were caught outside without… Well, the orcs were the size of a frame, and fighting one would be a terrifying prospect at best.

Finally, towards the back, I recognized the man. He was awake, but clearly not very conscious. He was blinking slowly as he stared at the ceiling. The bandage around his head suggested that was the source of his confusion. Must be one hell of a concussion, considering how sturdy dorfs are. Dernorra nudged me along to the next though, and there I saw her.

“Tobias,” Hanwarra smiled.

“Hey,” I grinned as I stepped in. “How are you feeling?”

She, too, had a bandage around her head. But also one around her shoulder. She wasn’t wearing one of those braces, though.

“I’ve been better,” she nodded. “Dislocated shoulder, and my head still throbs. Bright lights hurt, but I’m better than the one next door. He yells when they check him.”

“Sounds like a concussion,” I nodded.

“I’m not surprised you have a word for it,” she smiled. “You always seem to have the right thing to say, even if you say it different.”

I blinked slowly and noticed I was currently alone. Dernorra had left far quieter than I would have imagined, leaving me with the obviously concussed Hanwarra.

“What?”

I jerked as I snapped back to myself and grimaced. “Sorry, I just… Are you okay?”

“I am, Tobias, sir,” she nodded. “And that’s all thanks to you.”

“I wasn’t about to leave you in that situation if I could help it. Your father was pretty mad at me though,” I frowned.

Hanwarra let out a small giggle and nodded. “I’m sure he is. I just hope that the others accept it.”

“Others?”

Hanwarra blinked her big black eyes and tilted her head slightly. “Foly and Alfi.”

I frowned in confusion. “And what are they going to accept?”

“Me.”

“You.”

Hanwarra suddenly looked concerned. “Unless you wouldn’t accept me?”

Fuck.

Fuck. Fuck. Fuck. Fucking sideways, fucking fuck!

“Y-you saved me,” she whispered in a nervous tone. “Just like you did Folotelyn and Alfofida.”

And by that same logic, likely Kiggaelin as well. Shit, how did she get out of this? Or am I going about this the wrong way? I saw Hanwarra in the bathroom that day. Clearly, she wants this. Am I just being dense?

“Tobias?” Her voice broke through my thoughts. She sounded scared. Almost a whimper.

With a deep breath, I moved further into the tent and sat down on the low bed beside her. She stared up at me as I placed my hand on her cheek.

“This world is taking some getting used to,” I told her. “But that goes both ways. You and the others are going to have to get used to me as well. How I think, how I act, how I behave.”

“W-what does that mean?” Hanwarra trembled slightly.

“It means that I’m going to talk to Foly and Alfi, and it will be up to us as a group, how this is going to work.” I told her. “But before that, I’m going to kiss you.”

Her eyes went wide. She had seen me doing this with Foly and Alfi. But never experienced it. I leaned down, and she had that ‘deer in the headlights’ look as I gently tilted her chin up. Her lips were plump and slightly moist. Her breath washed out as she whimpered slightly. When I was about to pull away, her lips moved as well, and I deepened the kiss instead. She was… clumsy. Her lips shifted up and down as she worked her jaw and her teeth bumped into my lip. I kept a gentle pressure on her cheek with my palm and held her steady. Until finally, with a serious of sharp breaths, I pulled away, leaving Hanwarra panting and wide eyed.

“That…”

“Is as far as I’m willing to take things before speaking with Foly and Alfi,” I told her. “But yes, that is a kiss. And it is my people’s way to show affection.”

“So you accept me?” Hanwarra asked.

I thought for a moment, and nodded. “I accept you. But I am still loyal to the others and if you want more,” a smile flashed across my face. “We need to have a proper discussion about it.”

“Okay,” Hanwarra nodded slowly, as if dazed.

“No matter what though,” I said, as I got up. “You’re one of us.”

Hanwarra stared as I turned and walked out. Dernorra happened to be waiting for me, just a little way down the hall. She saw me coming and frowned, but didn’t offer anything as she led me back. When we passed by Grandmother’s assistant, I was a little surprised when she approached. Back home, revealing the information she did, without permission, to someone who wasn’t family, would be a lawsuit waiting to happen.

Things here though, were different. And after a quick explanation about Hanwarra’s head and shoulder, I was told to expect her back in our sleeping quarters within a couple of hours.
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“How did it go?” Foly asked.

“I was about to ask you the same thing,” I chuckled.

Foly was holding a couple of tools, while Alfi was using a stepladder to give her extra height. The faceplate was back in the helmet, and it appeared that Alfi was making a couple of small adjustments.

“I’ll need you to put this on in a moment,” my green-haired lover called. “Make sure it’s working correctly.”

“You got it back together pretty quickly,” I nodded. “Well done, both of you.”

Foly smiled, and Alfi even glanced back with a twinkle in her eye. She was done a moment later and climbed down, giving me room to move up. There were still dents in the arms where I had blocked a few strikes. But they hadn’t done any real damage. The faceplate was the greater concern right now. With that in mind, I turned and stepped back into the frame.

Both of my wives were watching as I touched my thumb and pinky to the palm of my hand. Causing the frame to close around me. I didn’t feel anything wrong as it did, and the faceplate dropped down without a hitch. It didn’t look any worse for wear on this side and a moment later a screen blinked into view.

“We only have a few minutes,” Foly giggled.

It was the scene from just outside. Likely taken, just seconds after I had left to see Hanwarra.

“And he won’t be mad?” Alfi smiled nervously.

“Oh, Toby won’t be mad.” she turned and winked at the recording device. Honestly, I had no idea. They’d never shown me how they made these. “In fact, I imagine he’s probably annoyed at being forced to watch this after the fact, then in person.”

Alfi grinned and gave a small nod. Before Foly descended. Their mouths mashed together and Foly pulled Alfi closer. The two made out, rubbing their bodies against one another. In their skintight pilot suits, it was almost flesh on flesh. I felt my own suit tighten as I watched them. Alfi’s hands strayed around Foly’s hips and palmed my blue-haired wife’s glorious ass. While Foly’s hand slipped down between them, making Alfi gasp in pleasure a moment later.

“I know you’re going to want to talk to us about it later,” Foly said, turning her head slightly. “I just wanted you to know that Alfi and I will be quite capable of entertaining ourselves while you’re looking after Hanwarra.”

“Please don’t be mad,” Alfi whimpered as Foly’s hand continued to rub up and down, hidden between them.

When the footage cut off, I was breathing kinda hard. The faceplate went transparent and Foly had a smirk on her face. Alfi stood nervously beside her. Neither looked like they regretted what they’d done, though Alfi was going to need some reassurances. With a sigh, I looked around, checking to make sure the faceplate was working correctly, before gesturing for the frame to open once more.

When it opened, Foly was looking slightly worried now. My silence must have been taken the wrong way, and I let out a long sigh.

“You two are going to be the death of me,” I told them.

“I’d never harm you,” Alfi protested.

“You might if you keep getting my blood pressure up,” I joked. “Just be aware, I’m a simple creature. And watching the two of you like that is going to be giving me some rather intense compulsions.”

“You’re not mad?” Alfi asked with a hopeful glint.

“What would he be mad about?” Hanwarra asked, stepping in with Dernorra at her side.

“Nothing,” I smiled. “Which was the point. I’m glad you’re here though. If I knew they were going to release you so quickly, I’d have waited.”

“Release?” Dernorra asked.

I frowned. “Usually medical where I come from, you stay until you’re told you can leave.”

“Oh,” Foly nodded. “We do that too, but only for serious injuries. If you’re well enough to get up and walk out, we’re not about to stop you.”

“Fair,” I shrugged. “Either way. I’m glad you’re up to moving around.”

“I am too,” Hanwarra smiled. “I don’t like hospitals.”

“I don’t think anyone does,” I joked, before spotting Foly’s frown. “At least, not being a patient in one.”

“That’s true,” Foly nodded, agreeing with the addendum. “You are injured though, so if Sir agrees, you’re on light duties.”

“Oh, of course,” I nodded. “You said your shoulder was dislocated?”

“It’s been set. I can fight if I need to, though,” Hanwarra said.

“Keep it in the sling then,” I ordered. “No moving unless you need to.”

“Sir,” Hanwarra frowned. “I can do light duties⁠—”

“If you’re going to argue, I’ll make it an order to remain in the bed and not leave it except to relieve yourself and even then, I’ll have Dernorra help you so you don’t have to bend or strain yourself in any way.”

Hanwarra looked like she wanted to argue, but seemed to think better of it. With a nod, she met my eyes. “As you wish, sir.”

“Great,” I smiled. “Now, is there anything else going on? What are the proper actions to take on a day like this?” Not that day and night were applicable underground.

“No sir,” Hanwarra said. “Elder Obsidian will be directing things for now. We should rest, so we’re fresh for when he needs us.”

I could agree with that. “In that case, we should bathe first,” I said.

The ladies exchanged a look and nodded.
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“What’s wrong?”

“Hmm?” I flinched and looked at Foly. “What?”

“You look like you’re about to go fight Hanwarra for Alfi again,” Foly frowned.

“Sorry, just…” I looked over the communal bathing area.

The bathroom in the landor was one thing. This was… something else. A large tent, filled with troughs. Water was poured at one end. Fresh and clean, it ran to the other and to bathe, you just picked a spot and headed over.

As I tried to keep my eyes off the dangling goods between an older dorf’s legs, I grunted in annoyance. Not just because I was as nude as he was, but because my wives were too. Along with both Dernorra and Hanwarra.

“Let’s just… pick a quiet spot,” I urged them all.

We hurried over to the back. Into the corner. It wasn’t exactly private, and I did notice that nobody was looking around. This was more of a military shower than a chance to ogle the finer gender. At least, that’s what I assumed until we reached the trough I’d indicated and the ladies formed a line.

“Is this okay?” Hanwarra asked.

I swallowed and then flinched as a cold scrubbing brush ran down my back. Foly gave me a wink and started to scrub. Behind her was Alfi, and behind Alfi was Dernorra. This was clearly a setup, and I gave in without complaint.

“Yeah,” I nodded. “It’s fine.”

Hanwarra smiled and turned. She was a rather well put together woman. Like the others, if she were human, you’d be able to call her proportions exaggerated. Curvier than any human woman would ever be, with large, firm breasts and a dense musculature. Her black hair and eyes contrasted heavily against her pale, moonlight skin. The biggest contrast, though, was the almost blush-like color of her labia. Which was all the more obvious since she was waxed smooth.

I kept my eyes up as I grabbed a fresh scrubbing brush out of a soapy bucket and brought it to Hanwarra’s front. She squirmed at the cold, but didn’t complain as I rubbed her down. The bristles were firm, but not scratchy, so I didn’t have to be overly careful with the sensitive areas of her body. I washed her front, helping raise her strapped arm to get underneath. Then across her breasts and stomach. After rubbing down each of her legs, I had her turn around.

The process for the back was much the same. With a final rinse off being a bucket of cold water over the head. That would have been the worst part of it until Hanwarra gave me a shy smile and Foly’s breasts poked into my back.

“You missed a spot,” my wife teased me.

I took a deep breath and looked Hanwarra in the eye. She stared right back as I stuck my hand in the soapy bucket. Gathering it in my hand, I scooped it and while maintaining eye contact, I pressed my hand between Hanwarra’s legs. Her eyes widened, and I let out a sigh.

“I had hoped to discuss this properly before we got this intimate,” I said loud enough for my wives and likely Dernorra to hear me. “As usual, I’ve been outplayed by the women in my life.”

Pushing my fingers through her labia, I watched the way she twitched.

“So I’m just going to come out and ask,” I hissed softly. “Are we all in agreement about this?”

“Yes,” Alfi whimpered behind Foly.

“Of course,” Foly smirked while continuing to press in behind me.

There was another murmured comment from behind me. I wasn’t quite sure, but if I had to guess, Dernorra had said something under her breath. She, I ignored for now as I stared into Hanwarra’s eyes.

The black-haired dorf leaned in with a tremble and brought her lips to my ear. “Finish, so I can show you how I like being touched.”

“I know how you like being touched,” I whispered as I shifted the tips of my fingers to her clit. “You didn’t lock the bathroom door one time, and I saw you.”

“W-was I⁠—”

“I believe your words were,” I interrupted. “I’m cumming again, sir.”

With a final push of my fingers through Hanwarra’s molten labia, I pulled my hand away. With some fresh water from the trough, I washed her down before the group of us picked up some towels from a nearby stack and began drying off. After putting on fresh pilot suits, we made our way back to the sleeping area.

“I think I might fetch something to eat,” Dernorra announced softly.

“Thank you Nori,” Foly smiled.

The pink-haired dorf hurried off, leaving the four of us behind. Foly and Alfi exchanged a look, while Hanwarra shifted nervously beside me.

“Come on,” Foly took Alfi by the hand and dragged the subservient one off into the nest.

I watched in amusement as Foly pushed Alfi down. By no means was Foly the dominant power in our relationship. An equal in all forms, while Alfi was rather submissive. It made for a delicious contrast and I knew that Foly was putting on a bit of an act. Whether for me or for Alfi, I didn’t care. It was hot watching the way she started peeling Alfi out of her pilot outfit.

“I think they want us to join them,” Hanwarra nudged me.

“Is that what you want?” I asked.

She chewed her lip for a moment and let out a sigh. “I don’t know what I want. I just know you need to be gentle with me.”

“If you’re in pain⁠—”

“Tobias, I want you to take me as a man takes a woman and make me yours,” she said softly. “I just don’t know how to get there and I’m tender in ways I wish I wasn’t. Don’t make me wait. I know what I want, because I’ve wanted it longer than just since I woke up.”

“In that case, please call me Toby.” I smiled and reached for her hand.

“If I’m calling you Toby,” Hanwarra said. “Then please, call me Ra.”

“Ra,” I chuckled softly.

She frowned. “What?”

“Nothing,” I said, taking her hand. “Ra is the name of a god from my world.”

Her expression shifted slightly, and she tilted her head. “What kind of god?”

I shrugged. “Life basically. Ra was the king of the gods. I don’t know, the civilization existed for so long, they had their own mythology about their own gods. Either way, not important.”

“Maybe not, but I still think it’s interesting,” she smiled.

“You’d think so, but every time I changed schools, I got to study the same material over and over again,” I muttered.

“An expert then?” Hanwarra asked.

“Only at the parts they teach in high school,” I shrugged. “I can talk to you more about it later if you like. Right now,” I turned and looked back at Alfi, who had Foly’s fingers in her mouth. Not that Foly’s mouth was any less busy, as she suckled on the green-haired woman’s breasts. “Right now, I think I need to relieve some tension.”

“Oh,” Ra’s eyes widened as she caught sight of the other two. “Is this something you encourage?”

“Encourage is probably the wrong word,” I grunted as I led Ra over to join them in the nest. “I won’t encourage you or anyone else to do something that you’re not comfortable with,” I said, helping her into the nest. “Alfi and Foly have their own tastes.”

“Toby accidentally locked me on our last trip, and Alfi licked between my legs to hasten separation,” Foly said with a grin. “I plan to return that favor.”

Alfi let out a soft whimper as Foly returned to kissing her breasts.

“That,” Ra blinked slowly. “Perhaps.”

“No pressure,” I said, before kissing her.

Ra moaned softly. And this time, she responded almost immediately. Still clumsy, but very responsive. I quickly came to realize that Ra was a different kind of woman. She was a little more forceful. Like she knew what she wanted. That likely wouldn’t translate well with her current injuries, but in time, it would be interesting to see how she liked to do this.

It took a little more effort getting her undressed. With her arm bound, it had to be moved gently. Though it came off far easier than it went on. I watched as that smooth, creamy skin filled my vision once more.

“You look at me, like it’s the first time,” she smirked.

“The first time I saw you naked was an accident. The second was supposed to be platonic,” I pointed out.

“And now?”

“Now, I’m really hoping to convince you to let me see it again,” I smirked as her breasts popped into view.

My eyes drifted, and I admired the outline of her nipples. When I glanced over at Foly and Alfi, they were watching us, though they had switched roles. With Foly standing and Alfi the one doing the suckling on the blue-haired dorfs nipples. Foly gave me a pointed glare, and I turned back to Ra, who licked her hips.

“I admit, that is rather nice to look at, isn’t it?” she grinned.

“Extremely,” I said, glancing back. “But don’t sell yourself short. You’re every goth obsessed weeb’s dream right here.”

“What is goth?” Ra asked as I worked her pilot suit down her shapely hips.

“Basically, a subculture of people who dress in a stereotypical fashion. Something about not dressing to society’s standards, so they do the opposite. Traditionally, it meant wearing a lot of black, sometimes dying their hair and wearing colored contact lenses.” When I saw the question, I smirked. “Colored disks that went in their eyes. It wasn’t always black, but that’s the stereotype.”

“I see,” Ra nodded. “And would this goth persona be something you would like me to pursue?”

I had a mental image of her wearing fishnet stockings, boots and a spiked collar.

“I… ummm…”

“I think he likes that idea,” Foly giggled. “That’s the same look he had on his face when I first told him about Alfi.”

“That’s…” I frowned. I wanted to say that was different, but… Mostly it was just a cultural difference. And even that was more that they were exceeding my expectations by a wide margin, in a way that appeared to suit me more than it did them. “Y’know what?” I nodded. “Fine. I would love a big-tiddy goth wife.”

“Wife?” Ra froze.

“WIFE?!” A familiar masculine voice rudely interrupted.

Ra flinched, and I reached for one of the pillows in the nest to cover her chest as Alfi and Foly dived into the bottom of the nest to hide. I sat awkwardly beside an obviously mostly nude Hanwarra as her father burst into our living area. He took one look at the situation and realized his mistake. I wasn’t sure if I found his shock more amusing than the throbbing vein in his neck as his face went scarlet.

“Tobias, I would have a word,” Elder Obsidian whispered.


CHAPTER NINE


“Elder—”

“Shut up,” the old dorf snapped as he strode from side to side.

I did as he asked and closed my mouth. He looked like he was about to order my death. Knowing who he was, though, it was far more likely he’d do it himself on principle.

“Why?” the old dorf snapped as he spun to face me.

“Why?” I frowned. “What do you mean, why?”

“You saved her,” he pushed. “Was this the reason why?”

“No!” I frowned.

The elder paused, then narrowed his eyes. “No?”

“No,” I repeated, then sighed. “Look. I’m not a Dorf. I’m not from your world. I get that there’s politics and other things that I’m missing and I’m doing my best to learn and keep up. I saved Hanwarra because she was a friend and I felt responsible for her. That’s it. No secret hidden agenda, no alternate plans. No bullshit. I liked her, and she was in trouble. That’s it.”

“You don’t have any grand plan about taking over the Obsidian clan?” he asked.

“No,” I shook my head. “Foly, Alfi and I were talking about starting our own branch, though. I figured that⁠—”

“Wait,” Obsidian held up his hand. “A branch?”

“Yeah,” I shrugged. “I have knowledge of things from my own world. Things I can share here. Some of them might be beneficial, others… dangerous.”

“Weapons,” Obsidian guessed.

“Exactly,” I nodded. “The last major war from my world was over seventy million dead. Of that, fifty million were civilians. Just… innocent people trying to live their lives. I’m happy to share my knowledge, but not to the extent I’d be responsible for that kind of bloodshed.”

“You’re a puzzle, Tobias,” Obsidian scratched his chin. “One, I still question the wisdom of letting live.”

“I’m… pretty happy about being able to live so far,” I admitted with a grunt.

Obsidian stared for a moment before nodding. “So am I, Tobias. Despite my better judgement, I do believe that without you, I’d have lost my daughter today.”

I shrugged. “I just did what I thought was right.”

“Which is why it’s so hard for me to figure you out,” he complained. “I have no idea what to offer you.”

“Elder Kyanite said similar,” I grinned.

“And how did he handle that revelation?” Obsidian turned a small glare in my direction.

I swallowed nervously as I realized the mess I’d just stepped into. If not, my own mouth. “I… ah… am married to his daughter.”

“And now you understand the ramifications of what you speak,” Obsidian sighed. “Understand, Tobias. You have the right to claim my daughter as you have. But calling her a wife… That is much, much more.”

It was an option? Oh fuck my life, they’ve played me… even the ones I trusted…

“Are you suggesting that I didn’t need to marry Folotelyn?” I asked.

Obsidian realized he’d just offered me information I didn’t have and gave a small nod. “You didn’t know?”

“I didn’t know,” I admitted.

“And how does that make you feel?” he asked.

I shrugged. “A little annoyed.”

“Do you plan to annul the⁠—”

“Fuck no,” I jerked. “No, no, just… I might have originally refused if I’d known that marriage was just an option.”

“It would have been a different kind of bond,” Obsidian observed me. “Rather than man and wife, it would have been master and servant. My daughter should have been your bodyguard.”

“Would that have made her eligible for marriage?” I asked.

“If you allowed it,” Obsidian murmured.

“I would have objected,” Hanwarra snapped as she burst into the tent.

“Daughter—”

“Father!” Hanwarra snapped, before spinning to me. “And you, Toby. You plan to take your words back?”

“No.”

“Because, I shall not… No?”

“No,” I repeated as I stared at her.

Four and a half feet tall, black eyes, black hair, full of fury. She was as unique and yet, no less beautiful than the others.

“Father?”

“I made no such request.” Obsidian narrowed his eyes. “I just had to be certain that he didn’t have any plans to undermine the clan.”

“I didn’t really have plans at all,” I answered truthfully. “I came here, realized I wasn’t going home, and made a few plans that I hoped would help me survive with a measure of comfort. Everything that happened since is an accident.”

“Coming for me was not an accident,” Hanwarra narrowed her eyes at me.

“No,” I agreed. “Surviving was though.”

She froze, and her brow ruffled as she turned her scowl towards her father. “Tobias has been nothing but honorable. He would be a benefit to the clan.”

“He was talking about starting a branch,” Obsidian replied.

Hanwarra nodded. “That sounds appropriate. From his talks with Alfofida, I approve the idea.”

“They hadn’t said anything?” I asked.

Ra shook her head. “Only enough to assure me they would accept me into your marriage.”

Elder Obsidian let out a soft grunt at that word, but Hanwarra didn’t acknowledge it. Instead, she moved to stand beside me as she faced her father with a stern look of her own.

“Father?”

“This isn’t a field promotion, Hanwarra,” the old dorf muttered.

“And yet, it is not unheard of,” she insisted. “I am the third born. My loss to the clan would not be great.”

“It would still break a father’s heart,” he frowned. “You are my proudest achievement.”

“So let me continue to achieve,” she pushed. “Let me strive out on my own. To make our clan proud, in ways that would be denied me by birth.”

“You want this?” her father asked.

“I would have accepted after the duel,” she said. “But after wrestling me free of those beasts and single-handedly saving my life. Yes, father. I want this.”

The old dorf looked my way. I kept my mouth shut. I knew what was about to happen. The first marriage had been a surprise born of misunderstanding. My second saved an innocent life. Third time wasn’t quite the charm since it was after saving her life from orcs. I just hoped that if there was a fourth, it went smoother than the first three.

“Fine,” Obsidian snapped. “I shall hold off on the official declaration until we return home. But I formally recognize your marriage. Now, if you excuse me, I need to find something to drink.”

The old man swept past us, while Hanwarra stayed at my side. We waited until the sound of his steps vanished into the background noise of the camp, before Ra finally turned and faced me.

“Husband?”

I smirked and gave a chuckle. “Yes, wife?”

“If my father hasn’t scared you off. I would very much like to finish what we started before we were interrupted.”

I nodded slowly.
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“Oh shit,” I grunted as she shoved me forward.

I turned, catching my legs on the edge of the nest and fell back into the soft center with a thump. Only for a grinning Hanwarra to scrambled over the edge and directly into my lap.

“Ra,” I growled.

She ignored the warning and kissed me. She was eager. Almost forceful. Her mouth was all over me, messy, but… it worked. Still in her flight suit, I ran my hands up her sides and took hold at her neck. She seemed to know what I was doing and helped me pull the material down. Her shoulders slipped free, and we had to guide her bound arm carefully before shoving the rest of the suit down past her breasts and stomach.

Sitting above me, she stared at me with a grin and wiggled her hips. “How’s this for your big-tiddy goth wife?”

I didn’t say anything. But my crotch strained enough that we both felt it. The grin on her face told me everything, and she gave me a confident smile.

“Beg me.”

I swallowed. “Beg you?”

“Mhm,” she grinned. “Beg for what you want.”

“Anything?”

Her grin shifted to a smirk. “Anything.”

“Oh please, big-tiddy goth wife,” I grinned. “Sit on my face?”

Her grin wavered, and she suddenly didn’t look quite so sure of herself. “W-what?”

“Oh?” I grinned. “I thought you said ‘anything’?”

Her grin turned to a glare, and she nodded. “Fine. You want me to sit on your face, I’ll sit on your face.”

She shifted forward and before I could register what she was doing, her crotch was on my nose. She settled her weight down and I could feel the heat between her legs, despite her obvious confusion. I barely contained the laugh as I pressed a kiss to her mons through her pilot outfit. Something she must have felt before she rocked back slightly to look down at me.

“Is this what you wanted?”

I stared up at her. Pale skin, sizeable breasts and jet black hair and eyes. Every bit the dommy goth girl that a boy could dream of. But I wasn’t just going to give over a power imbalance like this. She liked to fight, and I was going to give her one. Even in a roundabout way.

“Almost.” my muffled voice rose from between her thighs.

“Almost?” she frowned slightly.

I nodded as one hand ran up the back of her thigh. She shifted slightly and looked back. Giving me the chance to push my hand up the front on the other side. Ra realized I was doing something and her eyes went wide as I firmly took hold of the material and began to pull.

“What are you doing?” Ra gasped.

As I flexed my arms and pulled the material split apart, right across her crotch. Letting the soft, wet pussy above my face burst into view with a snap. The glistening labia drew my eye, and I opened my mouth to taste her. Ra let out a quiet squeak as I began to feast without giving a hint of preparation.

“Oh, the depths,” Ra gasped. “Toby, what are you doing?”

I answered by closing my lips around her clit and suckling for a few moments. Ra spasmed above me before rocking her hips. I let her go and slipped my tongue inside her as she humped my face. Ra’s eyes were closed and her uninjured hand was now firmly gripping the side of the nest as I continued to lick and taste her.

“Toby,” she whined. “Oh, the dark depths.”

I wrapped my arms around her hips. Holding her in place. She still humped, but I concentrated on her clit more than anything. Lapping from her entrance to that little nub, I pulled it between my lips and began to gently suck. Ra continued to hump, providing extra stimulation, before suddenly going rigid.

“Toby,” she gasped. “Toby, please?”

“Hmm?” I moaned.

“Y-you should stop,” she gasped, clearly on the verge of an orgasm.

“Mhm?” I grunted, unconvinced.

“Toby!”

She could stand up if she wanted to. Whatever her problem was, it wasn’t what I was doing to her. I felt her hand as she grabbed my head, my hands held her hips firmly to give her more balance, keeping in mind that she was still injured. Her fingers tightened into my hair as she kept up the movements of her hips. I latched over her clit, suckling as hard as I dared as she let out a soft cry.

All at once, my breathing cut off as a flood of liquid poured out of her. I choked as it went up my nose. I was shocked and let out a jerk. Ra pulled away, flopping over awkwardly as she cradled her arm. I sat up and cleared my nose.

“Toby!” Hanwarra grabbed my arm. “I tried to tell you.”

“Oh shit,” I coughed and wiped my face before spotting her.

She looked like she was on the verge of tears. Her eyes were wide and her brows furrowed.

“Oh no,” I shook my head as I pushed her back. “No, I’m not letting that be our first experience.”

“What?” Ra asked as I pushed her back to lie against the wall of the nest. “What are you doing?”

“Same thing as before, just from a different angle,” I grunted as I grabbed her knees and lifted.

“No, Toby, I nearly drowned you,” she protested as I folded her in half.

“But what a way to go,” I grinned as I lowered myself between her legs. “I would have been fine if I held my nose shut,” I told her. “Just a surprise.”

“I made a mess,” she squeaked as I settled in place.

“And I hope you make another one,” I laughed, before licking over her labia once more.

“Toby,” Ra whimpered.

“Ra,” I glanced up at her. “I’d really like it if my big-tiddy goth wife came on my face.”

She let out a whimper as I licked her again. Rather than argue, she reached down and took one knee with her good hand, helping to keep herself folded up how I had been holding her. Which left me me to cup her glorious ass through her torn pilot suit and feast as I wished. Her hairless pussy was smooth and delicious. It had a deep red blush to it, while radiating heat that warmed my cheeks.

I used my thumbs to spread her open, making her whimper as I slipped my tongue deep inside her.

“T-Toby,” Ra whimpered.

Circling her entrance with my tongue, I drifted up and did the same around her clit. Ra’s eyes fluttered, and I leaned in to suck on it once more. She threw her head back, humping lightly up into my face as I feasted and her legs began to tremble. She was still so sensitive from that first ruined orgasm.

“Toby!” Ra yelped.

Her legs shot out, and I felt her thighs close around my ears. Deafened, all I could do was ride the wave of her second orgasm. She humped frantically while I licked at her clit. She grabbed my hair, but seemed content to hold rather than pull. I licked and slurped as I saw fit, milking her orgasm as more liquid poured down my chin. This time, I could breathe and ignored it as she humped desperately against me.

It was only when her twitching became jerks that I finally slowed down. Ra’s legs loosened, and she stared down at me with literal tears in her eyes.

“Th-that,” her lip trembled.

“Are you okay?” I asked, sitting up.

Ra nodded, then opened her arms as wide as comfortable. I moved up and lay atop her. I wasn’t sure what was going on, but the kiss she landed on my mouth was full of passion. But the grip of her hand around my cock was certainly more so. She shuffled her hips and wriggled closer, steering me into position. I didn’t even think. The moment I felt that molten entrance, I pushed in. Before freezing in place as she let out a whimper.

“Oh, oh shit,” I held her close. “I’m sorry.”

“I’m okay,” she smiled. “I started that.”

“I could have been more gentle,” I said, kissing her gently.

“No,” she smiled. “It wasn’t that bad. Just… surprised me.”

I lay atop her. Partially kneeling, my cock deep inside. She was warm, wet and extremely tight as she trembled slightly.

“H-have you ever fucked a big-tiddy goth before?” she asked.

I couldn’t help but snort and shook my head. “No, Ra. I haven’t.”

She smiled and looked me in the eye. Those big black eyes bore right into me as she raised her knees to my hips.

“Then fuck me, Toby,” she whispered.

I let out a soft groan and rocked my hips. Ra’s eyes crinkled at the sensation, but it was clear she enjoyed it. I pushed my pubic bone into her clit, and she let out a soft gasp.

“Good?” I asked.

“Good,” she nodded.

“You’re so beautiful,” I whispered as I thrust against her.

“Am I?” she whimpered.

“Of course you are,” I frowned and kissed her.

She smiled and rocked her hips to meet me as I picked up the pace. “I’m rather plain for a dorf,” she said softly. “Most people comment on my skill, or my position in the clan.”

“Well, your husband thinks you’re beautiful,” I said as I thrust firmly into her. “And he wants you to feel as good as he does.”

“Oh, Toby,” Ra whimpered and tightened her grip around me.

I held her close, thrusting up into her. I wasn’t rough, but I forced myself deep with each thrust. Ra’s breathing was ragged. The two orgasms prior had her on the edge already, and I was raring to go. She squeezed around me, whimpering as I brought my lips to hers. I held her steady, kissing her slowly as she tried to match me. Her lips met my own and her legs began to tremble.

I knew what was about to happen and kept my pace. Not changing it in any way, only serving to push her further to her orgasm.

“T-Toby?” Ra gasped. “Will. You. Lock with me?”

“I’ll try,” I promised as I felt her squeeze.

If it was just a mechanical thing, I could guarantee it. But I also knew it was partially to do with the woman. If she didn’t want the lock, it simply wouldn’t happen. Not that I had any reason to doubt, as I felt that intense suction within.

“Toby!” Ra yelped.

I sank into her. Driving myself to the balls. Her body spasmed and she let out a soft cry. It was enough for me, and I felt my cock pulse within her. The first spurt of my seed injected deep inside, as her body refused to let me pull back. Not that I wanted to at all. Ra held onto me as I rocked my hips. Spurt after spurt deep inside, Ra let out a low moan with each pulse. Until finally, I lay there atop her.

She held me close, breathing hard as my cock remained impossibly hard, trapped within her delicious body.

“Was… was I good?”

I blinked and sat up slightly. Ra looked worried. And I let out a sigh and shook my head. “You were great,” I told her. “Don’t ever think you’re not.”

“So I made a good, big-tiddy goth wife?” Ra asked.

I swallowed and gave a small nod. “The best.”

“Best?” she asked. “You said only.”

“Does the distinction matter?” I asked. “I don’t see any other of my big-tiddy goth wives. Just you. And you’re perfect the way you are.”

She blinked up at me and flexed her hips. I pitched back with a yelp, landing in the nest with her above me. A pale skinned, dark goddess of a woman, leaning back as if to let me admire her. Which, of course, I was doing. At least, until she began to rock her hips. That was enough to break my concentration and let out a low moan. My cock stirred inside her, still trapped within as she rode me.

“Beg me to stop,” she whispered.

“No,” I grinned. “No, I don’t think I will.”

“Good,” she giggled. “Because I want to feel you fill me again.”
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“Three wives, how greedy.”

I blinked and opened my eyes. Foly was leaning over my shoulder, snickering softly in… what I thought was probably the morning after. Deep inside the caves like this, I really didn’t know if it was morning or not. Just that after Ra had her fill, and I filled her, we’d taken a nap. But that was later in our working day, and that nap turned into a proper sleep as the rest of the ladies, Dernorra included, joined us.

I was curled around Hanwarra, who had her ass pushed back against me. Folotelyn had snuggled in behind, while Alfofida was curled up against my legs in the bottom of the nest. Dernorra was there too, a little off to the side to give us space.

“Thinking of adding another wife?” Foly asked.

“Oh, stop it,” I huffed. “It’s not like that.”

“Which is why I’m not complaining,” she kissed my cheek before sitting up.

My blue-haired goddess of a wife stretched her arms overhead. She really was beautiful, and it only took me a moment to realize we were all naked. Even Dernorra. Which was odd, since we usually slept in our pilot suit. Hanwarra had lost hers at some point. I wasn’t sure when, but she was entirely nude as she began to stir.

“Morning?” Alfi asked as she began to wriggle.

“Hmm?” Dernorra blinked as she, too, sat up.

As I looked around, a particular piece of my anatomy stood at attention, drawing all their eyes.

“Do you need help with that?” Foly asked.

“I don’t think⁠—”

“I’m going to go,” Dernorra stood, giving me a fantastic view of herself as she scrambled out of the nest.

I swallowed awkwardly as I tried to ignore her. But my efforts went to waste as I felt a blast of hot breath over my cock. I looked down as the head of my cock vanished between the soft lips of my green-eyed lover. Whatever argument I had vanished as Foly began to kiss me. While Hanwarra took my hand and pulled it between her legs, where my fingers met the slimy, molten flesh of her sex.
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“Hanwarra,” Elder Obsidian scowled as we emerged from our tent.

“Elder.” She gave a small bow. “Is there something you need?”

“I suppose,” he chewed his words and glanced at me with a strained expression. “I am just checking on you.”

“I appreciate that,” Hanwarra nodded. “Tobias has treated me well.”

Could this be any more awkward?

“Wonderful,” Elder Obsidian nodded. “Though I wish your mother were here to ask more pointed questions.”

“She would be satisfied, father,” Hanwarra bowed. “I know enough to know that.”

Elder Obsidian gave me another strained look and I held a neutral expression. This was just… too much for me to think about. Dancing over a subject like this, while knowing fully what was going on. Nobody wanted to be here, least of all the elder.

“Very well,” he nodded. “We will begin packing down the staging area shortly. If you have anything you need to complete, do it quickly. I’ll be putting out an order soon. After that, we’ll be on the move.”

“Elder, will we be back at the landors this evening?” Alfi asked.

“I would plan on it,” he nodded.

Alfi gave a bow, and the rest of us did, too. Elder Obsidian cast one final look in my direction before marching off. Alfi didn’t waste any time grabbing my arm.

“What—”

“This way!” She yanked.

I came with her, hurrying along back to our quarters. Our frames came into view and I noticed the bench behind them where Alfi had been working on things. On it was a long, metallic rectangle. Far narrower than it was long, with a strange hilt at one end.

“I finished the first prototype last night,” she said with a grin as she brought me over.

“What is it?” I asked, not able to make out anything more than long and metal.

“It’s a shotgun,” she grinned.

I froze and looked at her. She nodded, and I leaned over the bench once more. “It’s not what I imagined,” I told her.

“That’s okay. It’s a prototype,” she admitted. “Look, you’ve got the stock,” she pointed at the hilt sticking out the back. “The barrel,” she pointed to the other end. “And if you twist it, it comes apart and you can load in the ammunition.”

“Okay,” I nodded. “What about the propellant?”

“Oh, that’s a modification to your frame,” she smiled. “You were describing some kind of… explosive.”

“Pretty much, yeah,” I nodded.

“That would be extremely dangerous underground like this,” she said. “But… I thought about that Newton and his laws and I realized I could do the same thing by creating polarized energies around the base of the projectile.”

“You made an electromagnet?” I blinked.

Alfi frowned. “I’m not sure what that is. I know magnets, but not electromagnets.”

“I’ll explain that later,” I promised. “Just… have you tested this?”

“No,” she shook her head. “I need a frame to do it. It’s too much to lift by hand and I’d need to carry it down one of the tunnels to test it, anyway.”

I looked the weapon over before glancing back at the rest of the ladies. They were all looking at me expectantly, so I gave a small nod.
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“Just twist it.”

I nodded inside my frame and took hold of the end. The barrel was square, giving me a good grip as I did just that. One quarter, counter-clockwise turn and the barrel disconnected from the trigger mechanism, twisting around itself almost like the chamber on a revolver.

“One of these,” Alfi said.

I turned and saw she was holding out a cylinder. I took it, turning it over as I examined it through the faceplate. It was solid. Basically, a slug of metal.

“Just push it into the barrel.”

“Which way?” I asked.

“Doesn’t matter,” she answered.

I nodded and pointed the weapon down. It didn’t really have a top or bottom, so I turned it in place until the barrel was at the right point, and dropped the slug into place.

“Just twist it back again?” I asked.

“That’s right.”

I did just that, feeling the clunk of the locking mechanism going into place.

“Now, how do I fire it?” I asked.

“Oh, that’s me. I haven’t gotten that far. I’ll have to activate it manually.”

I frowned as I felt her nudge me from behind. When I realized what she said, I pointed the barrel down the empty corridor. Not the one we were guarding, but one of the side tunnels that were empty. And it was a good thing too.

The screen before me suddenly dimmed, and I felt the shotgun slam back against me. I staggered as the shell flew out the end, bouncing off the wall, sending out a shower of sparks as it blew a chunk of stone out of the wall.

“It worked!” Alfofida cheered.


CHAPTER TEN


“Tobias, sir!”

I paused, holding the metal slug, and turned as a dorf hurried towards us. We had gotten a little distracted in the testing phase. Alfofida simply wanted feedback before heading off to make the next iteration. I insisted on stress testing. Something that wasn’t generally done here.

The dorf way of doing things was to build it and make sure it worked. If it worked, it was used until it broke. If the design failed, a new design would be created to replace it. The idea of me standing here for an hour, intentionally firing it over and over again, was rather novel for them.

I on the other hand, was simply glad that it hadn’t exploded. This didn’t work like a regular shotgun. Without a powder explosion, the expansion forces on the shotgun prototype were limited. The recoil, though, was something I was getting used to. Without a stock to press against my shoulder, the forces went right through my wrist and arm. Even with the frame, it was a bit of a kick. That massive slug was several times larger than anything I’d seen before. More like a small mortar than a lead slug for a twelve gauge.

The best part. Apparently it was a stock size for the dorfs. Ammunition was as easy as getting a metal rod and cutting lengths to suit what I needed. Which was one of the things I was testing.

I could make only a few shots before my frame had to stop and cool for a time. That old issue with the overheating was back with a vengeance. My frame simply couldn’t handle the additional load of firing the gun more than a handful of times. With each shot, my screen dimmed, and the frame felt heavier. If I pushed it too far, the automatic systems in place shut the frame down. One of the few exceptions to the dorfs lack of safety ratings.

At least now, with a few moments to wait and cool. The frame was able to continue. Larger slugs with more length weren’t particularly effective. They tumbled quickly, spinning out of control. Still chaotic and hugely dangerous in the confines of a tunnel, but somewhat limited outside of that. On the other hand, smaller, shorter slugs flew faster and hit harder. Which was great, except Alfofida noticed it was sparking on each shot. After a quick examination, she noticed the insides of the barrel were slagging off. Something I recalled from issues with modern rail gun prototypes.

The velocity of the rounds was so high, the barrels began to melt and had to be replaced. In a strange, crystalpunk-esque world, rail gun barrels melting was not on the list of things I thought I’d have to worry about. All good things to know for the second attempt at this weapon.

Right now, though, someone had been sent to us, and I turned, with my wives and Dernorra, to address them.

“Yes?”

“The first stage has been packed. We’re falling back, sir,” the dorf gave a small bow.

“Shit, we took longer than I thought,” I said.

“It’s been interesting watching how your people do things,” Alfi said, moving back.

“We should go,” Foly added.

“Elder Obsidian would have had our things packed already,” Ra said.

Dernorra remained silent as she turned and led the way out of the tunnel. The large space—where we found Kiggaelin, broken and bleeding with the corpses of her team. It was now a staging area for combat. Several dozen frames. All set up with weapons, trained on the tunnel leading to the orcs.

I recognized Obsidian’s frame as we stepped into view and he waved at us, so that’s the direction we went. He seemed to eye the shotgun in my hands, but made no mention of it.

“Your things have been sent back to your landor,” he told us. “Don’t make a habit of it again.”

“My fault, Elder,” I spoke up. “I insisted on overly testing this design. That made us late.”

He regarded me for a moment. His faceplate hid his expression as he stared.

“A simple mistake, Tobias,” he said after a few moments. “Do not make it again.”

It was as close to a slap on the wrist as I was likely to get. He had to say something, but he wasn’t overly upset by it. I would definitely keep his words in mind, though. If ever I had to deal with Garnet, the man would have been spitting angry.

“Yes Elder,” I said. “What do you need us to do?”

“Take your team and head back to the landors,” he said. “We’re falling back and we’ll collapse the tunnels as we go.”

“Yes sir,” I snapped. “Let’s go ladies!”

“Is he always like this?” Dernorra asked.

“He can be,” Alfi giggled.

It was a cute sound. She was usually rather distant with things. Quiet, demure. It was good to see she was comfortable with the ladies here. Dernorra included. But I remembered how things were done here and hid my amusement.

“Quiet back there,” I called gently. “Let’s not get distracted.”

“Yes, sir!” Alfi announced.

I grinned, hearing the amusement in her voice. This wasn’t like when Kiggaelin snapped at her. She understood as well as I did. They all did. We marched past the rows of frames and into the tunnel for the exit. There were still dorfs in here and I had to wonder just how long it took to do all this.

“How did you set this all up so quickly if it takes this long to pack up again?” I asked.

“Setting them up is easier,” Foly said. “We carry them in, a handful at a time. Set them down at regular intervals and activate them. The tunnel is stabilized, but the rock around the tunnels might not be. So taking them down is a more delicate process.”

“If we just yanked them out as quickly as we put them in, especially after seismic activity, we might cause a collapse. Too large a collapse and the stabilizers might fail,” Alfi added in.

“Then there’s the length of time the stabilizers have been here,” Ra spoke up. “We stabilized the tunnel, found you, and left. If we took the stabilizers out when we left, it might have taken our team a week or so to pack it up correctly.”

“So it’s a compounding issue. How long they’ve been here, how many seismic events, doing so safely and so on,” I nodded. “That’s interesting.”

“Finding you caused many problems,” Dernorra said in a tone that sounded like she was making a joke.

That didn’t mean it was any less true. I’d certainly shaken things up. By a wide margin. We walked for a time. Mostly alone. The dorfs were few and far between in this tunnel. I could see spaces where other stabilizers had been removed already. A few were still being worked on and plenty of stabilizers still remained, though it looked like they had been shifted slightly. Perhaps for quick removal in the end?

I was pondering it when we heard it. The echoes of battle through the tunnel. I stopped and Foly almost walked into the back of me. But that was enough to bring us all to a halt. I turned and looked back down the way we came. Clashing of metal, the howls of the orcs. The fighting sounded fierce and for a moment, I wondered if we should head back. Before I could make that decision. The sound stopped, and I found myself staring into the faceplates of my team.

“Keep an ear out,” I ordered. “If… if the worst has happened, or an orc slips past. I don’t want it jumping on us from behind.”

“Sir,” Dernorra’s pink eyed frame gave a small bow.

“Father is fine,” Ra spoke up in absolute confidence.

I nodded at that and led the way. The tunnel was long and boring, unlike the natural caverns I’d explored back home. Each time we used it, I swore it was longer than the last. It was only so many times I could look at a rock face and think that I was seeing the same one over and over again. If not for the impossibility, I could have sworn we were walking in circles.

Still, I was relieved and slightly surprised when I spotted sunlight ahead of us. That sunlight was deep orange. A sunset, late in the day. It made me smile, thinking about being outside once more. Being underground didn’t bother me all that much. I worried about vitamin D, but regular visits to the surface would fix that. We marched on, and as the entrance came into view, I breathed a sigh of relief.

“Something bothering you, sir?” Ra asked.

“Not bothering, so much,” I admitted. “Just nice to be outside again.”

“It’s odd to us that you enjoy being outside, while we enjoy being deep in the ground,” Foly admitted. “Odd. But not in a bad way.”

“We all have our quirks,” I laughed. “Let me know if I do something that bothers any of you. I’m sure there’s plenty of small things I do or don’t do that you’ve noticed.”

“You compliment us,” Alfi spoke up.

That made me frown. “Is that bad?”

“More… unusual,” Foly said. “Like… the licking.”

“Licking?” Dernorra asked.

“Change of subject,” I snorted. “Please?”

“I’ll tell you later,” Alfi hissed softly.

I rolled my eyes while the ladies let out soft giggles.

“The compliments are nice,” Foly said, when they’d fallen silent once more. “My brother-in-law is a rarity for our people. You… you’re more like him and it’s… nice.”

I thought about Rarrouth. Forbarwynn’s husband. The man’s family came from Malachite. And I had seen the way Forbarwynn reacted to the subtle flirting he used at the dinner table. Always addressing her as either a flower, or a gem, or insinuating she was beautiful in some way.

There was a severe lack of that in the dorf people. I hadn’t seen much more of it. Not even in the clan homes. Even if it was obvious that they cared for one another. Malachite clearly adored his wives and daughter.

“How could I not compliment the beauties that are my wives?” I looked back at them. “You’re all so damn lovely. It’s hard to think some days.”

“I see what you mean,” Dernorra cackled.

I just grinned and led them out into the afternoon light. The camp was in motion. Frames roaming about. There was a stack of what looked like the stabilizers leaning on the side of our landor. Along with a pile of bags that must have been the small amount of belongings we’d brought in. Mostly just a few changes of pilot suit and Alfi’s tools.

Nobody stopped to speak to us, so we kept on moving. I remembered my wrist device and opened it up. A moment later, the door was coming down, and the ladies were already moving to grab what we were taking. I kept out of the way as they got to work.

It turned out that most of the space in the back was for the stabilizers. Not just left empty for whatever reason. Which made a lot of sense as I watched them. The stabilizers were brought up and hung from a rack in the ceiling I hadn’t noticed before. It was going to leave a small walkway from the ramp to the frames, around the side of Alfi’s bench, to the bedding area.

After watching the ladies start, I joined in. There was a trick to getting the stabilizer to hook on the ceiling, but with some practice, I was able to contribute as we packed things down.

As we got the stabilizers in, more were coming out of the tunnel. That was good news as far as I was concerned. If stabilizers were coming out, it meant they weren’t on the run from something. Then again, even as I watched, a pair of frames came out, holding a stretcher. I couldn’t make out whether the dorf was alive or not. The frames simply carried the victim over to the landor from Kyanite and took them out of sight.

“It happens,” Foly nudged me.

I was going to respond when another stretcher followed. Then two more. We got the rest of the stabilizers packed away as the sun dropped away, leaving us in the dark. Fires were lit to illuminate the way, and I swear in the moderate silence, I could hear things in the tunnel. A clash. A shout. The slow rumble of collapsing stone.

It was then, things took a turn.

“SEISEMIC ACTIVITY!” Alfi yelled.

I frowned, and the ground began to move. I could see a wave of rocks across the ground begin to shift. The very ground looked like the ocean. The landors shifted around, the suspension making it a gentle rocking motion, even as the ramp sank slightly into the topsoil.

But it was the plume of dirt and dust that shot out of the tunnel that caught my attention. It wasn’t just a puff, but a serious blast. Like the tunnel collapsed inside. Inside, where Elder Obsidian was still working his way out.

When the rumbling finally ceased, I stared for a moment before turning to see my team.

“Let’s go ladies!” I snapped.

“SIR!” they chorused in agreement.

We weren’t the first to reach the tunnel entrance. But the small group ahead of us didn’t enter. I jogged up, still in my frame. Shotgun in hand, with Alfofida right behind me. I needed her to fire the shotgun for me if I needed it.

“Tobias!” A frame moved to intercept me. The faceplate opened up, and I did the same.

“Captain Belgik,” I nodded. “We’re going back in.”

“Those are not my orders, Tobias,” Captain Belgik shook his head. “The elder has this under control. You are to return to your landor.”

I stared at him for a moment and shook my head. “I’m not part of your military, or your clan, Captain.”

“You are since you married Hanwarra Obsidian,” the captain crossed his arms.

“I’m also a member of Kyanite and Malachite, if that’s the case. A third isn’t a majority. We’re going in.” I shook my head.

“Tobias, don’t make this more difficult than it needs to be!” He warned.

I paused and looked down at my weapon. I wasn’t sure if I had loaded it or not. It hadn’t really been a concern for me. It couldn’t be operated without someone tampering with my frame. The shotgun wasn’t capable of a misfire. So maybe…

I took a deep breath and raised my weapon. At this range, I wasn’t worried about my aim. I just pointed it at Captain Belgik’s foot. The foot of the frame, at least. His feet only came down to the knees. Well clear of what I was trying to do.

“Alfofida, I’m aiming to disable. Please fire.”

“Fire?” the captain frowned. “What are you⁠—“

There was a metallic shriek, followed by the boom of a slug striking metal. The foot of Captain Belgik’s frame simply vanished. One moment it was there, the next, a shower of sparks and nothing. He collapsed sideways as the dorfs around us took several steps back.

“My sincere apologies, Captain,” I said, twisting the barrel and accepting another slug from Alfofida, who hadn’t spoken a word. “Even if I’m part of your military, I was never properly sworn in. As far as I’m concerned, being married to the daughter of the current elder puts me at a higher rank than you… Sorry about your frame.”

Snapping the shotgun closed once more, I dropped the faceplate and activated the lights. It was going to be rough in there with all the dust, but I didn’t spare it a moment of thought as I led the way into the tunnel.

“Father will be mad,” Ra said as we descended into darkness.

“He was mad when I raced out to rescue you as well,” I pointed out. “Look where that got me. Big-tiddy goth wife.”

“You’re terrible, sir,” Dernorra laughed from her spot at the back.

“Probably,” I agreed. “But I love my wives, and if the father of one of them is in trouble, I’m going to do my best.”

“And if Captain Belgik challenges you when you come back?” Ra asked.

“Deal with that after I find out how bad things went in here,” I said.

It was deceptive at first. The tunnel, other than blinded by dust, looked much the same. It was only after I spotted the first casualty that I knew I’d likely made the right choice.

“MAKE WAY!”

“Ladies, left side!” I snapped.

We pushed across as two frames shouldered past. They only barely fit, and the moaning dorf slung on the stretcher between them was an indicator. Covered in blood, they looked like one of the engineers. I grimaced, realizing that they weren’t in frames for the most part. If there had been a collapse, it was the engineers that were going to face the brunt of it.

“Let’s just hurry and get through these damn tunnels,” I grunted.

We kept up a quick pace. I held the shotgun to my chest, and when we found ourselves facing dorfs evacuating, we did our best to make room. There were plenty of rocks on the ground, and it slowed our pace as I tried to keep a sure footing.

The first sign of a collapse came up quickly, though. A whole section of roof came down between two stabilizers. One of the stabilizers had been damaged as well, making me worry as we pushed through the rubble.

The second collapse was worse. And when we arrived, there was a team of dorfs helping drag a stretcher over the top. The dorf on the stretcher, a young female, did not look like she had survived. What was worse? We could definitely hear fighting ahead of us.

“Is the elder alive?” I asked as we reached the blockage.

“No idea,” the first dorf, who turned out to be a Kyanite, answered. “We were told to evacuate the injured. That’s all.”

“Shit,” I swore, as we kept back as the team dragged the injured dorf through.

“You’re Tobias, aren’t you?” the dorf asked as they got the dead woman out. “Be safe, sir.”

I watched them go and turned back to the tunnel. It made me think of the crawlspace I climbed through to find the orcs. Only this was large enough to fit a frame. I could see lights in the distance, heading towards us. So I started climbing through. Alfofida followed behind. The two of us emerged as the next team of medical evacuees arrived. This time, the dorf, despite being covered in dust and sticky with blood, was moaning and very much alive.

I helped hold the stretcher while the first dorf went in, before helping get them free. Two more stretchers came through while we waited. The whole time, the sounds of battle were increasing. I was torn between letting the injured leave and ordering them to wait so I could get my team in. Thankfully, the next break between stretchers was large enough for Foly, Ra and Dernorra to join me.

And that’s when we met our first battle casualty. A frame staggered forward. Faceplate ripped off with a bleary-eyed dorf staring out with a grimace. Bleeding from his eye, the frame was missing an arm as well. His hand was exposed and hung at a strange angle, like it had been broken as the frame tore free.

“Move,” he grunted painfully.

I stepped aside and watched him go.

“Thanks,” he nodded as he headed past.

“Let’s go,” I said and urged us on.

There were several more who were heading out. A small team of engineers without suits rushed past. A couple bloody, but all mobile. Then a dorf soldier without his frame ran past, looking slightly battered but unhurt. Most likely, his frame left abandoned in the tunnel.

The sounds of battle were getting closer. We could make out the individual voices of the orcs as they roared war cries. The shriek and clash of weapons striking armor echoed around us. I realized how bad things really were, as an orc burst out of the dust ahead of us. A big one, with a slobbering jaw. Dust covered him except for his beady little eyes as he raised an axe that looked like it was made from the metal of a frame.

Only for Hanwarra’s spear to slip under my arm, catching the orc in the chest. His eyes bulged, and I let go of my shotgun before punching him in the head. The orc collapsed with a roar, but I kept on punching until flecks of blood splattered over my helmet. The orc’s face bubbled, but he remained still as I waived my hand ahead.

“LET’S GO!”

The ladies and I charged out of the tunnel into the space where we started this all. Boulders were everywhere. This had been a partial collapse and the horror of the situation was apparent. With all the dust and debris, it was a natural maze. And with the only source of light, being the frames themselves, the orcs had no trouble sneaking in and picking targets.

Even as I turned, I bumped my foot on something. When I looked down, it was a frame, busted and rent open. The dorf within wasn’t breathing and their unblinking eyes already had a coating of dust.

Movement ahead drew my attention, and from the debris staggered a pair of frames supporting a third with a damaged leg.

“Go!” the frame yelled. “Elder Obsidian is ordering a full retreat!”

“He’s alive?!” I demanded.

“Yes, and he says we need to leave!” the dorf snapped as he charged past with his two companions.

“TOBY!” Alfi yelped.

I turned and saw her pointing. I spun and saw them coming. A trio of orcs, prowling over a pile of rocks. They’d seen us, and only because they were so high and clear of the dust had Alfi spotted them. I had a moment, though, and Alfi moved behind me. So I raised my shotgun and pointed at the one in the middle.

“FIRE!” I roared.

The recoil snapped my arm back, and the shotgun let out a shriek. The metal slug tore from the barrel. The orc in the middle was left stunned by the sound. The shot went wide, striking the orc beside him. The force of the slug tore a hole through his chest, taking his head and one arm with it.

A single armed, partial torso slumped forward and fell down the pile of rocks as I twisted the barrel and started to reload. The orc, snapping back to attention, leaped, so Hanwarra intercepted its charge. Holding her spear, the orc landed on the tip, yelping as she pivoted, dumping him onto the ground. The third orc took this as his chance and slid down behind her, only for Dernorra to step in with her sword and bring it down over his back. The blade parted the orc’s flesh, dropping him to the ground with a silent snarl.

His lungs weren’t able to work, as his hands scrabbled on the rock floor, before Dernorra finished him with a stab to the back of the head. As she finished her orc, Hanwarra drove the tip of her spear into her target’s neck, severing his spine and making him go limp. I finished reloading as a trio of frames charged into view.

“YOU DAMNED FOOL!! NOT AGAIN!!”

Whatever he was going to say next never came. An orc leaped onto his back, throwing the elder to the ground in his frame. The two with him fell on the orc, but more were coming.

“ALFI!” I ordered.

She took the hint and activated my weapon. It barked out another shot as a slug shrieked out. This time it flew straight, striking the orc in the middle, who was torn in half by the blast. The shell struck a stone, exploding and sending shrapnel out in a wave that injured two other orcs.

“Get him out!” I roared as I reloaded.

The two guards on the elder dragged him up and towards the exit while I moved in behind them.

“Alfofida, you stick with me. Everyone else, lead us back. Keep an eye on our surroundings.”

“LEFT!” Foly shouted.

I spun and aimed the shotgun. Two orcs were coming from around a fallen boulder. “FIRE!”

My shot wasn’t on target. It struck the boulder first, rather than the orc I was aiming at. To my surprise, that seemed to work better. The rock exploded, showering the two orcs with shrapnel, while the slug bounced, whistling across, taking one in the shoulder. Without the full momentum, it didn’t just rip the arm off, but the orc was still down.

“TOBIAS! GET BACK HERE!”

I grunted as I turned and accepted another slug from Alfofida. Dernorra and Hanwarra were dealing with another orc that snuck around, while Foly was keeping an eye on Alfi and I. We hurried back and when Foly raised her hand, I spun and took aim. They were coming. Dozens of them. Alfi activated my shotgun, and the slug shrieked off into the bunch, tearing them to pieces. More were coming through, and I knew we had to leave.

“GO!” I roared.

Foly turned and urged Dernorra and Hanwarra to run. Alfi was just ahead of me. The tunnel wasn’t far, and we sprinted as quickly as we could in the frames.

Only, there was a dorf waiting for us.

Obsidian, in his unique frame. Clutched in his hand, was a strange-looking device. He moved aside as Dernorra and Hanwarra ran past. He waited for Foly and Alfi too, before tossing what turned out to be a strange, knobbly block with crystals in it, well over my head. Then he grabbed my arm and hauled me further into the tunnel.

An almighty blast echoed out behind us, sending a shockwave down our tunnel, knocking me flat on my face as the ground rumbled beneath me.


CHAPTER ELEVEN


“Just what the hell was that thing?” I grumbled as I stepped out into the open air once more. “It didn’t look like a mining explosive.”

“That’s because it wasn’t,” Obsidian agreed as he led the way out. “That was a device of some rarity I keep on hand for emergencies.”

“You keep a grenade for emergencies?” I shook my head within my helmet. “Why not just keep a bundle of mining charges?”

“Larger, more controlled blast,” Obsidian said as he recognized the thunderous expression of his second-in-command storming over. “Captain Belgik?” Obsidian acknowledged the dorf.

“Elder Obsidian,” the furious dorf saluted. “I demand the immediate arrest of Tobias Conner-Kyanite.”

Obsidian paused, and I swore under my breath as the ladies clustered around. He turned and faced me as his faceplate slid up to reveal his conflicted expression. “Tobias?”

I opened my faceplate and looked the dorf in the eye. “When the tunnel collapsed, I gave orders for my team to reenter the tunnel,” I started. “Captain Belgik told me he had orders to retreat and wouldn’t let me enter the tunnel. I used my new weapon.” I hefted the shotgun. “And destroyed the foot from his frame.”

“Assault then,” Obsidian nodded. “But in service to duty.”

“I would have compensation for the damage to my frame,” the captain demanded.

“I’m happy to pay for repairs,” I offered.

“Not good enough,” the captain glared at me. “You could have killed me.”

“Oh please⁠—”

“Enough!” Obsidian snapped. He looked at me, then turned to look at the captain. “An assault has occurred. Though in service to duty. My orders do not extend to those outside of direct clan lines.”

“Elder, with respect⁠—”

“Captain Belgik, do not test my patience,” Obsidian snapped at the dorf. “Despite his latest marriage, Tobias is recognized as a member of the Kyanite clan before our own. Even by name.”

Captain Belgik squinted and gave a small nod. “Apologies, Elder Obsidian.”

“Be that as it may,” Obsidian said, turning to me. “As representative of the aggrieved clan. Captain Belgik is right. However, as those actions were tied directly into service to the aggrieved party. I am unable to lay fault.”

“Then allow me to duel for my retribution,” Captain Belgik demanded.

Obsidian nodded for a moment. “Terms?”

“Access to that prototype weapon,” Belgik gestured at my shotgun.

I frowned and shook my head.

“I find this agreeable,” Obsidian said, before turning to me. “Name your weapon.”

“Father, is this duel to the death?” Hanwarra asked.

Obsidian scoffed and shook his head. “For a simple matter as a damaged frame and compensation? No. First blood.”

“Then I ask you to allow champions for this fight,” she stated.

Obsidian frowned as Captain Belgik glared. “Very well,” Obsidian nodded. “Tobias, Captain. This is a simple matter of honor. I shall allow you to select a champion with a single caveat.” He turned and faced Hanwarra. “As my daughter, it could be seen as a conflict of interest to allow you to participate.”

Hanwarra frowned, but Dernorra stepped forward. “Tobias, I shall fight in your place, if you would allow it.”

I stared at her as the faceplate slid up, showing me her pink hair and eyes. “Okay,” I nodded.

“Ask for swords,” she smiled.

“Ummm,” I turned to Obsidian. “Swords.”

“Very well,” Obsidian nodded. “We shall meet in one hour. Prepare yourselves accordingly.”

I nodded at the elder and turned to my team. They all looked at Dernorra, who smiled and turned to lead the way back to the landor. It wasn’t long before we had climbed out of our frames and I had Dernorra standing before me.

“Sir,” she said softly as my wives gathered around.

“Are you sure you want to do this?” I asked.

The pink-haired dorf smiled and gave a small nod. “I do, sir. You did the right thing. Captain Belgik, while upset, knows you did as well. He is more angry at being overruled than he is with your actions.”

“I get that,” I nodded. “But this isn’t like my first duel. When I heard that he just wanted first blood, I thought I was going to have to give up my new toy. But… well, now you’ve volunteered.”

“We are a good team, sir,” she smiled. “I have enjoyed working with you all. I appreciate having your trust.”

“You have it,” I smiled.

“Thank you sir,” she gave a small nod. “A request though?”

That made me pause. There was always a chance she didn’t actually give a shit. But… she’d always been there when anyone needed her. “I’m open to requests,” I conceded.

“You have a wife from each clan, but Garnet and Spinel,” she looked around at my ladies. “I would like to offer myself for the Spinel clan.”

Shit…

“Dernorra…”

“I am not asking you to marry me out of hand,” she shook her head. “Nor do I ask for political reasons. Though I will admit mother would be extremely happy with me for doing so.”

“So, why do you want to marry me?” I asked.

“Ladies,” Dernorra looked around. “Do you have any criticisms of your husband?”

I frowned at her while she stared me in the eye.

“I’m not sure it’s so much of a criticism,” Foly spoke up. “But finding clothing that fits him is difficult.”

I stared at her for a moment before chuckling.

“I don’t think that’s a problem,” Alfofida shook her head. “I kind of like how much larger he is. It’s intimidating when he looms over me, and yet… I’ve never felt so safe in my life.”

“I’m still tender from the size of his shaft,” Hanwarra spoke up. “Getting used to him will take some time.”

“Oh,” I frowned. “Did⁠—”

“Stop,” she shook her head at me. “You were perfect, and my body will adapt. I’m just a little tender in between.”

Dernorra giggled softly, and I frowned, realizing just how derailed our entire conversation got.

“What did you hope to get out of a question like that?” I asked.

She smiled. “To show you that even with three wives. You have no real flaws.”

“I have plenty of flaws,” I pointed out.

“You dote on your wives,” Dernorra pointed out. “They clearly adore you. Even when asked difficult questions, they appeared to have difficulty thinking of something. As opposed to other wives, who may have been prevented from speaking at all.”

I frowned. “I guess.”

“You don’t even have the perspective for the kind of man you are,” Dernorra sighed. “Tobias, sir. It will be a pleasure to continue being part of your diving team. But should there be an opening for a more intimate relationship? I am extremely interested.”

With those words, she turned and strode through the door towards the cockpit, leaving me with my wives.

“Well?” Foly nudged me.

“Hmm?” I jerked. “What do you mean?”

“Is she attractive?” Alfi asked.

“Oh, for the love of…” I rubbed my face. “Not the time, or the place.”

“That sounds like he’s deflecting the question,” Ra nodded.

“Definitely,” Foly nodded.

“Spankings,” I glared at them. “All of you deserve spankings.”

Foly grinned, while Ra looked like she was considering it. Alfi, on the other hand, turned around and started to bend, before I let out an exasperated sigh.

With less than an hour to go, we gathered up some meals and got ourselves presentable. This wasn’t some grand event. I just wanted to wipe the sweat off my face from being in the frame and wait for the ladies to brush their hair out before we made our way back out.

The sun was getting low, and I had to think about when I slept last. Being underground made it difficult to work out when nightfall was nightfall. I also doubted we were on the same timeframes as the orcs and they showed up at odd hours. Only, despite the lateness to the day. I felt rather awake. It didn’t matter right now, though.

I followed Dernorra down the ramp and over to the meeting area. This wasn’t like the duel for Alfi’s life. This was a small event. Elder Obsidian was there, as were a few people in Malachite and Kyanite colors. They acknowledged me as I approached, along with the others, while I stood with Dernorra in front of the group.

“Good, you’re here,” the elder nodded. “This is a simple matter today. The honor of actions was brought into question today. This duel to first blood will settle the justification of said actions. Challengers, step forward.”

Dernorra glanced at me before moving up. Captain Belgik, sword strapped to his hip, did as well. Dernorra’s chosen blade looked like a short arming sword from back home. A simple hilt, straight design with both edges sharpened. An efficient weapon, without any fanfare or decoration, that wasn’t practical.

Across from her, the black-haired Captain Belgik had a rather ornate and curved blade. They looked like an old cavalry saber, only shorter and stockier, like the dwarf himself. More to the point, the hilt and scabbard were inlaid with precious gems and a helping of gold.

Despite the fact it looked like a display piece, I had no doubt the man could wield his blade effectively, and I had a moment of worry for Dernorra. Her blade was primarily a thrusting weapon, while Belgik’s was a slashing. She could simply prick the man, but if he got a nasty swing in, she could be left horribly injured.

“You both understand the terms of the duel?” Obsidian asked, more to appease the spectators than instruct the combatants.

“Yes, elder,” Dernorra nodded.

“Yes, sir,” Captain Belgik did as well.

“Draw weapons,” Obsidian ordered.

Dernorra took out her blade. Holding it off to one side in a casual manner, it looked almost… cocky. Captain Belgik held his up before him in a ready stance.

“BEGIN!”

Belgik reacted first. He slid forward, flicking his wrist forward. It was a testing slash and Dernorra reacted by stepping back. Only to sweep her blade around, catching the saber at the midpoint and directed the tip harmlessly upward. Belgik, realizing he was suddenly offside, he twisted with his sword and spun away as Dernorra pulled back to avoid the horizontal slash that would have cut a groove across her chest.

“That could have been fatal,” I frowned.

“He’s treating her with respect,” Hanwarra whispered beside me. “That was a fatal strike, only because he expected her not to fall for it. He knows she is skilled. They are testing one another for openings.”

I nodded as the two fell into battle once more. They clashed quickly. This wasn’t like the movies where two sword fighters would spend minutes deflecting and dodging before locking blades and standing chest to chest. They were testing blows. A slice, a block, and they would step back to reevaluate for a moment. Neither wanted to risk a clumsy cut by rushing in.

“Captain,” Dernorra smiled. “Mother once informed me that you were an accomplished swordsman. Something of which I am grateful for.”

“Likewise,” Belgik nodded. “You’ve more skill than half the forces of Obsidian, hammered around your left hand.”

“I appreciate the compliment,” she smiled. “I would ask that after this duel concludes. You allow time for us to spar.”

“After defeating you, I would certainly take the opportunity to teach you a few tricks,” he nodded, before darting in.

Dernorra was waiting for him and sidestepped as she deflected the slash. Only for his fist to slam into her stomach. I almost jumped in before Hanwarra and Folotelyn grabbed me.

“Did you see that?!”

“He hasn’t broken any rules,” Hanwarra hissed as she held me back.

Dernorra threw herself to the side, rolling away to break contact as Belgik rushed in. I could see this ending poorly. Dernorra was on her knees. Belgik raised his saber and swung down on her. Dernorra couldn’t get away. If Belgik didn’t pull the strike, she was going to be horribly injured.

What surprised us all was when she brought her blade up and slammed it edge-first into Belgik’s. The fancy curved saber struck her own blade. Which, to my horror, shattered just above the hilt. The pieces of her blade tumbled away as Belgik’s saber, deflected from the impact, struck the rocks beside Dernorra’s kneeling form. There, the tip of his own sword shattered as he failed to restrain himself from the shock of what had just happened.

Only to reel back in pain as Dernorra took the broken end of her sword and stabbed it into his leg.

“By the depths!” Captain Belgik hopped back as he patted his leg. Red blood was already dripping from the fresh wound.

“We have a winner!” Obsidian called out.

There were a few groans and a couple more cheers. Dernorra stood and looked at her broken sword. The frown on her face was obvious, and I decided right then I’d find a way to replace the weapon. She kept it clutched in hand before approaching Belgik, who checked his hand for the blood.

“That was a dirty trick,” he growled.

“It worked,” Dernorra nodded, before offering her hand.

Captain Belgik looked at it, then sighed and took her hand, giving it a firm shake. Before noticing me as I walked up behind them both. I was still kind of pissed he’d punched her. Setting that aside, though, I had an idea of how to make sure he wasn’t a problem in the future. I already had one asshole on my case. I didn’t need another.

“Captain,” I nodded.

“Tobias,” he nodded back. “Congratulations on your win.”

“Thank you,” I nodded. “My champion fought well. That’s not what I am here for.”

“Oh?” the captain frowned.

“My weapon,” I said. “It’s a prototype. Not ready for combat.”

“Reports indicate otherwise.” He frowned at me.

“Probably, but I have some improvements to make anyway,” I shrugged. “When I do. I’m going to want someone to test it for me. If you have anyone specific in mind, who might be interested in helping me? I would appreciate it.”

Belgik stared at me for a moment before grinning. “I might have a name or two when the time comes.”

“Thank you, captain,” I grinned. “I’ll keep you posted.”

Captain Belgik, while defeated, walked away with his head held high. When I turned, Elder Obsidian was watching me with a knowing look.

“Tobias.”

“Smoothing something over,” I shrugged. “There’s enough bad feeling towards me. I didn’t want one more.”

“Smart move,” he nodded. “I shall be keeping an eye on you in the future.”

“Yes, elder,” I nodded, suddenly worried about the implications of what he just said.

“And Tobias,” he said with finality. “Look after my daughter.”

“Yes, elder,” I nodded, a little firmer this time.

He gave a slight smile before nodding at Dernorra. With him heading back to his own landor, I led the way back to our own. The tunnel was under guard. We would be done here soon. There were a few dorfs carrying out the last of the stabilizers. If I had to guess, they’d be done by morning and we could all leave. I just hoped it was enough. The orcs were monstrous, but they weren’t particularly bright. Maybe collapsing the tunnel would be enough. But I wasn’t certain.

“Tobias?”

“Sorry,” I turned and smiled at Alfofida, who reached out and took my hand. “Just… worried.”

“You think the orcs are still going to be a problem?” she asked.

I took a deep breath and nodded. “I already spoke about my mythology and how you and the orcs compare to my expectations,” I said.

Alfi nodded. “You don’t think this is going to stop them?”

I shook my head. “I think it will slow them down. But… Think about it. The first thing they did when they could, was grab a live Dorf and cut his head off while screaming about meat. Now they’ve sent scouting parties, kidnapped a bunch more Dorfs and even built a fort around the portal on their side.” I shook my head. “If they’re just a small clan of a few hundred, then yeah. We’ve probably stopped them. At least for a few years.”

“You think there’s more?” Alfi asked.

I nodded. “There was always more. They attacked in huge waves. Tens of thousands strong, running headlong into battle with no thought to self-preservation. And if they are actually eating us, then they’re not just doing it for the love of battle, but for resources.”

“Then we need to hurry and get home. So that I can work on our new weapon.”

“That would be for the best,” I nodded. “Because I’d wager we haven’t seen the last of them.”

Alfi nodded. “Come on. There’s no use stressing over this now.”

“You’re right,” I sighed. “Besides, after Dernorra winning that duel, on top of everything else. We could do with a little celebration.”

“If celebrations are on your mind, sir, I have an idea,” she winked at me as she took my hand and led me up the ramp into the landor.

Foly and Hanwarra watched me go with a smile each, while Dernorra came out of the cockpit.

“The bathing room is free,” she nodded as we stepped past into the central room.

“Great,” I smiled. “Alfi, I’ll meet you in there. I just have to pee,” I said, turning to the bathroom.

“Ummm,” Alfi squeezed my hand as I tried to pull away.

“Alfi?” I frowned.

“N-not yet,” she blushed furiously as she pulled towards the bathing room. “I… just want to try something.”

“Alfi, I need to pee,” I pointed out.

“I know, sir,” Alfi whispered as she pulled me a little harder towards the bathing room.
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“Sooooo…”

“Yes, dear wife?” I looked up at Foly.

She blushed and gave a shrug. It was late. Though it didn’t feel late. The sun had gone down while Alfi and I were bathing. That took a while, with the extra activities my green-haired wife came up with. After that, we ate and then tried to settle in for the night. Dernorra and Alfi had managed to fall asleep, while Foly, Ra and myself were still wide awake.

Now, sitting atop the landor, I was helping check the integrity of the cockpit after the orc attack, while Hanwarra did the same on the inside. Foly and I were working together, keeping an eye on each other in case one of us fell.

“She ummm…”

“Liked it,” I admitted.

“Did you?”

I shrugged. “I mean… I get that it was a power exchange thing. I just never thought I’d be in a position to piss on someone. Let alone someone I love. Or with that person’s permission.”

“What do you mean, power exchange?” Foly asked.

“It’s…” I frowned. “Is bondage a thing here?”

“We bind criminals,” Foly nodded.

“What about for sex?”

Foly blinked as if I’d said something shocking before frowning. “What do you mean?”

“Well,” I thought for a moment. “When you and I are intimate. We enjoy one another’s company. We like to give each other pleasure and we do so rather equally.”

“I hardly think that’s equal,” Foly blushed. “You haven’t had the pleasure of such a doting man doing all he can to pleasure you.”

“That’s not quite what I mean,” I chuckled. “You and I. When we have sex. Neither of us is in charge of the other. We just… enjoy one another, right?”

“Right,” Foly nodded, while looking confused.

“Now, think about Alfi. She… doesn’t really do things like that. When we’ve been together, especially when you’re here. She likes being told what to do.”

“How does that lead to you urinating on her in the bathroom?” Foly asked.

I laughed and shook my head. “It’s… it’s not like that. My culture has a wide variety of tastes for all things, sex included. You probably do here in this world. It’s just… not spoken about as much, from the sounds of things.”

“Then what do you mean?” Foly asked.

“Alfi is a submissive⁠—”

“No, she isn’t,” Foly shook her head. “You’ve seen how she gets in her workshop.”

“Exactly,” I nodded. “She’s smart. Way smarter than me. Determined to succeed and knows what she wants and how to get it. And yet, in the bedroom. She’s the complete opposite. She acts subservient to my needs, and yours.”

Foly frowned. “That… she kinda does, doesn’t she?”

“And that’s okay,” I smiled. “Some people, men and women, are like that. Some are the opposite. Like Hanwarra. She seems to like being in charge a bit. She gets bossy and demanding.”

“I’m not like that, though?” Foly asked.

“No,” I smiled and took her hand. “But that’s not a bad thing either. I love you for you and I very much enjoy what we have together.”

She smiled and gave a small nod. “So… it’s okay then?”

“Is what okay?”

“If I want to try something,” she looked at me.

With the stars above and the moon high, I could see her clearly as she smiled. “Of course,” I smiled. “If ever you want to try something, just talk to me. I’m not an expert, but if it’s reasonable, well… I pissed on Alfi earlier, so I’m pretty open to new ideas.”

“And if I just want to suck your cock on the roof of the landor?” Foly asked.

“We’re going to put on a show for Hanwarra,” I pointed out.

“No, we’re not,” Foly smirked. “She’s the one that suggested I get you alone and let me take you up here.”

“Oh,” I nodded. “Well, in that case.”
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“Where do they store the landors?” I asked as we descended the ramp.

It had taken a few days. I had hoped to be heading back the morning after. It took until past noon for the last of the stabilizers to come out. From there, we had a small ceremony. A memorial for the dead. There had been a headcount, and we had lost several dozen lives in the collapse, not including those we got out. The memorial ended with Elder Obsidian using actual mining charges, this time to blow the last of the tunnel once and for all.

Then it was just the drive back to the city. Unlike our first return trip, this was uneventful. No more bandits, no problems. Though with the late start, it took an extra night before we arrived home, where I once again found myself heading down the strange elevator without a landor.

“Diving teams tend to park on the surface since we need permits to drive within the city,” she said. “The larger landors that Obsidian use are taken directly to their clan house, since they’re used for war.”

“Makes sense,” I frowned. “We’re not worried about sabotage on our landor?”

That made the ladies pause and look at one another. It was Alfi that spoke next. “I’ll talk to my father. Someone will bring our landor down, anyway. We need to repair the cockpit.”

“Is that something we do?” I asked.

Alfi shrugged. “Not necessarily. We could do so, but we have technicians available who would do it properly while I concentrate on other things.”

I nodded at that as we descended into the city. It was just how I remembered it. The glistening lights from the thousands of dwellings and homes. The great spires reaching up from the floor to the roof of the cavern. A vast, impossibly large cavern holding most of their entire species.

“It’s good to be home,” Foly sighed.

“Which home are we staying at?” Ra asked.

I went to reply that we’d stay with Foly, but… That wasn’t fair. Nor was it ideal if Alfi wanted access to her workshop.

“Oh,” I frowned. “That’s something, isn’t it?”

“Normally, when a wedding to another clan happens, the wedded party moves. But you’re only part of Kyanite by marriage and the rest of us haven’t been formally recognized as Kyanite since we have retained our positions within our own clans,” Ra spoke aloud.

“So either we inconvenience all of you except Foly by staying at Kyanite. We swap from clan home to clan home and inconvenience everyone just a little. Or we separate and live separately and join up on occasions.”

“Of all your ideas, I like that last one the least,” Foly frowned.

“Why not just purchase an empty home?” Alfi asked.

“I’m already in debt—” I was cut off by laughter and frowned at them. “What?”

“You’re not in debt,” Foly smirked. “What made you think that?”

“Well, I’d have to go into debt if I took a loan for a home, wouldn’t I?” I asked.

“Not after selling that looted landor from the bandits,” Alfi pointed out as the elevator finally reached the ground floor.

I frowned. “How expensive is a landor?”

“Exceedingly,” a familiar grandmother smiled thinly as she hurried over to us.

“Grandmother,” Foly smiled. “What are you doing here?”

“Waiting for you,” she sighed. “Things haven’t gone well since you’ve been gone.”

“What is it?” Foly asked.

Grandmother looked from Folotelyn to me and narrowed her eyes. “Kiggaelin is dying. And Garnet, the fool, is painting you as the cause.”


CHAPTER TWELVE


“What do you mean, my fault?” I asked.

The old woman shook her head. “Indirectly. He’s accusing you of poor leadership, leading to his daughter’s injuries.”

“That—”

“Doesn’t make sense,” grandmother nodded. “I know it. The rest of the elders know it. But there are plenty of people scared of the lone human, who have been listening to his drivel.”

“Is she beyond our help?” Foly asked.

Her grandmother gave a long sigh and shook her head. “It is not that she is beyond our help, child. But that Garnet is refusing to allow us to treat her.”

“He’s killing her?” I gasped.

The old dorf nodded slowly. “If she dies, he will gain more support. Perhaps enough to challenge the validity of your existence here on this world.”

“Toby, we need to speak to my father,” Foly nudged me.

“All of us, it seems,” Dernorra muttered. “Do you have a preferred place to meet when I have information?”

“Dernorra Spinel,” grandmother looked the pink-haired dorf over.

“I have expressed my desire to wed with Tobias,” she bowed. “It would be poor of me to set aside that goal by refusing what aid I could provide.”

“Your mother?”

Dernorra nodded. “Tobias is aware that my mother would approve of this. I, however, have set this goal for myself.”

The old dorf looked at me, and I shrugged. “She came clean already.”

“Very well,” Grandmother nodded. “It would be best if we returned to Kyanite to discuss options. Unless your mother decides she wishes to distance herself from this problem.”

Dernorra nodded as she turned to leave. But her words were clear. “If she does. I will not.”

I watched her leave. Making her way over to an awaiting tracab that whisked her away.

“I’ll come with you, and then head to see my father after dropping you off,” Alfi said.

“I shall remain with you,” Hanwarra nodded. “Father will have no knowledge of the affair as yet. But as your wife, he will either have to back you, or abandon me.”

“Would he?” I asked. “Abandon you, that is?”

“It’s possible,” Hanwarra shrugged.

I didn’t know if she really was this stoic, or if she was just hiding it really well. In the end, it didn’t matter right now. The trip back to the Kyanite clan home was much as I had remembered. Only now, there were a few more people staring as we went by. News had obviously gotten out. Many of the faces were confused. Others would look away. But a few. Just a few. They glared. Hatred. Despite never knowing, or meeting me.

When we arrived back at the clan home, Alfi remained behind. I kissed her gently before she sat back and waited for us to go. I climbed out, helping grandmother down, before doing the same for Foly and Ra. Ra, looking the most surprised by the offer of my hand to help her down. Then the four of us watched Alfi leave before making our way inside.

There, I was taken to a meeting with Elder Kyanite.

“Tobias,” the blue-haired elder sighed as I stepped into his office. “And… Hanwarra Obsidian. To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“Obsidian-Kyanite, Elder.” She gave a small bow.

If that surprised the elder, he hid it with a small shake of his head. “Very well. I see my daughter’s words spoke more truth than I realized.”

I glanced at Foly, but she shook her head slightly and mouthed, “Forbawynn.”

I nodded and turned back to the elder, who was chewing his lip. “I trust my mother has already brought you up to speed?”

“Some nonsense about my poor leadership being the reason Kiggaelin is dying,” I nodded. “I got the gist of it.”

“That’s about it, if I’m being honest,” Kyanite sighed. “His argument is that if you had followed orders correctly, you would have been in a position to help during the attack. Then, by stopping to deal with the bandit situation as well as the orcs, you wasted time, allowing infection to seep into her wounds.”

“And why isn’t he bringing her here for medical intervention?” I asked. “It’s just an infection. Grandmother already said she could be treated.”

“He claims he does not trust Kyanite leadership, and since he lacks facilities to treat her himself… She is dying.”

I looked at grandmother and saw the resolute expression on her face. “What can we do?” I asked. When there was no response, I shook my head. “You can’t be serious. There needs to be something?”

“If… if she dies, Tobias,” Elder Kyanite sighed. “Things may become difficult.”

“It won’t help that I’m married into three clans?” I asked.

He shook his head. “That will only serve to make his case stronger. An accusation of corruption could be damaging to us all. If I fail to prove you are competent in command, and then fail to bar you from the clan… It will bring our entire clan under scrutiny.”

“That’s what this is, isn’t it?” I snapped. “He’s killing his daughter. Third in line, so he’s not losing anyone important to the clan beyond a figurehead. He’s doing it on purpose!”

“Yes.”

I choked as I stared at the man before me. “Then do something,” I pleaded. “Kiggaelin is a bitch. But I don’t want her dead.”

“There’s nothing I can do,” the elder shook his head.

I looked around. Foly was staring at the floor. Hanwarra was stoic as always, while grandmother gave a sad shake of her head.

“So that’s it,” I shook my head. “Kiggaelin gets to die. Then I get exiled and take three daughters of clan heads with me. And you’re all just going to fucking sit there and let it happen?”

“Tobias!”

“It’s true, isn’t it!” I snapped back at the elder.

He stared at me, then looked at his daughter. She seemed to get the hint. I didn’t resist when Foly took my elbow and I didn’t say anything until I recognized the inside of her chambers.

“You shouldn’t speak to my father like that,” she whispered.

“How should I speak to a man who has given up on doing the right thing?” I shot back, pulling my arm from her grip. “You’re all just going to sit there while your friend dies?”

“It’s… it’s not like I want her to die.” Foly’s face twisted as she stared at me.

I stared at her and looked at Hanwarra. She was now looking at me like I was the bad guy. It was then, it sank in. This political bullshit. This wasn’t on my lovers. Their father’s sure. But not them.

“Fuck,” I shook my head. “Sorry. Sorry. This isn’t your fault. I’m angry and treating you both unfairly.”

Foly made a small noise, and I looked her in the eye. Her lip quivered, and I stepped up. She accepted my hug and this time, as I met Ra’s gaze, she gave me a small nod. She didn’t need the hug. At least, not yet. I’d double check with her later. Right now, Foly had a quiet cry, and I held her close. Rubbing her back, I kissed the top of her head and waited for her to get it out of her system.

“I’m sorry,” she whimpered.

“Nooo,” I sighed. “No, Foly, no. You’ve nothing to apologize for. I’m upset, and while I still kinda blame your dad and the other elders. That isn’t on you. I was mad, and I directed that anger towards you and for that, I am the one who should be sorry.”

“It wasn’t all that long ago that a husband might just beat his wife for this sort of thing,” Hanwarra mentioned.

When I looked up, she shrugged. “What Dernorra said about you being different to our men holds very much true.”

“Fine,” I muttered. “What is the next thing we should do, then?”

Foly shook her head. “The best we can hope for right now is to see what the others say.”

“So we wait,” I nodded. “If that’s the case, I have something I want to try.”

Foly and Ra watched with confusion as I took out several of the cushions from the nest-bed that we slept in. I set them on the floor, guessing the final dimensions, before grabbing a blanket to throw over to top. With that in place, I turned to Foly and smiled.

“Lay down,” I gestured to the awkward, lumpy rectangle.

Foly frowned, but moved to lie on her back.

“Face down,” I instructed.

“Down?” Foly asked. “Is this a sex thing?”

“Not quite,” I grinned. “Though it could be in the right circumstances, I guess.”

Foly glanced at Ra, who was watching with interest. I Helped Foly to roll and lay on her stomach. It then took a few moments to get the pillows right, so she was comfortable.

“Now what?” she asked.

“Now,” I swung my leg over her hip and kneeled over her prone form. “I just hope that with your skeletal structure being similar to my own. That you’ll enjoy this as much as I would.”

The next sound that exited her mouth was a low moan of pleasure as I pressed my thumbs into the back of her shoulders. I was gentle at first. Feeling around so I didn’t push on something I shouldn’t have. Her skeleton felt… thicker, wider as well. But… not inhumanly so.

I pushed my thumbs up towards her neck, and Foly shivered.

“What are you doing to me?”

“Massage,” I shrugged.

“Is it supposed to feel this good?”

“Pretty much,” I nodded, despite her facing away from me. “I’m not trained or anything. But I’m glad you’re enjoying it.”

Foly giggled softly and moaned as I used the edge of my hands to rock pressure down either side of her spine.

“Fascinating,” Ra said, moving over for a closer look. “You’re applying localized pressure to her muscles, without aiming for pressure points.”

“Can sorta aim for those, too. Some of them, at least. As long as you don’t hit them, rubbing can help relieve tension,” I said, working my way down Foly’s back.

Foly groaned as I reached her ass. Her squat form gave her a bit of an advantage on human women with great asses. Still, even for a dorf, hers was fantastic. Putting my hands on her was for both of our pleasure, but her wriggling as I worked my hands over her hips told me how much she appreciated what I was doing.

When I moved even lower, to her upper thighs, Foly was breathing hard.

“Are you okay?” I asked.

“Fine,” she hissed. “I’m… I’m fine.”

“Okay.” I frowned at the tone she’d used. She didn’t sound upset, but…

I shrugged it away and worked down one leg. Foly twitched and moaned. Her leg even kicked a few times and when I reached her feet, she practically trembled as I rubbed her soles. Each little toe got some attention, before I finally moved back up to do her other leg. It was then, I noticed that Foly was trembling. Her shoulders twitched and her breathing was ragged.

“Foly?”

“Tobias,” her voice wavered slightly. “How much more must I endure?”

“Endure?” I frowned. “Ummm… I just… had this last leg. Are you okay?”

“I… am fine,” Foly swallowed and took a deep breath. “This is just… taking some time getting used to.”

I looked over at Ra, who had an interesting expression on her face as she watched on without comment.

“Should I stop?”

“N-no!” Foly squeaked and froze perfectly still. “Please. Please continue!”

I nodded slowly. Before moving to do just that. Only now, the first thing I paid attention to was how she reacted to my touch. Her flesh was warm. Warm to the point that I was worried about her. She trembled beneath my fingers as I worked down her leg. She whimpered and made a few noises that I wasn’t sure about. But held still as I finished the first half of the massage with a rub of her other foot.

“Tobias?” Foly moaned.

“Yeah, Foly?”

“How much longer must I wait?”

“Oh, you want me to do the front?” I asked.

“Of course!” She snapped, sitting up.

“Oh, well, just… roll over then.”

Foly sat up and I paused as she gripped the neck of her pilot suit and shoved it down. She didn’t stop there either. Pushing it further down her hips and finally kicking it off her ankles as she rolled over onto her back.

“I’m ready,” she nodded. “And I don’t mind if Ra watches.”

I stared down at her nude form. Her curvy frame, the perkiness of her breasts even while laying on her back. I didn’t let myself drift lower, or I’d get more ideas than I did already. If it led to that, I wouldn’t complain. It wasn’t about me though. I was making up for being a complete idiot towards the woman who was the best thing that ever happened to me. So for now, I kept my thoughts to myself as I massaged her arms.

Foly squeezed her eyes shut. She almost looked like she was in pain, but other than some twitching and moaning, she held still and let me do as I wished. Working both arms, I lay them down and transferred my hands to her chest. There were plenty of muscles here, but I avoided her breasts, massaging around them and cupping their base as I pressed my palms against her ribs.

She whimpered as I moved from her ribs to her stomach. There wasn’t much here to work with. Some light petting and a bit of rubbing, before I reached her pelvis.

“Tobias,” Ra called softly.

“What’s up?” I asked, looking over as I followed the crease of Foly’s thighs.

Foly opened her legs, letting me get a better angle. I accepted that, rubbing up the inside of her thighs, working both sides in turn.

“You’re terrible,” Ra sighed.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

Ra shook her head. She made her way over before kneeling down beside me. I watched as she gently took my hand with her own. Placing her fingers over mine, she turned my hand around.

“What are you doing?” I asked.

Ra shook her head, and pushed my hand, palm first, into Foly’s crotch. The first thing I noticed was the intense heat. The next was the slick juices now smeared over my palm. Without missing a beat, she pushed my fingers, and I curled them into Foly’s entrance.

“BY THE DEPTHS!” Foly screeched.

I watched in shock as Foly’s hips jerked in place. She was gritting her teeth as she clawed at the pillows beneath her. Ra held my hand in place before looking me in the eye.

“Are you blind?”

“No,” I swallowed as Foly rocked her hips, humping up into my palm. “I just… didn’t realize how much she was enjoying it.”

“Unnatural for human women?” She asked.

“Sorta,” I nodded as Foly grabbed my wrist as she tried to steady herself. “Not like this.”

“Well now you know,” Ra nodded, before giving me a nudge.

I blinked and looked down at Foly, who was staring up at me with wide eyes. She pulled my hand away, tugging me closer. I could fight it, but I let her pull me close. I lay down atop her, supporting myself on my elbows as she stared up at me.

“That…” she shuddered. “That was… amazing, Toby.”

“I’m glad,” I grinned. “I’m sorry I didn’t notice what kind of effect it was having with you.”

She nodded slowly before putting her arms around my shoulders. “Lock me?”

“Hmm?” I blinked.

“Lock me,” she begged. “Let me share with you some of the pleasures you just gave me.”

I swallowed and gave a small nod. Unlike Foly, I wasn’t wearing a pilot suit, so my shirt came off first. Tossing it aside, I watched as Ra snatched it up, before retreating to the corner where she sat and held it to her face.

My attention was then drawn back to Foly, who began tugging at my pants.

“Off,” she snarled. “Get them off.”

“Okay,” I laughed, which earned me a dangerous glare.

Closing my mouth, I shoved my pants down, where I’d barely gotten them down to my knees before Foly sat up.

“Hey,” I yelped.

Foly grabbed me and, with a surprising amount of strength, tipped the two of us over. I landed on the spot she had so recently occupied and was now atop me with a manic looking smile.

“Mmm,” she whimpered as she gripped my cock.

I could only watch on as she slid her glistening labia up and down my shaft. Her eyes fluttered before she looked me in the eye. I held that stare as she raised herself up. With a small nudge, I felt my cock part her labia as she pushed me down into position. Slipping into her opening, Foly moaned as she wasted no time lowering herself onto me.

“Oh shit,” I swore as she settled on my lap.

“Lock me, Toby,” Foly pleaded.

Then she rocked her hips. My cock stirred inside her and she pulled a face as she adjusted and began to ride me. Her curvaceous body rocked above me. Her breasts bouncing softly as she slid up and down. I looked over at Ra and saw that she was rubbing between her legs as she watched us.

“Toby?”

I turned back to Foly, and she leaned down to kiss me. With her in my arms, I raised my knees and began to thrust upward into her. She moaned into the kiss, grabbing me tightly as she bounced her hips to drive herself down to match me.

Her fingers dug into my shoulders, and her breath hitched. Her mouth stayed locked to my own, though, as she moaned in pleasure. Cupping that gorgeous ass of hers, I held her down as I thrust up into her. Foly fought for a moment, before giving into the pleasure.

Her mouth broke free as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. With her mouth now near my ear, I could hear all the small whimpers that escaped those pretty lips. And I was acutely aware of her tone as she moaned my name.

“Toby.”

Her pussy squeezed down. My cock slid up into her and when I tried to pull out, I only succeeded in yanking her hips down with my own.

“By the depths,” she whimpered. “Toby!”

I held her close as she trembled and came around me. Each twitch of her core sent spasms down my cock. I was so close, I could only grit my teeth as she gently rocked above me. Trapped inside her as I was, we only needed the smallest movements to achieve maximum pleasure.

“Excuse me, Folotelyn?” Ra’s voice broke through the moment.

I opened my eyes and looked up. Straight at Ra’s nude front. Her glistening pussy hovering above me.

“Oh,” Foly’s eyes widened as she swallowed. “Toby?”

I grinned. “It’s okay.”

Ra shuffled forward. She was facing Foly. I waited for that glorious bare pussy to move closer. When I felt Foly lay herself down on me once more.

“Oh,” Ra hissed.

I had to blink to clear the surprise from my vision. Ra’s pussy slowly dripping down onto my face. While Foly, my blue-haired wife suckled on her clit. I watched as Foly’s tongue pushed through Ra’s labia, licking her from her entrance, back to her clit.

“Oh, Foly,” Ra groaned.

Ra then slowly humped against Foly’s face. Causing my blue-haired lover, still locked around my cock, to ride me at the same pace. I was trapped. Locked inside, a gorgeous woman. Who had her mouth on the clit of another gorgeous woman. Everywhere I looked was a feast for my eyes. Which only grew further as Ra lowered herself closer towards me.

Knowing what was coming, I opened my mouth as she sat her pussy on my face. Foly moved up slightly, focusing on the black-haired dorf’s clit, while I slipped my tongue inside her, tasting her from the source.

From between her thighs, I could hear Ra’s voice as she humped a little faster. Causing Foly to rock harder on my cock, and with my mouth covered by a gorgeous dorf’s pussy, I moaned as I erupted inside another.
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“I’m sorry if I misunderstood,” Foly blushed.

“It’s fine,” Ra smiled.

After our little session. The three of us decided we should bathe. Foly had been terribly embarrassed when Ra had thanked her. Then further, when Ra kissed her. It wasn’t long before she understood what had gone wrong, or in this case, entirely right. Nobody was upset, nobody had a bad time, but she was still terribly embarrassed by the whole thing.

Right now, I was holding her in my lap, while Ra sat across from us in the large tub, running soap and a washer down her arms.

“It was enjoyable even,” Ra said. “Having both of you… doing that. I liked it.”

“So embarrassing,” Foly hid in my shoulder.

I smirked and gave her a cuddle. She’d get over it, eventually.

“I wouldn’t mind returning the favor, if it would help,” Ra said.

Foly flinched and looked up. “You… wouldn’t?”

“I’m sure it would come up at some point either way,” Ra shrugged. “Our husband seems to enjoy it when we interact.”

Foly looked at me, and I cleared my throat. “Goes without saying.”

“Exactly my point⁠—”

“IDIOTS!” Alfi’s voice cut through the room. “Toby?!”

“In here!” I called.

My green-haired lover rushed into the room, looking frantic. “We’re idiots!”

“Ah…” I frowned. “I’m not saying no, but⁠—”

“Just claim her!”

I frowned. “Claim who?”

“Kiggaelin!” she snapped. “Claim her as a wife. That’ll give you control and you can get her medical attention that will save her life.”

I frowned. “I’m… I’m not saying no. But that’s a lot to think about.”

“How?” Alfi threw her arms out.

“Because she hates me,” I pointed out.

“No, she doesn’t,” Foly sighed.

This time it was her I frowned at. “Are you talking about a different dorf here? All she’s done since you rescued me was glare, threaten and yell at me. I don’t think she’s ever said a nice thing, or has ever been polite to me, since we met.”

“She didn’t report the sexual assault,” Alfi offered.

“That—”

“Wait,” Ra spoke up. “That’s a point.”

“What do you mean?” I frowned. “We sorted that. It was nothing.”

“Yes, we know that,” Foly nodded. “But her father wouldn’t have cared. If she told him, that would only give him more leverage to push for his own goals.”

“That still doesn’t mean she likes me,” I pointed out.

“But she definitely doesn’t hate you,” Alfi growled at me. “And if she doesn’t hate you… And you don’t want her to die…”
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“You’re insane. All of you.”

I stared at the elder as he struggled to grasp the idea of what I was suggesting.

“I just need a majority,” I pointed out. “That way, it’s legally recognized.”

“I told my father everything. We’re the ones who put down the demons. Under Tobias’s orders. She would be dead already without his leadership,” Alfi spoke up. “He backs this idea.”

“Normally, I would assume that Elder Spinel⁠—”

“Yes, Elder Kyanite,” a familiar voice broke across the room.

I turned and saw Dernorra leading her mother into the room.

“Elder,” Kyanite got out of his chair. “To what do I owe the pleasure?”

“I had hoped to open dialogue about this… nasty situation we find ourselves in,” she said.

“You’re in luck if you wish to hear crazed plans,” Elder Kyanite scoffed. “Malachite is offering to back a claim of marriage due to Tobias’s actions in saving her life.” Spinel’s eyes shot up as Kyanite shook his head. “The idea of it is⁠—”

“Completely valid,” Spinel nodded.

“Exactly, I was just… what?”

Elder Spinel looked over at me. “Tobias. You’re sure about this?”

“No,” I admitted. “But I don’t want her to die either.”

“Elder Spinel,” Kyanite sighed. “You’re inviting war.”

“War would be upon us with Kiggaelin’s death,” she shook her head. “But if we can prove a united front, we may be able to subvert what was to come. And at the very least, prove to be one united front, against a single enemy.”

Elder Kyanite slumped in his seat before shaking his head. “You believe this to go so far?”

“I hope for the best, dear Kyanite,” she smiled. “But I plan for the worst.”

Elder Kyanite looked around the room. Then took a deep breath. “Fine. I… will support this foolishness.”

“Grand,” Elder Spinel smiled. Then turned to face me directly. “And you, Tobias. Will that suffice? The beauties, Folotelyn, Alfofida, Hanwarra and finally Kiggaelin.”

“Ummm,” I blinked. “I… don’t know.”

“I only ask,” she smiled. “Because I too have a daughter. And if I am to support you entirely. I wish for a stake in your future. If you are taking the daughter of Elder Garnet, surely⁠—”

“Mother!” Dernorra snapped.

Elder Spinel jerked as if she had been slapped and turned to face her daughter.

“I will not be bartered like some cheap furniture,” she muttered darkly. “I have already spoken to Tobias about my willingness to join his family.”

“Oh,” Spinel’s eyes widened before she turned to face me.

“I’m… not uninterested,” I offered the woman.

“Then…” Spinel cleared her throat. “I suppose we should go meet with dear Garnet. That will give you the opportunity to… collect your newest wife.”

… yay…


CHAPTER THIRTEEN


“Let’s get this over with. I have no idea what you think is so important to interrupt…” Garnet froze as he spotted me standing in the auditorium. “What in the depths is he doing here?”

“Elder Garnet,” I bowed politely, even though I’d have preferred a single finger salute.

“It appears young Tobias here has a claim that cannot easily be refuted,” Elder Spinel spoke up.

“What nonsense is this?” Elder Garnet glared. “What has he put in your heads? Is it not bad enough he has corrupted the honorable Kyanite clan?”

“I shall forgive the insult this time,” Elder Kyanite scoffed. “I understand you are under tremendous stresses, but do not confuse my leniency with complacency.”

Elder Garnet looked around the room. Even Elder Obsidian, who would normally favor the man, was not looking his way. Elder Obsidian was, in fact, looking at me.

I stood in the middle of the room. Hanwarra on my left, with Folotelyn and Alfofida on my right. Dernorra was on my left as well, but half a step behind Hanwarra, showing deference for my wives’ positions. Which finally took Garnet’s notice as he frowned, while glancing to either side of me.

“What is this?” Elder Garnet sneered.

I took a deep breath as I thought about exactly what I wanted to say to the man. This could all go wrong, but I had to try. More than that. I had the support of at least three of the other elders. Obsidian was the wildcard here. Though with the support of the others, I didn’t think it was likely he’d disagree with my plan. Even if he disagreed with the wider implications of what happened next.

“Kiggaelin Garnet,” I called, meeting the elder’s eyes. “Was she working directly under your orders?”

He narrowed his eyes. “I don’t answer to you, boy⁠—”

“Garnet,” Obsidian turned his head.

Elder Garnet glared and let out a huff. “I had nothing to do with the bandits⁠—”

“That isn’t what I’m here for.” I shook my head. “I’m here to understand Kiggaelin’s orders.”

“She had them,” Garnet snarled. “If you hadn’t pushed your way in, she would have been successful.”

“I did no such thing,” I announced. “I was under the impression the elders sent me on that mission to retrieve the supports. When we arrived and found Kiggaelin already at the site, she demanded we leave.”

“Which you failed to do.”

“Because she lacked the authority to demand I do so,” I nodded. “My orders were to retrieve the supports. I wasn’t about to stop someone completing my mission on my behalf, but when Kiggaelin demanded that I stay out of her way, I followed her instructions to the letter.”

“What are you implying,” Garnet hissed.

“That Kiggaelin’s injuries and the deaths of her companions were entirely due to her own actions,” I replied evenly.

“You dare?”

“I have multiple witnesses,” I gestured to the ladies on either side of me.

“Corrupt and unable to give testimony without bias,” Garnet shook his head.

“Then perhaps we can ask Kiggaelin herself?” I suggested.

Garnet scoffed. “I wish that I could. Kiggaelin, my dear daughter, is dying. Thanks to your incompetence.”

“Without evidence to prove my incompetence, I would disagree,” I shrugged as I took a deep breath. “Further. I would argue that my actions are the only reason Kiggaelin lived long enough to come home and receive life-saving medical attention.”

Garnet blinked slowly. “I do no trust⁠—”

“And there’s the problem,” I snapped. “I risked my life, and that of my team, saving the life of your daughter. Only to return home and find you killing her.”

“I AM NOT KILLING HER!”

I looked the dorf in the eye and shook my head. “As her husband, I disagree.”

The room fell silent. Garnet stared. His shock left him speechless. His pale skin began to redden, and he slowly sat forward.

“What did you say?”

“As. Her. Husband,” I enunciated. “Your daughter’s life is mine, Elder Garnet.”

“You can’t⁠—”

“I did not come here for your permission, Elder.” I crossed my arms. “By your tenets. Her life was spared by my actions as captain of a foreign dive team. I acted on my own terms, without orders and only in concern for the safety of Kiggaelin and her team. Of which, only Kiggaelin survived.”

Garnet scoffed and turned to face the other elders in the room. Only to find himself facing a collection of level-headed stares.

“You can’t believe this nonsense,” Garnet waved his hand like he was shooing a fly.

“Garnet,” Malachite leaned over in his chair. “He speaks the truth.”

“Nonsense,” Garnet growled as he looked over at the other elders. “You cannot possibly⁠—”

“Garnet, dear,” Spinel sighed. “You cannot defy the tenets you yourself are sworn to uphold.”

Garnet fumed and slammed a fist into the armrest of his seat. “I CANNOT ALLOW THIS TO HAPPEN!”

“You seek to defy the tenets of our people?” Spinel frowned.

“YOU SHUT YOUR WHORE MOUTH!” Garnet screamed.

“That is unbecoming behavior for an Elder,” Kyanite scoffed.

“AND YOU!” Garnet roared. “You, who has instigated this madness by allowing that thing to wed your family! I SHALL DO NO SUCH THING!”

“You refuse to concede to our rule of law?” Obsidian asked in a tone that cut through the room.

“This isn’t law,” Garnet hissed. “This is madness. I for one, shall have no part in it!”

Garnet stood from his chair and headed for the exit, only for Elder Obsidian to reach into his pocket. I wasn't sure what was about to happen. Garnet was nearing the exit. A pair of his guards moved aside to allow him to pass as Obsidian drew a horn. It looked like the kind a Viking would be drinking mead from. Only it was shaped more like the short horns of the goat-like creatures farmed on this world.

Obsidian placed the horn at his lips, and a long, trumpet-blast echoed through the room. It echoed in my ears and likely out into the halls with the open door. More to the point, Garnet froze in his tracks as he heard the sound, before turning slowly. The horn died down after a few moments as the black-haired dorf climbed from his chair and turned to face Garnet.

“Obsidian—”

“Arrest, Elder Garnet,” Elder Obsidian instructed.

The two Garnet guards exchanged a look. Their hands twitched towards the weapons on their hips, only to freeze as every other guard in the room turned towards them. More than that, almost a dozen more appeared at the door where Garnet was about to leave. These had their weapons drawn.

“Surrender peacefully,” Obsidian nodded. “For the good of us all.”

“You will regret this,” Garnet snarled, before locking eyes with me. “And you. Pathetic worm you are. I shall end you.”

“Take him away,” Obsidian gestured for the door as several Dorfs came up and took hold of Garnet’s arms.

“YOU WILL DIE, TOBIAS!” Garnet roared. “I will find you! Gut you! And cleanse you from this world!”

Spinel shook her head. “Disgraceful.”

“I WILL HAVE MY REVENGE!” Garnet’s cries echoed from the hallway.

“Elders,” I looked around. “Kiggaelin?”

“Of course, Tobias,” Kyanite nodded. “I am enacting an emergency response. Have Tobias escorted to the Garnet clan home.”

“Agreed,” Spinel nodded.

Malachite and Obsidian did as well. On one hand, this had all gone exceedingly well. Garnet was out of the way. Kiggaelin would recover. On the other. Garnet was now imprisoned and had publicly sworn to kill me. I could only hope that whoever took over for the crazed elder was less… of a piece of shit.

Dernorra, Hanwarra, Alfofida, Folotelyn and I were surrounded by guards who ushered us from the room. Elders Obsidian and Kyanite came along with us. Malachite begged off, not feeling the need to attend, while Spinel kept her distance, likely to prevent another situation. The rest of us were moved into a series of tracabs and swiftly escorted to the other side of the underground city.

While the Kyanite clan home was situated in a dense part of the population, Garnet was more like an estate. The homes were larger and wider apart. A few of them were even singular, with their own walls and gates to keep people out. The clan house, at least, resembled that of the Kyanites. Built into the rock, it was a mound of opulent looking balconies and curtained windows.

By the time the tracabs came to a halt and I was brought to the gate, an argument had already formed. Several of the guards were trying to gain access, while almost a dozen of Garnet’s men blocked them.

“We have our orders!” Garnet’s guards held up shields with weapons drawn. A healthy mix of maces and hammers. “Nobody is to enter the premises.”

“The authority of Elder Garnet has been temporarily removed!” Elder Obsidian snarled as he stormed to the front. “You are impeding our tenets themselves. Move, or be cut down where you stand.”

The guards shifted before their leader shifted slightly. “Elder Obsidian. We are under strict orders from the Elder, while Kiggaelin is under duress.”

“Kiggaelin Garnet is the reason we are here,” Obsidian glared at the man. “Move.”

“Elder—”

“MOVE OR DIE!”

The guard flinched. I thought for a moment there would be bloodshed, but in the face of the militaristic Elder Obsidian, he moved aside. With that guard getting out of the way, the rest followed suit. There were plenty of glares and animosity as Obsidian led the way through the front doors. A servant gaped in astonishment as Obsidian stepped into view.

“Where is Kiggaelin?”

“The mistress is unwell⁠—”

“WHAT DID I ASK!?” Obsidian roared as the servant cowered in terror. “Spread out. Find her!”

Foly stepped up and grabbed my hand. She pulled me away and the rest of my ladies, Dernorra included, followed behind. To my surprise, Folotelyn seemed to know where we were going. In fact, a couple of the guards who came with us tagged along, making a small force of us as we charged down a hallway and up a flight of stairs.

“You know where we’re going?” I asked.

“Maybe,” Foly frowned as she paused at the top. She looked each way before turning right and pushing down a wide hall. The architecture looked similar to the Kyanite clan home. But where Kyanite had inscriptions and artwork adorning the walls, Garnet had precious gems and metals. Gold inlay covered the walls, where joints were encrusted with gemstones. This was a home of wealth and prestige.

“What on—ooof!”

Someone had opened a door only to be shoved back inside by one of the guards as Foly brought us to a rather ornate door. Before we even reached it, the door opened and an older Dorf woman stepped out, freezing at the sight of us.

“Are you here to kill me?” she asked.

“No,” I frowned. “Is that what would normally happen?”

“We’re technically invading their clan,” Foly shrugged. “Doesn’t matter. Is this Kiggaelin’s room?”

“She’s not well,” the woman frowned.

“We’re taking her to Kyanite for medical treatment,” I frowned and stepped forward.

The old dorf’s eyes lit up, and she shoved the door open. “There, on the bed. She’s feverish as the festering has gotten worse.”

The old dorf’s change of heart was a surprise. But those thoughts fled as I saw her. Kiggaelin. Her bright red hair was matted across her face. She was sweating heavily and her face was twisted into a pained grimace as she lay on a cushion covered stone slab. She had one of those nests the Dorfs were so fond of, and the placement of this suggested it had been brought up.

“Please hurry,” the woman said, coming over to Kiggaelin. “She hasn’t much time.”

“Mommy?” Kiggaelin whimpered.

The old woman sighed and took Kiggaelin’s hand. “She’s delirious. Her mother died years ago. I was her caretaker as a girl and… I’m all she has.”

I nodded as I came closer. The smell was the worst of it. Like rotting flesh, which… well, that was pretty much an infection, wasn’t it? Decay worse than the immune system could handle.

“H-has father,” Kiggaelin trembled. “Sent for healers?”

The old woman looked up at me and nodded. “Yes dear. He has.”

Kiggaelin trembled and started to cry. “Thank the depths.”

“She will need to be carried,” I said as I turned. The guards with us rushed out. There was a commotion, and they returned with a group while carrying a stretcher. They hurried in and I moved aside as they got into position. It took the two of them holding the stretcher, while another two, along with Kiggaelin’s carer, to drag her onto the stretcher.

Kiggaelin wailed, clenching her fists as tears rolled down her cheeks. The old woman looked like she was going to cry as well. Her injuries must have been awful as Kiggaelin brokenly cried as the dorfs lifted and began to march from her room.

“Where are you taking her!?” a voice outside demanded.

“Move!” one of the guards ordered.

“Not until you tell me where you’re taking her!” the voice snarled once more.

I stepped out of the room, seeing a young dorf. Maybe a brother? I wasn’t sure. The only thing I cared about was that he stood literally with his arms out, blocking the hallway. And when his eyes met mine, he froze.

“You?”

My fist connected with his jaw, knocking him to the ground as I felt something in my hand break. I snarled in pain as the young dorf rolled to his feet. But that was enough to get the guards moving, and they wasted no time.

“You hit me!”

“Shut up,” I snarled and followed after Kiggaelin.

“THE ELDER WILL HEAR OF THIS!”

I ignored the comment as we hit the ground floor. Kiggaelin looked… terrible. She was still crying out with each bump. The blanket over her stomach now had a pink stain, likely from her wound being reopened by the jostling. We could only be so gentle. With my wives and friends, we stormed out and back to the tracabs as quickly as possible. When I saw Kiggaelin being taken to a different tracab, I broke away from the others and accompanied her.

“I’ll meet you back home,” I called.

Foly nodded and ushered the rest into their own tracab. While I squeezed into Kiggaelin’s. There was only her, and the two who carried her. They set her stretcher in the back on the floor before closing the doors behind us. I sat down beside Kiggaelin and thought about what I could do for her. That’s when her eyes flicked open and she looked around.

“I’m dying, aren’t I?” she whimpered.

“Not if I have anything to do about it,” I sighed and leaned down.

She blinked slowly as she looked up at me. Her face broke and she let out a quiet sob. “You’re not real.”

“What do you mean?”

She sniffed. “You said you’d come. But then you were gone.”

“I haven’t said anything,” I frowned.

“I know,” she started to cry. “You wouldn’t come for me. Not after how I treated you. You probably hate me.”

I looked up at the guards. They were looking away. It was obvious that Kiggaelin was having some kind of hallucination. Or at least, she had been, and now wasn’t, but couldn’t tell the difference.

“Toby?” Kiggaelin reached up. “Hold my hand?”

“Of course.” I took her hand and squeezed it gently.

Despite her sweating, she was deathly cold. Her fingers felt like ice, and I could feel tremors running through her arm.

“So warm,” she whimpered. “Why are you warm?”

“Because I’m actually here, Kiggaelin,” I told her.

“Father wouldn’t allow it,” she sniffed.

“He didn’t, but I’m here anyway,” I tried to assure her. “We’re taking you back to Kyanite. Get you better.”

She cracked a smile and barked out a laugh before gasping in pain as her wound ached. “Lies…” she shuddered. “Comforts before you take me.”

“I’m not the face of death,” I shook my head. “You’re going to feel really stupid when you recover enough to remember all this.”

“Should I be so lucky,” she hissed as we hit a bump. “Next thing, you’re going to tell me we’re married and we’re all going to live together as one big, happy family.”

I stared at her as she blinked slowly at me. “Really wish I had a camera right now.”

“What’s a camera?”

“That thing I brought back from the mission where I saved your life,” I answered.

“Ha,” she grimaced. “Saved my life… But never came back for me… Told you he hates me. Just like I deserve.”

I smirked slightly and patted her hand before settling in for the rest of the trip back to Kyanite. We arrived without much fanfare. There was a moment of panic when I had to let go of Kiggaelin’s hand. She struggled and began to cry when I let her go, so after following out of the tracab, I took her hand once more and walked alongside as the guards brought us into a familiar-looking room.

Kiggaelin seemed to recognize that something was changing as she looked around. The guards barely set her down on the stone slab where I had lain with a broken leg, before grandmother stormed into the room.

“You,” she grunted at me. “Leave.”

“Umm,” I held up Kiggaelin’s hand, tightly wrapped around my own. “She won’t let me go.”

“This isn’t going to be pleasant,” grandmother told me.

“Don’t leave,” Kiggaelin whispered.

I glanced at the door where Foly was holding the others back. She gave me a small nod, and I looked grandmother in the eye. “I’ll stay, unless she tells me to leave.”

“Then you’re going to be the one to hold her,” she grunted.

I could only guess what that meant. At least until grandmother held up a small and sharp knife. I knew then that this was going to do with a lot of cutting and likely pulling. I pressed up against the side of the stone slab and took both of Kiggaelin’s hands as I heard grandmother getting things ready.

“Need to get everything off her before cleaning the wound. After that, comes treatment,” the old dorf whispered.

I nodded and looked down at the broken dorf before me. Despite my conflicted feelings. She was rather pretty. Just like the others. I leaned down, squeezing both her hands. I brought her wrists up and held them to the middle of her chest. She was laying like a corpse, with my hands ready for when she reacted to the pain.

Which came a moment after I heard the sound of a knife slicing through fabric.

“Oh,” Kiggaelin’s eyes watered. “No, no more.”

“We have to,” I whispered.

“It hurts,” Kiggaelin began to cry.

It broke my heart. That tough-as-nails, takes-no-bullshit, fiery little dorf was reduced to this. A sobbing, broken mess, whimpering on the table beneath me.

“Please?” she begged. “I’ve had enough.”

“A little more,” I lied. “It’s only a little more.”

“It hurts,” she cried. “It hurts so much.”

“I have the wound exposed,” grandmother said.

I glanced back and almost threw up as I saw the swollen, puss filled mess that was her stomach. It had been bad enough stuffing her intestines back inside her. Bad again, bandaging the wound shut to hold it there. But seeing it all infected and weeping was on a whole other level. How she was alive, I didn’t know.

“Foly dear, I’m going to need your help. Bring the others, you’re going to need to hold her.”

“Why are you doing this to me?” Kiggaelin begged. “Just let me die.”

“Do you want that?” I asked.

Kiggaelin’s eyes flickered, and she looked up at me. “Even if I survive. What good would it do?”

“You have friends,” I pointed out.

“No, I don’t,” Kiggaelin slumped back. “They—EEEEE!!!”

Her arms flicked out as she tried to pull away. I kept ahold of her as Kiggaelin let out a screech of pain. Her head pulled in and I had only a moment to get my arm under her neck before she threw her head back. It was hard enough she might have badly hurt herself. Her eyes were wide and she let out a blood-curdling scream.

The dorf might have been on death’s doorstep, but she was still a little powerhouse. Rather than fight her, I pulled myself down, laying atop her. Her fingers dug into my shoulders as she jerked and shook beneath me.

“Kill me!” she begged.

“Shut it, girl,” grandmother snapped. “I’ll be done in a moment.”

Kiggaelin broke into hysterical tears. She clung to me. Digging her fingers into my shoulders as grandmother got to work, only to relax and break into quiet sobbing when they stopped.

I wasn’t sure how long it went on, until finally, I felt a hand on my shoulder.

“What is it?” I asked, staring down into the broken, twisted expression of the dorf before me.

“You need to move,” Foly’s voice said.

I sniffed and slowly extracted my arms from Kiggaelin. She slumped back on the stone and let out a whimper as I moved away. She looked so weak, and when I was far enough back to see what they had done, I knew why. Grandmother was washing her hands. Kiggaelin’s medical sleeve was set, telling me she had already done so. Much like the one put on my leg, only larger and for her torso. There was a small wooden tub filled with… mess. Infected flesh, pieces of intestine and whatever else they dragged out of her.

Kiggaelin’s wound was gaping and bleeding. There were stitches in places, but her organs were exposed. I didn’t know what they were going to do, but with Foly at my side, I moved back and watched as an assistant moved the scanning machine into position.

“She’s going to be okay,” Foly whispered. “But this is far more than a simple broken bone.”

“Is she really going to be okay, or are you just telling me that, so I don’t get upset?” I asked.

Foly sighed softly. “She will be fine, I swear it. But her wounds were… bad. She might have difficulty walking, or even sitting upright.”

“You had to cut away infected muscle?” I guessed.

“Yes,” Foly sighed. “And that’s not all.”

“Why do I feel like you’re about to tell me something awful?” I grunted.

Foly squeezed my hand. “The infection reached her ovaries.”

“No,” I frowned.

“We won’t know for sure, until she is fully healed,” Foly said. “And we still don’t know if we’re genetically compatible either.”

“Still that… That’s terrible.”

“It is,” Foly nodded. “And it was her own father that did it to her.”

Foly and I stepped back as grandmother took the scan. She confirmed a few things and was happy with the results. Kiggaelin was barely conscious when I took her hands once more. This time, grandmother had me hold her, while the others lifted her up. They fit her with a sleeve similar to the one I wore around my leg. Only this one covered her from below her breasts to her crotch, leaving Kiggaelin looking like she was wearing a large pipe.

“How long will it take for this to heal?” I asked.

“Longer than for you,” grandmother nodded. “You still had everything you needed. It was there, just broken. Kiggaelin is going to have to regrow skin, muscle, fat and nerves. Then there’s the leakages of her internal organs. It will take time, but… she should recover.”

I nodded. Though I wasn’t all that convinced after what Foly had told me. The look in grandmother’s eye told me she left that off intentionally. As well as possibly a few other things. Nothing that could be helped right now. Instead, I found myself holding Kiggaelin’s hand.

“Can we take her home at least?”

“No,” Kiggaelin whimpered. “Don’t take me back.”

“Not there,” I tried to soothe her. “You’re safer here. At Kyanite.”

“Ky-anite?” Kiggaelin blinked slowly.

“She will need to stay here for a night or two. Once she is stable, we’ll take her back to the main house.”

“In that case⁠—”

“You’re welcome to stay,” grandmother smirked. “I’ll have some bedding brought in. I’ll just ask, if you wish to make an attempt at giving me a great-grandchild, to do so in the other room. I’d like to run some tests and find out if it’s possible.”

“Grandmother,” Foly shook her head.

“I’ll have meals sent too,” she said as she left the room.

“Please don’t take me back,” Kiggaelin whimpered. “Don’t take me back.”

“You’re staying right here with me,” I said, turning back to the delirious dorf. “Here, with me, where you’re safe.”

“Safe,” she shuddered softly. “You’ll keep me safe?”

“Of course I will,” I told her. This time, I was honest.

All Kiggaelin could do was cry as she tugged on my shirt. With no reason to fight her, she pulled me down into a hug. As I held her in my arms, it was only a few moments before her sobbing turned to the occasional quiet sniff. Until finally, she was lightly snoring in my arms.

“Sleep is good,” Foly patted my shoulder. “Resting gives the body time to heal.”


CHAPTER FOURTEEN


Iheard the whimper and opened my eyes. Foly’s room was dark. My wives lay on either side of me. Alfi curled under one arm. While Foly lay atop the other. Ra was behind Foly, one hand thrown over the blue-haired dorf, resting on my stomach. She wasn’t as cuddly as the other two, but she showed her affection where she was comfortable.

Dernorra had left earlier. Having stayed with us for support for our diving team. I honestly wasn’t sure what to make of the pink-haired dorf. She was bright, clever and handy with that sword of hers. She, Hanwarra and I had spent the last few days training. Most of that was done here in the room with Kiggaelin resting on a cot beside the nest we all slept in. With company, the shenanigans were few and far between. We made up for it in other ways, though. I found myself in more than a few impossible situations.

Suddenly finding myself locked in a small room, or seated somewhere quiet and out of the way. Twice, one of them had followed me into a bathroom. I’d never been so satisfied before in my life. Hell, it seemed like I was growing used to it. Rather than being sore and exhausted, I found myself craving these women.

Which brought me to the twisted bundle of emotions that flitted through my mind whenever I thought of Kiggaelin. While Dernorra had made her intentions clear… My only real time spent with Kiggaelin was… well, she was a bitch. Other than her moments of weakness while she received life-saving medical attention. She either didn’t remember anything, or refused to acknowledge it. Which made this even more awkward for me, as I gently crawled out from under my sleeping lovers.

Kiggaelin was shifting on the cot. Whether in pain or some other need, I didn’t know. With her core muscles so badly damaged, though, I needed to find out. She was entirely helpless. The muscles she needed to sit up weren’t damaged. They were entirely removed. Sitting, balancing, rolling and many other things, simply weren’t something she was physically capable of.

Physiotherapy could only come after the muscle had regrown. Something that… well, it took time. I checked to make sure I was still wearing pants, before creeping over to the fiery redhead. She let out another whimper, and I heard the chatter of her teeth. Sure enough, her blanket had fallen free. With the machine around her middle, she couldn’t sleep in the nest. Which meant lying here, alone in the night. These stone walls were rather cold.

I looked her over as I approached. One of the lamps was on, casting a faint light. Enough to see by, without being enough to bother anyone trying to sleep. Kiggaelin had a grimace on her face. The pain came and went. Without being in the medical ward, there wasn’t anything I could do for her. Grandmother explained it was literally growing pains. She just had to endure and it would get better over time.

“Stop it,” she hissed.

Then there was her latest trick. Reverting back to the haughty bitch whenever I came over to check on her.

“Why do you do that?” I asked as I bent and picked up her blanket.

“What?”

I sighed and shook my head as I flicked the blanket out , before draping it over her. “Nothing.”

Her eyes opened. I could make out the faint red sheen in the dim light. If looks would kill, I’m pretty sure I’d at least be in a lot of pain. Not that it mattered, really.

“Thanks,” she sighed.

“Need anything else while I’m up?”

Kiggaelin sighed. “Actually…”

She really was helpless. While her legs worked, she couldn’t support herself. Not at all. The tube around her middle wasn’t load bearing. So to move her, she had to be held and even then the going was slow. One small bump, a stumble, hell… even leaning too far to one side, and she would fall. The process of getting her upright and down the hall to the bathroom took several minutes.

“I hate this,” Kiggaelin sighed.

“You and me both,” I agreed as I pulled her underwear down.

“At least I’m right about some things,” Kiggaelin grumbled.

“What?” I frowned. “You’re the one who told me not to wake the others.”

“You were already awake,” Kiggaelin hissed as she leaned on the wall for balance as I got her underwear off.

I tried not to stare. Her pubic hair was growing back in. Being confined to bedrest for weeks without proper bathing or medical care had left things to go natural. But I swear, I could still make out the shape of a red heart in the longer strands.

“Am I that disgusting?”

I sighed and shook my head. “Look, I’m sorry. It’s hard not to look when it’s right in front of me.”

“Really?” Kiggaelin hissed. “Can’t even call it the proper name?”

“Your vagina?” I frowned as I stood up.

“Whatever,” Kiggaelin slumped against the wall.

“Whatever,” I agreed and took her under the arms.

She grunted as I held her weight while she squatted down. I ignored her as she emptied her bladder. From the sounds of things, she really needed it. When she was done, I hauled her back up once more and leaned her on the wall. Then I bent to get her underwear back on again.

“I thought a man like you would have at least tried to take advantage of me by now.”

I froze, hands at her knees, tugging the fabric and looked up. “Is that what this is?”

“What?”

“You think I’m some bastard taking advantage of your friends, and you’re determined to just be a complete bitch about everything?”

“You are taking advantage of my friends,” she grunted.

“For the record,” I grumbled, as I pulled her underwear back up. “I love Foly. She’s the best thing that ever happened to me, and I would have happily lived the rest of my life with her at my side.”

“What about⁠—”

“You know what happened with Alfofida,” I snapped as I stood up once more. “Your father was going to kill her.”

“She broke guest⁠—”

“Oh, shut it,” I groaned. “You know, that was bullshit. Your father had a fucking tantrum and wanted to make himself feel better by ruining Malachite’s reputation. It was a dick measuring contest that turned into me having a second wife. And before you think it’s a convenience thing, she’s just as wonderful as Foly is. Kind, compassionate, thoughtful, smart and beautiful in all the ways that matter.”

“And before you bring it up, I beat Hanwarra, remember? That duel, I fought her and won. You also probably don’t know this, but after I saved your life and brought you home, I went back out again. While your father was killing you, we were attacked by the same orcs that killed Signim. They attacked and took her, so I got her back.”

“You didn’t get Signim,” Kiggaelin glared at me.

“And… and I’m sorry about that,” I sighed. “When I saw Signim, I didn’t have a single weapon with me. No frame, either. I just… stepped through a portal and watched as… as they killed him, right there in front of me.”

“Father was furious,” Kiggaelin whispered.

“As opposed to all the other times he was furious?” I joked as I pulled her off the wall and into my arms.

“He had to pay back the dowry,” Kiggaelin whimpered as she tried to keep her legs under her. “Lost a whole mine.”

“Doesn’t matter in the end, though, does it?” I grunted as I helped her along. Only… her complaint… didn’t sit well with me. She mentioned her father, but nothing about herself. “What about you?”

“I don’t matter⁠—”

“Bullshit,” I grunted as I walked her back towards the cot. “Clearly you matter to someone. Or I’d have left you to die back in your clan home, remember?”

“I’m dead anyway,” Kiggaelin grunted. “If father has left me here this long, he’s already exiled me from the clan.”

“Ah,” I sighed. “That… might not be the case…”

“What might⁠—”

We both flinched as the door to our room creaked open. I held still, clinging to Kiggaelin to prevent her from falling. At least, as long as it took for me to spot the glint of metal as the figure stepped into the room. A dorf, dressed in black. A male, going by the beard, but a young one, judging by the length.

They slipped into the room, knife in hand, leaving me no doubt in my mind what they were doing. I gave Kiggaelin a small squeeze in apology before letting her go. She yelped, making the dorf in the doorway jump in surprise. He was still partially in the door when I slammed into it. The wood slammed shut, pinning the dorf in place. He coughed as the blade slipped from his fingers.

“HELP!” I roared at the top of my voice.

If Kiggaelin’s yelp hadn’t woken them, my yelling did. The ladies were scrambling to their feet. Foly ran for the lamps, brightening the room, making me cringe alongside our assassin. Which must have made enough of a racquet that there were now shouts coming from the hallway.

Someone slammed into the door from the outside. I fell back, landing on my elbows as a second dorf, dressed as the first fell into the room. He stumbled, tripping over my legs and fell onto the floor beside me, while the one I trapped bent and scratched at the floor, looking for his knife.

“No, you don’t!” Hanwarra snapped as she charged over and tackled him.

I rolled over as the second intruder sat himself up. He… looked like a bad movie ninja. Black outfit, with a black wrap around his face. It left his beard hanging out, which had a greenish-blue color to it that matched his eyes.

“Dammit,” the dorf grunted as he yanked a knife of his own.

Only for a lamp to smash over the back of his head. The dorf slumped on the floor as Foly stood over him. Alfi was beside her, holding a second lamp while looking furious.

“Thanks,” I nodded and got up.

Kiggaelin was whimpering on the floor where I’d dropped her. She was my first priority. Hanwarra was… brutally dealing with her opponent.

“Get the door please,” I called over my shoulder, before reaching Kiggaelin.

“Did you have to drop me?” she snarled.

“Sorry,” I grimaced as I took her hand and tried to lift.

It was a bit of a struggle, dragging her off the floor. Alfi, having closed and barred the door, rushed over to help. Between the two of us, we got Kiggaelin to her feet, and then put her back on the cot where she could lie. Leaving us with an unconscious dorf, and a weakly struggling one.

“What normally happens when you find someone in a clan home like this?” I asked.

Before anyone could answer, there was a shout outside the room. Something impacted the door and slid to the floor. The grunting and wheezing on the other side said that whatever it was, still lived.

At least, until the sound of a blade passing through flesh was accompanied by a moan of pain. I stared at the door, wondering if it was about to open. Hanwarra had her target firmly in control. But that also meant she wasn't going to be much help if whoever out there wanted in.

“Folotelyn?”

Foly brightened. “It’s Rarrouth!”

She abandoned her vigil over the unconscious dorf and rushed to the door. I had a moment of panic when I thought about the possibility of an inside job. But never got the chance to ask as Foly threw off the bar and yanked the door open.

Rarrouth stood over another masked assassin. And he didn’t look good.

“Oh shit,” I said, hurrying over as the injured dorf stepped over the corpse. He had a sword in his hand. A heavy, broad thing that tapered to a fine point. “Here, let me help,” I said, taking his arm.

“Thanks,” he grunted.

He was bleeding from a wound on his side. Like the assassin had gone for his kidney and missed. It looked like it hurt and I helped him inside.

“I was trying to get to your father,” Rarrouth told Foly. “Your sister is safe, and the guards are already moving. They must have missed this one.”

“You can’t find my father?” Foly frowned. “Why is he not out there?”

“That’s what I was trying to find out,” Rarrouth grunted as he slid down the wall. “Lotmatalyn’s going to kill me.”

“Only after she nurses you back to health,” Foly shook her head. “You should have sent someone else.”

“Nobody else to send, not one I trust at least,” Rarrouth muttered.

“What about Yabreal?”

Rarrouth looked uncomfortable and shook his head. “No sign of him.”

Foly frowned in concern. That was both the elder and the only son, not accounted for in a clan home filled with assassins.

“He might have gone to help Grandmother,” Rarrouth offered. “I haven’t seen her either.”

“She’s probably at the medical center,” Foly frowned. “Which… would be a good place to barricade. If not for the defensive position, than for controlling injuries in the conflict.”

“Why aren’t there more guards running around?” Alfi asked.

“It would be nice to have some help!” Hanwarra grunted.

“Oh, shit.” I looked over before hurrying to her side. “Umm… rope? Something to bind him with?”

“Oh, I have some,” Alfi offered, rushing over to a shelf in Foly’s wardrobe she’d been using. Which… gave me more questions than answers, but I left it at that while Rarrouth cleared his throat.

“Best I can tell, this isn’t the only attack,” he admitted. “I could see from a balcony upstairs that there’s signs of fighting around the city.”

“We’re under attack?” Foly gasped.

“No,” Rarrouth grimaced. “No… more like a series of skirmishes, like here in the clan home.”

“Garnet,” I sighed.

“What does my father have to do with this?” Kiggaelin snapped.

Rarrouth almost jumped as he spotted her. “I thought you were dead!”

That made me pause. It made sense. Garnet’s original plan, a rumor placed in the right ears. Even if he had to fix the ‘dead’ part after the fact… this had all the hallmarks of Elder Garnet’s bullshit.

“Okay,” I nodded as Alfofida brought over the rope.

She started binding our prisoner, with… surprisingly sturdy looking knots. She and I would need a talk after this. Right now, I looked around and thought of my options.

“Foly, I need you to stay here⁠—”

“What?” she whirled to face me.

“Kiggaelin, Rarrouth and the two prisoners,” I gestured at each. “I need you to watch them and keep the door locked until guards come to help you.”

“And where are you going?” She demanded.

“First, Alfi’s going to take me back to her clan home so we can get our frames,” I said. “Then to Spinel to pick up Dernorra. Before we swing over to Obsidian and figure out what comes next.”

“No,” Foly’s face twisted. “You⁠—”

“As both your husband and your commanding officer, I’m giving you an order, Foly,” I said, stepping over to take her in my arms. “Please?”

“I hate this,” she trembled.

“I know,” I kissed her. “But Rarrouth is bleeding out, Kiggaelin is helpless and I would trust you over any of the guards until we know what’s going on.”

She wiped her eyes and gave a small nod. “I understand, even if I don’t like it.”

“I don’t either,” I nodded as she slipped from my arms. “You know our plan, so you can follow behind when it’s safe to do so… and… Maybe catch Kiggaelin up on what else has been going on lately.”

“Like why you think my father has started a war!” she demanded.

I nodded at her, which only served to infuriate her, before gesturing for Alfi and Ra to follow me. Only in a pair of shorts, the ladies were in their underthings. We slipped into the hall, sliding around on the slippery blood from the dead dorf in the hall.

We crept down the hallway. There was shouting in the distance, the clash of weapons. None of us were armed. We passed by another corpse, this one a dorf I didn’t recognize, but had the family resemblance of a clan member. A long trail of blood led to the corpse of an assassin who had been crawling for the exit, only to bleed out before he arrived.

A scream came from upstairs and the three of us cringed before making our way out into the front courtyard. There, Hanwarra took the lead. There were family guards patrolling the yard at high alert. Several of them came out of a side entrance. Between them, they dragged a guard, bloodied and not moving. They spotted us and came to a screeching halt before recognizing me.

“Tobias, sir,” one bowed. “Have you seen the elder?”

“Shit,” I shook my head. “No, I take it you haven’t either?”

The guards exchanged a look, then shook their heads. “We’ve found Lotmatalyn and her grandmother. They are secure while we sweep the clan home. There’s no sign of Yabreal or the elder. Is Folotelyn safe?”

“She is,” I nodded. “Rarrouth is with her. He’s injured, along with a pair of prisoners.”

The dorf nodded. “I’ll send someone when we have a spare hand. We haven’t made it to that end of the home yet.”

I grimaced. “I heard a scream upstairs on our way out.”

“I’ll do the best I can,” the guard grunted. “Now, what do you need?”
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It was rather cozy in the tracab. I’d never ridden in the front before. Either as a passenger in the back, or in a frame, again, in the back. Sitting in the passenger seat with Alfi on my lap, while Hanwarra drove, was… unique.

“LEFT!”

Hanwarra pulled the lever, and the tracab swerved. The impact sent a jolt under the wheels, and Ra gave a mad cackle. I could barely see, but according to my wives, there were more than a few of these masked assassins roaming about. Mostly in small groups, they harassed anyone who came outside. Which we had interrupted a few times now.

The tracab might resemble a truck from back home, but they were far more sturdy. Like everything the dorfs built, it wasn’t designed for safety in any way. The dorfs she ran down probably didn’t dent the bumper or… lack thereof. In either case, we made good time as the Malachite home came into view.

“There're guards ahead. They’re forming up to block us,” Ra said.

“Slow,” I grunted. “Alfi, you’re up.”

“Got it,” she said, before opening the door.

I wanted to slap myself as she got out on the step of a moving vehicle. It worked, though. I saw the recognition on the guard’s faces as we approached. They shouted something at each other and began moving aside. Which prompted me to grab my unruly wife and drag her back into the safety of the tracab where I could close the door.

“Were you worried about me?” Alfi asked.

“Don’t you start,” I grumbled. “I can get inventive with your punishments and can make sure they’re ones you won’t actually enjoy.”

“Sorry,” Alfi apologized.

“Just be careful,” I told her.

We entered the Malachite courtyard to a similar situation as the Kyanite clan home. Only Elder Malachite was standing outside, along with… two of his three wives. I recognized Reiteahulda and Doraletain. Lotmatalyn, Alfofida’s mother, though, was nowhere to be seen. The elder turned to face us, his expression going from thunderous to complete despair as he watched on.

Hanwarra brought us to a stop, and Alfi climbed out.

“Father?”

“Alfofida,” the elder held out his hands.

My heart sank as I watched his other two wives close in. Ra held back, standing behind me as we approached the family in silence.

“Where?” Alfi sniffed.

“Alfi, you don’t⁠—”

“WHERE IS MY MOTHER!”

The Elder seemed to crumple, as his other two wives stepped closer. “Alfi⁠—”

“NO!” She stamped her foot. “WHERE IS SHE!”

I hurried over and grabbed her shoulder. Alfi snarled as she spun, but before she could try to fight me, I pulled her into a hug.

“No!”

I saw the look in the elder’s eye and held her tighter.

“NO!”

“Alfi,” I tried.

“YOU TELL ME WHERE SHE IS RIGHT NOW!” Alfi started breaking down. “Where’s my mommy!”

“I didn’t get to her in time,” the elder whispered. “Alfi, I’m sorry.”

The scream that escaped from my green-haired wife will stay with me forever. There was a certain finality to that kind of pain. The raw cry of despair, anger, and disbelief. My heart broke for her as she pressed her face into my chest.

Elder Malachite stood by, with his wives holding him up. I could tell there was more to what he needed to say. Just right now, he couldn’t get it out, and his wives didn’t have the heart to either. I wasn’t sure what to do before Alfi suddenly pushed off.

I loosened my grip, and Alfi’s head snapped up.

“Come on,” she grabbed my wrist.

“Alfi,” her father tried to grab her.

She rolled her shoulder, avoiding him, as she dragged me towards the front doors. There, a trio of assassins lay crumpled from where they had been dumped. Alfi didn’t stop to look at them. Instead, she dragged me inside. I glanced back, seeing Ra hurrying along behind us, while Elder Malachite fell to his knees alongside his wives.

Alfi sniffed as she dragged us through the halls. Until finally we reached her room. Ripping the door open, she stormed in, finally releasing my arm. Over on the workbench was… something that made me pause.

“Alfi—”

“Go get your frame on Tobias,” she trembled as she started gathering tools.

“Alfi—”

“FRAME!” she snarled as she spun to face me.

All at once, her anger fled, and she burst into tears. I rushed over, but she straightened herself once more and held me back.

“Tobias, my husband. Please,” she begged as tears rolled down her cheek. “Get your frame. Then come back.”

I saw her expression and gave a small nod.

“I know the way,” Ra said, taking my hand.

“Shouldn’t you stay⁠—”

“Hers too,” Alfi sniffed. “They were all brought here for repairs, anyway.”

I nodded and let Ra bring me down a few more halls until we reached the familiar workshop. Here was where I had tried a frame for the first time. I knew the back wall opened to the outside and… it was actually open. A pair of pry bars on the floor suggested this was how at least one of the assassins got in. I shook my head but ignored that as Ra brought me over to my frame. It was obvious even in the dim light, since mine was the only one that lacked the internal components that boosted their height and reach.

I slipped into my own, and Ra went over to hers. By gesturing, I closed and activated my frame, waiting only just long enough to watch the black-light glow of Hanwarra’s helmet light up. Then it was back to Alfi. We hurried, passing by a handful of guards, who moved aside to let us through. Whether they recognized us, or just didn’t want to get in the way of a pair of frames, it didn’t matter.

When we returned to Alfi, she had gotten a hand-crane into position and was in the process of lifting what looked like a backpack.

“Toby, come here and turn around,” she instructed.

I did just that, making my way over and looked over… well, it was a box with a cable running to what looked like the shotgun I had been using. I didn’t ask questions, I just did as she asked and turned around.

“This is a new power unit. The one built into the frame can’t handle the power demands of the shotgun, so I’ve built an external unit,” she said, winching up the box. “I just need to attach it, and you should be able to increase your fire rate.”

“Okay,” I said, not wanting to bother her with questions. Especially now.

I felt the frame shift, and compensated by leaning forward slightly to balance better. She worked quickly and before I knew it, she was walking around, nodding.

“Okay, pick up the weapon,” she instructed.

I looked at the bench. The shotgun looked the same. Only now, with a cable coming out of the stock. I wasn’t sure how it worked, but I didn’t question it. Picking it up, I turned it over, not seeing anything different. At least, until I tilted it to the side and found a basic trigger mechanism. It wasn’t great. More like a triangular switch, like you’d see in the door of your refrigerator to control the light. I’d have to be careful not to activate it by accident. It didn’t even have a guard.

“Now, reach over your left shoulder,” Alfi ordered.

I raised my hand. The frame wasn’t designed to reach that far back, but it didn’t need to. As my arm came up, I heard something whir behind me, and I felt something smack my hand. Grabbing it, I brought my arm down and saw myself holding one of the metal slugs.

“Load,” Alfi pointed.

I nodded and twisted the barrel. It was awkward while holding the slug, but I managed. Sliding the slug into the barrel, I twisted back and raised the weapon to my chest so it wasn’t pointed anywhere dangerous.

“Shoot that wall,” Alfi pointed to the back wall behind her bathroom.

“Ahh—”

“DAMMIT TOBY SHOOT IT!”

I sighed and turned. Aiming down towards her bathroom, I pointed the shotgun. The trigger wasn’t quite where I felt comfortable, but I bumped it with my hand and got my fingers in position. The trigger was rather firm, which made the risk of a misfire lesser than I’d expected.

Without my frame suddenly going dim and lifeless, I saw the bright flash of whatever energy this thing used, as the recoil slammed into my shoulder. The slug shrieked out, the sound echoing in the confines of the room, before slamming into the far wall. Dust, stone chips and sparks flew in all directions as Alfi gave a small, determined nod.


CHAPTER FIFTEEN


My steps were heavy. The atmosphere was grim. When I stepped out into the courtyard, Elder Malachite’s eyes drifted over the weapon clutched in my gauntlets.

“You finished it,” he sighed.

“Only one,” Alfofida said, shifting her green-eyed frame to stand to my left, while Hanwarra joined us on my right.

“You’re going straight to Garnet?” Malachite asked.

“No,” I answered before the others could. “Spinel first. I’m missing a member of our team.” The elder narrowed his eyes, and I corrected myself before he could ask. “Folotelyn is safe, but we had to leave her behind to care for Kiggaelin and Rarrouth.”

“I am unsure if it would be wise to spread the knowledge that Kiggaelin is safe,” the elder muttered.

“Kiggaelin is my wife, and not responsible for what has happened,” I snapped.

“They were killing her, father,” Alfofida snarled. “I hate him. I hate him so much!”

I wanted to hug her. My sweet little Alfi. In the frame, though, there wasn’t anything I could do but wait to see what she did. Her outburst was just verbal, though. Not moving away, or doing more than curse Garnet for all his worth.

“In that case, I assume since you are here, you are being backed by Kyanite and Obsidian?” Malachite asked.

I frowned, but it was Ra who answered. “Elder Kyanite has vanished.”

“Vanished?” Elder Malachite paused. “Then…”

“We don’t know,” I muttered. “Forbawynn is safe, at least. Yabreal is missing too.”

“That… is not good,” Malachite frowned. “But… I can see enough sense and reason to pursue Garnet. I would ask, though, that you seek the approval of the elders you can.”

“I’ll do what I must,” I gave my answer.

The elder nodded slowly, and his eyes flicked to Alfofida’s frame. He didn’t say anything though, and I took that as permission for us to move. I turned my frame and headed for the tracab we arrived in.

“How are we doing this?” I asked. “And don’t we need Dernorra’s frame?”

“I’ll drive if you two can support my frame. When we pick up Dernorra, she can drive us to Obsidian.”

“Not Garnet?” I asked as we opened the back of the tracab.

“If Garnet was imprisoned and escaped to start this chaos, I would bet my father is already aware,” she answered as she climbed into the tracab and opened her frame. “He’ll know what to do.”

I didn’t want to voice my other concern. That it was Obsidian himself that let this happen. I didn’t think the man would do such a thing, but it wouldn’t be unheard of. Especially if there were a younger sibling somewhere, looking to cut the queue, so to speak.

Ra slipped out and closed the tracab. Alfi and I stood out, frames either side of Ra’s and held it steady as she climbed into the driver’s seat. All I could do as we drove was keep still as I listened to Alfi’s soft crying. I could only imagine the pain she felt right now.

[image: ]


“HALT!”

The tracab juddered to a stop.

“GET OUT OF THE TRACAB!”

“We are personal friends of⁠—”

“I SAID GET OUT OF THE TRACAB, OR YOU WILL BE DESTROYED!”

My armored foot crashed into the tracab door. The metal buckled, and the ramp collapsed, falling to the ground. I wasted no time storming out and turning to face the threat. Hanwarra was standing in the open door, holding her hands out while a team of crossbow welding Dorfs with various shades of pink and red hair and eyes threatened her.

“FRAME!”

“WE ARE NOT YOUR ENEMY!” I roared.

A horn blew, and I snarled in frustration, before stomping over to Hanwarra to give her cover. She saw me coming and ran behind me, where my bulk would protect her from the crossbows. The spinel guards, because that’s obviously where we were from the great spire ahead of us, were going into a panic.

Shouting for reinforcements, I could already see several frames heading our way. The first of which had a few more decorations. Similar to Obsidian’s cloak, this had a fabric sleeve around its shoulders. As well as a massive, two-handed sword that it drew impossibly from its back. Beside them, a frame holding a sword charged in.

“Toby!” Alfi shouted as she charged out of the tracab, moving to back me. “Don’t kill them!”

“Wasn’t planning on it,” I grit my teeth as the two frames slammed through a metal gate around the spire.

Only for the less ornate frame to put on a sudden surge of speed. The decorated frame twisted as the faster whirled around.

“MOTHER WAIT!”

I breathed a sigh of relief. “Oh, thank fuck for that.”

“Dernorra?” Alfi called.

“Tobias?” the voice of Elder Spinel came from the decorated frame. “You were attacked?”

I decided now was safe enough and tapped my pinky and thumb to my palm. My frame opened, and I stepped out, showing them for certain who I was.

“Elder Kyanite and his son Yabreal are missing,” I told them.

“Missing?” Elder Spinel set the tip of her sword on the ground. “Not dead?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted. “He might be hiding somewhere in the clan house and has been found since we left. But there wasn’t any sign of him. Forbawynn’s husband, Rarrouth, was searching for him and was badly injured, which is why we left Folotelyn behind.”

“And Kiggaelin?” Dernorra asked.

“She was recovering in our room when an assassin opened the door,” I admitted. “I don’t think she has anything to do with it.”

“That shall be seen to later,” the elder picked up her blade. “We held off our attackers. They didn’t get beyond the gate before they were spotted. We’ve been fielding waves ever since, and thought you were their next attempt.”

“Right,” I nodded. “That makes sense. Malachite was attacked as well…”

“My mother is dead,” Alfi whispered.

Dernorra shifted slightly, and she turned to her mother.

“I’d hoped to come here to get Dernorra. Then I was going to visit Obsidian and then deal with Garnet.”

“I approve of this plan,” Elder Spinel nodded. “I shall muster a force. If Garnet is to blame, he will be destroyed.”

“Is this war, mother?” Dernorra asked.

“That will depend on the depth of the betrayal,” Elder Spinel snarled. “Go. Find Elder Obsidian and wait there. I shall send someone to Kyanite and Malachite. We’ll meet at Obsidian and form a plan.”

“Works for me, Dernorra. Is that a spare frame?” I asked, thinking of the one we’d left behind.

“My family has several,” Dernorra confirmed. “This is a training frame. It lacks a few of the other features.”

I noted that the small device on the wrist that let me open the landor was missing from her frame. It also didn’t have the lights on it that mine had. It was far more basic now I had time to stare at it.

“Looks like I’m still driving then,” Ra nodded.

“Sorry,” I told her.

Ra waved off my concern and climbed into the driver’s seat once more. Dernorra spoke with her mother for a moment before she made her way over. I led the way into the tracab and realized I might have made an error in my hasty exit. An error that was… rectified with Dernorra’s help. In other words, she held the door, while Alfi and I went back to holding Ra’s frame.

With four frames, it was a tight squeeze, but we made it work while Ra drove us back to her clan home. It took far longer than I thought. The underground city here was huge. Even by earth city standards. Having an underground cavern this large underground just didn’t make sense to me. Especially not with all the seismic activity going on here.

I was still musing the terror of all that crushing stone above us, when the tracab lurched. My frame hit the wall, and Alfi fell into me, taking Ra’s frame with us. We overbalanced and slid to the floor, knocking Dernorra over, who fell out the back of the tracab.

The vehicle slid, spinning on the spot, where I spotted a second tracab. Right before ours rolled. Everything shook, and I released my shotgun. Without Dernorra, it was just the three of us tumbling around uselessly. Each impact knocked me about, but the frame absorbed most of the impact, until finally we slammed into something and stopped.

“Shit,” I swore. “Alfi, you okay?”

“I wanna throw up,’ she groaned.

“Please don’t, that’ll be hell to clean,” I grunted and sat up. “Hanwarra?”

“Help!”

“Shit,” I swore and tried to figure out up from down. It turned out I was at the bottom of an Alfofida sandwich. She was on top of me, with Ra’s empty frame atop her. The two of us awkwardly lifted and started to crawl. The back door was open, but we’d butted up against a wall and I couldn’t see much.

But I could hear something. The clash and clang of metal on metal. I frowned, wondering if that was Dernorra trying to get to Hanwarra, or…

“Tobias!” Dernorra screamed. “TOBIAS!”

“Let’s go!” I snarled and shoved my head through the gap.

The tracab had tipped and rolled a couple of times. Then slid a few dozen feet into a wall. The best I could do was grip the wall of the tracab and shove against the wall, hoping something would budge. Because I could see Dernorra sounded by two frames, while another two were marching towards us.

“Alfi! Gun!”

“What—”

“GUN!”

I heard grunting. I knew the weapon was tethered to me, but I couldn’t see it. At least, until Alfi activated her lights and spotted the weapon lying behind me. She picked it up and horrified me by holding it barrel first as she handed it to me. I put aside my anxiety about an accidental discharge and took the weapon before poking it out through the gap. The two frames were close, but not close enough to stop me.

I felt for the trigger and hoped that nothing had been damaged in the crash. One squeeze, and I felt the recoil slam back into my shoulder. The frame on the right was my target. But the unstable metal slug whizzed left and struck the other one in the head. I’d been aiming for the legs, so that was unexpected.

But not as unexpected as the metal helmet ripping free in a shower of sparks. There was a spray of blood, not that I saw what was beneath the helmet, before the frame pitched back, landing hard on the ground.

The second frame whirled around while I awkwardly began to reload.

“I need help here!” my distracted target shouted.

“Deal with it yourself!” his two companions, tied down with Dernorra, shouted back.

My target turned to face me. I took note of the glowing red eyes on the frame as I took aim. He saw my weapon. And put his hands up. To my amusement, it lasted as long as it took for him to change his mind and turn tail. The last I saw of him was the back of his helmet storming down a nearby street, while his two companions with Dernorra shouted after him.

“Alfi! Let’s go!”

She shoved herself up beside me. It was awkward, standing on the side of the tracab, while shoving off the wall. But we got some room, and I pushed Alfi ahead of me. She went out, pulling her axe as she hesitated about what to do.

“Check Dernorra!” I shouted as I crawled out behind her.

Alfi gave me a quick salute and hurried over to the cab, while I brought my freshly loaded shotgun up to a ready position. I could see now that Dernorra wasn’t actually in trouble. Her problem was just that she had two opponents and couldn’t take one down, with the other backing them up.

The sword she held glinted as she danced around them. If they were smart, they’d split up and take her from two directions at once. Only, she was dancing around, keeping them ahead of her, while she deflected any of their strikes that came close.

“Dernorra, is there any political implications if I kill someone?” I asked, thinking of the unmoving frame on the road.

“They attacked in public without warning,” Dernorra growled. “We will be rewarded.”

“Only if you survive⁠—”

His words cut off as Dernorra danced to one side. I was close. Far closer than I wanted to be. But I didn’t want to risk hitting the wrong frame. The shells were horribly unstable, and deadly if I got it wrong. Which I didn’t. The dorf in the frame was screaming as his hip vanished. Blood and ichor poured from the wound. His frame collapsed, and Dernorra spun on her last opponent. They were both using maces, and while shorter, had more damage potential against armor.

Not that it mattered as she focused on her target. I reached over my shoulder, feeling the new slug press into my hand. And by the time I had that slug into the chamber to be fired, Dernorra had already removed her attacker’s arm. The sword might not be the best choice against a frame, but she still knew what she was doing.

I left her to her business and checked out the area. There was a building in the distance that might have been the Obsidian clan house. And it didn’t look good. Pushed up against a nearby building with a crumpled front end, was a second tracab. I now realized they had hit us from the side. Most likely it was intentional, and it was only luck that saved us a worse injury.

“Toby! Help!”

Or was I mistaken?

I hurried over to the cab where Alfi was calling me over. In the frame, it was hard to see. I could hear Ra grunting within.

“Ra?” I called. “Are you okay?”

“I’m stuck!”

“What part?” I asked.

“My arm! It’s under the door!”

Fuck…

“We need to get her out,” I snapped. “Are crush injuries a thing?”

“Crush injuries?” Alfi asked.

“Humans, if we’re crushed by something and that pressure is left, we build up fats around the wound. When the thing crushing us is removed, those fats go into our blood and reach our heart, killing us.”

“No,” Alfi frowned. “I’ve never heard of that.”

“Still,” I sighed, as a scream echoed behind us.

I turned and watched Dernorra yank her blade from the inside of her opponent’s frame. It looked like she’d hacked the limbs off before prying it open and killing the man within. Her pink eyes turned to me before she made her way over.

“We need to lift together,” I called. “But we need to be careful. If we slip and drop it, we could make things worse.”

“Got it,” Dernorra nodded as she sheathed her sword over her shoulder.

I knew that didn’t work for leather sheaths, but I didn’t know how it worked with the frames. I’d never paid that much attention before. They probably had some magnet business going on. Or the equivalent of it.

Still, I gestured for the ladies to spread out. I was at the cab while Alfi moved halfway down. Dernorra was at the back of the tracab, and the three of us got into position.

“Remember,” I said. “This needs to happen once. If we drop it, we could hurt Hanwarra.”

“I’ll be fine, I’m just stuck!” my black-haired wife shouted.

I shook my head and began a count. The ladies braced and on three; we lifted. The tracab was heavy. The frames boosted our strength, but I hadn’t quite gotten to understand how high that was, until the three of us hauled the vehicle upright and set it back on the wheels.

Inside, Ra was able to sit up. She gave the door a shove, but it was stuck from the impact. I could see she was in some pain and grabbed the door. Yanking it open, there was a screech of metal.

“Thanks,” Ra grunted as she climbed out.

There, I saw she was moving with a slight limp. What was worse, she was clutching her left arm to her side.

“Ra?”

“Where’s my frame?” she asked, moving past me.

“Ra, talk to me,” I said, hurrying up alongside her. “If you’re injured⁠—”

“MY CLAN HOME IS EMPTY!” she screamed as she whirled to face me.

I stared at her before looking over at the building I had guessed was our destination. It was silent. The streets were entirely empty. No sounds of fighting or signs of anyone moving around.

“Fuck,” I growled and moved ahead of her.

The tracab was far enough back that we could get in. The ramp was a mangled mess, but that wasn’t going to stop a frame. Hanwarra gingerly crawled over the twisted metal, finding her frame laying on its back. I illuminated the inside, and she gave me an appreciative nod as she climbed in.

“Is this a good idea?” Alfi asked me.

“It’s all we have, unless you want to drive the tracab?” I suggested.

“Something broke in the crash. I didn’t shut it down,” Hanwarra answered as she stood her frame up, using both hands.

“I don’t want you fighting,” I told her.

“Toby—”

“Hanwarra.” I leveled my shotgun to point at her foot like I’d done with Captain Belgik.

“Toby, please,” she begged.

“You’re injured,” I told her. “If I have to destroy your frame to prevent you injuring yourself further, I’ll do it. You stick with me, you stay out of any fighting. Do you understand me?”

Even through the frame, I could tell she’d sagged her shoulders slightly. “Yes, sir.”

“Good,” I sighed with relief. “Now come on. We need to see what we’re dealing with.”

Alfi and I helped Hanwarra out of the tracab, on account of her injured arm. Then the four of us marched into her family home. The gates were closed, and it looked almost like everyone had locked up for the night and gone home.

That was until I swept the ground and spotted a few patches of red in the dirt.

“There,” I pointed.

Hanwarra walked over and kicked at the dirt, exposing more blood. “It’s been covered up,” she slapped a hand to her helmet. “Toby?”

“Doors, check inside,’ I ordered. “Alfi, you go first. Dernorra, you’re next. If there’s trouble, make space so I can finish it.”

Hanwarra stuck to my side as the other two ladies reached the door. Alfi grabbed the handle and pulled it open as Dernorra guarded her, weapon drawn. But there was no need.

“NO!” Hanwarra dropped to her knees.

I wanted to vomit. Even from here. I could see the number of corpses. The few bodies in front of the door had been tossed in from outside.

“Let me through!” Hanwarra shoved her way in.

“Wait!” I shouted. There might have been someone hiding inside. Ambushes or worse.

Hanwarra didn’t hesitate at all. Stepping over the corpses of her clansmen and women, she shouted for her people.

“FATHER!” Hanwarra called into the halls. “Anyone? It’s me! Hanwarra!”

“She’s getting away,” I sighed and gestured for the others to follow.

This time I was in the lead, hurrying after Hanwarra, who had stopped to check a corpse. A young woman, wearing the armor of a guard, with a gash across her face where she had been cut down. Hanwarra stood and picked her way down the hall. She must have had a place in mind, because she didn’t stop again until we reached a large set of doors. Those, she began to push, until I reached her. Together, we got them open, with Alfi and Dernorra coming in behind, while Hanwarra let out a scream.

Because there, laid over the dining table, surrounded by the corpses of his guards. Captain Belgik, included, was Elder Obsidian. At least… most of him.

“No!” Hanwarra screamed as she rushed to his side. “NO!”

“TOBIAS!” a voice yelled from back where we’d come. “Are you in there?”

“That sounds like someone I know,” Dernorra said.

“Go check,” I told her, before making my way over to Hanwarra, who was getting out of her frame.

“Toby!” she gasped as she fell out of the frame and hit the floor. She was up again, before I could reach her, and she was crawling around on her knees and one good arm. “Help me find it!”

I glanced at the corpse of her father. Missing his head, I swallowed bile at the thought.

“Toby, please!” she begged and began to cry.

I opened my suit and climbed out before stepping over a puddle of blood. Hanwarra was kneeling beside the table, sobbing as I took her in my arms.

“It’s not real,” she cried.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered as I kissed her head.

“Don’t say that!” she whimpered.

I pulled her into my arms, mindful of her injury, as she cried into my shoulder.

“Toby,” a familiar voice sighed. “Is… is that Obsidian?”

When I turned, Elder Spinel was in the doorway. With her was a group of guards. They were in frames. She was not. So the horror on her face was easy to see.

“This is war,” the elder grit her teeth, not needing to hear my answer. “I would have pushed for it before, but… this… This is unforgivable.”

“I’m sorry,” I shook my head.

“You are not to blame, Tobias,” Elder Spinel shook her head. “Elder Garnet has forever been a thorn in the side of our people. Today he crossed a line from which he cannot return.”

“I’ll kill him,” Hanwarra hissed. “I swear it⁠—”

“Ra,” I sighed, kissing her head. “You’re angry⁠—”

“Angry?” she barked out a laugh and pulled out of my hug. “I’m all that’s left, alone…” She froze, then let out a sigh.

“I know,” I nodded. “It’s not the same. I have a home out there somewhere. I just can’t go back. It’s not the same. I just don’t want you to become something you’re not.”

“Like what?” she glared.

“A monster. Like the one who did this,” I said, pointing to the carnage around me. “I could love a warrior. I could love a rebel. I could love a fighter, a brawler or even an angel of death, hellbent on revenge,” I said, taking her good hand. “But I can’t love a monster.”

Her composure broke, and she fell back into my arms, where, to my surprise, Alfi joined us. There, we stayed for a time, while the two ladies cried. Until I heard a soft clearing of a throat behind us. I glanced over my shoulder and saw Dernorra and her mother giving me a pleading expression.

“Go,” Alfi whispered, pushing me lightly, while pulling Hanwarra in tighter.

I didn’t want to leave just yet, but there were other considerations to worry about. Extracting myself was easier than expected though, and I made my way over to the awaiting Spinel members, where the elder cast an eye over me.

“The Garnet clan home is empty,” she sighed.

“So it was definitely them,” I sighed.

“You thought differently?” Elder Spinel asked.

I shrugged. “I try not to pass judgement until I have all the facts. Even… when it’s pretty obvious what’s going on.”

She nodded. “Well, in this case, I believe yes. Garnet is responsible. Our clan homes attacked. Lotmatalyn Malachite dead, Elder Obsidian Dead. Elder Kyanite and his son are missing.”

I nodded. “Do you know where Folotelyn is?” I asked. “And Kiggaelin?”

“Kiggaelin is with Folotelyn’s grandmother,” Dernorra spoke up. “Folotelyn will be here soon, with whatever guards her sister sent over.”

“Forbawynn is in control, then,” I nodded.

“You wish to challenge that?” Elder Spinel asked.

“Pfft, fuck no,” I shook my head.

The elder looked relieved, and I had to wonder if their lines of succession were worse than I thought. If challenges could be made, that would be… bad.

“Very well,” Elder Spinel looked back. “I don’t expect to find anything at the clan house. My reports state it’s empty. However, I would ask that you take your team and lead the effort in a more thorough check.”

I glanced back, seeing Hanwarra’s angry expression flash my way.

“We can do that.” I swallowed my anxiety. “I’ll go as soon as Folotelyn gets here. Someone needs medical attention.”

“Do you need me to intervene?” Elder Spinel asked.

“Only if I never want her to trust me again,” I grumbled as I went back to my lovers.
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Unlike our first visit to Garnet. This was… eerie. The first time we came here, felt like walking in enemy territory. This was like a ghost town. Like something had swept through, taking things at random and in a rush. There were broken tapestries, coins and random items left about. Like they’d been dropped in a mad rush with little warning. Though without obvious signs of violence. The halls of the home were still and silent.

Hanwarra sniffed, wiping at her eyes as she angrily kicked a metal chalice down a flight of stairs. We had just finished checking Kiggaelin’s old room. Nobody, not even the helpful old woman from our last visit. A complete ghost town.

“Is there a central room? Like a dining room? Meeting room or something?” I asked.

“This way,” Hanwarra muttered as she led the way downstairs once more.

Foly hurried after her. Having arrived at the Obsidian clan home before we had left. She was silent at the horror before her. Her own anxieties must have been playing havoc as she took my hand, with Alfi sticking close to my side. Only Dernorra remained fully alert. Sword at her side, in case anyone came out of hiding.

Hanwarra seemed to know where we were going. Obsidian was closer to Garnet than the rest, so I wasn’t surprised. What was surprising was the opulence of the room she led us to. It looked like the meeting room for the elders, only on a smaller scale and with a literal throne.

“Traitors,” Elder Garnet hissed.

I blinked as the ghostly form of the elder appeared on the throne. “What’s this?” I asked.

“A recording, similar… to what we can do with the helmet in your frame,” Alfi whispered.

“Hopefully, by now, you understand the depth of your errors,” Garnet’s recording grimaced. “Brutal, but necessary. This was not my first option, I assure you. But that’s neither here, nor there.”

“Hurry up you bastard,” Hanwarra clenched her fist.

“If all goes to plan, my traitorous ally has been taken care of, and the rest of the elders are firmly in my grasp. If the worst, then you are worse off than even that. My deal is simple. The head of the human, Tobias Conner. When he is dead, I shall return the surviving elders to rule beneath me as history declared they should. The council is dead, and rogue elements are to be eliminated. Our people have grown soft over the years. It is time to become strong once more.”

The recording cut off, plunging the room into darkness. Where Hanwarra let out an enraged scream, I heard a soft sniffle from Alfofida at my side.

“She could have lived,” my green-eyed wife began to cry.

“I’ll find the crystal,” Foly said with a strained voice. “The elders need to hear this… Forbawynn needs to hear this.”
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“Shmell dat?”

“Mmmm. Rotted. Not fresh!”

“Don’t need fresh. Just need more dig!”

“DIG!”

The cry went up, and the busy green forms began plucking the bits of crushed corpse from the rocks. It would take time. But nothing motivated the horde, like the promise of a new world to feast on.
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Twenty-one years ago, she left.

For a millennia-old monster like Baba, twenty-one years is a drop of water in the vast ocean of his existence. An existence that had gone on far longer than it had any right to. Baba is the last. His kind, dead by their own violent tendencies, or hunted by the church. Leaving only one survivor.

Without her, Baba sees no reason to endure any longer. He’s not the monster he once was. Now, just an ailing older gentleman, with a fondness for tulips and classic cars. He never expected an officer to knock on his door. Nor did he expect that officer to give him the name of a young woman he’d never met.

Baba certainly didn’t expect to recognize the scent of her terror as he saw her for the first time in twenty-one years. Sitting behind a security barrier, hoping beyond hope that Baba would pay her bail. He’s an old man now. The urges of youth long forgotten. The same could not be said for those who hunt her.

Baba let her go once. He will not do so again. And when she is taken by force. A long retired monster rears its head.

An old dog can’t learn new tricks. So it’s time to do things the old way.

And Baba is so very hungry.

Fangs and Feelings is a series of standalone, non-traditional, monogamous romance novels. Characters range from human to the inhuman, with plenty of things that go bump in the night. This series contains strong adult themes.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DSVHNVKL
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Calon had hoped his troubles with the magistrate were over.

Unfortunately for him, the newest member of his budding family isn't handling the transition well. When the promise for work, looks more like a subtle threat, Calon and his lovers have little choice but to hit the road once more.

Only it's not just the magistrate that has an interest in the north. A visiting priest passes on a vaguely threatening job offer. One that seems twisted around the problems attracting the magistrate.

With new and old friends alike, a vicious crime rectified by sacred fire and a conspiracy fuelling the flames of conflict. Calon will find himself in need of a few more friends.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DKG4W5S5
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I never thought, after all those fantasy novels. That I would ever live through one.

My name is Tobias Conner-Kyanite. And yeah. That name is still something I’m not quite used to yet. Most of this was an accident. But not a regret. Not even a little.

I’d like to say, that boy meets girl, boy falls in love with girl and boy marries girl. Unfortunately, or I like to think, fortunately. That girl didn’t know the boy existed, and when I arrived at Dead Man’s Shaft to meet with the lovely Vanessa Weeks for an impromptu spelunking lesson. Well, it was her boyfriend and a few of his buddies waiting for me.

Rather than get the whooping of a lifetime, I ran for the darkness of the old mine shaft. Where I took a nasty fall. How it happened, and where I ended up, I have no idea. But the strange, blind, batlike monster hanging from the ceiling when I woke up told me this wasn’t earth any more.

The five beings in powered armor that came to my rescue only reinforced that fact. Inside those metal shells, though… Five of the most beautiful women I had ever seen. With eyes and hair like the gemstones they’re named after.

This is a hard world. Of struggle, honor, and fantastical technology, unlike anything I have ever seen. Held together by five families, with five elders… Who just so happen to be the fathers of the women who rescued me. And when their attempt to have me executed goes awry with the news of my unknowing betrothal to one of those beautiful women.

This world is little like the one I grew up in. Their laws are harsh and absolute. So I better learn quick. Because the consequences can be fatal. And I’m getting rather attached to my rescuers.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DK4BTV3L
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Dara Eolande. White Mage prodigy, not that any of the guild would ever admit it.

Scorned by her peers. Praised by the common folk. Respected by the guard. And noticed by the nobility. The meeting with the young Princess Alvar could have gone better. King Alaisdair could have had Dara exiled to the wilderness. Food for the monsters that roamed between the towns.

That is, until Princess Alvar advocated on Dara’s behalf. Backed by the Princess herself, Dara tries to slip quietly into her old life. Healing, living, loving, and laughing.

But there’s something out there. Dara can feel it. It starts with a tickle. A whisper on the edge of her mind. As rumours begin to spread, fact blurs with fiction. Until Dara herself is dragged from her quiet life, and discovers a crime against the gods themselves.

But is Dara prepared to use her subclass, and wield the power of a Soul Mage? Or will the dead overrun the living and destroy them all?

Contains adult elements not suitable for children, involving a futa MC with a taste for attractive women and the occasional stat sheet.

https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0DGDJZXWT


BOOK FORMATTING


Book formatting at a reasonable price.

The person who formatted this book and all of the Montgomery Quinn books!

“I make your words look pretty.”

https://www.nmalone.net/bookformatting
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